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Summary: 
            “Who said there are no rules?” The storm is close and the promise of rain makes her fingers tremble.

“Come now, Korra, we both know rules are just holding you back.” She turns to see he is already looking at her, gray eyes stoic and knowing and she wonders if he realizes just how much they actually have in common: the ice wielding probender and the confine escaping, curfew breaking, boyfriend kissing Avatar. If only he knew how many rules she has already broken just to be here, just to weather this storm with him. Maybe he does, or maybe he suspects. And even though breaking the rules isn’t how she usually likes to operate, she won't deny the appeal.

Tahnorra, Private Lessons (Set During Book 1)

          







1. Before


    
    Chapter 1: Before

“You’ve got to be kidding me, Korra,” Mako stammers, “that guy is a total creep.” He stands across from her in the sticky gym. She can tell he’s trying to remain levelheaded, but his hands are balled into impossibly tight fists, and okay, maybe he’s right. Tahno is a total creep, but the firebender had barely even listened to her reasoning before condemning the whole plan, and she has a sneaking suspicion that behind his seemingly platonic concern there is jealousy twisting in the pit of his stomach.

“This is our best chance to get some intel before the finals,” she reasons, “I’ll be fine, really.” Her words do absolutely nothing to placate him, instead he moves his fingers to pinch his temple and let’s out a frustrated sigh.

“Mako’s right, Tahno is bad news,” Bolin interjects carefully before Mako has the chance. The younger brother chews his words carefully, trying to walk a thin line between concern and condemnation. “How do you know he’s not just playing you?”

“You don’t,” Mako answers for her, hands falling dramatically to his sides, “Don’t be stupid, Korra, he’s obviously just trying to use you to get to us.”

Us? She wonders if he is referring to the team or to their own complicated relationship. Either way, why should he even care? But they both know this isn’t the first time Mako has interjected himself into her personal life. Just last week he stared down a very nice young man that offered to buy her a coffee, and if she’s being completely honest, she’s sick of the fatherly bullshit.

“I can take care of myself,” she fires back. The more the brothers are trying to persuade her the more annoyed she is getting because do they honestly think that little of her? Besides, they don’t get to dictate how she spends her time outside the arena. Bolin recognizes her tone as a warning and raises his hands in defeat, smart enough to fear an angry Avatar, but Mako was never any good at taking a hint.

“This isn’t about you,” he tries again, more carefully this time, hoping to level with her, to knock some sense into her “It’s about our chances in the finals.” His tone is even, but she can hear the cracks in it, the barely concealed anger, and she wonders how much of it is about the tournament at all.

“That’s exactly why I have to go. What better way to beat the enemy than by training with them?”

“Any what if Tahno is thinking the same thing?” he fires back. What if you’re walking right into his trap? What if this is exactly what he wants you to do?

“Maybe he is,” she shrugs, “But at least we’ll come out even.” And then she’s throwing her gym bag over her shoulder and giving Pabu a goodbye scratch.

“You’re not going, Korra,”

“Says who?” she challenges, balling her fists until her nails are digging half moon crescents into her palm.

“Says me,” he gulps, and he knows he’s gotten himself in deep trouble, because her eyes are alive with rage.  Her body is quivering when she takes a final warning step towards him.

“Oh, really? Because you’re not my dad, Mako,” she spits “and you sure as hell aren’t my boyfriend, so what makes you think you can tell me what to do?” His face contorts, and she can see her own confusion mirrored in his honey eyes because deep down he knows that she is right, but he can’t keep the knots out of his stomach when he thinks of Tahno’s hands all over her. Even the thought of him just looking at her, raking his eyes over her, makes him want to puke, and maybe that’s why he doubles down and digs his own grave.

“You are not going and that’s final.” He moves himself decisively between her and the exit, and she could almost laugh at how brazen he is being. This is obviously not about the tournament anymore, it never was really, it’s about her, about wanting to make sure nobody else can have her, and even though it shouldn’t matter, his jealousy fuels a fire in her because even when you’re with her, you’re thinking about me, aren’t you?

She quirks an eyebrow dangerously at him, “And you’re going to stop me, Tough Guy?” Before he has a chance to react, she’s bending the earth below his feet, turning him around, and sending him flying into the practice nets. She can see Bolin out of the corner of her eye, mouth agape, obviously unsure where he fits in to all this, and Korra wishes she could tell him that this has nothing to do with him, that this is Mako’s problem, not his, but she’s far too angry for reason.

“Why don’t you try spending a little less time worrying about me and a little more time worrying about your own girlfriend.” Before Mako can object, she’s stalking out of the gym, and he is left wondering how he managed to fuck up that encounter so much. Bo offers him an apologetic hand up and pats him on the back reassuringly.

“I don’t like it either, but she’ll be alright, Bro,” Bolin consoles.

“And what if she’s not,” he fires back, “What if he tries something?” He shudders at the thought. Even worse, what if that’s what Korra wants.

“He wouldn’t risk disqualification like that.” Only then does Mako realize they’re talking about two completely different things. Bolin is too good, too pure, of course his mind doesn’t stray to the infinite possibilities.

“Then why even offer make the offer at all?” Mako asks, even though he’s pretty sure he knows the answer. The firebender has seen all too well the way men look at Korra; they desire her, and she is nothing but a prize to Tahno, a crowning jewel to his collection. Either she is too naïve to see that, or worse, she wants that too. Whichever it is, she is playing a dangerous game.

“Who knows? What matters is Korra can handle him.”

Yeah, but who’s going to handle her, he almost says, but he understands his own hypocrisy enough to swallow the words. Instead, he sighs, “You’re right.” The words are of little comfort to him, and he knows that he’ll probably spend most of the night watching Air Temple Island and waiting for her lantern to flicker on. It’s not fair, he knows this, it’s selfish. She is an adult who can make her own decisions, and if she wants to fool around with Tahno, she can. He doesn’t like it though, not one bit, but he can pretend to appease Bolin.

.

..

.

A storm is rolling in, she notes, dark clouds are on the horizon and the smell of rain is being carried in by turbulent, mountain breeze. The calm before the storm does little to subdue her anger as she weaves her way through the bustling streets in search of the Wolfbats' private gym. Tahno had slipped the address into her locker, complete with a date and time and even though she knows it may be a trap, she has a sort of morbid curiosity. There must be something breakable beneath that collected exterior, she just needs to find the cracks. Besides, Tenzin has been stressing to her the importance of waiting and watching, and private lessons seems like a great opportunity to test out her newfound skills. That being said, she is not naïve to the implication and apparently neither is Mako, judging by his response to her plan.

Granted, her plan was as half-baked as she was, but hey, at least she was trying something. As confident as she was in the Fire Ferrets abilities, she knew the Wolfbats were not about to play fair. Just last week, she watched them put all three Rabiroos in the hospital after a particularly brutal first round knockout. Any bit of intel Korra could collect about Tahno may be the difference between winning and losing, at least that’s what she convinced herself. She’s more than willing to imply scandal if that means winning the bending brothers the championship pot, and if Mako could cool his hot-head for half a fucking second, maybe he’d realize that she was doing this for him and Bo. But he wouldn’t ever do that, he’s too passionate, and even though she hates to admit it, that passion just makes her want him more. She shakes her head, sick of letting Mako occupy the free space in her mind (again), but still, she feels a little cynical joy in knowing that she will be all he thinks about tonight. Let him wonder.

She finds the building on the east side of the city, nestled between a quaint loose-leaf tea shop and an authentic earth kingdom restaurant. She’s always enjoyed earth kingdom grub, hearty and substantial like its people. She makes a mental note to drag Bo back here with her, treat him to a meal for his failed attempt at playing mediator. It’s the least she could do.

The air in the empty gym is stale. Thick glass doors thump closed behind her, blocking out the bustle of the busy street, and suddenly her stomach is in her throat because maybe she didn’t actually think this through. Her arms cross impulsively in front of her chest as she takes a few tentative steps towards the center of the room. She can see the silhouette of settling dust against  dim sunlight streaming through the window. She breathes it in, letting it tickle the inside of her nose, musty and comforting. The gym is humble and so opposite to the personality of its members, and she wonders for a second if she’s even in the right place. But then she catches a glint of shimmering gold on the wall to her left and turns her body to bask in the glow of three championship trophies- definitely the right place.

Her stomach twists being so close to it, close enough to reach out but too far to touch. She imagines holding it in the center of the arena, imagines Bo smiling as he scoops her into a sweaty bear hug, all warmth and booming laughs that rumbles through his chest. It is so close, she can almost smell Mako’s cinnamon breath in the crooks of her neck as he embraces her, arms tight around her, holding her like she’s always wanted him to do. So fucking close, and she has never wanted anything more. She hears a low whistle behind her that snaps her out of her daydream and pivots on her heels to see Tahno leaning against a stack of earth pucks on the opposite end of the room, all hard lines and superiority. She watches him watch her, something akin to mirth on his face as he sees the remnants of her fantasy leave her face.

“Take it all in, Avatar,” he smirks, “because it’ll be the first and last time you see that trophy.” Even from across the room, she can feel the disdain radiating off him in waves, and she senses that she is already a step behind, like he’s off to the races and she’s tripping over her own feet. He watches her hands move to her hips in defiance, and he knows that he has caught her off guard, The way she squares up is delightful, rising to the challenge.

“Not if I have anything to do with it.” Even as the words leave her mouth, she can feel her confidence faltering internally. It’s not that she doesn’t think she can win, it’s just that she’s gotten so used to losing outside of the arena that sometimes she wonders how much longer she can keep faking success. At every point Amon and Tarlok were a step ahead of her: smarter, faster, deadlier. If he senses her hesitation, he doesn’t mention it -how polite, she thinks bitterly- instead he pushes off the blocks and takes a decisive step towards her.

“While your bending skills are,” he pauses for a second searching for the right word, “impressive, it’s a team sport, Korra, and your teammates leave something to be desired.” The jab is measured, he knows that she is nothing if not loyal to the bending brothers. He also knows that even inciting their name will provoke her, and even though she’s just here for a good spar, there’s no harm in chipping away at her already fragile confidence. He can see right through her, she is nowhere near as confident as she portrays, in that way, they are alike.

“You should worry about your own teammates.” She retorts, boldly taking her own step forward, closing a bit of the distance between them. He sees it for what it is, a reminder that he is not the only one with power here.

“They do as I say, simple as that,” he shrugs because truth be told Ming and Shaozu don’t do much thinking for themselves, and that’s just how he likes it. There’s a reason why he is the face of the White Falls Wolfbats.

 “Ah yes,” she scoffs, “Sounds like you have a lot of respect for them.” Her words are thick with sarcasm, and she tilts her head mockingly.

He ponders it for a moment because he never thought of the Wolfbat’s dynamic as lacking respect; in fact, he respected how spineless and pliable his teammates were. It didn’t matter to him that they were stupid, they were strong and could take an order. Though he supposes some may view his mindset as degrading and his leadership as dictatorial.

“Not everything has to be a democracy,” he ticks, “Besides, I’m sensing more than just respect between you and that firebender. Mako is it?” He raises an eyebrow suggestively.

She feels the blush crawling up her neck because how could he possibly know? She wills it away and sets her mouth in a hard line, but the damage is done and her face burns red with embarrassment. He smiles at the victory, taking a moment to bask in the way she has begun to squirm.

“The Sato heiress is pretty, I suppose,” he muses before she has a chance to piece together a false denial. He notes her budding discomfort with a sly smile, “Pretty, but rather vapid, don’t you think?”

“Leave Asami out of this.” Because no matter how much she wants Mako to herself, Asami is lovely and smart and has saved her ass on more than one occasion. “Besides, you would know more than anyone about vapid fangirls.”

“Are you suggesting my female companions aren’t capable of good conversation?” He begins walking towards her, his steps are deliberate, and suddenly she feels a bit like prey, frozen and unsure in the face of a predator.

“I’m suggesting that conversation isn’t your primary interest in them.”

“Maybe not,” he purrs. At this point he is close to her, so close she can see the stark black of eyeliner against tepid gray eyes. “But I promise the arrangements are mutually beneficial.” She rolls her eyes so hard that she swears she sees the ceiling, just as he turns on his heel and begins to circle around her slowly. He rakes his eyes over her body, tense with unsprung nerves, and he’d be lying if he said she wasn’t pleasant to look at, tanned and toned and possessing power beyond his wildest dreams.

“Are you so sure your female companions would agree?” she quips back nervously, the words coming out huskier than she would have liked. Her feet are stuck in place and even though she can’t see him, she can feel him stop directly behind her leaning down until his mouth is only a few inches from her right ear, the proximity leaves her dizzy and confused. She smells like sweat and soap and ocean salt and he drinks it in greedily, gently brushing one of her ponytails to the side to get a better view of the expanses of her soft neck.

“If you’re so skeptical, I could give you a demonstration.” The words send a chill down her spine, and even though she’s disgusted by Tahno, she would be lying if she said this didn’t light a fire in her, but this is not what she came here for. If this is the game he wants to play, she decides, she’s more than willing to indulge in it. She turns around slowly until they are once again toe to toe and reaches up to wrap her hand decisively around his neck. Her fingers twine themselves in the soft hair at the nape of his neck, and pull him down towards her gently, bracing herself on tiptoes. For a second, she sees the surprise in his eyes- because this was an easier victory than he anticipated- as he prepares for the crash of her lips. But then her head turns at the last minute, and her mouth stops right next to his ear.

“I didn’t come here to flirt, Tahno,” she whispers, her breath warm and soft on the cusp of his ear. She feels him tense, his composure broken momentarily- a crack - but just as quickly, he swings back into character, and Korra finds herself disappointed at her inability to enjoy the moment.

“Are you so sure about that, Korra?” And then his hand is moving carefully and settling decisively on her waist and the touch is all together foreign and familiar. She can’t help but shudder at how warm and close he is, fingers pressing firmly into sensitive flesh, and she wonders if he feels it too, if there is a sea of electricity in his stomach, and she can sense herself slipping, her minor victory all but forgotten, lost in his pliant fingers and confused because maybe she does want more.


  Get it together, say something, Stupid, anything.


“Positive,” she breathes out, falling back onto her heels carefully, courage lost, as her hand disengages from his hair and falls useless and heavy at her side. For a second, he is disappointed, perhaps he expected her to be bolder, or maybe he was just enjoying this game of cat and mouse. She is, admittedly, a worthy partner. She’s right, his fangirls offer little in terms of conversation.

“If you say so,” he chuckles quietly, taking a measured step back and dropping his hand from her waist, and suddenly the moment is gone, and she is left feeling exposed and unsure how to proceed, and even though he is still close, he suddenly feels further than ever and she’s not sure why this makes her uncomfortable.


  “Then why did you come?”


The question shouldn’t catch her off guard. After all, she had spent all afternoon justifying it to her teammates, but suddenly her throat seems dry and tight, and none of her excuses seem quite good enough.

“To spar, I guess.”

He sighs, unconvinced but satisfied with the answer and takes a measured step back, “Whatever you say.” And then he is motioning for her to follow as he makes his way to a staircase in the corner. The air is warm and there is sweat rolling down her neck as she tentatively follows him up the rickety staircase, still feeling a bit unsure on her own feet. The wood groans angrily under their weight, overcast light haloing around his head, and she wonders not for the first time if she should just leave at this point. His motions are stiff and calculated in front of her, and if she didn’t know any better, she may say he looked suddenly unsure, his façade slipping a bit when his back is to her.

He pushes open a large metal door at the top of the stairs and motions for her to exit. She moves past him carefully, her hip brushing against his and emerges onto a large, open rooftop. Her feet carry her to the edge instinctively, and she leans over the railing to watch the shop patrons bustling below. He joins her being sure to stay just far enough away as they watch the rain clouds roll over Yue Bay.

“Well, what now?” she asks, feeling suddenly very impatient and much too exposed.

“We wait for the rain.”

She almost scoffs at the absurdity of waiting for rain in a pro-bending gym, like they’re in the dark ages or something, and he must notice her surprise because he’s quick to offer her an explanation.

“Listen, I fully intend to beat you, and I don’t want you destroying my gym when I do,” he smirks.

“And how do you expect to win without cheating?” she fires back, aware of the Wolfbat’s not so clean reputation and admittedly annoyed by his suggestion that she couldn’t control her anger. Even if he’s right, even if she has a history of burning air nation relics to a crisp, his arrogance is insufferable.

“Can’t cheat if there are no rules,” he shrugs, amused by the blooming frustration in her voice.

“Who said there are no rules?” Thunder cracks in the distance and the air shifts. The storm is close and the promise of rain makes her fingers tremble like water bugs skating across a rivers surface because even if she favors fire, she is Watertribe to her core.

“Come now, Korra, we both know rules are just holding you back.” She turns to see he is already looking at her, gray eyes stoic and knowing and she wonders if he realizes just how much they actually have in common: the ice wielding probender and the confine escaping, curfew breaking, boyfriend kissing Avatar. If only he knew how many rules she has already broken just to be here, just to weather this storm with him. Maybe he does, or maybe he suspects. And even though breaking the rules isn’t how she usually likes to operate, she can’t deny the fact  that racing across the tundra with Naga, leaving behind her arctic prison, was the most alive she’s even felt: frigid air piercing her throat, stinging tears frozen to her face, rules all but buried in the snow piling behind her.

The sky opens up with a boom and suddenly they are doused in their element, slick and sweet as it pools above the pillow of her lip and drips down her chin. She’s still not used to rain, snow seems much more familiar, but she still enjoys the way it wraps around her skin, a cool embrace to soothe the heat that Tahno has ignited in her with the promise of anarchy because maybe the idea of throwing the rules away is intriguing to her too, maybe she’s still chasing that high.

“So no rules?” She whispers, barely audible above the clattering of raindrops on the tin roofs. He raises an eyebrow and she thinks that maybe she sees a spark of excitement in his eyes, the beginnings of a smile that he doesn’t dare let show on his lips.

“If you insist.”

And before she even has a chance to consider the floodgate that she may have just opened, he is springing into action, dropping and sweeping a leg to try and knock her off balance. She jumps back, falling into a back handspring to avoid the blow. She lands in a crouch and smirks, feeling a familiar fire in her belly, the same fire she felt the first time she set foot in the arena. She pulls at the water around her into a whip and sends it flying towards him, he dips out of the way swiftly and the water splashes useless behind him.

He responds by encasing his fist in ice and running towards her, but she’s quick to bend the rocks beneath him causing him to tumble and his makeshift glove to shatter. He somersaults out of it, and she uses the opportunity to aim a sweeping kick that barely misses his ribs. He growls grabbing her ankle and wrapping his forearm around it, but before he can pull her off balance, she’s flipping her body and slipping her rain slicked leg out of his grasp. She spins around summons as much water as possible to send a tidal wave towards him, but he’s fast and smart and ices his feet to roof to brace himself to weather the wave, taking advantage of plethora of water she has provided. He sends a tendril of liquid her way, wrapping it around her wrist. She intercepts it by erecting a wall of rock between them, and suddenly the game is afoot and it almost feels like a dance as they move in tandem, opposite but together, a mirrored pair.

She rolls with his punches, ducking and dodging, throwing back ice and rock when possible, hoping he will tire himself out. She notes that he is faster than her, his body lithe and aware, but his stance is weak, and if she could just break his core, she knows he’ll fall hard. Easier said than done because he just won’t stop moving, and no matter how much she digs her heels in, his blows are measured and sharp, and a particularly nasty icicle to her side causes her to bite down on her own tongue until all she can taste is blood and rainwater. A quick breath escapes her nose as she hops back and tries to regroup.

“Ready to give up yet?” he teases, but she can sense he too is tired, and she knows that this is now or never. She huffs out and begins running towards him, he turns the ground below her into ice, and she uses it to her advantage using the momentum to dive and slide between his legs, and suddenly his back is to her and she has some semblance of power again. She sweeps her legs out, pulling the same move he tried on her at the beginning of this fight, but this time it lands. His legs crumple beneath him as he falls at her feet, wet and displeased.

“Are you ready to give up?” she smirks, hands on her hips, and for a moment, she thinks he might admit defeat, but then she sees the twinkle in his eye and suddenly her legs are being kicked out beneath her and she is falling, landing haphazardly on top of him with a graceless huff, and he has the audacity to laugh at her expense, hands folding behind his head to enjoy the show as she tries to untangle herself from him. The sun has already set, night falling around them like a veil as the rain continues to fall in a steady drizzle, making her attempts to disengage even more uncomfortable. The longer she takes, the more aware he is of her body, of the way her chest is brushing haphazardly against his, and suddenly his skin feels to tight, and he’s screwing his eyes shut trying to focus on anything but her soft breath on his neck.

“That wasn’t fair,” she snaps, shifting until she’s straddling him, hands resting on either side of his head, fully intending to push away, but then she turns and sees the look on his face, and for the first time it is perfectly clear exactly what he is feeling: longing. She realizes how close they are, how slick his skin in beneath her, how he can probably feel every shaky breath she is taking. She shifts carefully and he trembles below her and she feels suddenly too powerful as he waits with bated breath for her next move. Her eyes shift until they are locked on his, half-lidded and confused by her hesitance as raindrops roll down the bridge of her nose and land with a crash on his cheeks. And she knows she should get up, she should nip this feeling in the bud, but it feels like she is made of metal, like her body is burdensome and he is a magnet, and how long has she been waiting for someone to look at her like this?

The memory of their fight feels very far away. He is too close now, all slick skin and and hard lines, and maybe she liked breaking the rules more than she cares to admit, and maybe that’s why she does something that is against her better judgement and reaches a hand to his face, resting it hesitantly on the his chin, fingers wrapping up to rest on his cheek and she feels him shiver below her, letting out a wobbly breath that’s warm against her wrist. There is surprise in his eyes, surprise and confusion and a glimmer of excitement and he leans into her touch, and her fingers drag down his neck and come to rest on his chest, and there’s no more denying that she wants this too, even if she’s not quite sure what this is.

He must sense it because his next move is deliberate, his hand reaching behind her neck and pulling her down to him, “No rules, Korra.” And then his lips are crashing into hers and she swears she see stars as her mouth struggles to catch up with her brain. His lips are pliant against hers, warm and rough as he pulls her closer, his other hand finding purchase on her waist, digging into to the sensitive skin. She gasps, moving her hands to his cheeks and pushes back against him, desperate for more. His lips taste like salt and chamomile tea and she wants to drown in them, her hands moving from his cheeks to his hair as she pulls demandingly at the drenched locks. The action results in a growl that gets swallowed by the delicate pillow of her lips.

He shifts suddenly, pushing himself into a sitting position, never once breaking their kiss, and wraps his arms tight around her waist, pulling her body flush against his, soft breasts heaving against his toned chest, and he moans into her mouth, acutely  aware of the way her hips move rhythmically against his. From this position it is wholly impossible to ignore the effect she has had on him, and she relishes in the way his body is responding to hers. Her hands drop from his hair and snake underneath the fabric of his shirt, digging her nails into the expanse of smooth, slick skin. His lips break from hers, and he yanks at the ponytail holder at the back of her head. Her waves go flying and he wastes no time in grabbing a handful of wild hair and forcing her head back, allowing him access to the tanned skin of her neck. A gentle whimper escapes her when his teeth nip at the soft flesh, leaving behind a trail of marred skin, and even though she’s no expert on this, she knows she wants more.

Her own hands drop to the hem of her shirt, pulling at the fabric and yanking it over her head. He freezes, taking a moment to admire the way her breasts roll under tight binding, hands reaching to touch the exposed skin of her stomach. They tease their way up to chest and then his hands are on her bindings, firm and soft and her head falls back, a breath stuck in her throat because she has never been touched like this, and she’s afraid of slowing down, afraid of pulling back and coming to her senses because this feels as good as racing across the tundra, better even. She leans down and her lips capture his again, softer this time, almost tender. His hands trace down her sides, stopping on her hips and pulling gently, urging her to rock into him, and she complies eagerly. He gasps hungrily and she uses to opportunity to slip he tongue into his mouth, enjoying the way it dances across his. The friction of their bodies crashing against each other is intoxicating, lighting her core on fire, and she knows that if she doesn’t stop now, she won’t stop at all.

She wonders, all at once if that’s exactly what he wants, if she’s fallen right into his trap, and suddenly his mouth tastes sour against hers, wrong, and is this what Mako meant when he told her not to be stupid. Was he right, is this all a ploy to get into her head? She tries to ignore it, to enjoy how good he’s making her feel, but the moment is gone. The spark in her stomach is replaced by nausea because suddenly she feels like one of those stupid, vapid fangirls. He must sense her shift because he pulls back, dropping his elbows so he’s propped up on them and looking at her, his head tilted to the side in confusion. Before he has the chance to ask what’s wrong, her hands are striking him hard, shoving him towards the concrete, his head cracking against the ground as she pushes herself off him.

“What the fuck?” he growls.

“You’re an asshole, you know,” she spits, grabbing her shirt and pulling it on, struggling with the soaked fabric. He looks confused for a moment, still hazy with lust, but it doesn’t take him long to wrap his head around her anger.

“I’m an asshole?” he laughs, “You wanted that as much as I did.” The words are harsh and true, and she doesn’t dare look at him as he too pulls himself to his feet, afraid he’ll see the shame and embarrassment washed across her cheeks.

“You tricked me.” She pushes past him and shoves the metal door open, trying to put as much distance between her and Tahno as possible. He follows, trying to keep up. She’s practically running at this point, taking the stairs two at a time, desperate to get out of this godforsaken gym.

“Just wait a second, let’s at least talk about this, damnit.” When they get to the bottom of the steps, he reaches out and grabs her wrist, forcing her to spin and face him.

“Talk about what?” she hisses, snapping her wrist free, “Talk about how you played me? No thanks, pretty boy, I’d rather not.”

“I didn’t play you, so get that thought out of your head, princess,” he seethes, “You came onto me, you don’t get to play victim.” She intakes a sharp breath and crosses her arms tightly, hugging herself, and she’s genuinely not sure if he’s right. She may have technically made the first move, but he’s been teasing her for weeks now, and her response was a culmination of those moments, at least that’s what she keeps telling herself because she’s the Avatar and she’s supposed to be better at evading temptation.

“Don’t even pretend like this wasn’t your plan.”

My plan, he thinks, how the hell could I have managed to execute that? Besides, what does she want him to say. Does she want him to pretend that he didn’t enjoy that, pretend like he doesn’t want her? Regardless, he knows that no matter what he says she will be displeased.

“You wouldn’t believe me if it said it wasn’t,” he remarks, “so what’s the point.” Deep down she knows that it’s true, knows that she is just trying to justify the guilt that is bubbling in the pit of her stomach.

“You know what, I don’t care,” she groans, suddenly feeling far too tired for this conversation, “Just do us both a favor, and don’t tell anyone, alright?” Her clothes are sticky, still damp from the rain and all she wants is to lay in bed and forget about this stupid night and his skilled tongue and the way they rolled together like waves on the sea.

“I don’t kiss and tell.” He assures her, and he means it. Besides, how would his teammates react if they knew he was fooling around with the enemy. They may be stupid, but they know bad press when they see it, and this is the worst kind of press. He can already imagine the tabloid headlines “Slimy Probending Star Takes Advantage of Republic City’s Golden Girl”.

She nods solemnly, turning and crossing the gym in hurried, shaky steps. Her hand is on the door when she hears him call from across the gym.

“Maybe we try this again after the tournament.”  He almost doesn’t say it, almost lets her leave without looking back, but there is something between them, and he knows she felt it too, knows that she’s just as confused as he is.

She shakes her head, pausing for a moment, and then she is pushing the door open and disappearing into the drizzly night, and all that is left of her is the smell of her soap on his skin and the memory of her lips, soft and full against his.


  Maybe…



  .



  ..



  .


She runs full sprint back to Air Temple Island, afraid that if she stops, she’ll have to prematurely face her own guilt. Maybe, she thinks, she can forget it ever happened, but she knows it’s a stupid thought because the feeling of his skilled hands are burnt into her skin, and she knows next time she looks in the mirror, all she’ll see is the marks he left on her neck, fresh and sore.


  How could you be so stupid?



  Do you have no self-control at all?



  What will Mako and Bolin think?


They’ll never know, she decides then. If they ask, she’ll say she decided not to go. That instead she went back to Air Temple Island and spent the afternoon with Tenzin and the family. Bolin will believe her- sweet, summer Bolin- he always believes her, but she’s pretty sure Mako will know. He’s too good at reading her, too good at pressing all the right buttons until she’s practically throwing her secrets at his feet, begging him to carry them too.

Naga greets her at her window, and she crumples into her, happy for her warm solid body to lean on, to bury her shame in. Naga licks her gently, sensing her owner’s distress, all too happy to help shoulder the burden. When her nausea subsides, she lights her lantern and falls into bed, still wet and confused and tired and not sure what to think or how to feel. She feels stupid, yes, but there is more than just that. She also feels disappointed, and she’s not sure if she’s disappointed in herself for going so far or disappointed that she stopped when she did. She sighs and rolls over, burying her head in her pillow and hoping for sleep.

Maybe we try this again after the tournament. The words echo in her head: a promise, a tease, a challenge.

Maybe we do, she thinks.

  



2. After

Summary for the Chapter:
            When Lin takes her statement, it’s hard to remember all of the details: the fall, the electricity filling the stands, the way Lieutenant smirked before he lit up her world, then pain like she’s never felt before as every nerve is set alight, and finally there is black. She faintly remembers being dragged, but it feels more like a dream than a memory, foggy and vague. She swears that she heard Tahno plead for mercy, her sucker punch long forgotten, before her world went dark again, and she woke up tied to a pole with a thrumming. She remembers watching the bodies of the Wolfbats fall, limp and useless into the waiting water, and that’s when it sunk in. Once again, she had failed to protect, to serve the citizens of Republic City, so when Pabu chewed her free, she did the rashest thing possible, she launched after Amon with reckless abandon. She faintly heard Mako call after her, but she was already too far gone and so is Amon.

Tenzin tells her that it’s not her fault, that she did everything right; her mind flashes to gray eyes and rooftop spars. She’s not sure that she believes him.

          


    
    
  After the tournament felt so far away. 



  How could she have known how much would change?


.

..

.

Across the bay, Mako sees a light flick on and sighs out in relief. His back is sore from leaning against the wooden window frame, and he stretches his arms out, feeling slightly placated. She’s safe, she’s home, and she’ll be sleeping in her own bed tonight, but he can’t help but wonder why she was out so late. He internally berates himself for caring so much, for wasting so much time worrying about her because she’s an adult and she is more than capable of taking care of herself, but he just can’t keep himself from worrying about her. She is far too naïve for the likes of Tahno, at least that’s what he tells himself. She deserves someone who will appreciate her, who will love her not because she’s the Avatar but because she is Korra. Someone like me, he thinks selfishly because maybe he wants her to himself. Maybe she still wants me too. His mind flashes to petals in the wind, to her soft lips on his, the rush of a rule broken, maybe it doesn’t matter who made the first move after all, maybe it never really did.

.


  ..



  .


She wakes up before dawn. She is still damp with a dull headache blooming in her skull as the memories of the night before come rushing back, and she knows that she will not be falling back asleep, not when all she can think about is chamomile lips and the surprising thrill of a shared secret. Her limbs feel tight as she stands and tries to stretch the sleep, or lack thereof, out of them before finally changing into a dry set of clothes. She adjusts the neckline carefully, doing her best to cover the bruises he left on her neck. She’s not one to use makeup, but she makes a mental note to ask Asami how to deal with discoloration. She’ll say it’s for dark circles, but Asami is a lot like Mako. She’s too perceptive, and she’ll absolutely see right through it with her small, knowing smile.

She lets Naga sleep and makes her way down to the gazebo, grabbing one of Pema’s famous steamed rolls on the way down. She should meditate- at least that’s what Tenzin says- but frankly, she’s sick of radio silence, so instead she chooses to practice her airbending forms, finding comfort in the muscle memory. Tenzin also keeps telling her that air is coming, that soon she will be a fully realized avatar, but more than anything she just feels stuck, feels blocked. Even though she is moving like an airbender, even though she should be closer to an answer than ever, but no matter how many forms she learns, memorizes, commits to muscle memory, it all just feels further away than ever, and with Amon so close, how can she afford that weakness.

She spots the sun start to rise over Yue Bay and sighs, knowing her self-hatred will have to wait as she sets off to the ferry. The final match is tomorrow, and the fire ferrets had spent every day practicing, and even though she’s not too jazzed about the third degree she’s surely about to receive, there’s a renewed fire in her stomach at the thought of wiping that stupid smile off Tahno’s face, once and for all. Because the more she thinks about last night, the more she feels like she’s been played, like she’s still being played, like that final comment he threw so haphazardly at her was meant to confuse her, to knock her off balance, again, a mischievous kick. He made it very clear that he does not plan to play by the rules, and what better way to cheat than getting into her head?

Yue Bay is always quiet this early, and it gives her time to reflect. She wonders, not or the first time, if Aang ever took this ferry too. If he looked out at the city that he built and felt suddenly very small and very inconsequential. She wonders why he, or any of her past lives for that matter, refuse to come to her now when the world seems to be falling apart. It feels almost unfair that whenever Aang asked for Roku, he showed up, and all she has to show for hours upon hours of meditation is the shame of being a spiritual failure. Tenzin urges her not to worry, to keep meditating on that frustration, that when the time is right, his father will appear to her, but her patience is wearing thin. If now is not the right time, Aang, when will be? Her train of thought is cut short as the ferry lurches to a stop and her feet follow the familiar path to the arena.

She sees Bolin first, stretching out on a training mat, and when he looks at her, his eyes light up like they always do. It makes her stomach lurch to know that she does not deserve his admiration, not when she was too weak to see past Tahno’s tricks- and too stubborn to listen to her teammates. She sees Mako too, out of the corner of her eye, as he makes his way into the gym. His mouth is set into a firm, unreadable line, and the way he is looking at her makes her feel nervous, like he’s probing her mind, and she wills herself to look casual, gently pulling at her shirt to make sure it’s still seated correctly on her neck.

“Good morning,” she smiles, trying to break the obvious tension. Bolin smiles too but still looks to Mako nervously not quite sure what he’s supposed to say. For a second, the only sound in the gym is soft jazz from the radio in the corner, but then Mako sighs and runs a hand through his hair.

“So how was it?” Mako asks, crossing his arms across his chest, trying not to appear as apprehensive as he feels. His voice is flat, restrained, but internally he is already bombarding her with questions. What happened? Did he hurt you? Was it worth it? Were you thinking about me?

“I -uh- I didn’t end up going.”

Bolin lets out a breath just as one catches in Mako’s throat, and she looks at him with a sheepish smile before dropping her eyes to the ground, willing him to look away, to buy her lie just this once. But something is off, and he can sense it immediately, sense the way her whole body is stiff, and her eyes won’t seem to leave the floor even as his boar into her. She is lying, and unfortunately for her, she’s not very good at it. Not like he is at least. Years on the streets had trained him to spot a fib a mile away, and she is ridden with tells: rigid spine, fidgeting fingers, the way she bites her bottom lip absentmindedly. Admittedly, that last one is a little distracting, but he tries to drown his fascination and focus on the facts. Why would she even feel the need to lie to them like that? What could she be hiding?

“You didn’t go?” he asks skeptically, trying to give her an out, acutely aware of the dull pain in his back from waiting for her light to flick on and the lack of true relief when it actually did. What were you up to last night, Korra? And why don’t you want me to know?

She nods, too nervous to speak under his obvious scrutiny.

He pushes back, “Why not?”

“I guess I really thought about what you said.” Her collar feels too tight, and she pulls at it, her fingers brushing against fresh bruises. This does not go unnoticed by Mako who suddenly feels the need to see what’s obscured by that carefully placed fabric.

“You made the right choice, Korra,” Bolin chimes in as he pulls himself to his feet and throws a friendly arm over her shoulder, “Even without your super Avatar intel, I’m sure we’ll kick butt.” He mimes a few punches and gives her his classic, easy grin, and even though there is still guilt bubbling in her stomach, she feels a sense of comfort from his embrace.

“Sorry about giving you a hard time, Mako, and, you know, throwing you into the net.”

And even though he is not at all convinced by her little charade, he knows this conversation is going nowhere, and that getting Bo involved too would be a detriment to team dynamic, so he swallows his pride and drops the topic, shelving it for later with a nonchalant shrug.

“It’s fine, really, let’s just focus on winning the tournament.” He notes the way she visibly relaxes, obviously relieved to no longer be the object of his scrutiny and all too ready to take her nerves out on something tangible, and when Bolin whips out a couple of freshly printed pictures of Tahno, she is all too happy to destroy them. In fact, if he didn’t know any better, he would say there was a renewed vigor, a venom he hasn’t seen before in her strikes, and even though it’s easy to see she’s lying through her teeth, he can’t quite read what going through her mind.

He fully intends to pull her aside after practice, to probe a little further, sure that if he asks to right questions- asks the right way- she’ll crack, but then the radio buzzes and Amon’s voice is filling the gym and he watches her face fall, eyes wide with confusion as she struggles to keep up.

“I hope you all enjoyed last night’s probending match because it will be the last.”

A chill runs up his spine, and when Korra looks at him, the fear in her eyes is palpable, a culmination of too many close calls and nightmares.  All at once he feels the almost overwhelming need to take her far away from here, to protect her even if that’s not what she wants from him, not what she needs. He almost reaches out to her, the neck, the light and the lies all but forgotten, but then he remembers himself, and instead balls his fist and stares daggers into the radio, trying to focus on not losing his temper because seeing her this uncharacteristically scared is making him angry.

“I am calling on the Council to shut down the bending arena and cancel the finals, or else.” And then there is static, and they are left dumbfounded, one step behind the equalist once again and struggling to keep their footing. Mako looks to his brother, who too seems unsure on how to proceed.

Korra is the first to speak, “We need to go to the council and convince them not to cancel the match.” When he looks back at her, the fear is gone, replaced by a cold, almost detached rage that he is not used to seeing on her, and he realizes that she has reverted to wearing her anger like a turtleduck shell because it’s better than being afraid, right?

“Wait a second, Korra,” he reasons, “Is that really a good idea?” Because as much as he and Bolin need the money, would it really be worth losing their bending over or, even worse, risking her bending, and he can’t believe that she is even considering it, considering testing Amon’s patience one more time.


  Do you not remember the last time, Korra? The way he tricked you. Because I do. Because I think about that all the time, about how close you were to losing it all. How close the world was to losing you,


She really is beyond selfless.

“Wait for what, Mako? For Amon to bully benders into silence? I don’t think so.” She shoves past him a little too roughly.

“We just don’t want anyone to get hurt, Kor,” Bolin hesitates, stopping her in her tracks. She sighs, knowing that he is right, but her skin feels too tight and she is aching for some semblance of control over the situation. She is sick and tired of letting Amon ruin everything, and even though she is scared beyond belief, it isn’t in her nature to just roll over, not when the city is depending on her to bring peace.

“I know,” she says, turning to rest a soft hand on Bo’s elbow, “I just- I think we need to at least try and talk to the Council.” There is a desperation in her voice, Mako recognizes it too well, understands that she is hiding barely concealing fear; it is a voice he has used before when the streets were too cold and food was hard to come by and Bolin just wouldn’t atop shivering.

Bolin looks at Mako, who nods solemnly, and the three of them make their way to the capital building. They get there in time to see Lin advocating for the event to continue, and after a brief talk with Tenzin, the plans are made, and Mako is not sure if he is relieved or terrified to hear that the show will go on. He is mildly comforted by the police presence, but he knows what Amon is capable of and Korra does too.

He pulls her to the side once they get back to the arena, telling Bolin to go upstairs and start dinner.

“Are you okay?” Admittedly, he doesn’t expect honestly, but it’s his job as team caption to make sure she’s ready for tomorrow. At least, that’s what he tells himself.

“I’m fine,” she says attempting a weak smile that doesn’t reach her eyes, and he shakes his head, why won’t this stupid girl just admit that she is afraid, why must this be another battle.

“You know, it’s okay if you’re scared.”

He tries a more gentle approach this time, something neither of them are quite used to because so far it’s been easier to detach, to keep her an arm’s length away.

 “It’s just- you and Bolin deserve this chance, okay? And I’m not going to let Amon take that from you.” She means it even though she is terrified; they deserve this, and maybe she deserves this too, deserves the chance to show Amon that she will not lie down and let him bully the citizens of Republic City into submission.

“Bolin and I, we’re here if you need to talk. You know that, right?” She looks away from him, indignant and ashamed for being so weak, so obviously shaken.

“Just go home, and get some rest, okay?” he sighs. The wall is up, and he knows there is no point in trying to convince her to drop it, not when she seems further away from him than ever, and he unconsciously finds himself wondering if something has changed since yesterday afternoon. Instead of pushing, like he so desperately wants to do, he sighs and lays a hand on her shoulder, a rare moment of physical contact, “We need you ready for tomorrow.”

.

..

.

She wakes up the morning of the tournament feeling dangerous. The fear is still there, lingering in the back of her mind, but more than anything there is desire and excitement, and she is all too ready to knock that stupid smirk off of Tahno’s stupid face once and for all. That, she thinks, would make all this stress worth it. Then, and only then, will she allow herself to consider what happens next, if anything. She won’t let herself to be swayed by his whispered afterthoughts- Maybe after the tournament we try this again-  not even if a part of her hopes for them to be true. Tonight, she will win. She needs to win.

When she walks into the gym that night, the energy is electric, and she buzzes with nerves and excitement and hope. She is comforted, if only a little bit, by the police presence. There are more officers and blimps than she’s ever seen in one place. Bolin embraces her when she walks into the changing room, and she smiles a genuine smile because this is what she wanted, right?

“You ready?” he whispers in her ear, and his excitement is contagious.

“Born ready,” she laughs, “Let’s show those slimy Wolfbats what a fire ferret can do!”

When they huddle, Mako smiles at her too, relieved to see her more like her old self.

"Let’s do this!”

 


  Round one goes to the Wolfbats.



  Round two goes to the Fire Ferrets.



  Round three goes to Amon, a perfect knockout.


When Lin takes her statement, it’s hard to remember all of the details: the fall, the electricity filling the stands, the way Lieutenant smirked before he lit up her world, then pain like she’s never felt before as every nerve is set alight, and finally there is black. She faintly remembers being dragged, but it feels more like a dream than a memory, foggy and vague. She swears that she heard Tahno plead for mercy, her sucker punch long forgotten, before her world went dark again, and she woke up tied to a pole with a thrumming in her head and a renewed terror bubbling in the pit of her stomach. She remembers watching the bodies of the Wolfbats fall, limp and useless into the waiting water, and that’s when it sunk in. Once again, she had failed to protect, to serve the citizens of Republic City, so when Pabu chewed her free, she did the rashest thing possible, she launched after Amon with reckless abandon. She faintly heard Mako call after her, but she was already too far gone.


  Amon still gets away.


Tenzin tells her that it’s not her fault, that she did everything right; her mind flashes to gray eyes and rooftop spars. She’s not sure that she believes him.

.

..

.

He dreams of the swamps, of his mother’s soft guiding hands on his, of mud and vines and sweat that drips down his nose and is swallowed greedily by the roots below. He dreams of the first time he controlled water, no older than the age of five, fascinated by the way it wrapped around his hand -so much power- and his mother beamed with pride. He sees her now, soft, brown eyes and full cheeks that brushed against his when she pulled him close and sang to him in a tongue he never bothered to learn. All he had ever wanted was to be a strong bender, to make her proud, but when he reaches out to her, she falls apart, her skin peeling away like a lychee fruit to reveal nothing but empty sockets and exposed nerves and red, red, red, and suddenly he feels too small, too far away as the swamp dries up and there is desert as far as the eye can see.

He lurches awake. His entire body lifts off the bed as a scream catches in his throat, stuck. Thick, hot sweat clings to his skin like cellophane as he falls back onto his pillow and lets out a shaky breath. His sheets are soaked through and he finds himself once again confused, his brain fuzzy from a mixture of exhaustion and booze that leave him wondering where he is. His first instinct is to bend the sweat away, it always is, but when his finger twitch and there is no response, he is forced to remember.


  I am Tahno. I was a probending star. Last week I was equalized.


He repeats it like a mantra, convinced that if he says it enough things will start to make sense because spirits know nothing does anymore.


  I am Tahno.


His feet move on their own accord, carrying him to the bathroom.


  I was a probending star.


He turns on the faucet but doesn’t dare touch the water; the wound still feels too fresh, too new. Instead he watches it fill the basin, his stomach feeling hollow, bile clawing at the back of his throat.


  Last week I was equalized.


It doesn’t feel real. Not when he can remember the pull of the tides, the feeling of controlling power beyond the average man’s wildest dreams, wet and alive, and when he looks in the mirror, there are tears trailing down his cheeks, and was he really so disconnected to his own element that  he didn’t even notice them start to fall.


  Spirits, since when have I been this damn pathetic?


And then he’s turning the water off, hand striking the faucet aggressively before dragging himself to the kitchen and pouring  another drink that smells like paint thinner and tastes like avoidance because admittedly, he’s sick and tired of thinking of that night. Over… and over… and over again. He’s tired of reliving all the ways he’s fucked up, like a highlight reel: the fight, the win, the shock, the fall. What if he had fought harder? What if he had swallowed his pride and ran away, dove off the edge and never looked back, leaving Shaozu and Ming behind? What if the fire ferrets had won? What would he have done if it were Korra on that stage instead of him? Would he have gone after Amon…

Admittedly, he’s not sure he’s ready to cross that bridge yet. Not when the memory of her is branded so vividly into his mind, and it’s so much harder now to compartmentalize, to separate the Avatar from the woman, so much harder to see her as unbreakable when he has felt her collapse under his touch. And logically, he knows the world needs the Avatar, that her pinky finger is more valuable, more powerful, than his entire being, but maybe he’s selfish because at this moment, he thinks he might have watched her burn if he knew it meant avoiding this purgatory because he’s not sure what he’s supposed to do now. Tomorrow, he will lie to himself, pretend that he cares about the greater good, pretend that the alcohol is what is bringing on these dangerous thoughts, but he already knows that it will be just that: a lie. Because at the end of the night, he is selfish, and he’d give anything up to be Tahno of the White Falls Wolfbats again.

By the time his head hits the pillow again, the room is spinning and he forgets, if only for one blissful second, his sad reality. When he closes his eyes, all he sees is her. Her hand is heavy on the glass door and the air is thick with unspoken words that seem so far away now, so meaningless. The scene plays in his mind, over and over.


  Maybe we try again after the tournament.


It’s technically after the tournament, but this was not the plan, and the thought of even being in the same room as her, of having to see the pity in those stupid blue eyes, is making him sick to his stomach. Logically he knows that this is not her fault, that while she may be the Avatar, she is not responsible for the evils that Amon has unleashed on Republic City, that she is just a girl who has been thrust into a war that she did not start but now has the responsibility to finish. She is as much a victim of his Amon’s as he is, maybe more so. He knows all this, but right now, it’s easier to have something tangible to blame because Amon is just a mask, an idea, a movement, but Korra is more. Korra is flesh and skin that rippled like water under his palms, and in the face of all that is happened, her failure feels like betrayal. If only she had been faster, smarter, stronger, then maybe things could be different. It’s senseless and hypocritical and beyond unfair to think these things, he knows that, but searching for sense in the events of the past week has been nearly impossible, not when there’s so much alcohol in his apartment and he has all the time in the world to drown in it.


  What would he even say to her now?



  .



  ..



  .


He doesn’t have to wait long to see the scene play out because the next morning Chief Beifong asks him to come back to the station for a follow up statement, and he repeats the story to her for what must be the tenth time with the numb disinterest that he’s perfected, and she tells him to take care of himself (again) before sending him on his way with a firm but sympathetic nod. Just when he thinks he can go home and continue wallowing in his own self-pity, Korra walks in, a whirlwind of blue against the muted grays of the station. For a moment she is completely unaware of his presence, her back turned to him, wrapped up in an urgent but hushed conversation with Tenzin, but she must sense him, or maybe just sense his scrutiny because when she turns, her eyes find his immediately, and even from half a room away, he can see it in her eyes: guilt.

She turns to Tenzin and says something inaudible before crossing the station and coming to a halt in front of him. He notices the way she bites the inside of her cheek, hesitant and unsure, as she tries to figure out what to say. Every option seems empty, worthless, because what in the world could she say to make up for what happened to him. She knows that whatever she scrounges up, no matter how sincere, will not be enough, could never be enough.

“Tahno…”

He crosses his arms and stares at the clock above her head, keeping count of the second’s hand as it ticks on, unable to stand looking at the obvious pity in her eyes and unable to shake the feeling that this is her fault. Because even half-sober, he resents the way that the elements still sing for her, the way that water would dance at her fingertips if she called it, and he understands how easily their positions could have switched. Fate really fucked him over on this one - or maybe it was karma - and even though he can’t explain why, she feels like a catalyst, like his world before her was crawling along and she singlehandedly set this all into motion.


  I wish I never met you.


“Listen, I…”

“Spit it out, Avatar.” There is no humor, no tease, just sharpness that cuts her to the core, and even though she expected this scrutiny, it still hurts because expectation and experience are two very different things. He is cold and hurt and she is ill prepared to deal with this fallout.

“I’m so sorry about your bending,” she tries, but it already feels like she’s slipping, like he is black ice and she is running too quickly, like if she’s not careful, she will crash. “I should have stopped him.” The words are empty, and she knows it. There are a lot of things she should have done that night.

“But you didn’t, so it doesn’t really matter.” She flinches under the weight of his scrutiny, unable to hide the hurt in her eyes.

“I tried, I really did,” she stammers, pleading with him to understand the difficult choices she had to make that night, to understand that she never wanted anybody to get hurt, least of all him. She wants to tell him that Beifong promised it would be safe, that she assured her Amon would take one look at the arena and run away, tail between his legs, but those just feel like empty excuses now, maybe they always were.

“Well look what good that got me,” he scoffs wryly. He is innately aware that his anger is misdirected, but it doesn’t matter because it feels good to hurt her, to watch her feel a semblance of the turmoil he has been shouldering since that night.

“I don’t know what to say,” she admits, “there are so many things I would change about that night, but I can’t.”

“Change what? Don’t lie, you’re just happy it’s not you.”

“That’s not true,” she snaps defensively, even though she thinks it might be a little true because she would be lying if she said she would switch places with him that night. But she knows that he doesn’t deserve this, and in losing the match, the fire ferrets inadvertently played into his demise.

“Then what? What would you have changed?”

The answer lies somewhere between everything and nothing, but she’s not quite sure where to begin looking for it.

He takes her silence as an answer with a dry and humorless smile. “That’s exactly what I thought.”

“I didn’t do this to you, and you know that,” she retorts, her sympathy wearing thin.

“You might as well have.”

As soon as he says it, he wishes he could take it back because her whole body flinches at the implication, her eyes widening with shock and guilt, and he knows that he has gone too far, that he might as well have poured fire flakes on an open wound. She’s quiet for a second and he wonders what is going through her mind, wonders if he has just crossed a line that cannot be uncrossed.

“I’m sorry,” she says after a moment, her voice cracks and she lowers her eyes to stare at the her shoes, “I know that I fucked up, Tahno. I just- I wanted you to know that I’m gonna get him, okay?”

Silence. And then she’s turning away, and there is an apology on his lips, but he can’t seem to say it.

“If you need anything, Tenzin can help. Feel free to write him, or me…”

She’s a few steps away when he name falls from his lips, and when she turns back towards him, she is hopeful, like a baby turtleduck getting thrown breadcrumbs, and he wants to say he’s sorry, to tell her that this is no more her fault than it is his own, but he thinks maybe she’s better off without him anyway. Besides, she probably would rather forget he even existed and move on with her life, maybe deep down he wants the same, so instead he tries to make the choice for her.

“Don’t hold your breath, princess.”

She lets out a breath and nods sadly. Just like that, she is gone, and the station fades back to gray.

And he doesn’t know how to explain it, but it feels like the world is in slow motion once again without her catalysis.


  Maybe it’s better this way?


 

 

 

 

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Originally this was only going to be a oneshot, but I felt like it had a lot of potential, so I decided to make it a full on story! Updates will probably be slow, but I hope it's still enjoyable! Constructive criticism always welcome!

        




3. Apart

Summary for the Chapter:
            Maybe it’s because she let herself get carried away, lost in gray eyes and rolling skies, let herself feel things she swore to avoid, and then she wanted more, maybe even let herself hope for it, and she’s still not sure why. What did she want from him? Even more, what did he want from her? Was she just a prize for him to win up until the moment he felt inferior to her. Maybe he just wanted a distraction from pretty faces without brains, and maybe she just wanted to spite her teammates. But then he touched her and set something alight, and when they rolled together like the tides, she knew he felt it too, but she fucked up. She failed him.

          


    
    She never liked dancing, at least not the way they did it in Republic City. It all felt meaningless and shallow. In the South Pole, dancing was based on heritage, on ancestry and connection. When she danced, she felt close to Tue and La, like the moon was in her stomach and the ocean was embracing her. In Republic City, dance was perverted to something far more hollow, and it made her homesick for tradition, for drums and ritual and a shared trajectory. 

Jazz was even worse than dancing. It was annoying and unpredictable. She greatly disliked how structureless it was, how quickly it changed direction and left her behind, the melody speeding away like rabid eel hound. Really she’d rather not be here at all, ever since the tournament, she had been avoiding Mako and Bolin without explanation, and her absence had been noticed. She felt like she didn't yet have the words to explain to them why she needed space, why they would be smart to let their friendship sizzle out. They’d never believe her if she told them that they’re better off without her, so she figured she would let them come to that conclusion themselves. 

She had misjudged their powers of deduction because tonight they showed up at Air Temple Island unannounced, Asami in tow, to kidnap her for a night of jazz and dancing, neither of which she likes. She tried to get out of it, to push blame on Tenzin because  he really needs me here to take care of the kids,  and  I really should be focusing on airbending, you guys,  but when Pema overhears, she laughs and insists that they go have fun because they won't be young forever.

Thanks, Pema.

So here she is, in a piano bar that's too crowded, surrounded by music she doesn’t like and wishing she had come up with a better lie. She sneaks a glance across the table to watch Mako and Asami talk in hushed whispers, Mako’s smile is heartbreakingly soft, as he wraps a piece of her hair around his finger and tugs playfully. He looks at her like she is the first tulip to top out of the thawed spring soil and he is just happy to behold it. Korra wants to look away, suddenly feeling like she is intruding on a moment that was never hers to see, a voyeur in a crowd of strangers, but something about the way Mako is smiling softly is too tragic to ignore. Asami tears her eyes away from Mako and catches her eye, smiling sweetly. Korra blushes, acutely aware that she has caught her spying, and quickly takes a sip of her drink.

“So, Korra,” Asami says with a sly smile, leaning in mischievously, like she’s about to share the world’s juiciest  secret, “any male suitors in the city yet?”

Korra coughs, nearly spitting out her drink, caught off guard, and unsure how to respond. She’s never been very good at girl talk, and Asami seems like the type of woman who’s great at it, like she knows all the right questions to ask to wear her down, to get her to spill every locked up secret with a smile. Instead of responding, Korra lets out a nervous laugh and shrugs her shoulders, hoping that Asami will get the hint.

“Come on,” Asami giggles, leaning in even further, her eyes twinkling devilishly “You can’t expect me to believe that nobody has offered to buy you dinner yet, you’re the Avatar for Spirit's sake!”

“Not really,” Korra says nervously, “I mean, I’ve been pretty busy between the probending and the task force and airbending. Besides, Tenzin would never allow it.” She avoids looking at Mako, so desperately wanting this conversation to be over because this feels like walking on thin ice.

“What about Tahno?” Bolin chimes in before Korra has the chance to change the subject, “He did offer you those ‘private lessons’ ” He wiggles his eyebrow suggestively and jabs her in the side with his elbow, and suddenly her stomach is doing somersaults at the mention of his name.

“A Wolfbat?” Asami gasps, “How taboo! Did you ever take him up on it?” She seems delighted by the scandal, reaching her arms across the table to grab onto Korra’s wrist dramatically.

Suddenly, the room is too small and the music is too loud, and all Korra can muster is a pathetic shake of the head. Her eyes dart to Mako’s, and she finds him already looking at her, mouth in a tense frown.

“Why not?” 

Before Korra has a chance to answer, Mako is leaning forward to rest his palms on the table, “Because Tahno is a bad guy.” The way he says it sends a shiver down Korra’s spine because how can he be so sure of that, how can he pretend to know what is in Tahno’s heart because from her perspective he’s not bad, he’s just lost. Besides, good and evil are entirely subjective, and she is still not sure whose job it is to separate the two. She wonders if maybe it's the Avatar's job.

Asami drops Korra’s wrist, deflated, the thrill of the gossip lost. “It’s a shame what happened to them,” she says, suddenly very somber.

Bolin nods in agreement, but Mako shakes his head, “They had it coming. Cheaters never win.”

A sad trumpet cuts through and then there is silence as they all recover from the whirlwind of their exchange. Mako excuses himself hastily and slides out of the booth to buy another round of drinks, obviously still a little riled up, and the rest of them settle into comfortable small talk. Bolin people watches pointing out strangers in the crowd and telling Korra their fictitious life stories. The blond with the feather hair piece was a research scientist by day and a wanted bank robber by night. The trumpeter was a divorced father of three who was 4 months late on alimony. He asks her to dance once, but she just smiles and says she’s too sore from airbending practice. This goes on for a few songs, until the music changes dramatically, morphing into a rancorous swing, and Bolin smiles beside her and stands up quickly, bowing low to Asami and offering her his hand for a dance. She laughs and grabs his outstretched hand and suddenly, they are off, a whirlwind of beauty and delight.

Her eyes wander around the bar and settle on a plume of cigarette smoke, fragrant and fleeting, and for a moment she is mesmerized by how quickly it disappears, nothing more than a memory.

“Earth to Korra,” Mako says, sliding back into the booth. She rips her eyes away from the smoke and gives him a uncomfortable smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. Because truthfully, she’s not quite sure that she wants to be alone with him, at least not after being interrogated about her love life. 

“You’ve been busy,” he says, but what he really wants to do is ask why she’s been avoiding him like the plague because it’s painfully obvious that that’s what’s been going on, and if he’s being honest, he’s worried about her. She hasn’t been the same since the tournament, and maybe some part of him wants to be the one to comfort her, or maybe he's just worried that somebody has been doing it instead.

“Yeah,” she muses, taking a sip of a drink that is too sweet and wanting to be anywhere else, “Tenzin has really been pushing me to train harder.” It’s not exactly a lie. Tenzin has been pushing her harder as of late; she wonders if he feels civil war in the air too, if he lays awake at night fearing the future of Republic City without a fully realized Avatar to protect it. If he does, he hasn’t shared these fears with her, but he has urged her now, more than ever, to focus on the spirits.

There is awkwards silence, and she breaks eye contact to watch Bolin drop Asami into a deep dip. The raven haired girl smiles and throws her head back laughing, and Korra can’t help but wonder how she learned to trust like that, how she learned to fall and be caught and to smile the whole time. In many ways, she wants that, wants to feel her stomach drop and her heart stop and to enjoy the thrill of the fall because she knows she will not break, knows that there will be someone to catch her.

When she looks back at Mako, he is still staring at her, but his face has changed, and suddenly it feels like he can see straight through her. All at once she is very nervous, like she is standing on the edge of a cliff, chock full of potential energy, and she has the choice to fall and trust him to catch her.

“Be honest, Korra, just this once,” he says quietly, his voice very serious, barely audible above the jazz.

And maybe she longs for the fall, to jump and feel nothing but air, and maybe part of her foolishly hopes that Mako would catch her or, at the very least, soften the blow. Or maybe she knows that he can spot a fib from a mile away, and it’s not worth lying anymore, not when he's looking at her so softly and she can feel her stomach doing backflips and her cheeks getting red.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about The Wolfbats lately.”

His jaw clenches reflexively, caught off guard by her honesty. His mind flashes back to sore backs and high necklines and guilty words, and really he should just be happy that she is finally telling the truth, but he can’t shake the feeling that digging deeper will unveil more than he bargained for. He takes a sip of his drink, deciding whether to bite. Ultimately, his morbid curiosity wins.

“What about them?”

She plucks a cherry from her drink and separates it from its stem, dropping the fruit onto her napkin. She knots the stem once, then twice, trying to choose her words carefully.

“Do you actually think that they deserve what happened to them?.”

The question catches him off guard. What had happened to them was tragic, but to be honest he had been trying not to think too much about it because even if the Wolfbats were bad people, there were sure to be helpless casualties at the hands of Amon in the future. To Amon, it surely didn’t matter whether The Wolfbats were bad or good. If given the opportunity, he would have just as easily taken Bo or Korra’s bending, and they were the antithesis of bad. But he knows that the question isn’t whether the Wolfbats were good, it was whether they deserved their tragic crescendo and that is a far more complicated inquiry. He suddenly regrets his rash choice of words from earlier.

“What do you think?” he replies, trying to gauge her own reaction, unsure of where this is going. Maybe she just needs someone to assuage her guilt, to remind her that she did everything she could, that next time she’ll be faster than Amon, smarter.

“I don’t know,” she says earnestly. Throwing the stem back into her drink. She doesn’t know what she wants him to say, maybe she’s just searching for the closure that, unsurprisingly, her last encounter with Tahno did not provide. Instead, she left the station feeling more lost than ever, and maybe, if she could just convince herself that Tahno deserved this, maybe she could move on, forget about her greatest failure and learn how to live life again without this cloying guilt. Because even if she’s not at fault for Tahno’s loss, she feels the weight of his loss as if it is her own as if the elements have shrunk away from her, and she is further from spiritual enlightenment than ever.

“Maybe they did,” he says, sensing her hesitance, “They were cheaters, after all.”

“We all cheat sometimes,” she points out, remembering the way her own lips had crashed against Mako’s, the thrill of broken rules and forgotten partners.She spots Asami and Bolin in the crowd, the music is coming to a crescendo and soon the song will change again, but she’s not sure she wants to be around to hear it.

He raises an eyebrow, acutely aware of the implication, but finding it hard to equate the two. The Wolfbats had cheated and lied their way to the top, nearly killing their opponents in the process. He had simply kissed Korra back, but maybe he is a bad person for not regretting it,and he definitely is a bad person for wanting to do it again because he can’t shake the feeling he’s losing her, and even though it’s not fair, he doesn’t want that.

“Some cheating is worse than others,” he tries justifying.

“I don’t know about that,” she says, shaking her head with a sad smile, the swing of the trumpet trails off and is replaced by wistful piano “maybe we deserve it too.” Before he has a chance to respond, she’s sliding out of the booth and throwing on her coat, “I think I’m going to head home.”

“Wait,” he says, pushing himself out of the booth after her and grabbing her wrist, “You don’t mean that.”

A breath catches in her throat as she turns to face him. Her body is surprisingly close to his, and suddenly he’s finding it hard to remember what exactly they were talking about, to think about anything but the way her lips are parted deliciously with confusion. In this light, her blue eyes look closer to black, like Yue Bay during a full moon, and he feels for a moment like he may drown in them, what he wouldn;t give to crash into her. But then he remembers where they are and drops her wrist awkwardly, taking a knee jerk step back and shoving his hands into his pockets.

“Maybe,” she shrugs, because all at once she feels very tired and very alone, and even if she didn't crash and burn, this definitely wasn’t what she had hoped for.

“Let me walk you home,” he tries again, but his voice is husky and he knows that she is already gone, already halfway out the door, and once again he is losing her. The piano is slow and he wants to grab her now and pull her back in and bury his nose in her shoulder. Maybe she’s right, maybe he does deserve it because he doesn’t feel like a very good person right now. He has Asami. That should be more than enough, but it’s easy to forget she exists when Korra looks at him with those effulgent, doe eyes.

She shakes her head like she can read his mind, and then she is gone, swallowed by the inky night, and he watches her go, befuddled. He wants to go after her, to tell her that, at the very least, she doesn’t deserve it, that she is better than he has ever been, ever could be, but his feet are stuck and his tongue is lodged in his throat.  Asami’s arms snake around him from behind, and her chin settles softly on his shoulder as she whispers sweetly in his ear for a dance, even though the music sounds somber and he wants nothing more than to go home and watch Korra’s window and long for more than this. Instead, he grabs Asami by the hand and rocks her until his stomach has settled and then some because he knows she deserves so much more. 

.

..

.

She doesn’t want to go home yet, not when her heart is in her stomach and her wrist is on fire. Instead she lets her feet carry her to Yue Bay and slips off her boots, rolling up her pants to stand knee deep in the cold water. It’s a full moon, the clouds are covering it, but she can feel it in her core. Seems like there is always a storm rolling in recently, like she hasn’t seen the sun in ages. She lets her feet sink into the sand, throws her head back and breathes. She doesn’t know exactly what she wanted from Mako because truthfully there is nothing he could have said to make her feel any less shit about her part in The Wolfbats fall from greatness. Maybe she just wants some reason to hate Tahno, some reason to forget about him like he so obviously wants to forget about her. Or maybe she had just hoped that Mako could offer her more, that when he grabbed her wrist he wouldn’t let go because maybe she just wants someone to look at her like he looks at Asami, like she is beautiful and fascinating and more than just the Avatar.

She stands in the water until she can’t feel her toes, only then resigning herself to the shore, falling onto her back into the damp embrace of the sand. When she closes her eyes she sees him there at the police station, greasy and tired and no better off because of her, and she wonders if Tahno really means it, if he thinks that this is all her fault, if he really believes the best thing she could do with him is disappear forever. She also wonders why she cares so much, why it matters whether or not he accepts her apology. She hasn’t expected that from his teammates of the triads, so why him?

Maybe it’s because she let herself get carried away, lost in gray eyes and rolling skies, let herself feel things she swore to avoid, and then she wanted more, maybe even let herself hope for it, and she’s still not sure why. What did she want from him? Even more, what did he want from her? Was she just a prize for him to win up until the moment he felt inferior to her. Maybe he just wanted a distraction from pretty faces without brains, and maybe she just wanted to spite her teammates. But then he touched her and set something alight, and when they rolled together like the tides, she knew he felt it too, but she fucked up. She failed him.

 Now he wants nothing to do with her, but she can’t fight the feeling that she needs to fix this because… well, she’s not really sure why. Because he awakened something in her? Because she genuinely believes that beneath his cold exterior he still cares about her, maybe even wants her too? Because she needs to make it up to him one way or another to escape the endless loop of self hatred and crippling anxiety she has been feeling as of late? Because she’s his Avatar too? Maybe that’s why she sought comfort in Mako, practically begged for a reason to wash herself of her sins, but it didn’t work. She just ended up feeling more confused and more alone than ever. Instead of falling and being caught, she jumped and woke up before the crash, all her energy lost jumping through figurative hoops to justify her own desire for closure. 

Mako had looked at her like he knew, and he had tried his best to tread lightly, to remove her from guilt without implicating himself, but they both know that there is blame to be placed on the both of them. Blame on her for kissing him, for lying, for falling for him and wanting more, and blame on  him for actively ensuring that nobody else can have her, not when he’s sunk his claws into her. Maybe part of her likes that, likes that she occupies such a large portion of his mind rent free.

She lays until her back hurts and her shirt is soaked through with ground water. It isn’t until she hears the clocktower strike midnight and the moon peaks out for a moment from behind the clouds, that she finds the strength to pull herself to her feet and stumble back to the ferry, more tired and more confused than ever. Because, not for the first time, she’s completely unsure what comes next. One thing is for certain, she needs to talk to Tahno one more time, this time with a plan, or at the very least something a little last half baked than their last few conversations. There’s so much she still needs to say but where the hell should she even start.


   She dreams of chamomile tea, sweet and scalding.  



   It burns her throat, but she doesn’t care. 



   She drinks anyway. 



   . 



   .. 



   . 


Everything moves in slow motions: the streetlights, the waves, the clouds. Tahno feels numb and greasy, and when he closes his eyes for too long, the world starts spinning, so instead, he keeps his eyes open, focusing on the water crashing on the shore of the bay. He doesn’t leave his apartment much these days, but tonight he needed booze, so he stumbled out the door, drunk and subdued. Without rhyme or reason, his feet led him to the water. This isn’t the first time he’s found himself washed up on the beach, longing for the impossible, pulled perhaps by the familiarity of a full moon. He used to feel it in his stomach; it felt like helium bubbling through him, like the water in him was alive and pulsing, but now it just feels hollow. 

The clouds part and for a brief moment the sky lights up as the moon is revealed. In it’s light, he sees her down the beach, splayed out on the sand, ethereal. She sits up, resting back on her elbows and throws her head towards the sky, breathing in deep. He thinks he must be dreaming because what are the chances of this? He thinks about pinching himself, but is afraid of breaking the illusion because even if she is just a mirage, he feels lucky just to behold her, a guardian amongst men. There is weight on her shoulders that he could never understand, and suddenly he feels very sad for her, for the youth she will never be allowed to have. 

Part of him wants to approach her, to fall to his knees in a drunken stupor and apologize for all that she has lost, for contributing to that weight on her shoulders. He wonders what she would say. Would she care to hear it? Would it even matter at this point? How could he ever pay back the unwarranted kindness she had shown him when he was at his lowest? Without his bending he is useless, meaningless, a line without a hook, and she is the Avatar, master of the elements. He does not deserve her sympathy. 

As quickly as it came, the moon is swallowed mercilessly by the clouds and she disappears into darkness, nothing but a fleeting memory. He secretly wishes it would come back, grant him another moment to bask in her glow, but it stays away, maybe the universe knows that he is not ready to face her yet, not when he is so weak. The next time he sees her, he needs a plan, a purpose, something to show her beyond his drunken repentance, but for now, he needs a bottle and a chaser and his own bed, so he stumbles away from the shore to find an open liquor store. 

In one of the quieter alleys, a woman shoves a flier into his hands. On the front is Amon’s mask, looming and severe. On the back is a map and a date.

“The revolution is upon us,” she whispers hopefully, her hand resting softly on his arm, and then she is gone, swallowed  by the alley, and he is left with a proposition and a crazy idea. 


   “This could work…”
  

  



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Life has been busy, but I hope you enjoy this installment!

        




4. Together

Summary for the Chapter:
            After he saw her last night, ethereal and unattainable, his mind had wandered and he made the mistake of allowing himself to imagine the possibilities, to daydream about the ways he could be useful to her. He had some grandiose idea that he would show up at an equalist rally and fall to his knees and pretend to be grateful, to be cleansed. In his fantasy, Amon would welcome him with open arms, pleased at his conversion, just tickled that his message was spreading. The Lieutenant would suit him into a chi-blocker uniform and spill all the equalists secrets, and then Tahno would take the ferry to Air Temple island and fall to his knees in front of Korra and tell her everything, and finally, maybe, he could be of use to her, he could serve her.

But now that he’s sober, it all seems very silly and idealistic.

          


    
    The sun is streaming through the blinds when he finally jolts awake. Initially, it’s hard to tell if he’s hungover or still drunk, but when he rolls over to evade the sunbeam, his skull lights up and his stomach rolls.  Hungover it is . He glances at the clock to see it’s past noon.

Groaning, he pulls himself into an upright position, immediately regretting the action when the room starts to spin around him. He uses his hand to wipe the sleep from his eyes. The other runs through his hair, thick with sweat and grease and ocean salt as the events of the previous night come flooding back: the moon, the Avatar, the flier, and then a bottle of something that burned on it’s way down before he finally collapsed on the couch, numb. Next, came the inevitable nightmares: the fight, the win, the shock, the fall, on repeat.

The room is a wreck. Bottles and clothes strewn across the wood floor. There are the crystal shard remnants of a broken glass in the corner, and he struggles to remember when exactly that happened. He thinks maybe it was about the time he started thinking too hard because at some point between drinking and passing out he probably remembered how useless he is without his bending and fangirls and teammates, how disastrously alone he now was. Or maybe he made the mistake of thinking a little too hard about the blue eyed girl that crashed into him and ruined his life. It’s entirely possible that he let himself get carried away when he thought of the way her hand had rested on his heart and he had screwed his eyes shut in anticipation, and maybe the guilt of simultaneously wanting her and wishing she would disappear was too much for him to comprehend, and so the glass flew, a culmination of emotions that he wasn’t yet ready to face. Because why in the world does he want to pull her closer yet keep her at arms length. Then again, maybe all that was a dream. Maybe a train passed and the glass vibrated and slipped and exploded into a million needlepoint shards, and he watched, acutely aware but entirely incapable of changing the outcome.

Regardless of if the memory is real, the mess most certainly is, and he wishes his past self had a little more forethought because he’s sick of cleaning up wreckage he doesn’t really remember making. More than anything, he really just wants to go back to bed, to collapse into the couch and dream of the sand, but that would be counterproductive, he decides, because just last night he promised to be better, to reform himself, to make himself worthy of her. Honestly, it all feels like a lot of lip service at this point because without the buzz of alcohol it’s hard to remember why she ever really mattered. 

If it’s sex he wanted, there were plenty of exquisite women who would happily take pity on him, who would whisper in his ear how sorry they were, how he was always their favorite probender, and promise to take the pain away if only for one night.  Fixers. They’d drag their fingers up his thigh at a bar and rest their chins on his shoulder, batting their doe eyes at him, and he’d chuckle and take another shot before following them back to apartments that smelled like lychee and smoke. It’d feel good, he thinks, to get off and get out and never have to think of them again. He wouldn’t have to obsess about the color of their eyes or the curve of their hips or the way their skin rippled beneath his unworthy fingers. It would be simple and simple seemed nice right about now when nothing else about his life seemed remotely that.

But deep down he knows it wouldn’t be enough, not when he had dipped his toes into something that was so much better, and even now, even after the tournament, he wants Korra. Or maybe he just wants the prestige of having her, of stealing her away from that stupid firebender and the inexplicable hold he has over her. It’s probably a little selfish but he wonders what it would feel like to disarm the most powerful being in the world, to watch her unravel before him and shatter into a million carnal pieces. What he wouldn’t give to hear her beg for his touch like opponents used to beg for mercy, to know that she wanted him, needed him, that in that moment, she cared that he existed. To have the strongest creature in the universe fall apart for him, what could be more powerful than that? Maybe that’s enough to reform, to work to deserve even an ounce of her attention, to win again.

The throb in his head intensifies as he pushes himself from the couch and makes the short trip to the kitchen sink, leaning down to drink right from the tap, more than happy to feel the cool water drip down across his cheek and down the drain. He drinks until the water sloshes in his stomach and then sets to work cleaning the wreckage he made, grabbing a broom and sweeping until his mess is in a nice little digestible pile, before dropping to his knees to transfer it to the dustpan. When his knees hit the floor, he feels a few stray shards dig incessantly into his skin, the remnants of a poor cleaning job, unseen and forgotten. He pops open the trashcan to discard the mistake, pouring the shards absentmindedly into the bin. His breath catches in his throat when he sees Amon’s mask staring at him through the glass. 

Truthfully, he doesn’t quite remember when he discarded the flier. Maybe it was sometime before he broke the glass, or the glass broke itself- semantics , he thinks. Carefully, he extracts it from the bin, gingerly shaking off any stray shards. 

After he saw her last night,  ethereal and unattainable,  his mind had wandered and he made the mistake of allowing himself to imagine the possibilities, to daydream about the ways he could be useful to her. He had some grandiose idea that he would show up at an equalist rally and fall to his knees and pretend to be grateful, to be cleansed. In his fantasy, Amon would welcome him with open arms, pleased at his conversion, just tickled that his message was spreading. The Lieutenant would suit him into a chi-blocker uniform and spill all the equalists secrets, and then Tahno would take the ferry to Air Temple island and fall to his knees in front of Korra and tell her everything, and finally, maybe, he could be of use to her, he could serve her.

But now that he’s sober, it all seems very silly and idealistic because in what world would joining the enemy make him more reputable. Not to mention the fact that he is scared shitless of Amon. That he’s not even sure he could stomach being in the same room as the man, to look at that minatory mask and pretend to be anything but petrified. Even with a stomach full of liquid courage, he’s not sure he’s brave enough for that, not when the memory is so fresh, when he can still feel Amon’s precise and unwavering hands on his head, and the wounds have yet to scab over.

Despite all that, he can’t shake the feeling that this flier was a sign, like it was destined to wind up in his hands. He used to think that only fools believed in fate, but now he thinks he gets it.Sometimes you just need something to believe in, anything. Believing in fate is not the work of fools, he thinks, but rather it is a sign of desperation, of morbid and unrelenting times.

And he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t desperate.

 Fuck it, he thinks, fate has spoken.

.

..

.

The evening rolls around faster than he’d like, his stomach knotting with the dread of the unknown. He throws on his overcoat and hat, wrapping a scarf around his neck, trying to conceal his identity to the best of his ability. Before he leaves, he takes a swig from a flask and shoves it deep into his pocket,  the backup plan .

His feet lead him to a part of the city he’s never been before, nestled near the eastern border of Republic City. He thinks this might be Agni Kai territory, and he curses himself for not bringing any protection with him, not like he has much left to steal. If anyone tried to mug him right now, they’d probably laugh at his measly belongings, nothing but a few yuen and dumpling coupons to his name,  pathetic.  

The weather is changing. The chill of fall morphing into the incessant freeze of winter. Soon, the rain will turn to snow and the city will be coated in a thick layer of ice as Yue Bay freezes over and the kids grab their skates and dance gleefully across the surface. The thought fills him with dread. He never liked winter. It was off season for probending, and as silly as it sounds he often found himself lonely and without the crash of waves to comfort him. Not to mention the influx of cringe worthy couples, joined at the hip until the warm weather reminded them that they did not actually like each other in the slightest, that they really only liked the sex and pillow talk and a body to keep them warm through the seemingly endless winter nights.

He turns the corner to see the silhouette of a large man against a metal door. He slows his stride, suddenly feeling very out of place because what the hell was he thinking. This is enemy territory, and even though news passes quick in Republic City and his face has likely been forgotten, relegated to the back page of scummy tabloid magazines, he knows the possibility of being recognized is there and if he’s being honest, he’s still not sure he could muster an excuse that was good enough to justify being a traitor to his own kind.

He takes a deep breath and stops in front of the large man, illuminated by a soft yellow light that buzzes incessantly. The stranger looks at him expectantly, and Tahno pats his pockets before pulling out the flier and handing it sheepishly, trying not to make eye contact, afraid to see a spark of recognition.

“Welcome, brother,” the man says with a surprising warmth, pushing the door open for him to shuffle past. The former bender lets out a breath he didn’t know he was holding and quickly slides into the room, hearing the door slam shut behind him. He blinks rapidly as his eyes adjust to the soft green glow of the open warehouse. There is room to spare in the large space, but his chest feels tight like there are rocks sitting on his ribcage and he is powerless to move them. He hesitates near the entrance, not quite ready to step in. His shaky hand reaches out to grab a nearby pipe jutting from the concrete wall, desperate perhaps for something solid to steady himself on, but recoils when the steam below burns his palm. 

He can hear the man outside repeat his line, and he knows he should move, lest he draw attention to himself, but suddenly he is utterly overwhelmed. His left hand flies to his forehead and frantically wipes the sweat away as his eyes squeeze shut. His vision burns white, and for a split second, he allows himself to feel it all: the fear, the sadness, the panic. It washes over him like a flame, his skin burning red hot.  One, two, three… 

A deep breath escapes his lips as he lets the emotions go, sheds them like a discarded snakeskin. He pretends that this is just another probending match because he has a job to do and there is no room for fear, not now. Later, he decides. Later he will think about the rolling of his stomach and the cold sweat on his neck. He will marinate in those feelings until he can barely breathe through them. Later.

His feet move on their own accord as he tucks his chin gingerly into the scarf and snakes through groups of men and women in various degrees of equalist getup. Some wear masks, with bolo sticks tucked into their waistband. Others look like him, like they just stepped off the street and found themselves here, a chilling reminder that these are not nameless, faceless goons. These people are neighbors, cousins, colleagues. How many equalists had he casually walked by before he had ever even heard Amon’s name? They congregate into clichés, whispering quietly -  excitedly  - amongst themselves. As he makes his way across the room, he hears snippets of conversations, fragments of stray thoughts loosed into the universe:


   Good riddance to the arena and all those bully probenders that… 



   The spirits wouldn’t give Amon this gift if… 



   I heard he’s got something special planned for the Avatar…  


The last exchange sparks his interest and he finds himself wandering hastily towards the conversation, being careful to veer towards the edges of the warehouse. Several other people seem to have the same idea, hugging the walls and whispering amongst themselves. Some eye him suspiciously as he passes, searching his face for any hint of recognition, but he’s quick to look away, feigning interest in the elaborate red tapestries hanging from the ceiling.

He locates the aforementioned speaker huddled in a group of about 10 people. Some of them wield kali sticks and gloves while others keep their hands shoved deep in their pockets, all seem deeply enveloped in the conversation. At least they’re distracted enough that nobody seems to take much notice of him as he leans against a large metal pillar about ten feet away from the group with his heart in his throat.

“Does he now?” a woman with a tight, black ponytail and stern face says, “Where did you even hear that? I thought Amon had bigger fish to fry than some silly little girl.”

“That silly little girl is still the Avatar,” another man in the group points out.

“Yeah, but she’s still just a kid. Rumor has it she can’t even airbend yet. Not exactly a major threat if you ask me.”

“I overheard the Lieutenant at the last raid, apparently Amon is sick of that bitch getting in the way all the time,” the original speaker says. The man can’t be much older than 40, with streaky gray hair and long thin scar running down the left half of his face. Tahno can only guess where he got it from. The skin looks taut and pale, stretched tight across his forehead and cheek and disappearing into the corner of his lip.

“So what’s he gonna do about it?” Tahno leans in, a breath lodged in his throat in anticipation.

“I don’t know the exact details,” the man cautions, briefly looking over his shoulder to see if anyone was listening in. He must decide Tahno to be harmless because he turns back to the larger group and drops his volume “but Lieutenant says the nect time he gets his hands on her, she’s gonna wish she had never been born.”  The man grins, a wicked sort of grin that stretches the scarred skin in the corner of his mouth and leaves him looking almost inhuman.

The lights snap off and a large spotlight appears on the stage just as he lets out a ragged breath. He can feel the hairs on his neck standing on edge at the implication, but he doesn’t have much time to ponder it because suddenly Amon is there, and his stomach is curdling under the scrutiny of his mask. And even though he knows it’s impossible given the lighting and size of the crowd, he can’t help but feel like Amon is staring straight at him, like his gaze is pinpointed on him, and they are back in the arena but this time Tahno is defenseless; no water, no teammates, no Avatar to blame. He drops his gaze and folds his arms tight across his chest, choosing instead to listen, perhaps afraid of what he’ll relive if he continues to gaze upon the madman and his mask.

Outside he hears a clock strike 11. 

Amon’s voice booms over the toll, commandeering the space.


   “What a crowd…” 


.

..

.

She throws herself into airbending training and when that doesn’t yield the results she hoped for, she throws herself into the task force, taking immense satisfaction in cracking equalist skulls. The press picks up on her increased participation and suddenly her face is everywhere, grainy pictures of her in action with sensationalist titles grace both tabloid and newspaper covers alike. Tarrlok takes notice, pulling her to the side to thank her for her continued service to the city. Because of her, Amon is being held at bay. At least, that’s what he claims, but for every hideout they infiltrate, two more pop up, and she inevitably begins to wonder whether she is making any difference at all. 

Maybe, she thinks, it doesn’t really matter because she at least feels like she is doing something. Sitting around on Air Temple Island and feeling like a spiritual failure was getting old, and even though Tenzin tried to exhibit unyielding patience, she is starting to see the cracks. He can no longer ignore the threat of Civil War. The equalists are becoming more bold, no longer confined to back alley crimes and hushed rallies, emboldened perhaps by their win at the arena. Lin does what she can to keep the news quiet, to maintain law. Rumor has it the department has even been paying off nosy reporters to keep the more heinous crimes private. Despite their efforts, equalist crimes are splashed across the front pages of newspapers. Lately, there have been whispers of something big coming.

She suits up, snapping her armor into place and pulling her hair back, forgoing her two signature strands, instead opting for a sleeker wolf tail, tying it back with a strip of seal leather. She slides into a pair of hefty boots and checks her watch,  9:25.  She’s expected at the station at 10:00 to be briefed. Word has been getting around about a large rally happening  tonight, likely a recruiting event. Amon typically tried to keep these things private. Invitations were handed discreetly between trusted family and friends, but with the rapid increase in equalist sympathy, word had been spreading more rapidly, and poorly trained recruits had been much more loose-lipped with information. Usually, the police try to stay out of events like these, but Tarrlok had weighed the risks and decided that maybe a success tonight could turn the tide. She thinks it may be too late for that, but recently she’s been trying to think less and do more, convinced that if her body is tired, her mind may be able to shut off too, so she agreed to lead one of the squads.

She slides her door shut quietly and follows a familiar path to the ferry. Tenzin catches her on her way down, laying a firm hand on her shoulder.

“We need to talk, Korra.”

She checks her watch and gives him a stiff nod, allowing him to guide her to a nearby gazebo. No doubt Tenzin had heard about the rally from the council. She’s not in the mood for a lecture, not when there is a warehouse full of potential equalists waiting for her, but she hopes to at least appease him, to repeat Tarrlok’s lies that they will turn the tide tonight.

“I’m worried about you, Korra.” 

His tone is soft and genuine as he looks down at her with knowing gray eyes, a hand still resting supportively on her armored shoulder.

“Ever since the arena, you haven’t been yourself, and I suspect that Tarrlok is using your fear to manipulate you into following his dangerous, and frankly irresponsible, plans.”

“Do you really think I’m that naïve, Tenzin?” she asks. She can feel blood rushing to her cheeks as she takes a defiant step back. His hand hovers for a split second, before settling awkwardly at his side.

“Of course not, but you have to see how shortsighted this plan is. Best case scenario, you find yourself outnumbered. Worst case, this is a trap set by Amon to bait you.”  She scoffs, but he continues, “Your increased involvement in task force activities hasn’t exactly gone unnoticed”

“Well then what do you suggest I do?” she laughs bitterly, “Sit on this island and let the equalists gain more ground.”

“I suggest you be patient and-”

“I’m sick of being patient.” she interrupts, “ I’ve been patient since I arrived here, and look what good that’s done for me. My absence has just allowed Amon to garner sympathy, and I will not sit back and watch him destroy more.”

Her mind flashes to stormy eyes as she checks her watch again. 9:35, she really needs to get going.

“You are not solely responsible for the state of the city. This conflict is far greater than you,” he warns.

“As the Avatar, it is my responsibility to restore balance.”

“And it is my responsibility to guide you, and I cannot in good conscience advise you to put yourself in danger tonight for some silly promise of turning the tide.”

“I cannot keep waiting for things to happen, Tenzin, not when there are innocent people suffering.”

“I can’t force you to stay, but I beg you to reconsider your involvement with Tarrlok’s task force. Nobody will think any less of you if you choose to refocus yourself on your training.”

“But they will,” she says with a small, sad shake of her head, “you know they will.” Because nobody cares about what she will do a month from now, all they care about is what she is doing now. She wishes it were different, wishes that she had the privilege of time, but Amon is not hesitating so she can’t either. She can’t think too hard about it, not when she is already running late, so instead she shoulders past Tenzin, feeling his sympathetic eyes follow her as she goes.

She hears him sigh behind her, smart enough to know that her mind is made up.

“Please, just be careful, Korra.”

She freezes, and for a split second she considers turning back, considers staying home and hiding away in her room and pretending that she is back at the North Pole. Her life was so much simpler back then, but she is too stubborn - whether it be for better or for worse is still unclear. Instead she nods stiffly and shoves both hands deep into her pockets trying her best to compartmentalize.


   “I promise...” 


 

“You’re late, Avatar.”

Tarrlok pulled her aside as soon as she entered the station, surveying her appearance with trained, calculating eyes. A tanned hand reaches out to adjust her shoulder plate slightly, settling it more firmly on her forearm.

“You’re lucky I’m here at all,” she hisses, slapping his hand away dismissively, “Tenzin wasn’t too keen on letting me come. Though I suppose you were well aware.”

“He did raise some concerns at the council meeting this morning, but I did my best to absolve him of his worries.”

“Some concerns? He thinks you’re planning a suicide mission.” 

“Well, what do you think?” he says, his arms folding across his broad chest.

“I think you should tell me what the plan is before I decide Tenzin is right.” She really isn’t in the mood for twenty questions, not when she’s already half convinced that Tenzin is right and Tarrlok’s plan is foolish.

“Very well,” he chuckles, pulling out a large map and leading her to a nearby desk, “We have three, twenty person teams ready to infiltrate from all entrances. I will lead a group from the front, Saikon will lead a group through the loading dock near the back, and you will be leading a group through the fire escape on the second floor. Once we’re in, we have a backup of 30 officers ready to storm the back entrance and protect all points of entry. Additionally, we have ten agents already on the rally, planting flashbangs alongside the perimeter of the warehouse. The rally begins at 11:00. At exactly 11:03 those bangs will detonate. There’s a large catwalk across the ceiling of the warehouse, your group should be there when it happens, ready to create additional cover with steam from overhead steam lines, and to drop in when visibility is low. The goal is to detain as many attendees as possible.”

“What about Amon? Will he be there?” she asks, displeased by the slight wobble in her voice at the thought of him.

“We don’t know. Recruiting is typically done by the Lieutenant, but this event is expected to be substantially larger than previous gatherings.”

“How much larger?”

“We have an officer observing the door. By his count, a little over 800 hundred people have entered.” She bristles at those odds.

“Before you turn tail, our informant noted that many appear to be curious, unarmed civilians. By our best guesses, only about a quarter of that total are trained equalists. There are also several guards at each entrance, probably around 30 total. We should focus our efforts on these higher ranking members, if possible.”

The odds aren’t good, but if Tarrlok’s assumptions are correct, they should only be outnumbered two to one. So long as they maintain the element of surprise and keep their heads on straight, they should be capable of subduing the most dangerous members.

“If Amon  is  there,” Tarrlok warns, “you are not to pursue him, Avatar.”

“Why not?” she challenges because there is a fire in her belly at the thought of letting him slip between her fingers yet again. What is this all for if not Amon?

“Because your bending is far more valuable than any other member of this force.”

“I’m a big girl, Tarrlok, I can take care of myself.”

“Trust me, I know you are more than capable, but I implore you to let Saikan and I handle him. The last thing we need right now is the Avatar becoming a martyr.”

“I don’t like it,” she mumbles, balling her fists tight.

“ And I don’t care. That’s an order.” Tarrlok grabs her wrist, checking that their time is perfectly synchronized. Lithe fingers expertly turn the dial forward by 15 seconds, taking a moment to confirm the rhythm before dropping her wrist in a rather unceremonious manner. 

“Don’t do anything stupid, Korra.”

This time she doesn’t make any promises because she knows at the end of the day, Tarrlok needs her more than she needs him. Instead she gives him a tight nod. She can tell from the way his eyes narrow that he doesn’t quite buy it, but time is of the essence, so instead of questioning it, he leads her to her team. They are people she’s worked with before, familiar but nothing more than acquaintances. They’re a diverse group, consisting of six firebenders, six metalbenders, and seven waterbenders. She briefs them quickly on the plan, giving them time to ask questions.

When she is satisfied they understand, she takes a quick roll call and then they pack into a large van that carries them to the opposite side of town. She can tell by the faint smell of burnt wood that they are in Agni Kai territory. Mako once warned her to stay away from this area. The Agni Kai’s were in the process of restructuring, he said, and a recent assassination of their leader had left them in turmoil. It wasn’t unusual to see a building or two smoldering away on any given afternoon. She wonders if Tarrlok slipped then a bribe to keep them from interfering with task force business tonight.

The van drops them off five blocks from the warehouse. She checks her watch -10:45- and starts leading the group through the alleys, working slowly and methodically to ensure areas are clear before moving forward. The night is unusually quiet, and the lack of gang members makes Korra sure that her theory was correct; they’ve been paid to stay far away.

She peaks around the final corner and sees the fire escape. Two guards stand blocking the door at the top of the steps, leaning lazily on the metal bar of the fire escape, looking far too casual. Amon must not believe Tarrlok to be bold enough to attempt a raid of a gathering this big. She signals to two of the metalbenders and they creep as a group into the alley, slinking in the shadows until they are all directly under the equalists. She nods to her comrades and together they rip the support from underneath the guards causing them to topple over the edge. Korra does her best to absorb the shock of the fall as her companion works rapidly to cuff them with metal from their uniforms. 

Korra rips at their masks unceremoniously, revealing a young man and women. Neither could have been much older than her. They look afraid and small and unsure. The metalbenders get to work gagging the man. The woman attempts to cry out, but Korra is able to force her hand over her mouth before any sound can escape. Unlike her companion, she seems unwilling to go without a fight, and before Korra has a chance to prepare, she is attempting to spring to her heels. Korra prevents it, using her body to force her back, her hand still glued to her mouth. The woman’s head smacks the concrete and her eyes roll back unconscious. That’ll work, she thinks. The metalbender to her right gags her as well.

With the guards subdued, she signals for the remainder of the group to join them. Her watch says 10:50. They ascend the stairs two at a time and she pushes carefully through the door, fully expecting to see a hall full of guards waiting for them, but the inside of the building is quiet. Almost too quiet, she thinks as she signals for her team to follow her. The building plans Tarrlok shared with her lead her to a large door on the right hand side of the hall: the catwalk entrance. The metal walkway leads from the edge of the building to the very center and hangs about 40 feet above the crowd . The room glows an ugly green below her, bouncing off the chrome pipes that braid their way up the walls. When she looks down, she is overwhelmed by the sheer volume of people. Near the stage, they are packed like sardines, shoulders rubbing together as the excited buzz of conversation drifts towards the rafters. Near the edges, the people are more sparse, mostly groups of five or six that huddle in tight circles and whisper about the beautiful and inevitable collapse of the bending hierarchy. 

10:55

She takes a careful step onto the walkway, it sways slightly beneath her and she holds a hand out to the group behind her, indicating that they should wait for her. She shuffles across the walkway until she is suspended in the center of the room and then signals for her team to follow one at a time. By the time they are all stationed on the catwalk it is 10:59, and her heart is beating in her throat.

The lights snap off and suddenly her world is pitch black. Below her, she sees a spotlight flip on, and suddenly Amon is there, bathed in its golden glow. Her heart beats in her throat.

Outside she hears a clock strike 11. 

Amon’s voice sends a shiver down her spine.


   “What a crowd…” 


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I'm so sorry for the delay, and for not responding to all the lovely comments left for me. You all have been far too kind.

I'm an engineer by day who often has trouble coming up with the right words by night! I've only ever been inclined to write oneshots, so I'm still getting used to crafting a longer story. I hope it was worth the wait!

        




5. Surrender

Summary for the Chapter:
            Tahno can’t breathe. Nobody is coming for her, he realizes, his blood curdling. Why isn’t anybody coming for her?

          


    
    
   “What a crowd.” 


It was a trap. Of course it was a trap. The flashbangs never go off, instead the lights flick on and Amon lifts his head to the catwalk, chuckling to himself.

“Why even the Avatar saw it fit to join us.” 

And then movement erupts as kali sticks are drawn and task force members are streaming in from all corners. It’s immediately clear that Tarrlok‘s predictions are way off and even if they had the element of surprise they are still sorely outnumbered. The battle is lost before it even begins. Her eyes scan the crowd, trying to come up with a plan, but before she can think of a way out, she feels the walkway vibrating and she looks up to see equalists blocking every doorway. 

She turns to her team, ready to tell them to jump, but the words don’t come out because suddenly there is electricity surging through her body as several equalists slam their kali sticks into the metal slats of the catwalk. She feels the electricity pooling in her stomach, a supernova of energy that radiates through her body and seers her extremities as a pained groan escapes her lips. She tries to redirect it, but she had never been skilled with lightning, never been successful at separating her often volatile emotions from her bending, especially not at times like these, so she succumbs to the pain, riding the waves, her teeth grinding together in pure agony.

It stops as quickly as it starts, and she collapses breathless, forehead slamming unceremoniously into the metal walkway below her. She wants to scream out, but she doesn’t even have time to catch her breath before there are equalists streaming in from all sides and the only escape is down into the fray of bodies 40 feet below.

“Jump!” she yells to the members of her squad still conscious enough to move. She grabs the closest two bodies to her and flings them off the edge with her, bending the earth below them to absorb much of the shock. Her brain is still foggy from the fall but she manages to pull herself to her feet, fire already sparking instinctively at her fingertips. 

There are dozens of bodies brawling around her, mostly those of equalists. She locks eyes with one and they disengage with a task force member to rush towards her; Amon must have instructed them to deal with her. She hurls earth and fire towards them, ducking under their outstretched arm before sweeping around to kick their feet out from underneath them.

The ruckus draws attention and more equalists begin to swarm and suddenly she is dodging and diving, throwing rock and fire when possible, utterly and completely surrounded. She takes down one, then two, then three: their unconscious bodies piling around her and it feels good to lash out, to channel her frustration into something tangible because this has always been what she excels at. She may not be spiritual, but her body was built to brawl and she sure as hell wasn’t going to let some poorly trained lackeys beat her, not when she is aching for some semblance of control.

The last body falls to her feet and she uses the opportunity to dart towards the outskirts of the warehouse, hoping it will provide her a better view of the action and give her a moment to reassess because there is too much going on to even consider strategizing. As she pushes towards the edge of the crowd, she hears a low chuckle behind her and whips around to see a man barreling towards her. There’s no time to react, his shoulder connects with her front as he shoves her forcibly into a wall. 

She can taste copper in her mouth as her skull cracks against the concrete with a painful thud, her vision swimming behind shocked blue eyes, the wind all but knocked out of her.

“We were just talking about you, Avatar.”

The man smirks at her, an ugly scar painted across the left side of his face. His hand pulls back ready to strike her, and she ducks as quickly as she can. Her brain is foggy, but she manages to avoid it just barely though it doesn’t take a genius to realize she is losing. She draws flames to her hand, aiming a haphazard fireball at the man that he easily avoids as he pulls out a kali stick and swings it full force at her ribs. She flips back dodging it once, but on his second swing, it connects.

She feels something crack inside her torso before her world is set alight once again and she falls to her knees, her body folding in on herself, completely at the mercy of the electricity rushing through her veins. She tries breathing through it, like Asami taught them all to do, her fingernails digging desperately across the concrete floor, but she can't seem to hold back the noises, the grunts and growls, that escape her throat. All she can hear is the sounds her mouth is unwillingly making and the crackle of the electricity filling her head, and for a second, she thinks she might explode. When it’s stops, her world goes pitch black.

.

..
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   “Why even the Avatar saw it fit to join us.” 


This is all wrong, Tahno thinks. This isn’t how this was supposed to go. He had a plan, a purpose and now she is here, crashing unceremoniously into it. The lights fly on and he traces Amon’s gaze to the catwalk, and sure enough, there she is. The world is erupting around him, but he stands utterly frozen, unable to rip his eyes off of her even as her electricity surges through her body.

He watches her fall and crash into the earth below her, and then he watches her dominate, years of fighting experience culminating into practiced and precise movements. He thinks maybe he should leave, duck out before anyone realizes he’s even been here. Besides, she’s a big girl who can take care of herself, and what power does he even have, without his bending he is nothing more than a glorified punching bag. He’s halfway to the door when he glances back to see the man from earlier barrel her into the wall and shock her into oblivion. She falls to the ground a heap of armor and wild, brown hair.

He stops in his tracks waiting for her to get up because she’s the Avatar; she always gets up. Even in the arena, she got up and fought for him. She just has to get up.


   But she doesn’t. 


A majority of the people around him are fleeing, scrambling past each other to pour haphazardly out the nearest exit, but he can’t seem to focus on anything but her limp body splayed across the concrete floor and the scarred man standing gleefully above her. He scans the crowd, searching for another task force member, hoping there is somebody coming, but they are all dead, injured, or retreating. All except for Tarrlok, who stands near the exit, narrow eyes locked on Korra’s limp body, and if Tahno didn’t know any better, it almost looks as if he’s weighing his options, deciding if she is worth the effort of battling his way across the warehouse. He must decide she isn’t because instead of risking his life for her, he smirks and retreats :  coward . 

Tahno can’t breathe. Nobody is coming for her, he realizes, his blood curdling. Why isn’t anybody coming for her? Why would Tarrlok abandon her for a fate worse than death?

The world around him moves in slow motion as he is forced to decide: attempt to save Korra, like she had attempted to save him all those weeks ago, or run. It would be easy to leave, nobody would ever even have to know he was here, he could disappear like a shadow into the alleys. He’d slink back to his apartment, stopping only to pick up a bottle of liquid poison. He’d slosh the alcohol in his hands, the closest he could get to bending anymore, as he drank the nightmares away, all too willing to wallow in his own self pity and rotten luck. He’d spend it trying to forget.

His mind flashes to the beach, to the way she practically glowed in the moonlight. She is the closest thing to a goddess he has ever seen, and even if she doesn’t realize it yet, the spirits seem to dance across her skin, like she is lit from within. The world needs a hero, and though she may be young, there is indescribable power simmering just below the surface. Is he really willing to sacrifice the only beacon of hope the city still had?  Besides, what more did he have left to lose. His bending is gone; his pride is shattered; his reputation has never been worse. 24 hours ago he was drunk on a beach swearing up and down to the spirits that he would serve her to the best of his ability, that he would make himself worthy of the unwarranted kindness she had shown him.

So he does something heroic and utterly moronic, he turns on his heels and peels across the warehouse. He moves opposite the mass of fleeing spectators, a salmon forcing its way upstream. Stray elbows and hands jab into his ribs, forcing him back, but he feels no pain, his mind set only on getting to her, on getting her away from these equalists that would love more than to dump her at Amon’s feet and reap the praise. The scarred man smirks, leaning down and picking Korra up as if she was no heavier than a child, throwing her over his shoulder firefighter style. Tahno is about 20 feet away, when the man turns and begins snaking towards the crowd, ready to disappear.

The former bender panics launching himself after the man, and before he has the time to form a solid plan, he is barreling into him, tackling him full force to the ground gracelessly. As the man lurches forwards, Tahno does his best to grab onto Korra’s limp body, wrapping his arms around her shoulders and burying a hand in her hair to cradle her injured head as they fall. He turns his body as best he can to absorb most of the impact. They collide with the concrete, his back cracking against the floor. He doesn’t have time to fixate on the growing ache in his tailbone, because the nameless man is already scrambling to his feet, his face contorted in ugly rage. Tahno rolls until Korra is splayed on the floor once again, dropping her head as gently as possible. When he pulls his hand back, there is a thin layer of blood coating it, the remnants of her previous lost battle. 

He flies to his feet and immediately plants himself between the man and Korra, the adrenaline buzz is achingly familiar and for a second he can almost remember the water coasting to his fingers and the roar of the crowd. His opponent looks taken aback, but quickly regroups. He cracks his fingers and growls loudly, vibrating with anger, before running at Tahno, fist ready. His first punch is predictable as his fist sails towards Tahno’s face. He bobs and weaves to the right attempting his own jab to the man’s ribcage. The blow is glancing as the man dances expertly out of the way and aims an uppercut at his gut. The probender is out of practice and the punch hits him square in the stomach, knocking the breath straight out of him, but he doesn’t have time to  focus on the pain because the stranger is reaching into his belt and lighting up a kali and it takes all his focus just to duck under it-  once, twice - as he’s pushed backwards. 

He grunts, using all his energy to barrel into the man’s legs and knock him off balance. He drops like a rock, the kali stick slipping out of his grip and rolling out of reach as Tahno rushes to straddle the man. He lays into, his fist connecting over and over with his jaw and it feels good to be in control, but then the tables are turning and the man is roaring as he uses all his body strength to force Tahno back. Suddenly, he is underneath the stranger and a fist is cracking across his eye and slamming into his nose, and there are hands wrapping around his neck. Tahno can’t breath as his windpipes are crushed by ruthless hands. He writhes underneath, but he is weaker than he used to be and no matter how hard he fights, there is black creeping into the corners of his vision. He thinks maybe this is how it ends, not with a bang but with a whimper, and even though he never expected it to die so soon, there is a chilling relief that this is the end.

All at once, the pressure on his neck subsides as the man is flying across the warehouse, skidding across the floor as a large boulder smashes into his ribs. Tahno’s head flops to the side as the black fades from his vision to see her. Korra is crouched next to him, bloody and bruised, hands wrapped around her ribs in an ugly grimace. Her focus is on the man she just sent flying across the warehouse, when he doesn’t move, her gaze shoots to Tahno. It doesn’t register immediately, who she is looking at. His face is mangled with a swollen lip and bloodied nose, but then she sees his eyes, gray and stormy and her heart stops.

“Tahno?”

He wheezes rapidly trying to catch his breath as he pulls himself up on his elbows. She recoils slightly, flame coming to her hand as a hundred different emotions flash across her face. More than anything, he thinks she looks  betrayed ? 

“Korra, this isn’t what it looks like,” he coughs, his windpipe ache from the effort.

She is in shock, wide eyed and wild, a cornered animal. The fighting is still lively but simmering down, and they are running out of time to slip away unnoticed because Amon wants her specifically, and soon enough somebody is going to recognize her.

“I can explain later, but we need to get out of here.” 

She looks around and sees the destruction. Of course it was a trap, why would it not be. Amon is always two steps ahead. All around, she sees the crumpled armor of task force members, heaps of broken bodies, and she knows that he is right, that if they stay, they will both die, but her feet are frozen in place, glued to the concrete. Tahno pushes himself to his feet and wraps a supportive arm around her side as he pulls her across the warehouse towards the loading dock.

"Please," she begs, twisting in his arms, "We have to help them!"

It’s all a blur, and she wants to push Tahno off of her, to fall to her knees and heal as many people as she can touch, but his grip is severe as he pulls her tight to him, and she barely has time to register anything but his shallow breathing in her ear before they are bursting into an alley and tearing across the city. They are a mile away from the warehouse before his pace lets up, and she has the wherewithal to push him off of her.

She heaves, the pace catching up with her as she stumbles and leans against the alley wall and gags, spitting up stomach bile and blood. Each wretch leaves her in extraordinary pain as her rib digs relentlessly into her lungs. Tahno isn’t looking much better, squatting on the ground holding his gut. There are yellow bruises forming around his neck as breathes in the cool night air greedily. She slumps against the wall and waits for her heartbeat to slow, contemplating him openly: bloody nose, swollen eyelid, split lip, and wonders why the hell he is here. Based on their last conversation, he had made it exceedingly clear that he never wanted to see her again, that he held her solely responsible for the loss of his bending. His last words hit like a sucker punch.

“So are you gonna tell me what the fuck is going on?” she tries again, each breath pushes against her broken rib and she groans at the sensation.

They are near the center of the city now, and he can hear the faint drone of satomobiles carried from the far end of the alley. He recognizes the street, they are close to his apartment.

“Not here,” he shakes his head, there’s no saying who could overhear them, “My apartment is two blocks south. We should talk there.”

“And what if I don’t trust you.”

“I just saved your life,” he sighs, utterly exhausted, “Do you really think I’d do anything to you after all this effort.” He gestures to his broken face, to the bruises blooming across his cheek.

She gives him a tight, suspicious nod and pulls herself to her feet, ignoring the hand he offers her as he leads them through the city. They sneak up a back fire escape, the stairs a laborious and exhausting climb before he ushers her to his door and gestures for her to enter first. 

He flicks on a light and she takes it all in. The studio is humble. There is a small galley kitchen and worn couch with a glass table near the entrance. At the other end of the room there is a large bed and wardrobe. There are glass bottles and newspapers, strewn across the floor. She recognizes some of the headlines about her.  The light above buzzes loudly and he slips past her into the kitchen. He pulls two glasses from an overhead cabinet and fills them with a brown liquid, before filling a large clay basin with water.

He drops one of the glasses and the basin on the coffee table. 

“Heal first,” he says, motioning for her to sit on the couch. He returns to the kitchen and leans against the counter splashing his face with water from the sink. Blood swirls down the drain hypnotically. He leans back and downs the drink quickly before pouring himself another one. 

Her movements are slow and she is acutely aware of his location in relation to her. She settles herself on the edge of the cushion, and begins removing armor piece by piece, piling it up on the couch next to her. When she has stripped down to just her white undershirt and pants, she summons the water to her hands and gets to work starting with her arms. She carefully knits together flesh, as her hands trace up to her shoulders and across her neck. There are countless cuts and bruises along the path. She saves her ribs for last, knowing they will be the most difficult. Her hand travels into her hair, pulling the seal leather out carefully. The hair falls down her shoulder, matted with blood and dirt. Skilled hands graze the torn flesh, knitting it back together atom by atom. The work is quick and sloppy, but it’ll do.

“Why were you at an equalist rally, Tahno?” she says again, when she has healed everything but her broken rib. Her skin is pink and raw, dull bruises still marbled across her flesh, a rushed job, but she doesn’t care, she just wants to know what the hell is going on.

He wants to tell her that it was for her, but just the thought of those words spilling out of his mouth seemed ridiculous because she never asked him for that, she would never ask something so ridiculous of him. If he’s honest with her, she is rightfully bound to think he is crazy, but he doesn’t have a better explanation, all he has is his own delusions of grandeur.

He thinks about telling her about the nightmares. Maybe he could weave a tale to convince her that he needed to confront Amon to quelm the monster in his head. Maybe she would understand that, she had never been one to cower in the face of a fight. In fact, he wonders if that is why she was there tonight because maybe the real Amon is easier for her to confront than the one she has so meticulously constructed in her head.

He downs another drink and decides maybe it’s time to be honest. As he established prior, what does he have left to lose. Amon has already taken everything from him, everything except Korra that is. He shakes his head at the implication. Korra is not his, she hates him, she wishes he would leave her alone. She is the Avatar; she belongs to the universe. But she is the last good memory he has left, and he is desperate to prove to her that he can be enough.

“You’re going to think I’m crazy,” he warns, “you probably won’t even believe me.”

“Humor me,” she challenges, finally taking a moment to sip at the liquor he offered her. It’s cheap and it burns going down, but it dulls the ache in her side slightly.

“Ever since the arena, I’ve been sitting in the apartment hating myself. I thought maybe I could be of some use if I could provide information.” He’s careful not to say that he could be of use to her, instead he buries the implication in the broader context of the greater good as if he gives a shit.

“So you wanted to be an equalist to what - spy on them?” She cocks her head to the side confused because of all the harebrained stunts he could have come up with, this may just be the worst.

“Essentially.”

“That’s ridiculous,” she scoffs, “What were you going to do if someone recognized you?”

“I’m old news, Avatar. The only one the tabloids care about anymore is you. Besides,” he says, “You need someone like me.”

“Really now? Because last I checked, Tarrlok was wholly against spying,” Korra says truthfully. The task force had tried that already, and it ended up getting them burnt. Turns out double agents are too risky. The equalists were masters of sniffing out traitors and extinguishing them, but not before they tortured them for every last piece of information they possessed.

“You’ll get yourself killed,” she hisses.

“I have nothing left to lose.” He motions bitterly to the sparsely decorated room, “This is all I have, Amon left me with nothing. Can’t you see that.”

“We manage just fine without.”

“Really, because your little task force didn’t seem to be doing so hot tonight,” he says pointedly, there is venom bubbling in his voice, “If I wasn’t there, you’d be dead or worse.”

He can’t conceal the anger that is seeping into his voice at the thought of how Tarrlok so flagrantly threw her into a trap and just as quickly left her for dead. He should’ve known better.

“You’re wrong. I would’ve been fine.” Her tone is insistent, and he wants to slap her across the face, to shake some sense into her because she doesn’t even realize how close she was to disappearing tonight.


   Lieutenant says she’s gonna wish she had never been born. 


He crosses the room until he is directly in front of her and kneels, forcing her to look at him, to witness the truth in his eyes. 

“Tarrlok left you for dead,” he spits, “He was willing to sacrifice you to Amon without a second thought.”

“Tarrlok wouldn’t do that.” She says confidently, but she doesn’t even believe her own words. He can tell by the way her eyes are skittering around the room, looking anywhere but into his.

“But he did,” Tahno repeats, his voice thick with disgust, “I watched him do it. He doesn’t care about anything but himself.”

“Then why would you want to help him at all?” she fires back.

“Not him,” Tahno says, “I’ll provide information to you and Beifong, that’s it. What you do with it is up to you. But I will not take orders from a snake like Tarrlok and you shouldn’t either.”

“What are you suggesting?” She asks pointedly, “You want me to ditch the task force and dish out vigilante justice?”

“I want you to stop risking your life needlessly,” he insists.

“By risking yours?” She challenges.

He doesn’t answer.

“And what happens when Amon inevitably catches you?” she asks, “This is nothing more than a suicide mission.”

He shrugs, “Then so be it.”

“I can’t let you put yourself in danger, I just can’t,” she says almost desperately, running out of excuses to stop him, “You’ve given up too much already, I can’t ask you to do that.” Her mind flashes back to the train station, to the husk of a man that looked down his nose at her, to the events she carelessly set into motion. The hurt had radiated off of him in waves, strong enough to drown in.

“I don’t need you to ask, I’ve already made up my mind. I’m going to Beifong tomorrow.” 


   Let me be of use to you, even without my bending, let me serve you, Avatar Korra. 


He finally catches her gaze as a silent understanding settles over them. There is no use trying to dissuade him, not when he has no sense of self preservation left. She shakes her head in defeat, too tired to argue any further because his mind was made up before he even walked into that rally.

They sit in silence for a moment, nothing but the restless sounds of the city below to cut the tension, and she’s still not sure she understands why he wants this. If it’s purpose he wants, there are plenty of jobs he could do that wouldn’t involve him risking his life, jobs that would take him far away from her and Amon and this brewing civil war. Part of her wonders if this newfound ambition is for her because he risked his own neck to save her tonight, something not even Tarrlok was willing to do. She chases the thought away because she is not vain enough to think this man would destroy himself for her. Regardless of his intent, there is guilt bubbling in her stomach, and she feels like she owes him something.

Her eyes dart from his brow to his lips and then to the space below his jawline, widening with shock.

“Your neck…”

Her fingers reach to brush the skin tentatively, just barely ghosting over the ugly yellow bruises blooming under his chin. The touch is devastatingly soft, and he dares not breathe, his lips parted just slightly in anticipation, afraid that if he moves, she will snap out of it and come to her senses..

“Let me heal you,” she says. Her voice sounds far away, and he wonders if she is somewhere else entirely. If he closes his eyes, he can almost imagine they are back on that rainy rooftop where the sounds of the city felt far, far away. If only they had known how much would change. He pushes the thought away, he doesn’t want to think about  before .

“Your ribs first,” he insists, the words are soft and full of emotion. His throat contracts under her fingers as she feels him swallow shallowly. She nods almost absentmindedly, dropping her hand into her lap, and he finally lets out a shaky breath.

“Do you have a mirror?” she asks. He stands and leads her to the bathroom. Korra stops in front of it and sheds her shirt shamelessly because they both know it’s nothing he hasn’t seen before. She tosses it on the sink and stands in just her binding in front of the mirror. Her ribcage stares back at her, a bright red rash of bruises wrapping it’s way around her torso and into the dip of her back. She lifts her arms up and twists her torso to get a better view, biting her cheek as pain travels from the inflicted area. Carefully, she turns on the tap and gets to work, screwing her eyes shut in concentration as her hands glow bright blue, manipulating nerves and bones. When she opens up her eyes, he is still standing in the doorway, watching.

“Were you trained in healing?” she asks, breaking the silence, taking notice of the way his eyes are locked onto her hands, almost hypnotized.

Tahno shakes his head, “I never quite took to it. I was more focused on fighting.” He looks distracted, perhaps imagining a world where he never set foot on a probending stage.

“Come here,” she says because she can’t give him his bending back, but she can give him a taste of what he has lost. She hopes it is enough to satiate him. Maybe then, they can be even, at least for the time being. 

His heart is thrumming in his chest as he obeys her, approaching guardedly. She uses her dry hand to guide his, placing it gently onto her bruised rib, barely ghosting the surface . His eyes widen, her skin feels fire-hot and swollen under his thin fingers and he can feel her drawing in shaky, unsure breaths.

“What are you-” 

And then her glowing hand is covering his. He gasps at the way the water envelopes his fingers, pulsing around them. If he closes his eyes, he can almost pretend it’s alive, pretend that it is answering him once again. Her skin ripples under his touch and he can feel it vibrating full of potential energy, catalyzed by her mastery of water. The skin shrinks and pulls and she sighs in relief as bruises fade to mere shadows. He feels the water begin to probe further into her skin, pushing beneath the surface, and there is a sharp click as the bones rejoin and her breath hitches in momentary pain. When he tries to pull away, she pushes harder, encouraging him to dig his fingers into the newly healed flesh. She lets out a quiet sigh of relief, quivering slightly under the pressure of his palm, her movements unhurried and tender as his fingers slide around to her back. It’s almost too much; she is so close and so alive, and all he can think of is how he had so desperately tried to push her away.  How could he have been so stupid?  Her hand withdraws too soon and the water falls into the drain forgotten before he can answer his own question.

“Your turn,” she murmurs. He nods blankly, still in a daze before sitting obediently on the edge of the tub. She shifts until she is directly between his legs, closer than she has been in months, so close that if he dared build up the courage to lean back and look her in the eye, he could probably count each individual freckle scattered across her nose. Water rushes to her hand, glowing gently as she assesses his swollen eye and torn brow. She carefully pushes his hair back, combing her fingers lightly through the black locks before applying her illuminated palm to his brow. His eyes flutter closed. Her hand is cool, but it leaves tiny little fires behind as it glides across the smooth expanse of his face. It passes over his nose and then his lips. Her fingertips linger on the swell of his cupid’s bow before traveling down his chin. She used her free hand to gently tilt his head to the side; her fingers glide effortlessly across his neck and she can feel the way his pulse jumps at her touch.

“Why? Did you come back for me?” she asks abruptly, her tone is quiet and laced with confusion. Her hand snakes around the side of his neck, replacing the pain with heat that pools in his stomach like fire. His breath hitches at the question but he remains silent, not entirely sure what he’s supposed to say because he’s still in the process of finding the answer himself.

“You didn’t have to. It’s not like anyone would have known.” Her fingertips drag across his neck a little more forcefully, moving with purpose to the other side.

“Korra-”

“A month ago you blamed me,” she whispers, trying to understand how so much could change so quickly. “You said I was as bad as Amon...”

Her hands are shaking and she averts her eyes, instead watching the bruises on his porcelain skin fade to a dull wash of blue. The illumination from her hands bounces softly off her cheeks and he’s not sure he’s ever seen a sight so devastatingly lovely.

He grabs at her wrist and holds it in place against his neck, but the words won’t come. There are too many thoughts poised on his tongue: apologies, confessions, secrets. Because how is he supposed to explain that after he saw her on the beach last night he longed for her, that he spent the night at the bottom of a bottle imagining a world in which he could be worthy of her? How could he even begin to describe how his blood ran cold when he saw her crumble, that without her the world seemed hopeless? How could he say this all to her? It wouldn’t be fair to lay that burden on her, not when she already had so much to bear. Instead he catches her eyes, and begs her to see it, pushing her hand more forcefully against his throat, imploring her to feel the way his heart is exploding in his chest, beating harder than he ever thought possible.


   This is all for you, Korra, can’t you see. 



   Please, don’t make me say it. 


“Tahno, I-” 

His other hand reaches out and grasps blindly at her hip, bundling the fabric of her loose trousers in his hand as he pulls her gently towards him, daring her to come closer, to look into his eyes and see. She shudders below his touch, like a loaded spring ready to pop, nerves set alight with the implication of rules broken and something forbidden.

When she finally looks at him, her breath hitches, and he can see the recognition in her eyes: the understanding, the guilt, the sadness, and he wonders, not for the first time, if these are things she bears alone. He wishes she would unload them, shed them like armor and allow someone to share the burden for once, allow him to do that for her.

The water on her hand stops glowing but her fingers don’t stray from their place on his neck, digging into his skin. Her other hand hangs in the air between them, not quite reaching, but not drawing away either, poised on the precipice of choice, frozen with the fear of crossing a line that cannot be uncrossed. It feels like hours before she finally moves.

Her hand inches forward, touching the skin on his cheek softly, tracing down to the tip of his chin. The movement is languid and unhurried and heartbreakingly soft and he wants to crash into her right there, to press himself fully against and worship her like she so deserves, but he’s afraid that if he moves too quickly, she will bolt and he will be left alone once again.

He pulls himself unhurriedly to his feet, letting go of her wrist. As he rises, the water from her hand splashes onto the tile floor between them, all but forgotten. Her palms fall immediately to his shoulders and drop to skate across his chest, catching and knotting into the fabric of his shirt. His own hands move up to her face, taking either cheek into his palms and tenderly tilting her face back until their eyes are locked. 

“I can’t do this, Tahno,” she whimpers, but her grip tightens on his chest as she says it, and he’s sure that she’s lying to herself, clinging desperately to the notion of keeping him at arm's length, afraid of falling, of crashing and burning and being left alone to pick up the pieces.

“Then, tell me to stop,” he pleads, tracing a hand from her cheek down to her shoulder following the gentle slope of her arm, “If you really don’t want this, Korra, tell me to stop and I will.” His voice comes out husky and restrained, fingers ghosting over her waist, and part of him hopes that she does, hopes that she makes it exceedingly clear that he has overstepped. Because this is entirely different than the first time he touched her, and he’s not sure they can ever come back from this.

When she doesn’t move, he leans down slightly, his face mere inches from hers, but he doesn’t dare close the gap. He wants this to be on her terms, for her to be in complete control. She stares back at him with glossy, half lidded eyes, deeper and darker and more complex than any ocean he’s ever seen before. He’s close enough to feel the gentle puff of her warm breath against his skin as she exhales shakily. 

And then she is tugging gently at his shirt as she pulls herself up to meet him, her lips touching his tentatively. It's achingly soft and for a minute, they are frozen in place, both too afraid to move, to break the spell, because this is nothing like the last time. But then her hand are moving to wrap around his neck, and her lips are pushing desperately against his as a small, pining sigh comes from her mouth and mixes with the quiet, distant groan of satomobiles on the concrete below. She pulls him a bit more forcefully, as if to say  what are you waiting for, idiot? 

He responds by wrapping his arms around her waist, hands splayed across the small of her exposed back, pulling her against him with an almost desperate sort of tightness, and he’s not sure he could ever get her close enough, not when she smells like soap and cedar and Yue bay before it rains, and his nose burns trying to inhale it all, to bottle it and commit it to memory. Just in case.

One of her hands traces up his neck, nails scraping against his clavicle before knotting into his hair and tugging firmly, eliciting a groan from him as he pushes himself into her, forcing her backwards until she is trapped between him and the wall, his body pinning her in place with a firm and comfortable weight. Her lips are wet and full and move with a reckless abandon against his as she pushes back into him. Her hands reach blindly for his jacket, realizing that he is far too clothed, and she is not one to be outdone. Calloused fingers get to work, clumsily opening buttons, tearing desperately at the last one. He hears it pop off and drop to the floor, rolling under the sink before she’s pushing the garment frantically off his shoulders, and he can’t help but smirk against her lips as if to tease her for her impatience.

And he so desperately wants to go slow, even if she doesn’t. He wants to take his time because he’s no stranger to patience and she deserves that, deserves someone who will worship her fully. He wants to give her that, really, but her skin is radiating delicious heat, and he can’t help but touch everything, to run his hands purposefully across her body and feel the way she leans into his him, gasping as his palms graze her bare waist, traveling north and ghosting across the side of her bindings, and then her hands are sliding down his face, fingernails digging into his cheeks, biting coyly at his lips, sighing as he growls and pushes her more firmly into the wall. He reaches down boldly to grab her thigh, hiking it up onto his hip. She gasps against him surprised, arching up towards him to keep balance, but he doesn’t let up. His free hand boldly traces the underside of her breast through her bindings, eliciting a desperate whine from her, and the sound lights a fire in his stomach, bubbling through him, and he’s all at once very aware of the power he wields over her.

It doesn't last long though because her hands are snaking expertly beneath his undershirt, nails dragging across the hard planes of his stomach, hard enough to leave lines, and his jaw falls slack against hers: mesmerized. He moans fervidly, and the sound is swallowed greedily by the soft pillow of her lips. Never one to waste an opportunity, her tongue darts into his mouth, warm and slick against his own. He wonders briefly who taught her how to do that but doesn’t have the wherewithal to delve into the list of possibilities, not when she tastes like fresh spring lychee against him, and even though she’s the one pinned, he’s pretty sure he’s the one that’s out of control because he can no longer ignore the effect she is having on him, not when they can both feel it sandwiched hot and hard between them, and every move she makes creates delicious and delirious friction, and maybe he’s not the only one with power here. 

Trying to retain some semblance of control, he scoops her up, hiking her higher until her legs wrap instinctively around his waist, the heel of her shoes digging into the bruise on his lower back, but he doesn’t even care, not when her perfect chest is pressed amorously against his. She gasps against him, her fingers rushing to hook expertly under his shirt. Their lips break for a second and the garment is shed, tossed across the room without a second thought, and he finally gets the chance to look up at her, flushed and breathless, her lips swollen with effort as her chest heaves against his. His palms trace heavily down her sides, her flesh warm and pliant and alive, and if she’d let him, he’d spend the whole night touching her, bringing her to oblivion over and over and over again, just to see her this way, to have the privilege of basking in her half-lidded radiance.

Outside, a clock strikes 2.

Her eyes close and her head falls back against the wall with a gentle, defeated thud, and he knows even before she speaks that the spell is broken.

“It’s late,” she murmurs, her voice like a quiet breeze over the bay, “ I have to go. Everyone will be looking for me.”

He nods, wanting nothing more than to tell her to stay, to beg her not to leave him again, but he catches himself. Instead, he presses a soft, lingering kiss to her lips because he doesn’t want her to misinterpret his intentions, not this time. An uncharacteristically quiet sigh escapes her mouth and then her feet are back on the ground and he is moving away so she can gather her things.

“Tomorrow at noon,” she says. The door is open and she stands silhouetted against the inky night, one foot already outside. Her fingers curl into her hair, pulling it deftly into a messy wolftail. The shorter strands escape to frame her face.

“Meet me at Beifong’s office. We’ll talk logistics.” 

He nods, still in a daze, one hand resting on the doorknob. She’s a few steps away when her name falls from his lips once again, like it has done so many times before.

Her heart stops in her chest as she slows down and glances over her shoulder. He is haloed by the soft glow of his kitchen lights. His mouth is set in a firm, unreadable line.

“Please, be careful.”


   “I promise.” 



   She means it. 


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I wrote and rewrote the ending for this chapter like 5 times before I finally was happy with the direction. I hope the Tahnorra is satisfying and doesn't feel too rushed!

        




6. Resist

Summary for the Chapter:
            Because Tahno did the one thing that she couldn’t do for him; he saved her. He risked his life and dragged her from a fate worse than death, and then he offered to help, to put his life on the line without any regard for his own safety. He did it for her. Even though he was careful to dance around the topic, to frame his intentions in the broader context of the greater good, she knows the truth. Without her in the equation, he would have no reason to do something so utterly foolish. He can’t delude her. They both know this is a rotten, and unnecessarily dangerous idea, and he is all too willing, too inclined, to destroy himself for her.

          


    
    The cold has set in, and her rapid breaths condense around her into perfect spheres, illuminated softly by the waning moon above. Republic City never sleeps, but even the busiest streets are noticeably quieter underneath the twilight sky, the usual chorus of voices replaced by muffled jazz pouring from open windows and the soft hum of streetlights above. She hugs herself, arms crossed protectively in front her chest.

The chill doesn’t bother her because everywhere Tahno had touched burns like a wildfire, putting the dull ache of her still healing bruises to shame. She can practically feel the ghost of his hands all over her, wanting and desperate, and this time she doesn’t even have an excuse for her behavior because she kissed him, and really she’s not sure what came over her. For months she had been so careful, meticulously burying herself into other things, afraid that if she lingered on him too long, she would drown in her own guilt and inadequacies. She thought she was better at forgetting him, relegating him to the very back of her mind, a place she only visited when the floodgates broke open and she was backed against a wall, but now her mouth tastes like chamomile and whiskey, and she desperately wants to turn back and collapse into him, to repay him.

Because Tahno did the one thing that she couldn’t do for him; he saved her. He risked his life and dragged her from a fate worse than death, and then he offered to help, to put his life on the line without any regard for his own safety. He did it for her. Even though he was careful to dance around the topic, to frame his intentions in the broader context of the greater good, she knows the truth. Without her in the equation, he would have no reason to do something so utterly foolish. He can’t delude her. They both know this is a rotten, and unnecessarily dangerous idea, and he is all too willing, too inclined, to destroy himself for her.

And she’s not quite sure how to process that. She is confused as to whether she should be terrified or flattered at how willingly he is diving headfirst into oblivion to protect her, but the way he crashed into her tonight makes her think that he had, at the very least, thought this through, that he had considered the consequences of being a pawn for the budding resistance. There’s nothing she could say or do to stop him now because he is too stubborn for his own good, perhaps that is something they have in common.

A hand reaches to pinch at her temple because she can’t remember the last time she was this exhausted and sore, and she’s not sure she has the mental energy to decipher the enigma that is Tahno, not when she can feel the soft thud of a headache blooming behind her eyes, so instead she focuses on the cracked concrete path in front of her. She had considered going straight to Air Temple Island because she’s sure Tenzin is still up waiting for her, worried sick and probably a little exasperated because he had warned her that this would happen, but she can’t stomach the thought of returning before confronting Tarrlok. At least then, she can bring some semblance of good news back to Tenzin, after all, he was the one who implored her to sever her relationship with the Councilman before it was too late.

She should have listened to him before because Tarrlok had undeniably betrayed her. Even after all his hoopla about getting her on the task force, he had left her without a second thought, and even though it feels weak to admit, that realization stung. She had trusted the Councilman, put her life in his hands and protected his in return, but he threw that all away, and the worst part is, she isn’t sure why. What could she have possibly done to warrant that kind of cold and callous treatment? She was nothing if not a good soldier, the best even.

So her feet carry her to the council building as she wills away the migraine and ache in her ribs, and instead attempts to put on a straight face as she pushes open the public door and walks swiftly through the ornately decorated rotunda towards Tarrlok’s office. She’s sure he will be there. He tends to spend several hours holed away after missions. On rare occasions, he had invited her to join him and they had spent time pouring over the plan, rooting out the successes and failures. He must be here now because tonight was his greatest failure yet. His betrayal sits in her stomach, acrid and sour, and even though she wants to stay calm for this encounter, she can’t control the flare in her nose, or the ways her fists are coiled tight with rage, nails digging half moon indents into her palms and she storms through the hall, a hurricane of volatile, unspoken emotion.

“Avatar Korra…”

That small little aide, with the demeanor of a mouse, waits in the hall outside of Tarrlok’s office. His eyes widen when he sees her as he moves himself instinctively between her and the door, obviously conflicted about what he should do in this situation because she is visibly upset, hands balled into taut fists. She is not in the mood to be handled, so she chooses to shoulder past him, flinging the door wide open. It cracks against the frame, banging against the wall behind it with a loud thud.

Tarrlok’s eyes snap from a stack of papers on his desk. When they meet hers, he looks bewildered, perhaps even scared, like he is looking at a ghost, but his expression is trained, and when she blinks, it has shifted to a seemingly relieved smile, but it’s off. The corner of his mouth twitches just slightly, as if there is rage boiling beneath his placid façade.

“Korra,” he exclaims, “Thank the Spirits. We’ve had our best men out looking for you.” His tone is even and silky, as he rises from his chair and throws a pair of thin reading glasses onto the ivory desk, the stack of paperwork all but forgotten. He crosses the room in large steps, stopping in front of her and putting his hands on her shoulders in mock concern. She fights to urge to back up, to put as much distance between them as possible.

“Are you hurt?”

All she can muster is a small shake of her head, her whole body quivering with nerves beneath his weighty palms.

He takes a step back, hands dropping to his side, and she lets out the breath she had been holding as he motions to the mousy little assistant, “Please go and alert Saikon that Korra has been found and is safe.” The man nods tensely before turning back to the hall, the previously brutalized door closing with a definitive click as he retreats, leaving them alone.

There’s quiet as they regard each other, blue eyes both searching for signs of recognition, a silent battle of willpower. And she desperately wants to speak, but the words are lodged in her throat, buried beneath exhaustion and rage and the fading feeling of firm hands against her ribcage, and she’s afraid if she moves first, she will lose any edge she has left.

Thankfully, he makes the choice for her, breaking the silence, still trying to appear concerned, “We lost sight of you at the rally, I figured you had chased after Amon. I’m relieved to see that you're alright.” If she didn’t know any better, she might just believe him, buy into his confident, unhurried tone. Part of her wishes that he was telling the truth because it would be so much simpler to go back to how things were before, but Tahno has no reason to lie, to turn her against the Task Force when they seemingly all want the same thing: Amon gone. So she wastes no time getting straight to the point, too emotionally spent to dance around the elephant in the room any longer.

“Cut the shit, Tarrlok, I know what you did.” The mood of the room immediately sours as she takes a small, defensive step away from him, and she can tell that the movement does not go unnoticed, his eyes darting to the closed door behind her..

“What are you talking about?” His jaw is tight and she’s still close enough to see the way his Adam’s apple vibrates in his throat as the faux smile wavers just slightly, his head cocking almost imperceptibly to the left.

“Don’t play coy,” she hisses.

“Please enlighten me then, Avatar. What is it exactly that you think I’ve done?” It’s less of a question and more of a challenge, as if he is daring her to implode their working relationship. 

A satomobile zooms past the window, tail lights illuminating the hollows of his cheeks cherry red, redder than even Amon’s mask, and all at once, she wonders if she really should have came here alone because if Tarrlok is willing to sacrifice her to Amon without remorse, what else might he be willing to do. How far would he go? Perhaps she should have gone home and slept on it, returned tomorrow with a clear head and backup and some semblance of a plan, but unfortunately, she had failed to really think this one through, really it wouldn’t be the first time she threw herself into conflict with no regard for her own personal safety.

“You left me for dead. You practically handed me over to Amon.” The wobble in her voice is fueled by rage, and she searches his face for any hint of recognition, of guilt. 

“Ridiculous,” he scoffs, “Where is this silly idea even coming from?”

“After all I’ve done for you,” she hisses, ignoring his question and shaking her head in disbelief, “Find a new face for your task force because I’m done.”

And just like that, his façade snaps, his eyes narrowing to slits, dangerous and snakelike. “After all  you’ve  done for  me ,” he mocks, “if not for me you’d be irrelevant.”

She scoffs, but he doesn’t let up.

“I doubt the media will be too keen on their beloved Avatar disappearing in the midst of the mess she’s made.”

“The mess  I  made? How about the mess  you  made? How many people lost their lives tonight for your stupid vanity project?”

“Victory requires sacrifices,” he hisses, “you more than anyone should understand that.”

“And what have you sacrificed, Tarrlok?” she spits back, “because from my perspective, you're nothing more than another loud-mouthed coward.”

“You don’t know the first thing about me.”    

“I know that you are more than willing to sacrifice me to Amon if it means saving your own ass,” she snaps. “What could I have possibly done to deserve that? I have been loyal to a fault.”

“All you’ve ever done is get in my way, Avatar.” The way he says it sends a shiver up her spine and she feels fire sparking at her fingertips instinctively before it is snuffed out. Even though every bone in her body is set alight with fear and she wants to bolt, to flee and leave this godforsaken office behind, her body is frozen in place, seemingly stuck. She tries to breathe, but there is heaviness in her chest, like she is trapped under a boulder and all she can manage is shallow, pitiful gasps. As quickly as the feeling settles over her, it is gone, fleeting and forgotten as she backs away quickly, tripping over her own feet.

“We both know that the best thing you could be for this city is a martyr,” he laughs, “I saw an opportunity to accelerate that, and I took it. Don’t act like you wouldn’t do the same”

“Tenzin is right about you. You’re a monster, and I’m going to make sure the whole city knows” She reaches behind her for the door, her hand wrapping frantically around the knob.

“Who do you think they're going to believe?” he mocks, “I’ve been a selfless servant to this city longer than you’ve been alive.”

“The council will believe me,” she tries, “Tenzin will convince them.”

“Good luck trying. The Council thinks Tenzin is nothing but an idealistic fool.”

“You won’t get away with this,” but they both know it’s a lie, that Tarrlok would continue to do as he pleased without so much as a slap on the wrist because he had spent years garnering unquestioning respect, and all she had ever managed to do was destroy arenas and squander opportunities.

“And you can’t run from Amon forever, Avatar. Sooner or later he’ll get you too.”

And then she is twisting the knob, falling gracelessly through the doorway and running down the hall, fueled by nothing but adrenaline as she bursts out of the council building and lets her feet carry her to the ferry. There is nothing on her mind but putting distance between her and Tarrlok as she throws quick, terrified glances over her shoulder. When she’s sure that he hasn’t followed, she slows down, burning lungs and watery eyes, utterly and completely worn, and all she can think of as she boards the ferry and crosses the bay is how desperately she wants to collapse into a dreamless sleep, to forget about the last 6 hours.

It's well past 3AM when she stumbles off the ferry, only to find Tenzin waiting for her. He immediately pulls her to him, arms wrapping around her paternally. She winces as he squeezes her lightly, her ribs buzzing with pain as the adrenaline dump wears off.

“Are you alright?” he asks quickly, stepping back to assess her, concern washing over his normally stoic features.

“I’m fine now,” she says, pausing for a moment as he completes his visual examination, “just tired.” He nods, understandably, offering her an arm as he leads her into the house and settles her on the couch in his sparsely decorated office.

“What happened tonight, Korra,” he asks, “Tarrlok called and said you were missing, that nobody had seen you for hours. We were worried sick.”

She considers lying, but doesn’t see much of a point in trying to pull the wool over Tenzin’s eyes because he always knows, so instead she spills it all at his feet. The raid, the ambush, the broken rib, Tahno’s apartment, and finally Tarrlok’s office. She leaves out the salacious details,  some things Tenzin just doesn’t need to know, and he listens quietly, nodding along.

“You were right about Tarrlok,” she says sadly, “About everything. He’s reckless and he was just using me until an opportunity to get rid of me arose.”

“Tarrlok gave the council his word that he would protect you with his life,” Tenzin finally says, one hand stroking his beard, “We should alert them at once.”

“There’s no use,” she shakes her head, “they won’t do anything when he’s got them wrapped around his finger.” 

He nods thoughtfully, “What do you suggest we do?”

“Keep a close eye on him, I suppose.” Exhaustion is bleeding into her vision, and she's finding it hard to focus on anything but the numb buzz in the tips of her fingers and toes. She squeezes her eyes shut hard and then blinks them open.

“And Tahno,” Tenzin says gently, noticing the way her pupils are dilating “Does he know what he is signing himself up for?”

“I tried to explain it to him,” she says, “but he didn’t care to hear it”

He sighs to himself.

“He’s going to do it with or without my help.”

“I see,” Tenzin nods with understanding, “This can all be dealt with tomorrow. You should sleep now.”

She nods, rising to her feet and making her way across the room. Before she exits, she turns to him, one hand on the door frame.

“I should have listened, Tenzin, I’m so sorry. You tried to warn me, and I brushed it off.” It comes out closer to a whine than she would have liked, but he doesn’t seem to care, his eyes soft and empathetic when they connect with hers though she can’t hold his gaze for long, and instead drops hers with shame.

“You were only doing what you thought was best,” he responds carefully, “Who could fault you for that?” And she knows there are many people that could, and likely would, fault her for that because no matter how much she wishes it weren’t true, her every move will be scrutinized until the day she dies. Still, his words slightly placate the storm of guilt in her stomach.

When she falls into bed, sleep does not evade her, instead it embraces her, warm and familiar. In the fleeting moment as she’s perched on the precipice of unconsciousness, she sees Tahno, hair slicked back with sweat, lips parted with desire, eyes like rolling fog. She does not dream, not tonight. 

Across the Bay, he pours himself another drink and wonders where she is, wonders if she went straight home, if she stopped to see that slimy firebender or followed her feet to the beach to bask in the moonlight once again. He wonders if she confronted Tarrlok, if the councilman had tried to convince her that he was lying and if she believed him. A selfish part of him hopes that she stumbled home and collapsed in bed and thought of him too even though there are a dozen other things she probably had to do.  Even still, his mind stays on her as he falls into a dreamless daze of sleep.

.
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She wakes up to a gentle knock on her door, careful finger rasping against the wood.

“Korra, honey,” Pema slides open the door, “I’m sorry to wake you, but you have visitors.”

She groans, one forearm flying to her eyes to block out the streaming sunlight, and she wants nothing more than to roll over and drift back to sleep, but the memories of the night before are flooding back to her, intrusive and demanding, so instead she sits up carefully, one hand applying gentle pressure to the blooming bruise on her rib.

“Who is it?” she replies, her voice thick with sleep.

“It’s your friends, Mako and Bolin.” She notices the way Korra grimaces, “ I can send them away if you’re not feeling up to it.”

If Korra were to be honest, she’s really not feeling up to it because the further she immersed herself in the task force, the further she had drifted from the bending brothers and she was starting to wonder if that was for the best because it seemed like whenever she got close to people these days, they got hurt, and she’s not sure that Amon would look the other way when it came to people she cared about. But she owed them something, maybe not the whole truth, but at least a variation of it, so instead of rolling over like she so desperately wants to, she throws off the blanket and stands gingerly.

“No, it’s okay. Tell them I’ll be down soon,” she says, “I just need to freshen up a bit.” Pema gives her a small, sympathetic nod before retreating down the hall, small footsteps fading to nothingness against the polished wood floors. Korra checks the watch on her bedside table, it’s just past 9:45. She strips quickly and runs a shower hot enough to burn away the unpleasant memories from the night before as she contemplates what exactly she should tell Mako and Bolin. There are obvious things to leave out, namely Tahno and his apartment and the quiet hum of satomobiles as he forced her against his wall, and how she absolutely could have pushed him away if she really wanted to but she didn’t. She doesn’t think Mako would appreciate hearing about that.

But there are holes in her story she doesn’t quite know how to explain without uttering Tahno’s name, too much of the night is hinged around him. So instead she settles on half truths and semi facts. She was badly hurt but escaped, Tarrlok saw her but did not help, she confronted him and will no longer be a pawn for his reckless games; no Tahno, no preposition of spying, no fallout. 

She dresses carefully and follows the winding path to the cafeteria, as she rounds the corner she sees them at a table whispering over a pot of tea. Bolin spots her first, emerald eyes lighting up as he throws up a hand and waves to her. A second later, Mako’s head whips around, and then he is rising and crossing the room in long, hurried strides. Before she has time to register what is happening, his arms are wrapping around her, one pulling tightly on her waist and the other wrapping up to cradle her neck, fingers tangling in her still wet hair, and the perfect script she had been fabricating disappears when she breathes in a nose full of cedarwood and musk. He’s so warm against her, every inch of his body radiating delirious heat, and she can’t quite remember if he’s always felt like this or if it’s just been so long since he touched her that she forgot. It’s almost too much, the warmth, the smell, his ragged breath in her ear, and she can feel the skin on her neck prickling with sweat under his calloused fingers. 

“I was so worried,” he says in a soft whisper meant only for her, but she doesn’t have time to craft a response before Bo has joined the fray, strong arms wrapping around the both of them. His touch is usually grounding, but the added pressure on her ribs causes her to flinch, and they both drop her quickly like they are afraid she will break.

“Are you hurt?” Bolin says, unable to hide the worry as he scans her quickly, searching for outward signs of injury. Mako’s eyes catch hers, irises like molten honey as he awaits her response.

She manages a small smile, motioning to her stomach, “I’m fine, just a little bruised up.” 

“What exactly happened?” Bolin asks, “Tarrlok’s failed raid is all over the news. When Tenzin called and said nobody had heard from you last night, we thought that maybe…” Bolin trails off, one hand reaching around to rub the back of his neck.

“Let’s sit,” she says, leading them back to the table they started at. Bolin takes the seat across from her, reaching to pour her a cup of tea. Chamomile. It washes across her tongue as she recontructs the story in her head, careful to cross all the t’s and dot the i’s before opening her mouth because Mako’s gaze is fixed on her from his seat beside her and she’s sure if she stumbles he will know because he is far too attuned to her cadence.

And then she begins. She describes her conversation with Tarrlok, their synchronized watches and the bus ride through Agni Kai territory. Then she explains the stage, the way Amon had tilted his head up to her mockingly, then the shock, the fall, the fight, and a kali stick to the ribs. She describes the snap inside her as bone cracked. The truth flows easily, but then the half lies start. She describes waking up on the concrete floor of the warehouse and seeing Tarrlok fleeing through the crowd, and pulling herself to her feet to bolt down an alley, how she ran until she spotted a spicket and healed herself crudely before heading to Tarrlok’s office to formalize her resignation. As she speaks, Bolin leans in enthralled, hanging off her every word, but Mako remains still as a statue, his eyes unreadable, and it’s impossible to tell whether he is buying a single word she is saying because there are holes in her stories, hours left unaccounted for, and she can only hope that he isn’t doing the math.

“So no more task force?” he says after a contemplative moment, and if she didn’t know any better, she would say he sounded hopeful, maybe even a little relieved.

She nods her head in confirmation.

“So what now?” Bolin asks.

“Go back to trying to learn airbending, I guess,” she shrugs, taking a sip of her tea. It’s gone cold.

She can practically see the question burning in Mako’s eyes.  Will that be enough for you, Korra? But before he can ask it, Bolin is looking at her from across the table, his gaze is heartbreakingly excited.

“Now that you have more time, you can come visit us at Asami‘s estate!” 

“Sure,” she says with a forced smile, “I’d like that.” The way his eyes twinkle make her feel indescribably guilty because Bolin has never been anything but kind to her and it’s so obvious that he misses their friendship, misses the way they’d slurp down noodles at a bar on Friday nights or catch a probending matinee match after practice. Part of her misses that too, misses his booming laugh and quick sense of humor, but it feels too long ago now to try again.

She glances at her watch.

“I’m sorry, but I need to go,” she says, extracting herself carefully from the bench seat.

“What’s the rush?” Mako looks up to her, head cocked to the side.

“No rush,” she lies, “I just need to see Beifong this morning. At least catch her up on Tarrlok.”

“Can’t that wait?” Mako says seriously, “You’re still hurt, you should really rest.”

“I’ll be fine, Tough Guy.” Judging by his deadpan, he doesn’t seem to appreciate the nickname.

“At least let us come with you,” he tries again, rising with her.

“No,” she says a little too quickly, and she doesn’t miss the way his eyes narrow slightly, “that’s not necessary.”

And she can tell there are things he still wants to say, but Bolin is standing up and pulling her into a careful hug, arms slinging around her shoulders to avoid the bruises on her side.

“We’ve really missed you, Korra.”

And even though she’s tried so hard to hold it in, there are tears prickling in the corners of her eyes because, spirits, had she missed them too.

“Take care of yourself,” Mako says, giving her an awkward half bow before straightening himself out, the heat from their first embrace all but dissipated.

“You too.” 

And then the brothers are turning and heading down the path. As they board the ferry, Bolin looks at his brother, hopeful, “I’m glad Korra is done with Tarrlok. He was no good.”

Mako nods but isn’t quite listening because his mind is still trying to wrap around her story, and even though he can’t put his finger on it, he can sense that something is off, that she is not being entirely honest with them, giving them just enough information to appease their concerns, but not quite enough to paint a full picture. 


   Exactly how long was she unaccounted for last night? 
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Tahno shoves his hands further in his pockets as he walks briskly through the city towards the police station. The sun is warm on his face but there is a definitive chill in the air, late fall leaves scattered haphazardly across the brick footpaths. A dove sings a solemn song from a barren tree, lamenting the loss of another summer, but his head is too far away to appreciate the intricacies of it’s sad, sullen tune. Instead, he is fixated on the past, more precisely on the moment before she closed the gap between them, the split second before she made a decision, the unmistakable thrill of a rule broken, a line overstepped, as they shared a single shallow breath.

He can’t quite pinpoint what pushed her over the edge because the odds were always stacked against him, they had been since Amon humbled him. Maybe she felt pity for him or maybe the realization that her life was nearly cut short was enough to make her do something stupid, something completely and utterly unadvisable. Whatever the reason, he is already bracing himself for the rejection, for the inevitable excuses she will lay at his feet because of course she would regret it. And really, how could he blame her for feeling that way. He wasn’t exactly a catch with his terrible attitude and pension for alcoholism, and he knows that one good deed isn’t enough to make up for the lifetime of cheating and playboying that had led up to it, no matter how well intentioned the deed was.

Despite all this, when he catches a glimpse of her seated on a cast iron bench in front of the station, thoroughly absorbed in that morning newspaper, he can’t help but hope that she reached a different conclusion because his heart is beating uncharacteristically hard against his ribcage.


   “Korra…” 



   Blue eyes connect with gray as a small, almost teasing smile pulls on the sides of his lips. 



   “Long time no see.” 
  

  



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          A little Korra-centric follow-up to the last chapter! Should be some really good Tahnorra content in the next chapter. 

Thank you to everyone who has taken the time to read and review, all the support I've gotten for this fic has meant the world!

        




7. Deprived

Summary for the Chapter:
            Maybe, Korra thinks, it’s her responsibility to push him away, to let him down gently and find him someone who could actually help him process his grief because she’s pretty sure everything she does is making it worse.

          


    
    The late autumn sun glitters across the surface of Yue Bay. Korra shoves her hands deeper into her pockets to ward off the undeniable chill in the air, but no matter how tightly she balls her fist, the cold still seeps through the appendages. Nevertheless, she prefers this weather to the muggy summer heat. Some summer nights in Republic City, she could barely breathe; she would drink in all the oxygen her lungs could hold, but never feel satisfied. She would be forced, instead, to roll onto her back and wait for sleep to overtake her. Sometimes it would come, and she would get a few hours of restless, painful sleep, but mostly she would stare at the ceiling, counting seconds until the sun was peeking over the mountains and painting the walls amber.

But this winter chill is familiar, comfortable even, it teases her with the promise of change and something new, and she finds herself wondering what Republic CIty will be like in the winter. What would the skyscraper look like covered in a fresh sheet of snow? And how long would it take for that same snow to turn muddy and gray from pollution, for the insatiable Satomobiles of the city to kick it up and regurgitate it on the edges of busy streets. At the rate the equalists were moving, she’s not sure she’ll be around to see the winter. It’s a morbid thought, but not one she can ignore, not when Amon is just getting closer and she has yet to make any progress of her own.

She’s accustomed to shouldering these thoughts alone, to staying up late into the night and playing through every possible scenario, no matter how gruesome. She's lost count of how many times she's fantasized about her own demise. She doesn’t bother Tenzin with these wistful thoughts. Mostly because she’s confident he’s doing the same, curled up with his pregnant wife, envisioning the end of days. Part of her longs to tell Mako, to dump her trauma at his feet and beg him to listen, but she knows he wouldn’t understand. How could he? Besides, he already has Asami and Bolin to worry about, and it wouldn’t be fair of her to make his life any more complicated. If it weren’t for her, he never would have been dragged into this mess anyway.

In an ironic twist of events, she’s starting to believe that maybe the only person who understands her fear is Tahno. But it feels wrong to trust him when not even two months ago she was cursing his name. Not to mention that the idea of sharing her burden, of dragging him even further into a fray that he is ill equipped to handle, seems cruel and self serving. She was not Amon’s victim. Her bending, her identity, were still intact. He was the one who had suffered, who was still actively suffering, so it seemed callous to ask any more of him.

But the way he held her last night makes her wonder if he wants that from her, if he would follow her into oblivion without a second thought. Then again, maybe she misinterpreted his intentions, maybe he was drunk and sad, and she was there, a physical manifestation of a life he used to live before his world got unceremoniously turned upside down. She wonders if his mind was still on the rooftop, if her touch brought him back to a time before, a time when she was nothing more than a prize to be won and he was nothing more than a convenient distraction and a way to spite her teammates. Things felt so complicated back then, but now it all seemed impossibly simple.

Regardless of his intentions, the power she now wields over him is altogether terrifying and enticing, simultaneously familiar and foreign. For as long as she can remember, the elements have obeyed her, danced at her fingertips, but to have a man do the same, to collapse underneath her touch and whine into the pillow of her lips for more, is power she has never felt before. 

Katara had told her tales of bloodbending, even trained her in the theory of it, hushed lessons, and she can’t help but wonder if that power was similar. If one could get drunk on it, lost in it. She knows she should be responsible. She should push Tahno away before he gets too close, too unmanageable, because, realistically, she’s already gone too far. If she was really a good person, she wouldn’t let him do a damn thing for her. He had already given up too much for a movement he never asked to be a part of. 

As she stops to purchase a paper, it occurs to her that maybe she’s not a good person at all because despite all her good intentions, she doesn’t want to push him away. In fact, she wants nothing more than to pull him closer, close enough to feel needed, desired even, but not too close, lest he see the cracks in her façade. She is supposed to be powerful, the physical amalgamation of man and spirit, bestowed with the knowledge of the generations before her, but more than ever she feels like a fraud, and if he knew how much of her was smoke and mirrors, she’s sure he would leave too because wasn’t that always the root of his attraction to her, the satisfaction of conquering a powerful being?

Maybe, she thinks, it’s her responsibility to push him away, to let him down gently and find him someone who could actually help him process his grief because she’s pretty sure everything she does is making it worse. It occurs to her that she is likely taking advantage of him. Ever since the probending finals, the power had shifted, and instead of being responsible, she had gotten lost in it, nothing more than a stupid, attention-drunk girl.

She reaches the bench in front of the station at 11:50, and settles herself against the metal frame, pulling open the paper. Pictures of the destroyed warehouse are on the first page with the headline “Task Force Ambush Thwarted by Equalists”. She skims the article quickly looking for mention of her name. Tarrlok’s name is dropped many times, but there is little talk of her, only a quick blurb about the team she led in. The end of the article is just a list of task force members still unaccounted for, dozens of names stuck in a limbo amongst the yet to be identified dead, and suddenly any thought of Tahno feels silly and frivolous, because she should be focused on this, on these lives she played a part in recklessly destroying, whether she was cognizant of the risk or not. Focusing on anything right now besides defeating Amon is a mistake. Last night was a mistake, and she would have to be better, stronger, less distracted.

She flips open the newspaper, the second page is an exposé on Councilman Tarrlok, a breakdown of his disaster of a plan and an analysis of it’s failures. The last sentence mentions a press conference scheduled for 1:30PM in front of the council building. She skims the rest of the paper and finds no mention of her departure from the task force. While news travels fast, she’s sure Tarrlok is saving this bombshell for his conference, what better opportunity to destroy her reputation than in front of a crowd of reporters more than willing to grip onto every salacious detail. 

“Korra...”

Her head flies up. Blue connects with gray as their eyes meet, and her stomach is doing backflips as memories of the night before come flooding back. She’s sure that she should say something, anything, but her tongue is stuck in her throat, and even if it wasn’t she’s not quite sure what she’s supposed to say anyway.

He breaks the tension for her, the hint of a teasing smile playing cooly at the corner of his lips, but his eyes look restless, unsure even, “Long time no see.”

The words hang in the air between them, loaded, and she tilts her head in confusion. It’s almost as if nothing has happened, as if they are back in the arena before thunderstorms and sucker punches and buttons on a bathroom floor. She knows she should talk, but all she can seem to manage is a small, tight-lipped smile, as she folds the newspaper and shoves it into her pocket, Tarrlok’s conference all but forgotten.

He gestures his head toward the station entrance as if to say “Shall we?” but he looks tired and she wonders if he slept at all or if he sat up with his flask and pulled from it until it ran dry. Realistically, neither of them were thinking straight last night, not on the tails of a near death experience.

“Are you sure about this?” The words escape before she can swallow them, and she drops her gaze to the ground, suddenly very unsure of her own role in all of this. Maybe she could take it all back, run back to Tarrlok and ask him to forget everything she said. It was easier being a soldier,  mindless , and at the end of the day she could at least pretend she was making a difference.

“Korra, I-”

“I mean really sure,” she interrupts, lifting her head to see that his gaze is already affixed on her, “If you’re discovered, if Amon even gets a whiff that something is awry…”

“I’m aware of the risk.”

“Are you really? Because nobody in their right mind would volunteer for something this dangerous.”

“Who says I’m in my right mind?” he chuckles, a sound she’s not used to hearing from him, “Like I said last night, I’ve got nothing to lose. Amon has already taken everything that matters.” 

He angles his body away from her, turning to face Yue Bay, eyes tracing the scenic mountain top, and she can tell by the twitch in his jaw that he is getting tired of her questions, but she needs to be sure, to know for certain that he is aware of the risks, that he is not going blind into this.

“What about your family?” she pries.

He flinches.

“How would they feel if you…” she trails off, unable to say what they are both thinking.

“They’re gone.” The words are sharp and leave no room for question., “And what about yours?”



“What do you mean?” She cocks her head to the left, just barely, confused by what he seems to be implying.

“Well you risk your life all the time, what does your family think about that?” his tone verges on mocking, and she finds herself almost relieved at this normalcy, at the bite. This is how they were meant to be.

“That’s different,” she tries,  “It’s my job.”

“You’re right,” he says wryly, “It  is  different. At least I have a choice.” 

There is pity in his eyes, she catches it lingering for a split second before he shakes his head and his expression goes cold. For a moment she’s unsure how to process it, because why on Earth would he pity her. From an outside perspective at least, she had lived an cushy life. She always had food in her belly, parents who loved her, access to the greatest teachers in the world. It was an upbringing that many children could only dream of, especially many children in the city. They were lucky to have a cardboard bed and a tarp over their heads.

“I know the risks,” he says cooly, “I’ve thought about this more than you could ever know.”

And she wants to tell him to leave, to flee the city, to forget about her and the storm and the wreckage they’ve created, to warn him to never look back. She’s not sure if she could forgive herself if something happened to him because of her, but these thoughts are too raw to share, too delicate to give to him just yet.

“If you’re positive...” the words are hers, but they feel like they come from someone else, cloaked in false concession.

He nods with finality, and she brushes past him and leads the way up the staircase to the police station. He follows three steps behind, and she’s sure that if she turned, he would be boring holes into the back of her head, but she doesn’t dare confirm her suspicion, instead, she pulls her coat more tightly around herself, taking the stairs quickly and pushing into the station.  

“Well look what the cat dragged in.”

Chief Beifong is behind the front desk, standing with her palms on either side of a newspaper article. She looks exhausted., like she hadn’t gotten a wink of sleep, baby hairs falling from pins to frame her face, but she still crosses the room to greet Korra, reaching out to grasp her forearm semi-affectionately.

“I thought for a minute you were done for, kid. How’d you manage to get out of that one?”

It’s only then that Beifing really registers Tahno presence, standing 6 feet behind Korra, fingers toying with the frayed edge of his jacket sleeve as Korra turns to gesture to him. She tilts her head to the side in polite confusion at the odd pair.

“It’s, uh, kind of a long story, but Tahno and I would like to speak to you about last night.”

Chief Beifong nods tightly before leading the pair to her office at the end of the hall. The room is bare bones, no pictures or plants, nothing to indicate anything about the owner, utterly pragmatic.

“Coffee?” she asks, pulling her chair out and gesturing for them to sit opposite. Tahno nods and Beifong pours him a cup before settling into her chair and nodding for Korra to take the lead.

Korra starts by recapping the events of the day prior: the raid, the ambush, Tarrlok’s betrayal, Tahno pulling her from the wreckage one arm wrapped around her as he propelled them through the Agni Kai alleys. She pivots to her broken rib and his cramped apartment, skipping the part where she was pushed up against his bathroom wall. Tahno is silent next as he sips his coffee and stares at the metal desk in front of him. Finally Korra tells Beifong about Tarrlok’s office, the Councilman's feigned innocence and thinly veiled threats as she tendered her resignation. Tahno turns to her during the finale, hands falling to his lap and balling into fists as she repeats Tarrlok’s words, his promise of imminent martyrdom for her. 

Beifong remains silent, contemplative, interrupting her only to ask for specifics, and when Korra gets to the end, the Chief leans back into her chair and crosses her arms in front of her chest.

“This certainly is a development.” she sighs, “Is Tenzin aware of these events?”

“He is,” Korra confirms, “I spoke with him last night after Tarrlok’s office.”

“And what has he suggested?” 

“He wants to bring it to the Council, but if what Tarrlok says is true, it won’t make a difference. They no longer serve the city, not as they were intended to."

“I see.” Beifong nods, chewing on the new information, “I would agree with that assessment. The council should be treated as an extension of Tarrlok as they are. Unfortunately, Avatar, the task force is beyond my jurisdiction, so I’m not sure I can assist in this matter, not without criminal charges being brought against Tarrlok. He might be a scumbag but everything he’s done thus far is perfectly legal.”



“I figured,” Korra said, nodding solemnly, “That’s why we’ve brought you an alternative proposition.”

Beifong perks up a bit, her eyes darting to Tahno, as if she had forgotten for a moment that he was even there.

“And what might that be?”

“With me off the task force, I will no longer be privy to information regarding the equalist movement and whereabouts. Tarrlok is going to keep that information as a bargaining chip.” Korra chooses her words carefully.

“What do you suggest then?” Beifong says with only the barest hint of suspicion.

“A man on the inside.”

“We’ve tried that before, Avatar. You know better than anyone the dangers.”

“I do.” she confirms, “But I don’t think we have a choice. Tarrlok is no longer a reliable narrator, and this conflict is quickly approaching Civil War. We need information, and we need to plant the seed now before it’s too late.”

“I can’t risk one of my men," Beifong says, "Even if I could, they’d be sniffed out too easily.”

“You wouldn’t have to risk one of your men because-” 

“Because I’ll do it,” Tahno breaks his silence, setting his coffee cup down with a gentle click.

“Son, I don’t think you know what you’re signing up for,” Beifong implores, leaning forward so her forearms rest on the desk, fingers intertwined.

“I do know, and I don’t care. I want to do it.”



“Amon does not take kindly to traitors, if you’re caught-” she trails off, “Let’s just say you won’t have any second chances.”

“I’m aware.”

Beifong’s eyes are searching Tahno’s looking for any sign of uncertainty, but he holds his gaze steady.

“And you’re sober right now?” the question catches Korra off guard, no nonsense and straight to the point, she would expect nothing less from Republic City's finest chief.

“More sober than I’ve been in months,” he says earnestly. Korra is not sure if she believes him, despite the fact that he has given her no other reason to think otherwise.

“And you’ll stay this way?”

“I’ll try,” he shrugs



“What do you think about this, Korra?” the question is innocent, but Korra reads the intention between the lines,  Do you trust him? 

“I believe Tahno has considered the risk. I also believe we don’t have many other options,” she says truthfully, aware of how close he is to her, and how if she really wanted to, she could end this all now. She could tell Beifong that he was erratic and unreliable. It wouldn’t exactly be a lie. She chooses instead to shut her mouth and play along with his martyr fantasy.

Beifong nods, turning her attention to Tahno, “Why though? What’s in it for you?”

“Nobody is more pissed at Amon than me,” he shrugs, “He’s taken everything from me, the least I could do is get some revenge.” Beifong looks like maybe she understands the feeling, like she too could understand his need for purpose, for something meaningful.

“Are you concerned you’ll be recognized?”

 “I’m old news by now. Give me a haircut and I doubt many people could pick me out of a line up at this point,” he snorts, “Besides, I highly doubt these folks are probending fans to begin with.”

“And if some of them are?” Beifong pushes.



“I’ll play the reformed ex bender card. New life, new purposes, all that bullshit."

“You think they’ll buy it?” There’s the slightest bit of doubt in her voice, just a twinge of uncertainty.

“I think I’m a good liar, if that’s what you’re asking.”

 It wasn’t,  Korra thinks to herself.

“Does anyone else know about this plan?” Beifong asks Korra, shifting her attention as she is seemingly pleased with Tahno’s answers.

“Only Tenzin. I spoke to Mako and Bolin this morning about the ambush, but only told them about the warehouse and Tarrlok’s office,” Korra says uncomfortably.

She can sense, more than see, the way Tahno’s jaw twitches at the firebenders name, but there’s not time to consider the implication because Beifong is rising and walking around the desk to stand in front of them.

“Good. Let’s keep it that way,” she affirms. And for some reason, Korra feels guilty because Mako and Bolin are supposed to be her best friends, and even though they had grown apart, leaving them out of the loop, even just by omission of details, seemed dishonest at best and purposefully deceitful at worst.

“The less people know, the safer it will be,” Beifong says pointedly, as if she could sense the Avatar’s hesitance.

Of course that’s true, Korra reasons, shaking her head and forcing herself to give the chief a tight nod because at the end of the day, Tahno’s safety has to be their primary concern. He wouldn’t do anyone any good if he was dead.

“Where do I start?” Tahno asks, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms over his chest. The movement interrupts Korra’s internal monologue.

“You tell me,” Beifong says, looking to Korra for guidance, “The station has been pretty hands off since the emergence of the Tarrlok’s task force.”

“There’s a training group,” Korra remembers, “a small one. They meet weekly underneath the pharmacy on the North end of town. Tarrlok never thought they were worth a raid, but it’s something.”

“There’s your start,” Beifong nods, pleased with the development, “Start building a repertoire now. Report any useful information to Korra, and she can bring it to Tenzin and I. No offense kid, but I’d rather not see your mug around the station, just in case someone recognizes you.”

While Korra understand the sentiment, she can’t say she’s too pleased at the idea of more one on ones with Tahno, not when the smell of chamomile was so fresh in her mind, but she knows that Beifong is probably right, the less suspicion Tahno could draw the better.

Tahno nods understanding and pushes the chair back slightly to stand, looking down his nose at her. HIs features are striking, sharp and angular, and she shakes her head in a pathetic attempt to focus, reminding herself about her decision to keep their relationship strictly platonic. That was the right thing to do, the smart thing to do.

“Thank you, Chief,” he says, offering her a small bow, “For allowing me to help.”

Korra wants to scream at him. How dare he pretend that risking his life was a privilege when for her it had always felt like a curse, but instead, she tears hers eyes away from Tahno and stands as well, offering the same respectful bow.

“We beat Amon together,” Lin nods to them both, “I should be thanking you.”

And then she’s opening the door of the office and gesturing for them to lead the way out.

“Tahno,” the chief calls just as they reach the door of the station. He turns and arches a brow. “Do consider that haircut.”

There is the ghost of a smile on the corner of Tahno’s mouth as pushes his hair from his eyes and offers a polite nod.

As they exit the building, reality washes over Korra because they are suddenly alone, and she doesn’t know what exactly she’s supposed to say, so instead, she keeps moving, her feet carrying her back to the bench they rendezvoused at, trying to find the right words to break the tension. 

“Wait,” Tahno calls after her, jogging to catch up, “that group you mentioned, when do they meet?”

“Wednesday and Friday nights, starting at 8:00,” Korra says, not bothering to stop or to look back at him, “Mention Botan sent you. He runs a larger training center on the other side of town, but will sometimes divert new recruits to these smaller groups. That shouldn’t draw too much attention.” Her feet move faster, desperate to get away.

“And what about us?” Tahno says.

“There is no us,” she huffs.

“Not like that,” he says condescendingly, “When do you want to meet to discuss any developments?”

“Saturday night at that tea shop near the dry cleaner.” 

She hopes he gets the memo and leaves her alone, but he is relentless as he continues to follow.

“Think that firebender of yours will get jealous of all the time we’re spending together.” There’s the slightest snare to his words, and she knows he’s just trying to get a rise out of her. She can feel him trailing behind her, lagging by only a couple of steps, and when she finally plucks up the courage to whip around and face him, he nearly collides with her.

“Listen, Tahno,” she starts rapidly, afraid that if she hesitates the bravery will disappear, “last night was a mistake.”

He scans her face for any signs of uncertainty or dishonesty. She knows that she’s a bad liar, so she focuses on reminding herself why kissing him was stupid, why she needed to let him down gently and focus on everything and anything else: Amon, Tarrlok, mastering Air Bending. Unfortunately, the sun is reflecting brown specks in his stormy gray eyes, and all she can think about is how starved those same eyes looked last night, how if she let him, he would have devoured her on the cold wood of his bathroom floor.

“Was it now?” he goads, quirking a brow at her as if he can read her mind, but there’s a shift in his eyes, and the words no longer feel teasing. They feel personal.

“Yes it was. It was stupid and impulsive and neither of us would have done it if we hadn’t barely escaped death.”

He nods, urging her to finish her thought, anticipating the final blow before the words are even out of her mouth.

“And it can’t happen again,” she says decisively.

“Why not?” 

The question is biting, and Korra doesn’t know how to admit it’s to protect him, not when he’s on the precipice of sacrificing everything for her, so instead she bites her tongue, and looks at a spot over his shoulder.

“You wanted it too.” he pushes, “Just like that night on the roof.” She feels heat rushing to her collarbone, and tries to will it away before it reaches her cheeks.

“Contrary to what you may think,” she growls, “Not everyone wants you, Tahno.”

“No,” he smirks, “but  you  do.”

“Oh, get over yourself!”

She hears him chuckle under his breath as he takes one step closer to her, halving the gap between them before leaning down and saying in a hushed tone, “I thought you liked breaking the rules, or have you gotten soft on me?”

He is toying with her, she knows that, but she thinks she sees hurt in his eyes, and she wonders if this rejection is new to him. Prior to the probending finals, she hadn’t made much of a habit of keeping up with the tabloids, but she didn’t need to read to know he was Republic City’s most notorious bachelor. She can’t imagine many women had denied him. Even now, bendingless and bitter, she’s certain he could charm any woman he wanted. Any women except her, apparently.

“We’re business partners now, Tahno,” she says carefully, wishing he would get out of her personal space because she is drowning in the smell of his detergent, and it’s inadmissable for them to be seen like this, even though she’s certain that every reporter in town is staking out Tarrlok’s press conference right about now. She puffs out an annoyed breath and steps away from him, effectively widening the gap between them, “And that means we have to be professional.”

“Whatever you say,” he shrugs, “But don’t come crying to me if you change your mind.”

She rolls her eyes at him, ‘Don’t you have a haircut to get or something.”

And then she’s checking her watch and shouldering past him, hoping to catch at least the tail end of Tarrlok’s conference, so she could get an idea of how much the papers were about to crucify her.

“Don’t worry about me, Avatar,” he calls after her, “Next time you see me, I’ll be an equalist.”

Then he is turning and she stops to watch the flap of his coat in the wind as he walks towards the Bay, his last words on repeat in her mind. 

Tahno the Equalist.

.

..

.

For once, he doesn’t fight his feet when they carry him mindlessly to the ocean, instead he embraces it, ripping off his shoes until he’s ankle deep in the frigid water. The Bay is more restless during the waking hours, waves throwing themselves against a nearby breakwall and disappearing back into the ocean, gone. He feels hot all over, fire burning from his chest to the tips of his fingers. 

Rejection.

The emotion is foreign, but becoming more familiar each passing moment. Everyday his own bending rejects him, so he’s not quite sure why he expected anything different from her, the human embodiment of a rain storm. It was silly of him to think that she’d want anything to do with him after everything they had been through, but a small part of him had hoped that she would be as weak as him, that she would want the same thing. But then she said it was a mistake and he did what he did best, built a wall and cocked his head and made her feel stupid and small and inconsequential, and now all he has is hazy, whiskey tinged memories to satiate his desire for her. 

Even though being a spy for the resistance was supposed to be selfless, he can’t help but feel jaded because if he’s going to die for this cause, doesn’t he deserve some amount of happiness first, or at the very least a reason to sacrifice it all. He knows that it's not fair to blame her because her reaction is at least partially self preservation, a way to ensure that she could protect herself. He supposes it must be simpler to keep him an arms length away.

The cold shocks some sense into him. He had said he wanted to serve her, and that should not be contingent on her wanting him back. It should not be contingent on anything at all. It should be for the good of the world, for paying back a debt, for caring about him when it seemed nobody else did. He feels guilty for putting a price on in, for holding her hostage to his own desires.

If she wants cordial, he can give her that. Hell, he’ll give her anything at this point. Even if it hurts him. Even if all he can think about is her feather light touch along his face and down his neck, the glow of her hands reflected in her already too blue eyes. And then there was the jump of his pulse as the healing water fell and their skin collided and she touched him more gently than he ever thought possible from her. He can still feel her breath against his cheek, right before she leaned forward and closed the gap, hands pulling so desperately at the fabric covering his chest, asking, no demanding, more from him. 

And then she had left, taken away by the very purpose that brought her to him, and he was alone, once again. He had collapsed on the couch, trying to ignore his arousal, trying to think anything but her. It didn’t work. He came hard and fast, wiping himself clean with a discarded t-shirt as the guilt settled in.

His wet socks squish with each step away from the shore as he shakes away the memories of the previous night and tries to focus on something tangible. Nothing has changed. Even if she had wanted him, what would he even do with that information? Their relationship was too fragile to compromise for some silly pipe dream. But still, he finds himself hoping that she changes her mind, however self destructive the dream may be. It’s 2PM by the time he shuts the door to his apartment and finally changes out of his sodden shoes, and by that time he has a list of things to do, easily digestible tasks to prepare for his future as an equalist spy. 

Beifong was right; he really did need a haircut...

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Oops, I didn't upload for like 5 months again. I hope some fun banter makes up for it!

        




8. Foundations


    
    
   Well that went badly. 


She watches until Tahno’s coat disappears into an alley, nothing but the smell of his soap to signal that he had ever even been there. She had hoped Tahno would be in agreement or at the very least would be willing to put himself in her shoes. There is no time for her to be playing house with a man who she may or may not be taking advantage of. The power balance is terrifying and intoxicating, but it is still her responsibility to protect him, to keep him from destroying himself in the name of revenge or love or whatever he plans to pin his insanity on.

Part of her is upset at his reaction to her rejection, upset that he couldn’t just nod his head and agree to play nice, to be civil in the name of cooperation. HIs compliance would make this unwilling partnership so much more digestible. Another part of her, one she is desperately trying to ignore, is a little relieved because this means that he didn’t regret last night, at least not enough to force her away.


   That means there’s still a chance… 


She shakes her head, trying to clear it of the senseless, cruel thought. What was the point of pushing him away if she was still all too willing to turn around and grovel for more? No, she would have to be better than that. Business and pleasure had no place together, at least that’s what Tarrlok used to say, and even though he is a monster, she’s inclined to believe he knows a thing or two about success. From here on out, she thinks, Tahno is a business partner, nothing more, nothing less. Besides, with Amon so close, she has better things to do than play grab ass with anyone, especially Republic City’s exbending elite.

She checks her watch: 1:25. If she’s quick, she should be able to catch Tarrlok’s conference. She spares one last glance in Tahno’s direction before she’s turning the other way, walking swiftly towards the stairs of City Hall. The building comes into view, surrounded by dozens of reporters and curious citizens, and she settles herself against a tree far enough out of the way to remain largely unnoticed. Still, she keeps her head down, praying that no wandering eyes spot her.

It seems like just yesterday she was on the top of those stairs announcing herself as the City’s new Avatar. Back then, she didn’t have answers to the questions about the future of Republic City, all she had was hope and naivety. It’s harrowing to know that nothing much has changed. She still didn’t have those answers, but hey, at least she was hemorrhaging hope every single day. The thought is bitter and unavoidable in the wake of yesterday's tragedy.

Tarrlok exits the building, and even though she is well away from the podium, she can see the circles under his eyes. It looks like he didn’t get much sleep either. She wonders if he was up trying to figure out how to swing this failure, how to make himself look more like the hero. He scans the crowd quickly, no doubt looking for any sign of her, but leaves no indication that he notices her. Instead, he approaches the microphone and taps it lightly. The crowd moves like a wave, lurching forward as everyone settles in, anticipation bubbling. A camera snaps a picture, a bulb flashing once, then twice as the crowd waits with bated breath for the Councilmen to spill his secrets. The quiet is pregnant and unsettling next to the normal buzz of the city, and Korra takes a moment to breathe it in, to marinate in the calm before the storm. 

“Good morning, everyone,” Tarrlok says, “Thank you for coming out this morning.”

The crowd inhales in unison..

“I’m sure you are all aware of the incident that occurred at the equalist rally last night. As of right now, we are confirmed to have lost at least 20 of Republic City’s finest officers,” she hears the scribble of pen against paper, as reporters jot down the gruesome number. Tarrlok continues, “There are several more still missing. I am not at liberty to discuss names, but the task force is working to reallocate funds to assist with expenses for the families of the deceased. I would like to take a moment of silence to honor their memories. ”

There is an eerie stillness, as heads fall one by one. Korra shifts her gaze to the ground, ashamed, and she wonders how many of her team were amongst the bodies. She vaguely remembers leaving the warehouse, but it all feels like a dream, nothing but a blur of adrenaline as Tahno pulled her through the dock door and forced her to move, to look away, to save herself. She is ashamed that there was not more she could do, but in retrospect, Tahno was probably right. If they had stayed, like she so desperately wanted to, he would be dead and she would have been on her way to Amon. She wonders how different the paper would have been this morning had that happened. Would her disappearance have overshadowed the lost lives of her fellow task force members?

Amon had told her before that the time was not right to equalize her, implying that he had a laundry list of things to do before getting to her. She can’t help but wonder where he is on that list. Is the right time now?   She shudders to think of how close she was to losing it all last night, and what implication that loss would have on her and the Avatar Cycle. Nobody seemed to have an answer to that question. When she had asked Tenzin, he looked at her with an unusual sadness in his eyes. He had tried to reassure her that he would not allow such a thing to happen to her, that as long as he was around, she would be protected, but after the events of last night, the words just feel hollow.

Tarrlok’s voice snaps her out of her thoughts.

“Last night was a tragedy and as leader of the task force, I must take some responsibility for it. The information I was provided regarding the scale of the rally was inaccurate, and because of that, we lost good men and women. We are prepared to launch an internal investigation to identify the root of that information.”

Korra thinks back to their conversation. He had known that they were outnumbered four to one. It wasn’t the scale of the rally he failed to anticipate but rather the skill of those in attendance. It was supposed to be an easy win.

“Furthermore, the equalists were prepared for us. They were able to quickly and easily identify task force locations and defuse our diversions. The only explanation is a member of our own force providing information to the enemy. This is deeply disturbing, and I want to make it clear that we will be exhausting every effort to find those responsible. We are scrutinizing every member of the force, especially those with a nonbending background.”

There is a bite to his words, an obvious disgust. 

“The Council will be as open and transparent as we can during this process,” Tarrlok reassures, “All I ask for from you is patience and support during this time, and please, if you have any information that may assist in the investigation, bring it to the Council. It is my promise that those responsible will not go unpunished.”

The crowd murmurs at the news of a witch hunt, and Korra shakes her head to clear it. Of course, someone had to be an informant, that was the only explanation that made sense. There are questions being asked, hands raising quickly, but Korra is tuning it out, raking through all the possibilities of who could be responsible for it. She draws a blank.

“Additionally,” Tarrlok begins, and Korra feels her stomach drop, knowing what is coming next, “After last night's tragedy, Avatar Korra decided to quit the task force to focus on other projects. We wish her well on her personal endeavors.” There is the slightest snare in his voice, and his lips curl up in the corner to display sharp, white canines.

The crowd surges, voices beginning to rise once again because this is juicy news. There are hands raising in the crowd, reporters holding up pencils and waving notepads as cameras click in rapid succession. 

“Does Korra have any intention of returning?”

“What could be more important than the safety of the city?”

“What exactly did the Avatar intend to focus on?”

Tarrlok is practically vibrating though he manages to maintain a stoic expression as he answers each question:


   She did not indicate she had any intention of returning to the task force despite my begging her to reconsider. 



   Nothing is more important to me than keeping the citizens of Republic City safe, but I cannot speak to the motives of the Avatar. 


 I am not privy to her personal projects, perhaps she’s found something or someone to occupy her time .

She’s heard enough. The tree is digging against her back and if she doesn’t get out soon, she’s afraid she’ll say or do something stupid, so instead she bites her tongue and pushes off of the bark and away from the crowd. She sets a course towards the ferry cursing Tarrlok and his stupid braids with every step. If only the press believed her like they so mindlessly believed him. She’s certain she could end his career in a matter of minutes if she had even half the blind support that he does. One thing was for sure, she needed to find a way to swing this before it got too blown out or proportion.

.
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Tahno checks off his list one by one. On Monday morning, he cleans his apartment, opening the windows wide to air out the dust, something he hadn’t done in weeks. He pulls the sheets off of the bed and scrubs them clean in the tub, and then he hangs them off the balcony to dry. He dumps the last of his whiskey down into the sink, watching the amber liquid swirl down the drain. 

One by one, he bags the old newspapers, throwing them in the dumpster behind the building before scrubbing the floors, removing what remained of Korra and his footprints from the night before. He finds a stray button underneath the sink and he smirks, rising and tucking it into his medicine cabinet for safe keeping. he'd have to sew it back on later. 

It’s cathartic to erase every trace of her, to remove any sign that she had even set foot in his home. He can almost forget. That is until he opens the paper for the day and her name is plastered across the headlines because of fucking course it is. He thinks maybe he should just toss it, destroy it along with the rest of his paper collection. Her daily whereabouts were really none of his concern, he was there to provide information, to give her an edge when it came to the equalists’ movements. He did not expect to be council for her. She already had a team of people to do that: friends, mentors, weasel-faced fire benders and their dopey brothers. If he was lucky, maybe they could go back to how they were before this whole mess, back when he would needle her between probending matches and she'd roll her eyes, sometimes playing along, keeping him on his toes.

Ultimately, his curiosity wins out and he finds himself engrossed in the article about Tarrlok’s press conference following the raid. To say it paints her in a bad light would be an understatement. Tarrlok comments are scathing, every pull quote paints the avatar as ignorant and self centered, and while he knew Tarrlok was a traitor he never expected his remarks to be quite so personal.


   Perhaps she’s found something or someone to occupy her time… 


He crumples the paper, throwing it into the bin. If only the people of Republic City could see the Avatar as clearly as he did. He wants to tell them how desperate she was to save them, how her body had tried to pull her back into the wreckage to assist those that the Councilman had so blatantly failed to protect. He had pulled her away, forced her to leave the dead to rest. He finds it ironic that she keeps lecturing him on self preservation when she obviously has so little for herself.

He shakes her out of his mind; he has a feeling he’ll be doing a lot of that for the foreseeable future, trying not to think about her, that is. He tries not to think about her as he falls asleep in his clean sheets and then when he wakes up and drags himself to a barber, trading his unkempt locks for something shorter and more manageable. He immediately regrets it when he looks at the mirror and sees the expanses of exposed forehead beneath pushed back hair. It’d been a while since he’d seen that much of his own face. He tries not to think about what she would say about the change or what it would feel like for her fingers to be wound in it. 

For his final task, he finds himself a job. The probending safety net he had created was running dry, and the idea of staying home all week and wallowing in equalist affairs is beyond depressing, so instead, he thinks it may be time to find himself a day job. The city is full of opportunity, and it doesn’t take him long to locate a small library with a help wanted sign. The pay is meager, but it’s enough to scrounge rent and food, and the owner seems lenient enough. Plus, it’s just about all he’s qualified for at this point. 

He had moved to the city when he was only 13 and since then he had lived and breathed bending, there was nothing else. But now that was gone, and he had to reassess his abilities. He’s not sure where he’s supposed to start, but he does know that he’s at the very least capable of shelving books and faking smiles; that’s easy enough. He’s set to start Thursday morning, contingent on him surviving Wednesday night, of course.

He wakes up Wednesday with a lump already in his throat and tries to busy himself, wishing he still had some whiskey to take the edge off but knowing it was probably better that he didn’t. At 7:30PM, he throws on his overcoat and drapes a scarf around his shoulders. He shoves a small blade in his pocket, just in case, before exiting and letting his feet lead him north. He doesn’t find himself in this part of town often, it’s quieter than the hustle of downtown, and he shoves his hands deeper into his pockets to ward off the chill of the wind. He thinks maybe it will snow tonight. It feels like ages since the last time it’s done that.

He spots the pharmacy Korra mentioned, nestled between a clothing store and a small food market. It’s unassuming with nothing to distinguish it as an equalist rendezvous point, and he’s not sure why that fact surprises him. He would have to get out of the habit of underestimating the equalists. Saturday night proved that they were smarter than the papers let on.

He uses his shoulder to push into the building, and a cheerful little bell rings above the door. A small woman at the counter turns around and smiles at him warmly, a bottle of pills still in one manicured hand. She looks to be in her mid 30’s with straight, shoulder length dark hair. Was Korra sure this was the place? 

“How can I help you?” she says with the most perfect customer service voice he thinks he’s ever heard. Maybe he should be taking notes.

He smiles politely back at her, repeating the line he had rehearsed all morning,“Botan sent me.”

She cocks a head at him, a quizzical expression on her face, as she grabs a notebook next to the register. Her eyes squint as she flips through a few pages. There is a breath stuck in his throat that he doesn’t dare let out. 

“That senile old man,” she remarks, looking up at him, and he lets out the breath when he realizes there is only humor in her eyes, “He’s always forgetting to tell me when we’ve got recruits.”

She steps around the counter and offers her hand, only then does Tahno see the prosthetic leg poking out from beneath her loose trousers. He keeps his face straight, and takes her outstretched palm.

“I’m Eiko,” she says, “And you are?”

“Koji.” She shakes his hand firmly. He had decided to go with a fake name, something generic enough to be believable. He hopes nobody recognizes him, but if they do, he figured he could weave some sob story about starting over.

She holds onto his hand for a second and tilts her head at him. 

“You look awfully familiar,” she remarks. Oh no.

He gives her a cool smile, “I get that a lot, I must just have one of those faces”

She chuckles, dropping his hand, “Good to have you regardless. Botan and I go way back. I’m sure he gave you the spiel, but I’ve been operating a small training cell here for the past five months. The task force leaves us alone, seeing as there is bigger fish to fry. Recruits typically spend a month or so here to learn the ropes and then move to the larger force based on specific skills.”

He nods his understanding, hoping he looks like he’s actually heard this all before.

“Do you have any fighting background?” 

“Quite a bit,” he says truthfully, “Specifically tai chi, but I’m afraid I’m out of practice.” Also the truth.

“Nonsense, we’ll get you back in shape soon. Most people show up here with nothing, so you’re already ahead of the curve”

“We’ll see about that,” he smiles.

“If you don’t have any questions for me, go ahead and head down the stairs,” she checks the clock on the wall, “I’ll be down in a few and we can get today’s lesson started.”

He nods and heads down the narrow staircase. He’s greeted by 15 or so other people, all appearing to be between the ages of 16 and 40. There are polite introductions, and to his relief, nobody seems the slightest bit phased by him. Eiko joins them after a few minutes, and introduces him to the larger group.

“Everyone, this is Koji” she says, “Now you all know the rules. Don’t go too easy on him just because he’s new.” She winks.

Eiko leads them in stretches and then breaks them off into smaller groups based on experience to practice specific skills. He finds that despite being slower and a little more stiff, many of his previous skills seem to be retained. Though, he is careful to adjust his movements just slightly, lest he maneuver too much like a waterbender. It feels good to move again, to push his body. There is fire in his tendons, warm and familiar. It becomes clear pretty quickly that his skills were beyond those of the newest recruits, and EIko pulls him aside after class to let him know that he would be moving to the intermediate breakout group come Friday. He smiles and thanks her for the instruction before heading back out into the cold.


   Snow is falling when he begins his trek home, but it melts before it hits the ground. 


He wakes up sore on Thursday, his muscles protesting as he rises and stretches the sleep out of them. He takes a hot shower, relishing in the way the water eases the ache. Before the finals, before Amon, he could spend hours in the water, enveloped until the stream ran ice cold. It had been a long time since he could stomach that. It all just felt like a tease now, like water was something he could touch but not have. He can’t remember the last time he relished a shower.

He hops out and checks his watch, cursing at his lateness. Perhaps he should have enjoyed that shower less. He throws on some fresh clothes, slinging his jacket over his shoulders, hair still wet before making his way to the bookstore.

The job is fairly simple: reshelve books, talk to patrons, update the ledger with daily checkouts. The owner, Ichiro, is a patient man with kind eyes. He tells Tahno to feel free to read whatever he’d like between patrons, so long as the library wasn’t in disarray, he had no plans to micromanage him. 

Tahno nods and gets to work. The store is fairly busy, with a steady stream of people stopping in to browse. He breaks around noon for lunch, Ichiro taking over the register. When he returns, there is a lull in business and he browses the shelves for something to pass the time. He’s not sure what exactly interests him anymore. For as long as he can remember, bending has been everything. He settles on a history book detailing the life and death of Avatar Aang. 

Reading about Korra’s past life is disconcerting. Aang seemed so calm and placid. It’s hard to believe he was reincarnated into such a candid woman. He had heard rumors that the Avatar could communicate with their past lives, and he finds himself wondering if Korra had sat down with Aang. He tries to imagine the conversation but comes up short.

The last couple hours of the day are busy enough, as patrons filter in and out. At 6:00, Ichiro comes downstairs and flips the store sign to closed. He gives Tahno a smile and sends him on his way. All things considered, Tahno thinks as he starts the trek home, it’s a pretty good gig.

Friday is much the same. He gets up, goes to work, stocks shelves, dawdles over another history book, this one about Avatar Roku, before Ichiro ushers him out at 6:00 sharp. He decides to kill some time before heading to the equalist group, stopping at a small tea shop near the center of town to purchase a cup of chamomile. It was steeped too hot, he can tell as soon as it touches his lips. He masks it by adding honey and burying himself in the newspaper. 

Tarrlok’s weasel face is on the frontpage, underneath it is an articles titled, “Task Force Witch Hunt Unveils New Leads”. Tahno’s not sure why it’s front page worthy, the article is mostly uninteresting, rehashing information that’s been known for days. The only thing of interest is a pull quote from Tarrlok himself.

“We have revised our hiring policies to weed out non-benders for the safety of our staff.”

Tahno was no genius, but he thinks that sounds an awful lot like hiring discrimination, and he’s sure it’s not helping the Councilman's case.

He loiters at the tea shop until 8:00 and then heads to class. Just as Eiko had promised, he is moved into a more advanced breakout group. The next few sessions, she says, they would focus on fighting with Kali Sticks. She pulls out a bag of them, handing one to each of them. She explains the equipment to them. It’s incredibly simple, there is a button to activate the electricity, and a trigger on the back to act as a self destruct. Eiko explains that the engineer who designed it was concerned about the possibility of the equipment ending up in the polices’ hands. This strikes Tahno as rather odd. 

She passes around the generator that would be strapped to their belt so they can feel the weight, but they were to practice without any electricity. The first thing he notices is just how heavy the stick itself is. Even if the electricity wasn’t applied, it still had enough weight to knock someone out. He grimaces at the thought of Korra’s rib, blue and swollen under too tight skin. 

Even more impressive is the construction of the stick, stainless steel with what appeared to be tungsten at all the connection points. He wonders who is providing these to the equalists, because there was no way these were homebrewed, unless of course, Amon was hiding a vast knowledge of material science and electricity behind that mask.

Fighting with the stick is more challenging than he imagined, granted he had really only ever experienced Lieutenant and that bastard at the rally use them, and they both made it look much easier than it actually was. By the time their practice is over, his arms are screaming for relief. The intermediate group, he finds, is much better suited to his current skill level then the beginner group was, and when he collapses into bed at 11 PM his head barely hits the pillow before he’s overtaken by unusually restful sleep. 

.

..

.

Korra wakes up late on Saturday morning, forearm raising to block the streaming sunlight. She rises from her bed and makes her way down to the kitchen. After the conference at City Hall, Tenzin refused to provide her copies of the paper. She supposes it’s for the best, considering the buzz Tarrlok had orchestrated surrounding her “personal projects”, but it also means she feels even more disconnected from Amon and his potential movements.

Without the task force or probending to distract her, the days on Air Temple island feel insufferably long, and more often than not, she finds herself at the Gazebo meditating or running airbending forms with the children. Mako and Bolin had stopped by on Tuesday and Thursday, taking tea with her in the afternoon, promising to come see her more frequently. It was nice to have them back, at least that felt normal. This morning, though, she sits cross legged overlooking the ocean, icy wind whipping at her cheeks. She closes her eyes and mediatates, waiting for Aang. There is nothing but the sound of the ocean and the steady rise and fall of her breathing to indicate the passage of time. It’s useless. At 5:30 PM she gives up with a defeated sigh.

By the time she is showered, and all the warmth has returned to her fingers, it's nearly 7 PM. She throws on her coat and boards the ferry, opting to leave Naga behind as not to draw unnecessary attention. She had told Tenzin of the plan to meet Tahno  earlier that week. While he preferred that she stay on the island while her resignation from Tarrlok was still fresh news, he had given her his blessing to leave for the night.

“Please try to remain under the radar,” he had warned, “And take care not to end up in any, um,  compromising positions .” She couldn’t hide the blush in her cheeks.

She arrives at the designated tea shop at quarter past seven. Bolin had taken her to this shop during her first week in the city, telling her that it was the best kept secret in the city. It’s quite a small store, with only ten or so tables and a glass counter filled with decadent cakes and pastries. Korra smiles politely at the gruff woman behind the counter and orders a pot of green tea for the table, resisting the urge to purchase a pastry, damn her sweet tooth.

There is only one other patron in the shop, sitting near the glass windows at the front of the building, so Korra moves towards the back, choosing a small table near a utility closet with a louvered door. A pot of tea is dropped onto her table alongside 2 cups and a small tin of sugar. She gives a polite thank you and waits for Tahno.

At 7:30 exactly, he shoulders his way into the café, spotting her almost immediately. He turns to wiggle through some tightly packed tables as he shrugs out of his coat, draping it over the back of the chair across from her. She gives him a nod in greeting as he sits. He pulls the hat off of his head and runs his fingers through his hair. It’s then that she notices the cut, shorter than she had ever seen it, and she thinks he almost looks healthy without the thick layer of grease he had been sporting as of late. In fact, she would go as far as to say he looked good, maybe even handsome. She shakes her head and chases away the thought. They are business partners.

With practiced hands, she picks up the tea pot and pours them each a cup, just as Iroh had taught her many years ago. His eyes are on her, but they are guarded, and she can’t read them.

“I see you got that haircut,” she says, trying to sound natural as she drops a spoonful of sugar into her tea, but she can't help but feel that the words come out clunky.

He gives her a tight smile, confirming her suspicions, “I did. Beifong was right about needing one”

 “  She usually is  ,” Korra chuckles, “How have the meeting been going?” Anything to report 

He responds clinically, describing Eiko and the pharmacy and the training groups. She asks how many people there are, what their skill level is like, how he had been integrating into the group. He responds between sips of his unsweetened tea. There were 15 members who rotated as people graduated from the program. There was a variety of skill levels amongst them, and more advanced members tended to graduate quicker. He was integrating well, and there was no suspicion surrounding his origin or their flimsy Botan excuse. 

“The years of probending are coming in handy,” he notes, “I think I’ll out skill this group quickly, and can be moved to a more trusted position.”

“That’s great,” she says truthfully, but part of her is disappointed. This was not the type of juicy intel they had hoped for. They’d just have to be patient.

“Any additional insights?”

He chews on his cheek, and she leans forward, on hand resting on the table.

“Their weapons..,” he says.

“What about them?”

“They're more advanced than I thought. I held a Kali stick last night, and the construction on it was impressive.”

“Are they home brewed?” she asks.

“I don’t think so,” he says, “Someone invested a lot of time and money into their weaponry, someone who knows a thing or two about mechanics.”

“The police are never able to recover functioning weaponry from the scene,” she ponders, “Is that by design?” A bell on the door rings, and she watches over his shoulder as a pair of elderly women shuffle into the store. 

He lowers his voice, “They have a switch on them that burns the circuits. Whoever made them is working hard to protect the technology.” She bites her lip and she notices his eyes tracing the movement, darting her mouth and then back up. His own eyes are dark in the lowlight, closer to black than gray.

She refocuses, “Have you had the opportunity to take one apart? Maybe there’s something we can learn.”

He shakes his head no. Hands reaching up to push his hair back perhaps out of habit. “We used them during the session yesterday, but we were supervised the whole time. I can’t imagine gutting one in front of Eiko would go over too well.”

“Is there any amount of time you would be unsupervised?” There is mischief in her voice as she takes a measured sip of tea, “Perhaps after class…”

Even before he answers, she can see the gears turning in his head as he relaizes what she's asking. A knowing smirk playing in the corner of his lip  “Is the all-righteous Avatar implying that I should steal a kali stick?”  

She holds the teacup just in front of her lips, hiding her own smile. “I never said that,” she insists, “I’m suggesting you borrow one. There’s a big difference.”

“Oh, yes,” he snorts, “ So much different.”

“Come on. I thought you liked breaking rules, Tahno,” she says. He gulps, his Adam’s apple bobbing beneath too tight skin. She leans in, lowering her voice, “Or was that just talk?”

She thinks she might be flirting with him; scratch that, she sure that she’s flirting with him. She wants to stop, but this just feels too familiar. It’s natural to talk to him this way, to revert back to this pseudo banter. It’s like they used to be before the tournament and the stolen kisses, meaningless and easy.

“Unless, of course,” Korra presses on, “You’re too scared.”

Recognition crosses his face and he brings his elbows to the table, leaning himself forwards to meet her in the middle, his voice is playful. “If you want a Kali stick for yourself, Avatar, all you have to do is ask nicely.”

“Or you could just do your job.”

He pretends not to listen, turning his ear towards her, “Someone should really teach you the words please and thank you.”

Fine, if this is how he wants to play, she’s willing to bite. “Tahno,” she starts, batting her eyelashes at him, “would you please get me a kali stick.” 

“Now was that so hard?” He smirks and pretends to ponder the question, taking a long sip of his tea. “I suppose I could do that for you.”

“How amicable of you.”

“I’ll swipe one Wendnesday night,” he says, pushing his chair back to stand up, one hand already reaching to rewrap his scarf.

She follows his lead, shrugging her coat on and throwing a few yuans onto the table. She’s about to turn to him to suggest meeting again on Thursday, when suddenly his hand is wrapped around her wrist and he is shoving her into the utility closet, the door slamming shut behind him. Light filters in through the slats in the door and she curses as a broom handle digs into her lower back.

“What the hell,” she hisses, but he’s not even looking at her instead, he’s peaking through the slats in the door. She follows his gaze to the counter, where a short woman with a metal leg is pointing to a croissant.

“Is that your girlfriend or something?” Korra says with annoyance, turning her gaze to him. His body shifts to look at her and she realizes just how close they are, only a foot between them. She tries to back up, but the broom is wedged against her back.

“More like my teacher,” he growls. 

Fuck.

“Do you think she saw us?” 

“I don’t think so,” he says, “But that was too close.” He shakes his head, a hand running through his hair. “We shouldn’t be meeting in public like this. It’s too risky.”

“I thought this place was safe.” She’s having trouble stringing together words. The light from the shop is streaming across his face, casting perfect little, parallel shadows against the hollows of his cheeks.

“I don’t think anywhere is safe when you’re with the Avatar.” His voice is low, almost teasing.



“What do you suggest then.” She shuffles to cross her arms in front of her chest, her elbows knocking against his.

“You remember where my apartment is, don’t you?”

Her eyes widen with shock and she can feel the blush crawling up her neck - no, no, no. This is a recipe for disaster because she’s not sure she’s equipped to handle the temptation of being alone with him again. Even now, a part of her wants to pull him in, to ignore all her responsibilities and bury herself in him.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea…” she trails off.

“Do you have a better one?”

She doesn’t. Air Temple Island would be an option, but with the frequency of Mako and Bolin's’ visits increasing, she’s worried there may be an unintended encounter, and she is not prepared to handle that fallout.

“Fine,” she relents, “But no funny business.”

He has the audacity to laugh, the puff of air warm against her cheeks, “I don’t think I’m the one you should be worried about.”

“Hey, I never-”

“Whatever,” he interrupts, not even bothering to hide his amused smile, “I'll behave.”

There is silence, and Korra peaks out into the restaurant to watch Eiko make her way out of the shop, bag of pastries on one hand. As soon as she’s out of the building, Korra is pushing the door to the closet open, shouldering past Tahno.

“Get the Kali Stick,” she says without turning to him, “I’ll stop by Thursday night and we’ll see what we can learn from it.”

She doesn't look at him, instead she starts making her way to the door, hands plunging into her pockets, very much tired of this conversation and needing some breathing room. His voice calls after her, and even without turning, she can imagine the corner of his lips turning up.

“Your wish is my command, princess.” 

  



9. Routine


    
    
  Eiko hands him a Kali stick on Wednesday with a smile, offering no indication that she had spotted him flirting with the Avatar over tea just a few nights ago. At least they had avoided that awkward encounter. Though being locked in a closet with Korra was arguably still terrible if only because it reminded him why this whole platonic business partnership is a bad idea. The smell of her body wash, fresh and cloying, had stuck to his clothes, coated him a haze of her scent, hypnotizing. When he had gotten home, he kept the shirt on until her smell faded, until the memory was all that remained.



  But EIko knows none of this, so she hands him the Kali stick anyway, blissfully unaware of the implication or his budding obsession with the sworn enemy of her leader. He bounces it from hand to hand, getting a feel for the center of gravity as he reassesses his plan for the dozenth time. Stealing is not foreign to him. Before probending became a lucrative career, he had been known to pocket some essentials. It’s not like he was proud of it, but a kid did what he had to to get by. 



  This was a bit more complicated though. The Kali Stick is not small, measuring over half a meter, and the weight is awkward, pulling forward or falling back unless supported from the center. He took his time to weigh the options, his boots were tall enough to conceal it, but the added bulk would be uncomfortable and too prominent to be feasible, and bringing a bag would risk eliciting too much suspicion. After digging through his closet, he managed to find a forgotten trench coat with a large interior breast pocket. He doesn’t remember purchasing it, but at some point he must have gotten good wear out of it because the seams along the front are frayed and there is a faded ink stain along the lapel.



  On Tuesday night, He recreates the approximate size of the kali stick with rolled up newspapers, and determines that while the stick will technically fit in the inside pocket, only half the length would be contained. The other half would hang awkwardly out the top of the pocket, and he would have to be careful to tuck the remaining length under his arm and leave before anybody noticed his not so graceful waddle, but Korra had asked so nicely, and he’s eager to please if it means spending more time with her, so he sucks it up.



  He focuses as best he can on the training exercises, the kali stick heavy in his hand, but even before they start sparring, his brain is somewhere else entirely: prone on a rooftop, frozen in a police station, perched on the edge of a porcelain bathtub. Despite his lack of focus, he still manages to outpace his peers, landing increasingly complicated blows and dodging most of what they can throw back at him. His body is weaker than it used to be though, and he finds himself slowing down near the end of the lesson, his muscles fatigued. Only then do his peers get in a few good blows.



  By the time class is over, he is riddled with small bruises, pain dulled only by the dump of adrenaline he feels as he throws on his coat and faces the wall, feigning intrigue in a ceremonial fan hung near the corner of the room. The rest of the class had broken up, people grabbing their bags and chatting casually over canteens. Tahno looks over his shoulder to see Eiko engrossed in conversation with another young woman. Sparing one more glance to ensure nobody is paying attention to him, he shoves the stick into his coat, feeling the metal dig into his rib as he forces it to lie flat against his side. 



  It almost feels too easy. The thud of his heart is loud in his ears and he takes a shaky breath out as he looks over his shoulder once again to see Eiko had made her way back upstairs. Before anyone can stop him, he’s pushing up the stairs, mumbling a quick goodbye to the few trainees that still linger. He sees the door, sees freedom, but before he can push out into the night, he hears Eiko’s voice sing out to him from behind the counter.



  “Do you have a moment?”



  The stainless steel of the kali stick burns a hole in his chest as he turns carefully to see the woman staring at him, expression unreadable as he swallows the lump in his throat and pastes what he hopes is an easy grin on his lips.



  “I’m actually in a bit of a rush,” he lies, one hand on the door.



  “Hot date or something?” She flashes a straight, white grin at him, but his mind wonders if it’s bordering on a sneer and suddenly the Kali stick feels too heavy, heavy enough to rip through the fragile seams of his coat. 



  “Something like that.” He tries to sound casual, but his mind is turning. Did she see him at the tea shop with Korra? How could he have been so stupid? Even if Tahno is ambiguous enough to fade to the background, Korra is a walking neon sign, to even be chanced in public with her was not a risk worth taking. 



  “This will only take a moment,” she promises.



  With some hesitancy, his hand leaves the door and he crosses back to the counter, acutely aware of the rod of metal resting against his side. He folds his arms tight to keep it steady and wonders if Eiko can hear his heart rattling against the frail cage of his chest; if she leaned in closer she might, and he finds himself hovering an awkward distance away. If she notices, she doesn’t mention it



  “I’m impressed with your progress.”



  Relief washes over him as he realizes he’s not in trouble, and he lets out a shaky breath disguised as a chuckle.



  “Thank you,” he says, “You’re a good teacher.”



  She waves the flattery away with a smile. “I was wondering how you would feel about accelerating your lessons.”



  His head quirks to the side.



  “Lieutenant sent out a notice last night,” she starts, “Apparently, Amon has some big plans in the coming months, and there are some positions opening up for talented newcomers. I think you’d be a good fit with the proper training.”



   “Big plans?” he repeats, without thinking. He wonders if those plans involve publicly dethroning the Avatar. He crosses his hands over his chest, pulling the Kali stick closer to his body.



  “That’s what he said. I’m not privy to specifics, but it’s a good opportunity for you to advance if you’re interested.”



  He nods his head quickly, chasing away the morbid thoughts, “Absolutely, I am.”



  “You still have a lot to learn,” she says, “I was thinking we could add some private lessons to fill in the gaps and get you out in three weeks as opposed to six.”



  The phrasing is familiar, and he tries to remember how long ago he had taunted Korra with the same proposal. He remembers the moment he had seen her across the crowded noodlery; she had thrown her head back in genuine delight, laughter booming even over the raucous crowd, and he wondered what that simple eartbender could have said to enthrall her like that.  In that moment, he had wanted nothing more than to unnerve her, to catch her off guard and ruin her night, and maybe, if he was lucky, sow a seed of desire that he could reap later on.



  “How does Sunday morning and Monday night sound?” she asks, breaking his train of thought. “That combined with the normal Wednesday and Friday lessons will get you into action sooner.”



  “Perfect,” he says, even though the training four days a week sounds more exhausting than anything, but the faster he can gain rank with the equalists the better, at least for Korra’s sake, so he resigns himself to three weeks of hell.



  With a perfectly manicured hand, Eiko turns and updates her own calendar. “Sounds like a plan,” she says, “I’ll see you Friday then.”



  He manages a polite goodbye and ducks out of the store before she can derail any more of his plans, letting his feet carry him straight home. As soon as the door slams shut, he’s extracting the stick from his jacket. It’s less intimidating in the lowlight of his apartment, but still he handles it carefully, wrapping it in spare towels and hiding it in the back of his bathroom vanity for his meeting with Korra.



  .



  ..



  .



  Although she had only been to Tahno’s apartment once before, her feet remember the way, memories of chapped lips and snapped buttons flooding her mind. The cold and the remembrances flush her cheeks deep crimson as she climbs the fire escape, the nervous beat of her heart thudding fervently at her rib cage. Its roar cancels out the tentative tap of her fingers against the wooden door. She’s on the verge of overthinking as the door swings open and all her thoughts disappear, flushed away because he is standing in front of her shirtless, wet hair plastered to the pale expanse of his forehead, skin flushed pink from hot water. There is a white t-shirt thrown over his shoulder, but her mind barely registers its existence.



  She is acutely aware that she should say something, tear her eyes away from his torso and play it cool, but she can’t seem to form a coherent sentence, let alone feign aloofness. A pointed cough rips her attention away as she stumbles back a half step. When she recovers enough to look him in the eye, she finds that his are already glued to her collar bone, no doubt enjoying the bright crimson blush crawling over the neckline of her jacket. She loops her scarf tighter around her neck, but the damage is done, the weight of his smirk forcing a shaky puff of breath from her lips that condenses in the early winter air.



  “You seem a bit preoccupied,” he hums, the timber in his voice is teasing, bordering on mocking, as he shakes his head with pseudo concern, “You sure you’re feeling up to this?”



  She doesn’t legitimize his taunts with a response, instead, she rolls her eyes and feigns indifference between the thunder loud beats of her heart. She had so vehemently proclaimed no funny business, and she’s starting to wonder why she would ever say something that ludicrous  because he is beautiful, pale skin almost luminous under the winter moon, and while her head says no, there is a bitter, insistent heat pooling in her stomach that undeniably says yes. Part of her feels like maybe she deserves a distraction, everyone else seems to have one, and what’s really so wrong with that? 



  A Satomobile sputters in the distance, snapping her back to the task at hand, her yearning once again shelved to make room for sour and ceaseless reality. Without making eye contact, she is pushing past him into an apartment that is far more tidy than the last time she had set foot in it. A kettle is spitting from the gas stove, but she doesn’t turn to watch him as he pours two cups of tea and sets them onto the small island in the kitchen. Her eyes remain glued to the window behind his bed.



  “Oh for fuck’s sake,” he says, seeing her back stubbornly turned towards him. She hears the distinct sound of fabric dragging across skin, “You can turn around now.”



  Begrudgingly, she shifts to face him, the blush still present but fading with each second. He looks like he wants to say something, no doubt hoping to call her a prude or point out that she’s seen him like this before not so long ago, but before he can form the words, she’s speaking.



  “Did you get the Kali stick?”



  The assertiveness of her words deflates him, and she can tell he was looking forward to a verbal spar, but she is busying herself with unraveling her scarf and discarding it alongside her coat onto the couch.



  “I told you I would,” he says crossing the room to hand her the cup of tea before disappearing into the bathroom and returning with a newspaper wrapped Kali stick. He drops it onto the coffee table as he collapses next to her things on the couch. He gives her a gesture as if to say 
  
    go ahead, see for yourself
  
  .



  She drops to her knees at the foot of the low table and begins unwrapping the weapon. Layers of clothe fall away to reveal a sleek gunmetal gray baton. She leaves it on the table as she examines it, acutely aware of how much less intimidating it looks without the electricity coursing through it. Despite this, it feels wrong to touch, taboo, and when her fingers finally do wrap around the slick circumference of the handle, she half expects it to shock her, the memory of her last encounter with one burned into her brain. Half conscious of the movement, her palm ghosts over her ribcage, feeling for a bruise that was on the verge of healed. The movement does not go unnoticed as she watches his own hand move to rub the skin of his neck and she knows they are both reliving a moment that feels like a lifetime ago. And even though this should be awkward, she is so in awe of the weaponry in her hand, she can’t help the small laugh that escapes her lips.



  He looks confused as she rises and spins the weapon in her hand with all the grace of a seasoned chi-blocker.



  “This is incredible,” she says sincerely, “You’re incredible for snagging this, Tahno.”



  It’s he who blushes now, as she balances the stick on the back of her wrist, trying to determine the center of gravity.



  “Do you even know how long the police have been trying to get their hands on one of these? They’re always burned to a crisp after busts, but you did it.”



  “It was nothing,” he coughs, but she can tell there is pride behind the words, and the tension from earlier feels less cloying as he leans forward and watches her fingers drag across the cold metal.



  “Tell me everything you know about it,” she says excitedly, kneeling down and holding it out to him, and so he does. Digging through his recent memories, he provides her as much information as he can recall about the baton: the self destruct switch, the extra conductive material, the insulation packed into the handle to protect the user. A couple of times, she interrupts to ask a follow-up question, but mostly she just lets him talk, enraptured.



  “If we take it apart, can you put it back together,” she asks once he regurgitates every ounce of information he can think of.



  “Only one way to find out,” he shrugs, but there is a smile playing on his lips and she knows he’s just as curious as she is. Without waiting for a response, he disappears into the bathroom again, returning with a small toolkit. He drops down next to her on the wooden floor and lays the tools across the table as well as a stack of complex looking books.



  Rolling the stick in her hands, she searches for a screw or bolt, but there are none visible. 



  “Here,” he says, noticing her confusion, and before she can protest he’s leaning forward to trace his finger along a seam she hadn’t noticed at first. The seam is paper thin and unobtrusive, easy to miss if one was not looking for it. Near the handle, his hand stops, just a few inches from her own as he applies gentle pressure, she hears a distinct click as the handle opens like a book, and suddenly she is looking at the guts of the machine. Her eyes gravitate to a small symbol, no larger than three square centimeters, etched into the metal wall of the housing. She pulls it closer to her face. At first she thinks maybe it’s a cave or an arch, but when she squints, she sees another smaller line and she realizes she is looking at a delicate torii gate with the semicircle indication of a sunset poking through it.



  “This symbol,” she indicates to Tahno, who’s hand still hovers near her own, “Does it mean anything to you.”



  Gently, she deposits it on the table and allows him to take a closer look, a small frown visible in the soft lines of his forehead. After a moment, he shakes his head, perplexed before moving onto the electronics. There’s a nest of wires and small boxes of all different colors. All at once, she is acutely aware of how little she actually knows about technology considering that the South Pole was several decades behind Republic City in terms of development, and she feels uncharacteristically embarrassed by her lack of know-how.



  “This stuff really isn’t my strong suit.”



  There is a bite to the words, a defensiveness that she’s not used to feeling, but he seems unconcerned as he pulls a book off of the pile and starts leafing through it.



  “It’s okay,” he reassures, “I got a job at the library, you know,” 
  
    she didn’t
  
  , “and I’ve been doing some reading.” He flashes her the cover of the book he’s thumbing through, 
  
    Fundamentals of Electric Circuits, 
  
  and she feels very silly for not thinking of that herself, though she knows she would be quite useless at it. Theory was never her strong suit as proven by her fruitless attempts at airbending.



  “What can I do?” 



  Without taking his eyes off the textbook, he passes her a small journal and pencil, “Someone has to take notes if we want any chance of putting it back together."



  They spend the next couple of hours dissecting the stick between sips of cold tea. Although she knows little about the technology, she manages to keep up with his train of thought, scratching notes frantically whenever he says something she deems important and making small sketches of the components as he extracts them from the tangle of wire. As needed, she hands him tools and pockets screws and offers extra hands.



  When it’s completely disassembled, they both pause to relish in the rainbow of circuitry gutted across the table. The stick itself is all but forgotten, the housing useless without the sum of its parts. Tahno, who sits cross legged next to her, grabs the notebook and reviews her annotations, adding his own scratchy handwriting in the margins of some pages. She stands and makes her way to the kitchen, filling the kettle and throwing it onto the stove.



  A clock chimes midnight outside as the kettle screams, filling the kitchen with thick plumes of steam. She rakes her forearm across her eyes and pours two more cups of tea. She crosses the room and drops the cup in front of him, collapsing cross legged on the floor next to him. He nods his appreciation, tucking the pencil behind his ear and taking a long, relishing sip, and she can’t help her staring because she is exhausted and he looks ethereal in the gentle glow of the city streaming through his window. 



  
    No,
  
   she thinks, feeling the blush crawling up her cheek once again, 
  
    get a grip.
  



  With much difficulty, she tears her eyes away from him and reaches blindly for a book, desperate for something other than him to focus on. She flips to a random page in 
  
    Practical Electronics: Innovations and Inventions
  
  , her eyes darting mindlessly across the page, flipping to the next and the next without much thought. 



  It takes her brain a moment to catch up when she sees a small etched torii gate staring back at her on page 342. In fact, she’s already on page 345 before she has the wherewithal to flip back, a breath lodged in her throat. The image is on the bottom right corner of the page, a small schematic taken from what looked to be a student’s notebook. It’s a sketch of a complicated electrical circuit, far beyond her meager understanding, and on the bottom corner of the page was the familiar torii, and she realized it must be a signature. There is a miniscule caption in stark black ink under the photo and lifts the book closer to her face, straining her eyes to better see the annotation.



  
    Original drafts from the notebook of inventor Hiroshi Sato, founder of Future indust…
  



  The gasp is involuntary as she drops the book back on the table and pulls herself onto her knees, her eyes darting frantically between the etched symbol in the housing and the one in charcoal in Hiroshi’s notebook.



  “What is it?” Tahno asks warily, dragging his own eyes from the notebook in front of him.



  Her fingers trace the logo gingerly and she feels him shift to a spot behind her left shoulder, his breath in her ear. He’s close enough that she can almost hear the gears turning as he assesses the symbol and the book and her own consternation, and finally, after what feels like an excruciating eternity with his body so close, he too gasps, rising to his feet with one hand on his temple.



  “What the fuck.”



  The response is so succinct that she can’t possibly imagine what else there is to say.



  “It could be a mistake,” she struggles, grasping at straws because they both know it’s not, and even though there are many inventors in Republic City, few are talented and affluent enough to single handedly fund the Equalist army. This was no coincidence.



  “You know that’s not true,” he says, reading her mind.



  “It just doesn’t make sense though. Horoshi is-”



  “Hiroshi’s wife was killed by a firebender years ago,” he interrupts, “If anyone has a reason to dislike bending, it’s him.”



  “But he sponsored the Fire Ferrets in the probending tournament. Why would he do that if he hates benders?”



  “To maintain appearances,” he says grimly. “How could anybody accuse him of hating benders if he throws money at their sport?”



  She shakes her head in numb disbelief, feeling too sick to stand, instead she chooses to rest her temple on the cool surface of the table, fingernails digging into the skin on the back of her neck.



  “Do you think Asami knows?” Tahno asks.



  She sits up. Her immediate thought is 
  
    of course she doesn’t, 
  
  but the more she thinks about it, the less sure she is because Asami has always been an enigma to Korra with her silk pressed hair and pension for cloying niceties, and she realizes that really she doesn’t know Asami at all. 



  “I don’t know,” she admits honestly, and suddenly a chill wracks her because she is thinking about Mako and Bolin in the Sato mansion blissfully asleep in their beds, surrounded by Equalist weaponry, and before she can rationalize, she’s springing from the floor and grabbing her coat from the couch with a frantic sort of certainty. 



  “Korra,” Tahno says, his voice distant, so distant that she can barely hear him over the thud of her heart in chest as she reaches for the door. He feels a mile away, a city away, a lifetime. Even as his fingers wrap around her wrist, she is already half gone, but he manages to pull her back, cold fingers clasped in a vice around her clammy skin.



  “Where do you think you’re going?” he stammers as he forces her back half a step, attempting to put some distance between her and the door, afraid that if he lets go, she will bolt again.



  “Mako and Bolin…”



  “What about them,” he hisses, grasp tightening marginally, visibly disgusted, per usual, by even the mention of them.



  “They’re living with Asami right now,” she says frantically, unable to mask her obvious dismay, “They’re at the mansion right now. I need to -”



  She tries to wretch her arm free, her wrist burning raw from the drag of his skin against her own, but he keeps his hand bound around hers. Perhaps, he’s aware that the minute he lets her go, she will be running, scorching her way across the city to get to her friends, leaving behind wreckage that she will surely be unequipped to clear.



  “I need to get them out of there,” she pleads, hoping for him to understand.



  “You need to be rational,” he hisses, finally fully understanding her insanity as he swings her around by her wrist and plants himself between her and the door. Only then does he let go of her, watching her stumble back a few feet, apparently satisfied with being a physical barrier to the outside world. “Think about it.”



  They both know that she is more than capable of overpowering him, and anybody else she may consider doing just that to. The only thing that saves him is her own guilt because he had saved her and she has yet to return the favor, in fact, she had failed to protect him at every turn, so she restrains herself, attempting, like she so rarely does, to contain her temper.



  “What if Hiroshi hurts them?” 



  It comes out shaky and smaller than intended, and she feels very naive, like a child throwing a tantrum.



  “He won’t,” Tahno appeals, and although the tone is severe, the edges are blunted, purposefully reassuring.



  “You don’t know that.”



  “I know Hiroshi is too smart to blow his cover when there is no proof of his wrongdoings.”



  “We have proof.” She gestures sharply to the skeletal remains of the Kali Stick on his coffee table.



  “We have nothing but a university textbook and a stolen piece of equipment that has to be back where it came from tomorrow night or we are both done for,” he says very seriously.



  She flinches at the implication, fully aware what is at stake for Tahno should the Kali stick not be returned come class time.



  “Beifong will believe-,” she tries, but the sentence is barely out before he is interrupting



  “Beifong will need more. The Sato’s are powerful and you are essentially asking her to accuse them of treason,” he points out, “If this is a coincidence, then Beifong’s career is over.”



  Of course he’s right, and of course she’s being stupid, but waiting is counterintuitive to her character and she wants nothing more than to burst into the Sato mansion and wipe the fake smile off of HIroshi’s face right this moment.



  “What am I supposed to do, then,” she pushes back, impatient and unconvinced, “Just wait around until Hiroshi finally snaps?”



  “No,” Tahnos replies, waving his hand dismissively, “You’re going to find that evidence yourself.”



  “Spy on Hiroshi,” she says, understanding his train of thought. It’s not the worst idea, but it’s shortsighted. Hiroshi Sato is a smart man, and smart men do not leave loose ends. She doubts it will be as simple as slipping into a spare room and stumbling upon damning proof.



  Perhaps convinced that she is no longer a flight risk, he moves away from the door. Eyeing her as he sits back onto his couch, “Well somebody has to, and unfortunately for you, I don’t have an open invitation to visit him at home.”



  Sh resigns herself to follow him, regaining her sense of logic as the fear melts away. Hiroshi had no reason to turn on Mako or Bolin, if anything, he would wish to remain anonymous until the equalists were firmly in power.


"What am I even looking for?" she says, "I doubt Hiroshi has Equalist supplies just lying around."


  “You’re a smart girl,” he yawns, the praise makes her stomach squirm, “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.” He is lounging back on the couch, forearm draped against his eyes.



  She buries her head into her hands, suddenly exhausted, “I’ll stop by the mansion tomorrow morning, try to get Bo to give me a tour or something.”



  “Shouldn’t be too hard,” Tahno comments, and she chooses to ignore it, her head starting to pound.



  “Let’s just get this thing put back together,” she sighs, forcing her eyes open. They feel dry and her nose tickles unpleasantly as she grabs blindly at the components because she is exhausted and he is insufferable and the faster she can get back to Air Temple Island and pass out the better.



  He slaps her hand away dismissively, shoving the notebook at her, “I’ve made a reassembly checklist. Just follow along and hand me tools, yeah?”



  She sighs, leaning back on the couch and taking the pencil from his outstretched hand.



  Slowly, he begins the tedious task of rejoining circuits and rebuilding components. She follows along, handing him tools, doublechecking his work. He is rewiring the final circuit when she leans back against the arm of the couch, her eyes fluttering shut, lost in the gentle hum of the city.



  .



  ..



  .



  He hears her breathing slow, senses the moment she falls asleep, turning to watch as her body finally settles, melting into the contours of the couch. He knew when he asked her to stay that this might happen, perhaps part of him hoped it would. He turns back to the task at hand, fingers working deftly and silently as he finishes putting the stick back together. The clock strikes 3 as he tightens the final screw and gives it a once over, satisfied with his handiwork.



  She shifts behind him, rolling onto her side and tucking her hands under her chin, and he watches wearily until she settles, a gentle snore escaping her lips. He could wake her, but for the first time, she looks at ease, and he can’t justify stealing that from her. Instead, he opens the linen closet and covers her carefully with a tattered knit blanket.



  He leaves a candle lit on the kitchen counter and turns off the remainder of the lights before crossing the studio and laying down in his own bed. He does not plan on sleeping, but he is exhausted and even from here, he can hear the hypnotic rhythm of her breathing. Against his better judgement, he submits to it, allowing himself to be lulled into dreamless sleep.



  He does not expect she will be there when he wakes up.



   He hopes he is wrong.



  

  



  



10. Risk


    
    She’s in a room that feels like a warehouse, dim and dusty and stale with the scent of decay, the chamber is impossibly large with no walls in sight. Bolin stands in front of her, reaching out with his right hand, his left wrapped around his throat. He lets out a guttural groan, and she takes an involuntary step back, feeling sick as a thick line of scarlet red blood flows from beneath his hand and down his front, a Rorschach blooming on the cotton of his white undershirt. Her back collides with a solid mass and she swings around in time to see a flash of amber eyes roll back in agony, before Mako too is collapsing into a writhing pile of charcoal and bright red. He is moaning, a deep, inhuman sound, and he buries his head in his hands, pulling desperately at the dark hair at his temple. 

Bolin has disappeared, she realizes as she glances over her shoulder to check on him, but his blood remains, a deep red pool where he once stood. The surface moves, vibrations from the ground below creating dancing ripples. With great difficulty, she tears her eyes away, dropping to her knees in front of Mako, her hands finding his chin and forcing his face free of his own vice grip.


   “Mako…” 


But when his head falls back, it is not amber she sees, but rather the bone white and crimson of Amon’s mask. Without thinking, she is falling back, nails dragging and snapping across the concrete of the floor as she scrambles away.

To her surprise, he doesn’t move to follow. Once she has put ten feet between them, she chances to stand, the motion jerky and unsure. The mask watches, curious but unmoving as she backs away, one apprehensive step at a time. Her motions are slow, but the walk itself feels impossibly short and suddenly he is 100 feet away, then 200, disappearing until he is nothing more than a blip in her vision, the lines of his features soft and diluted against the cold, unyielding warehouse light.

There is a tap on her shoulder and she starts, turning to find nobody there, the space empty and the warehouse still endlessly large. When she looks back, the figure she had left behind is running at her, the one that was once Mako, but now bore the mask of Amon. The movement in animal like, smooth and inhumanly fast, and by the time she has registered it, he has closed half the distance between them, and in a motion that feels more like falling, more automatic than manual, she is turning too, running as fast as her legs with allow, but it’s not enough. When she glances over her shoulder he is even closer, and no matter how much she wills her legs to move, they are becoming heavy and lethargic, her body no longer conceding to the movement, and she watches with horror as the mask gets closer and closer. She squeezes her eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable collision.

She wakes with a start, sitting upright with a frantic sort of scramble to find herself in an unfamiliar, dim room. The sudden change of position leaves her disoriented as the events of the night before come crashing back. She forces her eyes closed, palms digging into her lids until she sees inky stars dancing in her vision. Her skin is glazed with a cold sweat, and she shivers involuntarily. This is Tahno’s apartment, she reminds herself, and Amon could not possibly be here. She is just as hidden here as she would be in any other part of the city, safer perhaps, as so few people were aware of her meetings with Tahno.

Mako and Bolin were alive. They would be safe at the mansion until Amon was able to take full power. Asami, she has to believe, would protect them if she knew because she is in love with Mako, that or she is very good at pretending, at softening her eyes whenever he enters a room, the motion almost imperceptible. Yes, Asami must be good, must not stand alongside her father. Today, she thinks, she will find out for sure.

Removing her palms from her eyelid, she blinks away the dream and surveys the dark room. There is a small candle burning in the kitchen, leaving dancing yellow shadows along the wall. Outside the sky is a dark, rich blue, the first of the dawn light just barely diluting the somber tones of twilight. The room is still and the city below is quieter than she’s ever heard it, the only sound is the gentle timber of Tahno’s breathing from across the room. She doesn’t remember falling asleep, nor does she remember having a blanket draped over her. The thought of Tahno covering her is somehow more intimate than any of the stolen kisses they had shared before and there is a hot, tight feeling in her chest that she doesn’t have the emotional energy to explore, not when the nightmare is so fresh on her mind.

They come more frequently than not these days, and even though they are subconscious, the presence of them elicits guilt because she should be better at this by now. The Avatar should be capable of compartmentalizing, of separating fear from duty. Amon, she knows, would not allow his emotions to paralyze him, not when there is a war to be won. To beat him, she will need to do the same, to relinquish fear. It seems possible, perhaps, to lose her sense of self-preservation, to act without regard for her own safety, to accept death in a way a child should not have to. But she knows that she cannot separate completely, not while Mako and Bolin and Tenzin exist. For them to die for this cause would be despicable. If not for her, their lives could be easier, cleaner, safer. She will not allow them to suffer because they happened to be unlucky enough to know her.


   Tahno must survive. 


The thought is obtrusive, nonsensical, yet she knows from the moment it enters her mind that it is the truth; that she must protect him at all cost, must not humor his masochistic fantasy of dying for a cause. Mako and Bolin, at the very least, were in their right mind when they chose to help her. Tahno was horny when he chose this path, then he was drunk, and now he is something else entirely. She wants to go back and refuse his offer to help, to erase the memory of him seated before her, one hand on her hip, the other wrapped around her wrist. She was too weak to deny him then, to push him away while she had the chance, and now they are here, and by the end of this Revolution he will likely be dead, and she will be the one to carry that weight.

She leaves before he wakes, careful to be quiet as she shuffles barefoot to the kitchen, extinguishing the candle before slipping on her shoes and out the door. She thinks she sees him shift as the door swings shut, his torso resting on his elbows, one forearm raking across his eyes to wipe away the sleep as the muted blue of the early morning light disappears behind the swing of the door. She does not look back.

She goes straight to Air Temple Island to confide in Tenzin. He scrutinizes her disheveled appearance and dirty clothes from the day before, but bites his tongue from scolding her for her tardiness. Instead, he listens to her description of the kali stick as she recalls the torii gate and textbook and Hiroshi’s signature, running his fingers down his beard in quiet contemplation.

“And you’re sure of what you saw?” he says seriously.

She nods her response, only partially annoyed by his uncertainty because Hiroshi is powerful and accusations at this level are too serious to be taken lightly.

“Beifong will need more,” he says, mirroring Tahno’s response.

“I know,” she says hollowly, “I’m going to the mansion today.”

“You shouldn’t.” His arms are crossed now and he scowls at her in a vaguely paternal way. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Hiroshi won’t do anything without orders from Amon,” she tries, but Tenzin’s head is already shaking.

“How are we to know that Amon has not already given him orders to capture you, should you turn up at his home?”

“Amon let me go last time,” she points out.

“Do you believe he would do it again if given the opportunity?” 

“I-” she starts before resigning herself to the truth, “No, he wouldn’t,” because things are different now, too much has happened since that night on Avatar Aang Memorial Island. Tarrlok, the arena, the rally. Had Tahno not saved her that night, she knows Amon would have held her, kept her like a prize.

“The Avatar must not fall now,” Tenzin says, “You remain a beacon of hope for the city.”

The weight of her position bears down on her suddenly, like a rock on her chest, and she wonders if Tenzin senses it between them too, the incorporeal burden of her birth.

“Mako or Bolin,” Tenzin continues, seemingly unaware of the intangible mass of responsibility she shoulders, “Can they look for evidence.”

She imagines trying to explain this to them without mentioning Tahno. Mako already, correctly in some respects, believed her to be jealous of Asami. WIthout Tahno or the their meetings or the stolen Kali stick as proof, she had very little leg to stand on.

“They won’t believe me,” she responds, “I can’t blame them. If I hadn’t seen it myself…”  

Tenzin nods understanding, but does not say anything else, waiting for her to finish the thought.

“It has to be me, anybody else will draw too much attention” There is a silence as her mentor considers.

“Very well,” he says finally, “But I will be alerting Beifong, and if you do not return by this evening, we will come looking for you.”

“Understood.”

She’s turning away from him then, intending to shower and change before making her way across town to the Sato’s manor.

“One more thing,” Tenzin says, his voice uncharacteristically high.

She turns back to him expectantly.

“If spending the night at Tahno’s is to be a regular occurrence,” he starts, and she feels her cheeks reddening in understanding, “please be careful to-”

“It’s nothing like that, “ she rushes out, “ I fell asleep on the couch. It won’t happen again.” 

He must sense her honesty because he looks immediately relieved to be able to drop the subject.

“Very well,” he says, before adding, “please be careful, Korra.”

.

..

.

An hour later, she is freshly showered and walking down the long driveway of the manor, uninvited and sick to her stomach. The estate is sprawling, larger than the commune she grew up in, perhaps even larger than the southern water tribe town she was born in, the one she never had the chance to call home.

She hesitates for a moment before ringing the doorbell, hearing the muted hum of the sweet melody through the door. A short man in a bowtie answers, smiling politely when she says she is there to see Asami, Mako, and Bolin. He leads her through a labyrinth of hallways, the sheer number of doors alone breaking her optimism for the task at hand. How was she supposed to find anything in this stupid mansion?

Asami seems genuinely delighted to see Korra, as she joins them in a quiet, warmly-lit tea room. She rises from her chair to give Korra a friendly hug that is returned noticeably less enthusiastically because no matter how much she wants Asami to be good, she cannot be sure the heiress is not involved.

“What a surprise,” she smiles, “what brings you here, Korra?”

“I was in town and figured I would come for a visit,” she smiles, a cool attempt at appearing casual.

Korra makes eye contact with Mako over Asami’s shoulder, sees the way his eyebrow is cocked just slightly, and she knows instinctively that he senses an ulterior motive. Her train of thought is halted abruptly as Bolin’s arms wrap around her and Asami, and her sightline in engulfed by his solid figure

Pulling away, she takes in the room, laden with fine china and exotic plants in hand fired vases, every item embellished with a sharp glint of silver or gold, and she feels, at once, completely out of place next to the abundance of lavish decorations. The heiress gestures for her to join them at the table, pouring Korra a cup of aromatic tea and offering her a tray of intricately decorated pastries. Although she had not eaten since the afternoon before, her stomach rolls with nerves and she finds herself revolted by the idea of eating anything until she is able to find what she had come here for. As not to trigger any unnecessary questions, she accepts a small scone, dropping it onto the jade embellished plate in front of her as the conversation she had interrupted resumes.

They had been talking about the future of pro-bedning and Korra listened along with mock interest contributed minimally as they meander from topic to topic, but her mind is elsewhere, racking her brain trying to formulate a plan to get her out of here quickly, pulling apart her scone in an attempt to hide the fact that she is not eating.

“Korra?”

The smooth tenor  of Mako’s voice breaks her concentration, and when she raises her head, they are all looking at her like they expect her to say something.

“Sorry,” she says, her cheeks darkening, “What did you say?”

“I just asked how airbending was going?” he looks at her expectantly, his own teacup half raised to his mouth.

“Oh yeah,” she scrambles, “Well, it’s not really going at all.” There is the feeble attempt at a laugh at the end, but she doesn’t mean it, and when she dares to meet the others eyes, they look like they pity her.

“I’m sure you'll get it soon,” Asami says encouragingly, her hand moving to rest on Korra’s forearm kindly. Goosebumps form where her hand makes contact, prickling and unpleasant, and Korra resists the urge to tear her hand away. Instead, she smiles back.

“Nothing else on your mind?”

Mako’s gilded eyes catch her own, pointed and prying. She knows that he knows there is more, something unspoken in the air, and she racks her brain for a plausible explanation, something to throw him off her trail.

“Just Amon,” she says truthfully, “I’m worried he has something big planned.”

Her eyes flick to Asami looking for any hint of recognition, but there is none, only genuine kindness and concern.

“If only we had a guy on the inside, like a spy or something,” Bolin chimes in, “then we’d know for sure!”

Her throat feels dry and tight as she forces herself  to swallow a mouthful of lukewarm tea.

“Are you volunteering,” Asami says jokingly, reaching across the table to give Bolin a friendly nudge.

He shakes his head erratically, hands going up in mock surrender, “As badass as being a spy would be,” he starts, “Amon is one scary dude.”

“Only an idiot would agree to do that,” Mako says, rolling his eyes at the thought, and she thinks wryly of Tahno. Tahno perhaps still asleep in his apartment or maybe on his way to a nondescript library, a pile of books shoved under his arm. Tahno with his hair pushed back from his eyes, a mug of tea hiding the sharp corners of his lips as he promises to bring her whatever she asks for. Tahno dying for a cause that should have had nothing to do with him.

“How’s Pabu?” she asks, veering the subject away from her and her secrets, watching as Boling gesticulates wildly to a story about the fire-ferret.

The conversation continues for a half hour, Korra only half following, her scone mangled to crude piles of dough on the plate in front of her. Asami and Bolin seem none the wiser, but she sees the way Mako’s eyes dart to the plate and then to her neck when he thinks she isn’t looking.

Finally, Asami rises.

“How about a game of Pai Sho?” she says, cracking her fingers in a very unladylike way as she meanders to the corner of the room. Here, she puts a jazz record on a small turntable and looks at them expectantly.

Bolin voices his enthusiasm, “Only if you’re not afraid to lose.”

Judging by the playful twitch of Asami’s eyebrow, Korra gathers that they are in the midst of a friendly rivalry, and the normalcy of their friendship elicits a soft pang in her chest as she realizes just how withdrawn she has become.

“I’ll go grab the board!”

“Actually,” Korra interrupts as Asami is crossing the threshold into the hall, “Would you mind if I came with? I’d actually love a quick tour of the manor.” 

Never one to miss a beat, Asami smiles wide and gestures her to follow, “Of course! How rude of me!”

And then she is crossing the room to meet the heiress, aware of the weight of Mako’s gaze on her back as they spill into the hallway. Always the ideal host, Asami does a dutiful job walking her though the halls, pointing out the most fascinating details, telling stories of wall hangings and industry and family. 

“That’s my dad’s office,” she says in an offhand way as they turn a sharp corner and start ascending another flight of stairs. Korra makes a note of the location, her sense of direction obscured by the vastness of the estate.

At the end of the hall, they go up another flight of stairs and make a sharp left into what appears to be Asami’s room. The walls are a soft maroon with gold accents and soft gray furniture. She digs through her nightstand for a second emerging with a board and bag of tiles that appear to be older and more worn than anything else in the house. Korra makes to leave, but Asami’s voice catches her off kilter.

“Are you seeing anyone, Korra?”

“Excuse me,” she chokes, turning to see Asami’s face looking curiously back at her. The skin on her neck is burning red hot and she pulls at her collar in an attempt to obscure it.

“Sorry!” she laughs, “I didn’t mean to catch you off guard.” The apology feels genuine. “It’s just, Mako and Bolin are worried about you. They think you’re lonely on Air Temple Island and wonder why you so infrequently come into town anymore.”

Korra is not sure she knows where this is going, so instead, she stays silent, holding her gaze as steady as possible. She didn’t even have to lie, really. She isn’t seeing Tahno, not in the way Asami is insinuating, but she still feels dishonest by default.

“I know I’m just speculating,” Asami continues, “ But I thought maybe you had found someone else to occupy your time. I won’t say anything to them, of course,” she adds quickly, perhaps seeing the look on Korra’s face.

There is a moment of silence as Korra composes herself.

“It’s nothing like that,” she says, settling on a half truth because there is a part of her that wishes there was someone other than Tenzin she could talk to about it, but Asami is an unknown, her alignment still up for question, so she is careful to dance around the truth.

“For what it’s worth,” Asami says as she brushes past her back into the hall, “I want you to know that you can always talk to me about it, if anything changes.”

“Thanks, Asami,” she says genuinely, feeling a twinge of affection for the girl in front of her, so much so that she nearly forgets about the fledgling of a plan that had been materializing in her mind before the unexpected interrogation in Asami’s room.

Korra waits until they are nearly back at the tea room before asking Asami innocently where she could find a bathroom, saying she would be back in a moment. Asami points her to a powder room at the end of the hallways, and Korra makes her way to it, locking the door behind her and counting slowly to 15 before cracking the door once again. As expected, Asami has disappeared, and she uses the opportunity to retrace their steps, heading back to the door Asami mentioned lead to her father’s office. The journey is short enough that she thinks she can go unnoticed if she is quick.

Carefully, she presses her ear to the door, listening for any signs of Hiroshi. The room is deathly quiet, and she tries the door, unsurprised to find it locked. She summons water from a nearby plant and forces it into the lock, freezing it solid with a flick of her wrist, feeling triumphant when she feels the lock give and the door flop open to allow her to slip. in unnoticed. She pulls the door closed behind her. The office is a luxe blend of black marble and dark, rich wood, and she does a quick visual assessment of the room, trying to figure out where to look first.


   It’d help if she knew what she was looking for. 


 

Tahno's words flash before her: You’re a smart girl, I’m sure you’ll figure it out. 

She starts with the large filing cabinet next to the desk, thumbing through the alphabetized files looking for anything equalist related, stopping to scrutinize accounts names that she doesn't immediately recognize. Unfortunately for her, the Sato’s appear to have business accounts with an endless number of entities and after 2 drawers she abandons the prospect, finding the time to be passing more quickly than she would have liked. She falls to her knees next to the marble desk, hoping it will be more quickly searched. She rips through the doors, which are mostly empty except for fountain pens and stamps and miscellaneous prints and hand tools. Increasingly desperate, she drives her palm hard onto the surface of the marble, using her earthbending as a last resort to look for hidden drawers.

To her surprise, she senses the presence of a small, unnoticeable drawer directly under the desktop. She crouches, running her hand along the bottom of the desk until her finger hooks on a small metallic switch and the drawer spring open in front of her. It contains only a single sheet of folded paper, she pulls it out, but doesn’t have time to look at it because suddenly the door is creaking open, and she peers up to see Mako silhouetted in the doorway, looking down at her with a mixture of confusion and anger on his sharp features. Instinctively, her hand flies into her pocket, stowing the note away as she shoves the drawer closed and scrambles to her full height.

“Mako, I can explain,” she says, taking a step towards him, her voice quiet so as not to attract any more attention.

He too takes a step into the room and closes the door behind him before turning on her, his face contorted with a rage that she is not used to seeing.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he whispers, closing the distance between them, and even though Mako would never hurt her, she feels scared and betrayed because friends are supposed to give friends the benefit of the doubt.

“It’s not what it looks like,” she starts, an explanation poised on her tongue, but he is livid and before she can string together an excuse he is pouncing.

“Really? Because it looks like you’re ransacking Hiroshi’s office.”

She considers lying, but they both know exactly what he walked in on, and he’s far too smart to allow her to insult his intelligence with a half-assed lie, so instead, she considers the truth, at least an abridged version of the truth.

“Okay,” she says, “It is what it looks like, but I swear, there’s a good reason.”

His brow softens marginally, but the vein on his forehead remains visible as he waits for the reason to come.

“I think Hiroshi is making weaponry for the equalists.”

It lays between them, a solid mass of a confession and for a moment his face relaxes before suddenly it is contorting, confused and angry. At whom, she is unsure.

“What makes you think that,” he says, voice unreadable.

“A hunch,” she lies, and before the words are even fully out, she knows this was a mistake because Mako is drawing himself up to his full height in front of her, one hand dragging across his eyes in exasperation.

“You can’t be serious,” he growls, “Hiroshi has been nothing but supportive of us. You included.”

“I know it’s hard to believe-”

“Hard to believe?” he says incredulously, cutting her off, “He's sponsored the Fire Ferret, donated to Tarrlok’s force, took Bo and me in when we had nowhere else to go.”

“I know it sounds crazy-”

“It's impossible.”

“Please,” she says, “Please believe me.” The words feel desperate, and she knows if Mako knew what she did, he would agree, would understand, but she has no way to share that with him, not without bringing Tahno down with her, so instead she begs, willing him to see the truth within her apparent insanity.

For a second, his face softens, and she thinks maybe he understands, but then the vein in his forehead appears again and she knows there is no hope.

“You’ve always been jealous,” he says coldly, and it feels like the deepest betrayal to have her feelings thrown back at her at a moment like this because two things can be true and can still be wholly unrelated. Part of her knew it might come to this.

“It’s not like that,” she hisses.

“Let me guess,” he’s say in a mock analytical tone, “Asami is involved too.”

“No, I-”

“And I should probably just break up with her right?”

“Stop,” she hisses, “I never said that.”

“But that’s what you want, isn’t it? Ever since you kissed me-”

“Kissing you was a mistake,” she says, and to even her surprise, she means it. If she could go back, if she could undo it, she would because his friendship means more than that, and it’s hard to think he would be reacting this contentiously if she had never thrown herself at him.

To her bewilderment, her response appears to enrage him further, his hands in tight, angry fists, that don’t match the cool, even tone of his voice when he finally says, “You should leave.”

It is not a suggestion, but rather a kindly worded command, and she feels her cheeks heat up with indignation as she resigns herself to push past him. She doesn’t bother looking back as she hurries down the grand staircase and out the front door. She’s halfway home before she has the wherewithal to wonder what he will tell Bolin and Asami. Frankly, she thinks, it doesn’t matter because she is more than willing to lose friends if it means saving Republic City. Besides, if she’s right, Mako will have to forgive her, or maybe she’ll have to forgive Mako, it’s hard to know.

Suddenly ravenous, she stops downtown for a bowl of noodles, pulling the note out of her pocket as she shovels mouthfuls of the homely meal between sips of over-steeped tea.  To her disappointment, the note is nearly unintelligible, nothing but a meaningless string of letters, and she finds herself wrestling with the fact that all of it may have been for nothing until she remembers, with a start, that there is one person who would always believe her.

.

..

.

He wakes as the door swings shut, one hand raking across his eyelids, the smoke from the candle dancing in the predawn glow. It was expected that she would leave, considering their history and his inability to separate duty from desire, but it still stings, the memory of her melted into his couch, comfortable and safe. It's almost cruel to have it tainted now.

Instead of wrestling with sleep, he chooses to get out of bed, brewing a pot of coffee and running a shower that is too hot, scrubbing his skin raw in an attempt to eradicate her cloying presence. He arrives at work early, hyper aware of the bags under his eyes as he restocks books and pulls holds and reaches the top shelf for the elders of Republic City. He’s in autopilot until 11:23 when the bell on the front door rings and he regurgitates a standard greeting without glancing up from his notebook.

“Tahno,” a familiar voice says from across the counter, and with a start, gray eyes meet blue.


   “Do you know what this means?"
  

  

  



  



11. Discernment


    
    His first thought is,  she's here .

His second thought is,  she shouldn’t be here. 

Because he hadn’t expected to see her so soon. Not after the night before, and her presence catches him off guard, beckons him out of equilibrium as he eyes her with an edge of uncertainty. The library was a world he had so far managed to keep separate from her, a place that was entirely his own, but now she is here and he is left dumbfounded because she shouldn’t be, and they sure as hell should not be spotted together, especially not conversing like they are friends.


   Are they friends?  


The question is obtrusive and nonsensical and wholly not constructive because it shouldn’t matter. Because whether or not they are actually friends, that’s what this exchange will look like to outsiders. His mind flashes to the rally, to the sudden and stark realization that equalist's are everywhere, parading as neighbors and friends and library inhabitants. He looks away from her to eye the stacks wearily, unable to shake the feeling that they are already being watched from behind dusty bookshelves, but the main room is all but empty. The last patrons are actively filtering out the door in search of lunch or company, flittering to nearby teashops with books tucked neatly under their arms.

Without a word, he is stepping out from behind the front desk and grabbing her by the elbow, feeling only the slightest bit of resistance as he pulls her from view of the street into the towers of books, away from the wandering eyes of potential equalist sympathizers. They face each other, her back to the self-help books, his to the social science, just a few feet of stale air and sunlit dust between them, his hands still wrapped around her crook of her arm, lingering. There is the soft shudder of an exhale as her gaze falls to lock onto his grasp, a soft “O” of confusion on her face before he drops her arms suddenly, recoiling as if burned. A half step back, he is colliding with the spines of dusty novels, scattering more lint into the space between them, the shelf groaning under the added weight.


   Are we friends? 


“You shouldn’t be here,” he whispers, even though the library is empty. He is trying to sound decisive, but she has left him breathless without even trying.

Her tongue darts out, wetting the expanse of her upper lip, “I know, but I need your help.” 

“It couldn’t wait?” Her eyes narrow slightly, a twitch of impatience at his questions.

“No,” she says resolutely, “It couldn’t.” 

“We shouldn’t be seen together.”

But she doesn’t seem to register this because her hands are diving into her pockets, pulling out a small square of paper.

“I went to the Sato mansion this morning,” she’s stepping forward now, minimizing the little bit of space he had managed to claim as she holds the paper out to him, and he reaches to grab it, careful not to touch her, trying to maintain the space between them, both physically and metaphorically.


   If we are friends, that’s all we can ever be. 


Her gaze is resolute as he unfolds it, anticipating scandal, but instead, he is left confused.

“Where did you get this?” he says, fingers dragging along the edges of the page as he tries to make sense of the unintelligible jumble of letters in the center. 

“I got it from a secret cabinet in Hiroshi’s desk.” Mention of the hidden cabinet piques his interest and he turns the page over in his hand as if looking for an easy answer.

“Does Hiroshi know it’s missing,” he questions.

“Not yet,” she says, “ But I'm sure he will soon.”

"You shouldn’t have outright taken it,” he chides, unable to help himself. He understands the reason this has to be dealt with now. “If he notices it’s missing-”

“I didn’t want to,” she interrupts, hands in tight fists, “but I got caught.”

He feels his pulse spike and skip as the precariousness of the situation hits him. Had Hiroshi caught her? Was she in danger?

“By who?" he asks cooly, masking the wave of dread the realization had brought him.

“By Mako," she says, "He doesn’t know I took the note, but he walked in on me in Hiroshi’s office.” And he can’t help but hear the sourness in her tone, notice the way she crosses her arms. Of course it was the firebender, he thinks, with a renewed sense of dislike because no matter how hard he tries to distance himself from the fire ferret, he is always there, only one degree of separation away, and he is frankly tired of it.

“What did Mako say?” His voice is sharp, and he bites his way around the name, unable to hide his own discontent, unable to ignore the way she is blinking rapidly, arms wrapped more tightly around herself, defensive.

“He said I was stupid and jealous.”


   “Well are you?” 


He almost says it, almost backs her up and forces it out of her, but now is not the time, there is without a doubt more to the conversation, details she is leaving out, and Tahno and her are just friends, if that, so he keeps his mouth shut.

“Is he going to tell anyone?” 

At the end of the day, that is the crux of the issue, what really matters, because if Mako is incapable of keeping his smarmy mouth shut, they are fucked. Ironically, if that’s the case, the fire ferret brothers were likely fucked as well though he doesn’t expect the fire bender capable of that much forethought given his track record of schmoozing heiresses while not-so-subtly pining for the Avatar. He suddenly feels a renewed hatred for him for all he had knowingly and unknowingly put Korra through even though it’s not Tahno’s place to feel those things, not when he himself is just as guilty.

There is silence before she answers, and he can tell she is running the numbers, calculating her own knowledge of the firebender to determine a confidence level.

“I don’t think so,” she says finally, though there is still a lingering uncertainty, “He thinks I won’t come back to the manor without more evidence. Asami and I aren’t particularly good friends. If we’re wrong, there’s no harm done to any of them. He may not want to be friends anymore, but we haven’t been very good ones recently anyway.”

Her voice breaks at the last part and she turns away from him, her shoulder now facing his front as she blinks away tears and he wants to help, to understand, but he is falling short.

“And if we’re right?”

“Well, then it doesn’t really matter what they think, does it?” But she is dragging the heel of her hand across her eyes because it does matter, and the display of raw emotion from her is sobering after so many weeks of walls.

“Are you okay?”  The words are unsure, and he knows this might set her off, send her running, but he can’t help himself as he stares down at her. Outside, a police car zooms by, the wail of the sirens crisp over the thick sound of her exhales.

“It’s stupid,” she finally says, the moment dragging, her voice hard.

“Sure, it probably is, but go ahead and humor me,” he whispers, and despite their weight, the words are soft, and he gives her a wry sort of smile that is reminiscent of the man he was six months ago. She lets out a small, soft laugh as she turns once again to face him, now less than two feet between them. 

“It’s just - I thought he would believe me,” the tears have stopped now, but her eyes are red and raw and the remnants of them reflect light like glitter, illuminating the soft swell of her cheeks.

“We’re supposed to be friends.”


   Friends. 


The word snaps him out of it because without meaning to he is getting lost in her once again, tearing down walls that are meant to stay up because Korra can only ever be a friend. She had said it herself, and even though he didn’t want to believe it, he sees it now in the way she talks about Mako, the way they had blurred that line. Ultimately, she was the one left to bear the hurt, and her resistance makes sense: self-preservation, but he can’t help himself.

“Mako is a fool,” Tahno says heavily, looking away, not wanting to see what emotion flits across her face, not sure he could bear to see his own want reflected back at him, not when they have both established that anything more than a working relation is forbidden. Even though he thinks they have already overstepped that boundary, that they are unwilling friends whether they like it or not. And he understands now that it is not because she doesn’t want him, she does. She wants him just as much as he wants her, but to ask that level of surrender from either of them is frankly unfair, not when he is grieving the loss of his bending and she is decaying under the incessant weight of responsibility that comes with being the Avatar, the human embodiment of light.

In the pregnant silence, there is an understanding of this fact, an awareness, and she opens her mouth as if to say something before closing it again and stepping back, putting another foot between them, reerecting the wall.

“It doesn’t matter,” she says finally, a mechanical edge to her voice, “Mako’s made his choice, and I’ve made mine.”  There is quiet as he attempts to compartmentalize, to separate his desire to comfort her from the need to push her away, and he can tell she is doing the same, reckoning with the circumstances of their more-than business partnership. “Listen, I don’t care at this point what Mako or anyone thinks. None of it matters if we can’t figure out what that note means.”

Having almost forgotten he was holding the note, he starts, turning it over in his hands once again, focusing his attention on the incoherent string of letters, and after a moment it hits him. “It’s a cipher,” he says, “Eiko said the equalists have started using them recently..”

“So you can crack it?” she says, the curve of her shoulder rising just barely as if she was permitting a modicum of hope to seep into her.

“Maybe,” he says, even though he thinks the answer is no, but he does not want to cause her more despair, “I’ve never tried…” He sees her shoulders fall, eyes flitting to the floor. Has she always been so tired.

“But I’ll try,” he says quickly.


   Because that’s what friends do. 


A bell rings in the distance, and he recognizes that their time is limited because someone has just entered the library and she is within reach, and they can’t be seen like this, not this close. Without asking, he moves his body, eclipsing her own from view, just in case whoever entered decides to wander into their reclusive corner, and now he is mere inches from her, standing over her, close enough to hear the soft rattle of her breathing, close enough to smell the jasmine of her shampoo mixed with the musk of old parchment. If he cared about her less, he would lean down and kiss her, back her into the corner, one hand cradling her neck. And he knows that she would let him, that she would kiss him back, and they would both regret it.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he says, even more quietly.

“I just didn’t know where else to go.” She tilts her head back and locks eyes with him. Her irises pop bright blue, sillouhetted against the tear stained red of her sclera. It’s heartbreakingly soft and he chokes on the words, on wanting her and knowing he cannot have her.

“I’ll try,” he repeats, and then he is stepping back, turning away before he makes another mistake, “please don’t come back here. If you need to meet me, drop a note in the return box outside, then I’ll know.”

She nods, looking stricken and unsure as he walks away, and he wants to tell her that she’s done nothing wrong, but the words won’t come.

“Let’s meet Sunday night,” he says over his shoulder as he rounds the corner, “My apartment, 8:00.”

And then he is making his way back to the front desk, shuffling papers and mumbling a greeting to the man who is browsing the historical fiction stacks. He doesn’t look up until he hears her footsteps follow and disappear out the door and doesn't dare to move until he is sure she is a block away, maybe two, until she is far enough away that his equilibrium is rebalanced, then he gets to work. He spends the rest of the day juggling priorities, whenever the library is empty of patrons, he scans the shelves for any texts on ciphers, including history and codebreaking, and by the time he leaves, there are half a dozen books shoved into his bag.

It’s Friday night, and he does not have work until the following Monday. He has extra training sessions coming up, on Sunday Morning and Monday night, but those seem ages away as he dumps out his haul of books onto the cluttered coffee table, setting to work while a kettle boils on the stove. He starts by pouring over the raw text, staring at it until his vision is tunneled and then stares some more for good measure. It is dated Wednesday of the current week, just 2 days prior.
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   - Gan Lai


The name is unfamiliar and he makes a note to ask Eiko about it on Sunday morning, after returning the kali stick.

By 10PM he has a list of ciphers from least to most complex, a headache from eye strain, and a sinking suspicion that this is beyond his capabilities because he had never known the extent to which ciphers relied on Math. With every cipher he adds to the list, the mechanisms get more convoluted, harder to follow and even harder to reverse engineer. Not for the first time, he wonders why he is doing this. It’s always been for her, at least that’s what he’s told himself, but now he thinks maybe it’s at least a little for him, and he doesn’t know if the realization makes the endeavor less selfish or more so. Maybe it doesn't matter because at he has found a way to be useful, a way to ingrain himself. The sense of purpose is refreshing but equally terrifying because he is no scholar or engineer; at best, he is just a kid from the swamps with a middle school education and the grit to make it work.

Contrary to popular belief, he was never a naturally gifted bender, not the way so many of colleagues in the league were. There was talent, yes, but never the type of raw power and finesse that others had possessed. He had, by all accounts, hustled for it, had ensured that he alone worked harder than anyone else, honed the meager talent he was lucky enough to have into something larger than life.That period of his life seems further away now, the transition from swamp to city, his own metamorphosis from nobody to somebody within the four walls of a gym. He was always the first one there and the last one gone, handling water in a way that was altogether new and detached from how the Northern water tribe elitists taught. 

When he officially entered the scene, only fifteen years old, there was nobody like him at all, nobody as cunning or capable. He surrounded himself with raw power in the form of Ming and Shaozu, allowing them to take the hits while he orchestrated the final blows. There was no need to cheat because the Wolfbats always won, but after a season of that, the competition got smart, found ways around his human shields, and as always, Tahno adapted, his body hardening until he too was a force of chiseled lines. After two consecutive championship wins, he was finally awarded respect, and while that didn’t stop his relentless pursuit of perfection, it did allow him to breathe easier, to indulge in booze and expensive meals and women without feeling like it was detrimental to his training. By the third championship win, he had cemented a way of life: expensive, fast, glamorous. The Wolfbats had also learned to bend the rules, use the whims of the referees to their advantage, it was an untouchable system, and he was the key.

Women had wanted to be with him, and who was he to deny them? His apartment, bare now of most memorabilia, was once lavishly decorated, and though he preferred to slip away to his lovers' homes, the occasional married one would require him to host. He’d lead them to the door, lips glued to the soft skin on their neck, marking them deep purple, only stopping to unlock the door and push them inside. Then, he’d fuck them hard and fast, never much caring whether or not they enjoyed it because he had earned that privilege, and besides, most of them at least faked it, put on a good show for him, hoping he would ask to see them again. He usually didn’t, and he felt, in a twisted way, that that was more humane than dragging them along. He, of course, had a few that he kept on rotation, supremely beautiful women who would drop anything to suck him off in the bathroom of a club, but they knew how he perceived them. Nothing was ever more than a quick fuck, a way to parade a desirable women around for the evening and use her like a toy the same night. Sex but not love, never love, and he never pretended it was, never wanted them to stay longer than absolutely necessary.

It had been, until very recently, a source of pride for him, a signal of success. That was until he realized it all meant nothing, that as much as he was using those women, they were also using him, for publicity, for drinks, for parties. While there were still many women who felt sorry for him, ones who offered him pity fucks, many of those women would never look at him again, had probably not even thought of him since they saw the news of his loss in the paper. The realization had been sobering. He was already washed up, in a few months, he would be a nobody. Everything he had so meticulously worked for would be gone, taken away in the blink of an eye.

And what was left of him no longer felt like him, at least not the him that existed before Amon. He knows, without a doubt, that he could never be that again. When his bending was first taken, he had thought if he could just get it back, if the healers could figure out a way, then things would be normal, but the more time that passes, the more he realizes that those thoughts were ridiculous, nothing but band aids in the face of his reality. Even if, by some miracle, his bending returned, nothing could ever be the same again. He was different now.

With more time to himself than ever before, he is left to ponder what remains, what redeeming qualities are left. That drive, he is realizing, is still there, the desire to be faster, smarter, more cunning. It exists still. He feels it come out during training, rearing its head, and now, as he sits surrounded by books far beyond his meager understanding, he is feeling it again, and he knows for Korra’s sake, he must be more than just a spy. Information was one thing, the ability to synthesize that information into something actually useful was another thing entirely, but he can do it. The library had dumped resources at his feet, given him the breadth of knowledge to explore any topic he so wished, a plethora of information at his fingertips if he only knows where to look.

He puts on another pot of tea.

Saturday is much the same as Friday night, pouring over books, an accumulation of scratch paper littering the floor around his coffee table as he attempts and reattempts code breaking. The simpler ciphers, like a caesar cipher, seemed doable, simple even, but without a key, each guess takes an excruciatingly long time to rule out, especially considering the lack of spaces and punctuation on the original text. He starts with doubles, choosing letters that matched their neighbors, assigning them educated guesses “l” and “s” and “t” to see if they would shake out. They don't. He looks for common phrases using different keys: Amon, Avatar, Korra, Republic City, Sato. Nothing sticks. Rinse and repeat, each cipher more complex than the last, and by the time Saturday night rolls around, he is no closer to solving it than he had been Friday morning when she handed him the note, but his head is aching, and the strain from staring at text all day has left him with dull, throbbing headache. He walks to Yue Bay, watches the waves, and thinks.

He is up early for training on Sunday morning, a lump in his throat as he shoves the stolen kali stick into the breast pocket of his duster and makes his way across town. Eiko greets him as he enters the pharmacy and sends him downstairs as she finishes counting the previous day’s till.

“I’ll be down in a moment.”

He uses the moment wisely, slipping downstairs and around the corner into the coat closet that doubled as practice weapon storage, sparing a glance over his shoulder as he extracts the kali stick and unwraps it, reslotting it among the dozen or so others that remain. He wonders if they too have Hiroshi’s logo carved into them or if Korra and he just got lucky. Unwilling to loiter longer than necessary, he makes to close the door, but a flash of red stops him in his tracks, and he finds himself looking down on a small, unlabeled notebook. The temptation to pocket it is high, but he can already hear the till being slotted back into the register upstairs and he knows within moments Eiko will be turning the corner and coming down the stairs, and he should not be anywhere near this closet when she does, so instead, he staves the curiosity and shuts the door with a quiet click.

Eiko trains him hard, much harder than she did during the larger class, and though his body is weaker than it was six months ago, he does not back down. Instead, he gives himself the permission to detach, to pretend that he is not training to be an equalist, and it’s almost like before as he shuts his brain off and just does. By the time class is over, he has sweat through his clothes and his muscles burn pleasantly. He knows if he were to push any further, they may give out on him, a numb sort of content that only a physically grueling day can produce.

“Keep that up,” she says, “and you’ll be out on missions within a month.”

He is halfway out the door when he turns back to her.

“Hey Eiko, do you know anyone by the name of Gan Lai?” he asks, trying his best to sound casual, to play it off, but his heart is thrumming in the pit of his chest as she cocks her head back at him, considering the question.

“Gan Lai?” she repeats, “Doesn’t ring a bell. Why?”

“I, uh, met him at a rally last month, and have been trying to find him again,” the lie is smooth, and her eyes narrow a bit as she considers it. 

“I don’t know every equalist,” she admits, “But I have trained quite a few of them, and I’ve never heard that name.”

“Thanks anyway,” he says, pushing his way outside, “I’ll see you tomorrow night,”

One of two things was true. Either Gan Lai did not exist or he did exist but was not notable enough to be recognized by Eiko. Hiroshi, if he was actually stocking the equalist's armory, would be considered an asset to Amon, and as such would likely only be communicating with other high ranking equalists. The chance that Gan Lai was some nobody equalist with limited notoriety was unlikely, though not altogether impossible. The thought hits him as he crosses the threshold into his apartment, a brown paper bag of steamed dumplings tucked under his arm. Perhaps Gan Lai was not a person at all. Perhaps Gai Lan was the key. Unceremoniously, he is throwing the dumplings onto the counter to be forgotten and grabbing a book bound in jade green, thumbing through the pages until he reaches a chapter with bold black text.

Vigen è re Cipher

He hadn’t shortlisted the cipher type before because he knew he needed a key that he did not have, but the realization hits him like a truck. He is not looking at a random substitution cipher or a simple caesar cipher, but rather a series of caesar ciphers based on that key. A key, he realizes, that was signed at the bottom of the page from the start.  At least, he thinks that's what he is looking at as he thumbs frantically through pages in search of the Vigenère table he had skimmed the afternoon before. One of the thicker books contains it, and without thinking he begins deciphering, desperate to see if his theory is correct or if he has jumped to conclusion prematurely.
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...she will run headfirst into this too.

.....

Korra could have told Tenzin or even Beifong, she knows that. In fact, that had been the original plan. But then Mako did what he does best; he threw a wrench in the plan, caught her off guard, and really she should have anticipated that, should have known he was too nosy for his own good, at least when it came to her. If Tenzin knew she had been caught, compromised, it would have been game over, so she went to Tahno instead, in hopes that his prowess could provide compelling enough evidence to overshadow the doubt that Mako’s interference was sure to create. 

When Tenzin inevitably asks how her visit went, she lies and tells him she has not found anything practical, but that she has been invited back to the manor on Sunday night. If Tahno was successful, she should be capable of delivering news then, of providing something of use. She is sure to placate Tenzin’s worries by ensuring him that Asami knew nothing of her prying and that Hiroshi himself was none the wiser. It comforted the airbender very little.

She spends the rest of the weekend absorbed in training, running airbending forms until her legs shook from exhaustion. This was a new technique, running physical drills until her joints scream and then shifting her entire focus to air, dropping where she stood to meditate until the aches faded to a background buzz, focusing only on breathing in and breathing out, warding away the cold winter air with deep, focused breaths. There is a moment when she thinks maybe she is getting somewhere but then the wind blows and a chill spreads across her body and she realized with a start that she is no more an airbender than she was before she came to Republic City.

It’s hard to reckon with her inability to master airbending because everything else had come so naturally to her. The other elements never evaded her, never teased her like this, and even though Tenzin tells her this is a mental block, it feels like more than that, feels like her ancestors are purposefully withholding from her. If the point was to teach her a hard lesson, the lesson had already been learned tienfold, and now the lack of air was no longer a productive goal but rather an ever more frustrating and inaccessible endeavor. She wants to quit trying, every day she wakes up and wants it more, but she knows she cannot because without airbending and the avatar state, she is not the avatar, not really, just half-baked, and Republic City has no use for a half-baked Avatar. Tarrlok and Amon had both made that exceedingly clear.

When she goes to bed on Saturday, she thinks about Tahno and the library, how she thought that maybe he would kiss her again, press her back until she collided with the junction of the wall and the bookshelf. It’s probably better that he didn’t, but nevertheless, she plays the scenario in her mind, trying to remember how his lips had felt against hers.

On Sunday, she takes the ferry across the bay, feet tracing an increasingly familiar path to Tahno’s apartment. Her knuckles have barely grazed the door when he is pulling it open and beckoning her in, a mug of tea already steeping for her on the counter. Before she even has a chance to greet him, he is shoving a piece of parchment into her hand, and she realizes two things simultaneously. The first being that he figured it out. The second being that she never doubted his ability to do so, not even for a second.


   “What’s our next move?” 
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12. Implosion


    
    She reads it twice, brows furrowed even though they both know their answers are nowhere to be found amidst the scant text of the note.

“I don’t get it,” she groans, “Why even use a fancy cipher if the contents of the message are so vague?” She gestures her hands in frustration.

And indeed, the details are sparse at best. There is a date ( today  ) and time (  soon ) , and a noncommittal illusion to Hiroshi’s workshop, all wrapped up with a couple of cryptic lines about the resistance. But her mind is stuck on the opener.

“Plans have been accelerated.”

Tahno is talking, but she is not listening, one finger playing along the jet black ink of his handwriting. 

“What do you think he means by this?” she asks, trying to be nonchalant about it, but she feels  her mind running a mile a minute. What plan? Why did the equalists' need to accelerate it? What had changed since her last meeting with Amon? She can’t help but imagine the worst, all too sure this has to do with Mako and Bolins' presence in the manor.

From across the kitchenette, he slides her a mug of tea and leans across the stone surface, stormy gray disappearing behind wisps of hair as his eyes follow the path of her fingers on the opening sentence.

“I don’t know,” he says honestly. “The only info I get at the moment is overheard, and this seems too important to let slip.”

She is uncharacteristically still for a moment, but then she is pushing herself away from the kitchenette, shoving the note deep into her pocket as she crosses to the door and shuffles into her boots. Close behind, less than an arm’s reach away, he follows, crossing the room in wide strides, and catching her elbow gently, the peephole refracting a rainbow stain on the fabric draping his shoulder. His hand drops after a moment, but he does not step back, content to be in her bubble, and she is altogether aware of how intimate this would look to an outsider, how soft this gesture would appear.

“Where do you think you’re going?” 

“The letter says this is happening tonight, and I intend to be there.” She is pulling a boot over her ankle, and she can feel the way his eyes narrow. Without even looking, she can sense the argument brewing, knows the way her indignation and his superiority are destined to clash, and she wonders, not for the first time, if they are capable of coexisting, or if they would always be this quick to opposition.

“You don’t even know where ‘there’ is,” he points out, glancing down his nose at her as one might at  a misbehaving child. She can see by the bags under his eyes that he is tired, short-tempered.

“It says Hiroshi’s lab,” she wants to deescalate, because she is too spread thin, too emotionally brittle, to take his jabs tonight.

“Do you have any clue where his lab even is?”

“Not exactly,” she says, the words are pitched and she can feel her resolve withering.

“It could be a trap,” he warns, tone lowering, once jabbing it morphs into something tighter, softer, because he cares. This reminder makes her even angrier because who gave him that right?

 You did , she thinks bitterly.

“I don’t think you get it,” she snaps, the flicker of anger finally bubbling over into something tangible, “Amon wants to hurt me, and everyday Mako and Bolin spend near Hiroshi puts them in even more danger, and it’s my fault, I'm the reason they're there in the first place.” If she hadn't convinced the council that the arena was safe, if she was strong enough to stop Amon, everything could have been different. Mako and Bolin would be safe, would be at home in their dusty little apartment, and she would be with them, eating noodles and listening to the radio and laughing about what a loser Tahno was, bending and all. There would be no pit in her stomach when she thought about him, no guilt to wrestle with as she exploits his remaining talents. They could have been nothing. It could have been simple.

She knows she has upset him, can sense the way he bristles at her self pity. “Don’t be stupid, Hiroshi wouldn't-”

“We don’t know Hiroshi,” she sneers, displeased that he does not trust that she has already thought this through ad nauseam. “Neither of us thought he was capable of working for the equalists, so forgive me if I don’t trust your intuition on this one, Pretty Boy.”

He takes a step back, hands raised in mock defeat, “No forgive  me  for not wanting the Avatar, the symbolic beacon of hope, to reincarnate in the middle of an extremist revolution.”

“If they get hurt-,” she starts.

“If they get hurt, then maybe they’ll finally suck it up and admit Hiroshi isn’t such a nice guy after all,” his voice is uncharacteristically animated.

“For fuck’s sake, Tahno,” she hates how shrill she sounds, hates the way her voice pitches and her throat tightens around the words, “You sound like you want Amon to hurt them?”

“Frankly,” he says, “I don’t care what Amon does to them,” and she knows that he means it, that there is no love between the three men despite their shared cause. 

His eyes stay glued to hers.

“You don’t even know them,” she points out, feeling suddenly defensive despite her and Mako's soured friendship.

“I know they were willing to choose Asami over you.” 

“They didn’t choose Asami.” Eyelids flutter, dispelling the frustrated tears that are pooling in the very corners of her vision.

“Oh no, you’re right.” he nods mockingly, ”They chose her pool and her cars and whatever other luxuries Hiroshi bribed them with. That’s what happens to street rats with dumb luck,” he spits the words out, “they overindulge and don't know when to stop.”

There is a hollowness in her stomach, an imperceptible tightening of her jaw as she tries to cool down, to dissociate because this is what Tahno does, he prods and pushes, winds her up tight just to see if she’ll snap, but she doesn’t have to. Aang would never let someone control him in this way. She is supposed to be more like Aang.

“I’m their Avatar too,” she is attempting to sound calm, it is wholly unconvincing, “it’s still my job to protect them no matter who they ‘chose’.”

“But who’s protecting you?”

“What?” she sputters in disbelief.

“You heard me.” He steps forward, closing what little space there already was.

“I don’t need anyone to protect me.”

“Sure you don’t,” he says, his voice a mocking sort of sweet, “except for that time Beifong saved you at the arena, right?” Her eyes flash white hot, but he does not relent, something sadistic and feral in his voice. “Or maybe the time Amon nearly took you out on Air Temple Island? But that doesn’t count either, I guess.” If he dared break eye contact with her, he would see hands clenched tight, nails digging into palms, restraint.

“Fuck o-”



“And that time I saved your ass,” he hisses, leaning down until he is too close, “maybe I should have just left you behind too. Just like Tarrlok did.”

Her hands connect with his chest and he stumbles a step back.

“You are nothing like Tarrlok.”

The words are out before she has time to process them, to consider why, of all the things she could have said, her brain chose that. Her own confusion is mirrored in the slant of his brows, the subtle narrowing of the corner of his eyes as he rights himself on the corner of the kitchenette, and for a moment, they are uncharacteristically speechless, ruminating in the pregnant silence of what she has left unsaid.

“You can’t stop me,” she says finally, decisively, as she turns towards the door.

“Who could?” she hears him retort, angling her head until she can see him shaking his own: defeated, bewildered, so intensely caught off guard by her. He is so beautiful it hurts as he retreats to the far corner of the room, reaching into his top dresser drawer and pulling out a scroll of blue parchment.

“What’s that?”

“Did you know,” he says, twirling it between his fingers, “that Republic City Library archives all permitted buildings greater than 100,000 square feet, and that they require those archives to be available to the public.”

“You have a copy of the Sato’s floor plan?” Once again, he has managed to surprise her, to go above and beyond for a cause he should never have been forced into.

“Yes, and I believe there are more than a few square feet unaccounted for.”

Hand outstretched, he holds the coil of paper out to her, and without question, she turns. Her fingers wrap around the opposite edge, but he does not immediately let go. “Promise me one thing,” he says, too solemnly, “Don’t play hero.” She feels her hand tighten on the parchment, a rebuttal on her tongue, but he does not budge, and something in the way he is looking at her snuffs the reply. “Stop by the station on the way to the mansion and alert Beifong. If it’s a trap, if things go sideways, you save yourself first.”

She hates that he sounds like her parents, hates that he is asking her to make a promise that she cannot keep. But how could he understand that she was born to be sacrificed. Years ago, even when death had felt farther away, she had come to terms with the fact that she will die in the service of others, but Tahno is just a man, how could he understand that weight. He serves her, she serves everyone else.

“You know I can’t promise that,” she says sadly.

“What can you promise?”

“To try my best not to die,” she shrugs, feeling a weight lift off her as he releases his end of the paper.

“I suppose if you were to die, I’d be out of a job,” he sounds far away now.

“I didn’t realize you liked the job that much.”

“It’s not the job.”

Something squirms in the pit of her stomach. It’s not supposed to be like this. 

When she is halfway down the street, she looks back. He stands silhouetted in the second floor doorway, watching her go.

.

..

.

Tahno, does not sleep. He sits and wonders whether or not she listened, whether she went straight to Beifong, or if she took the blueprints for herself and went directly to Sato. He can’t help but catastrophize, to imagine Korra alone in the lion’s den, Korra struck, her chi blocked, dragged away to god knows where. At 2 AM, he lays in bed and tried to sleep, but she is there when he closes his eyes, so instead he paces his apartment, his shadow following in the lowlight, panic brewing pots of too strong tea and planning a trip to the police station in the morning, just to check, maybe grab a paper and look for her name, like before.

Because no matter how well he thinks he knows her, there is something newly feral about her. Tarrlok’s claws, suffocating as they may have been, had kept her together. Tarrlok had, if nothing else, offered to direct her, to assume the mental strain of making decisions. It’s only natural that once that structure disappeared, there would be a period of disconnect as she searched for a new equilibrium.

3AM passes, a clock chimes outside and he resigns himself to closing the book he was not really reading. As he is rinsing out the kettle, he considers laying in bed one more time, perhaps he could drift, fake enough sleep to be semi-functional at work tomorrow. Enough to operate, but not so much to invite nightmares.

There is a knocking at his door and his fingers freeze around the kettle, the water is scalding, but he does not notice. There is a sudden tightness in his chest, the steady beat of his heart faltering for just a moment because people only knock on doors at 3AM if there is bad news. Korra. He knew she was bad news, knew that there was no way this ended well for him. If he doesn’t answer it, he doesn’t have to face it, so even as his feet carry him to the door and his hand wraps around the smooth brass of the handle, he thinks maybe he can go back, go lay in bed and go to sleep and dream of something safe.

The door flies open, and she stands there facing back at him, her body a canvas of shallow scratches and new soon-to-be scars and bruises that are too fresh to have properly bloomed. He knows that she will look worse tomorrow, that the damage that has been done has yet to fully develop and she is running on shock and adrenaline alone, her eyes a wild sort of reckless as they lock on his.

“Spirits,” he hisses, grabbing her forearm gently and guiding her in without thinking, “Are you alright?”

“I, um-” her arms are trembling under his touch as he leads her to the couch, forcing her to sit before going to the bathroom and fetching a damp cloth, holding it out to her. She grabs it, face unreadable.

“You’re bending,” he says sharply, looking at her hand expectantly. Small flames dance across her finger and there is relief bubbling in his chest.

“I’m fine, I just,-” she lets out a shaky breath, “I almost died and,” her eyes won’t meet his, “and I just-”

He lowers himself down to sit next to her, turning to face her despite her refusal to face him, instead, her eyes are glued on the window above his sink, the gentle flicker of street lights reflected in her iris. She looks so small.

“I don’t know why I’m here,” she breathes, burying her head in her hands, something between a laugh and a sob exiting her mouth.

“Are Beifong and Tenizin, okay, “ he presses, breathing out only when she nods, dragging her forearm across her eyes too roughly.

“Everyone’s okay,” she breathes, “ It was a trap. Mako, Asami, and Bo… they saved us.” She is shaking her head rapidly, “There was this moment where I thought for sure I was going to die, Hiroshi had weapons I’ve never seen before.” Her breath is coming out in coiled rasps, and he realizes she is laughing quietly, “And you know what I fucking thought about?”  The glow of the lamp is casting shadows across the soft swell of her shoulder. He doesn’t answer.

“It’s so stupid,” she shakes her head, “Beyond stupid, really.” He moves with purpose, inching closer until his knee grazes her own.

“I - I thought of you.”

He does not react, unsure of what the right answer is because here she is, potentially offering him something that he has so desperately, so silently pined for. Her eyes dart from his lips to his forehead, afraid to stop anywhere for too long, red with exhaustion and nerves. The silence holds. She looks away.

“I told you it was stupid,” she sniffles, eyes once again fixed forward.

“It’s not” he breathes, “What about me?” His heart is in his throat, beating against his Adam’s apple.



“How I would never be able to tell you…” she trails off, wringing the washcloth nervously, “I shouldn’t be here.” She stiffens and glances at the door, but makes no move to leave.

“Tell me now, then,” he says, too quickly, too eagerly and he knows he must sound pathetic, but he can’t help it, not when she is tipsy off of stale adrenaline, so much more capable of this vulnerability. The least he can offer is his own in return.

“I know you feel it too, when we touch, it’s-”

He can’t help himself, can’t imagine waiting another moment as he leans across her and finds her lips. She leans into him automatically, her resolve withering almost immediately as their lips meld, chapped, against each other and he can’t breathe, doesn’t want to, scooting closer, reaching to cradle the slope of her jaw, content to choke on the moment if that meant it would never end. They have done this before, have fallen and reneged and fallen again. They had agreed this is inappropriate, unsustainable, but the dam has been leaking for too long, and he feels the erosion giving way now, can nearly taste the saltwater beneath the blood and musk and stale tea.

Always impatient, she does not allow him to bask in it for too long, forcing his mouth to move with hers, once, then twice, until he is not sure where her lips end and his start, tangentially aware of the desperate thread of her fingers in his hair. It’s so much more, so much different, than he remembers. He doesn’t know how long it is before she pulls away, sharing a final breath with him, and he looks at her through half-lidded eyes, in awe, unsure of what is next. There is a fire in the pit of his stomach, something alive and burning.

“We need to establish ground rules,” she says shakily, unthreading her hand from his hair and scooting away, he feels the loss of her heat as the gap grows, but she does not go far, does not run like he is used to her doing. He recognizes that she had thought about this, that while her confession is raw, the want is not new.

Of course there should be rules, boundaries, for simplicity sake, but he is still dazed, off-kilter and he knows that he will agree to anything, will do or say anything to keep her here, to recreate this every night. It’s ironic because not so many months ago, back before equalists and blueprints and gutted kali sticks, back when rooftop storms felt like freedom, they had agreed to forgo the rules. All he can muster is a nod.

“Nobody can know.” It shouldn't sting, secrecy is for her safety as much as it is his, but he can't help but wish it were different. “If Amon found out…”

“I know,” he breathes, “next.” She bites the inside of her cheek.

“I’m not like some of the other women you’ve been with,” she blushes, “If I say stop, I need you to stop, and I’m not,” she pauses, collecting her thoughts, “I don’t want to go too far.” And he understands that she is exposing something soft, something she is embarrassed to share.

He had always wondered how experienced she was, what she had or had not done. The South Pole may not have offered many opportunities, but Republic City certainly did. Some nights he had nearly been driven mad by images of Mako holding her, Mako guiding her, wanting her. But this confirms the opposite; he’s guilty that he feels relief when his own record is so filthy.

“It’s on your terms,” he says honestly because he would never take that agency away from her. “What else?”

“You can’t stop me from doing my job.” This request gives him pause, and he chews on it for a moment because she is prone to being overly headstrong and he’s unsure how to manage the heart attacks she is sure to give him.

“Fine. But you can’t stop me from doing mine either.” She frowns, presumably thinking the same of him, but ultimately agrees with a small curt nod. “Is that all?” he asks.

“Unless there’s anything you want to add,” she says.

His head still feels like it’s full of helium, “What happens if one of us changes our mind?”

“We stop,” she shrugs, as if it’s that simple, as if the existence of this very conversation had not irreconcilably changed their relationship. 


   Could they forget this happened? 


Innately, he knows he could not, that her rejection would only ever be an open wound and he feels so stupid for falling this hard, for being so incapable of controlling himself. 

Beyond the self hatred though, there is guilt because he had wanted her from the moment he realized what she was. He had attended her matches, watched her alongside his teammates from their private box, surrounded by booze and beautiful women, ones who wanted him more. With his eyes glued greedily on her body, he would promise Ming and Shaozu that after they beat the Fire Ferrets, he would trump the Avatar too, and she would love it, beg for it even. A twisted fantasy of her mouth wrapped around his cock in the locker room, Mako walking in just in time to see her swallow. They had all three laughed, delighted by her imaginary debasement.

The noodle shop incident had only made her more coveted, more conquerable because he liked hard to get. It’s challenging even now to resist the personal prestige and power that would come with bedding the avatar, especially knowing he would be the only one to have had the honor. It would be validating to achieve that after everything that Amon had robbed him of.

“Agreed?” She asks, breaking the train of thought.

He nods slowly, and then she is kissing him again, softer this time, nervous but unhurried, and he allows himself a selfish moment of bliss, eyes fluttering shut, surrounded by her. Anything for her.
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13. Habits


    
    
  They kiss until the sun is creeping over the mountains, and they are awash with the cool blue of winter twilight. Later, he will realize how swollen his lips are, how sore and spent and emotionally jagged he is, but for now, he does not think as they wrap around each other, pivoting between insatiable and awestruck, demanding and relenting control. 



  When they finally separate, he can’t help but stare at her, flushed and alive, pressed into the corner of his expensive couch. The bruises are uglier now, yellow twinged, the lacerations crusted over with stale blood, and he wonders how she is still awake, if it is the result some supernatural Avatar fortitude. For a split second, he imagines what it would be like to heal her, to envelop his own hand in water and sew her back together like she had done for him. Funny, healing was never something he had yearned to do before, nor was it even a skill he considered particularly admirable until very recently, but now…



  “What are you staring at?” she asks, tired curiosity in her voice



  There is a beat.



  “You look like hell.” 



  Maybe it’s the exhaustion, but in a breath they are both cackling, laughing so hard that their lungs are straining against the cage of their ribs; lips and cheeks and hearts aching. Her fist flies up, knocking him too hard in the shoulder, and he falls back dramatically onto the cushions behind him, still giddy and so unlike himself, or maybe like he used to be, rules all but forgotten, consequences forgone.



  “Look in a mirror sometime,” she mumbles, mugging across the cushions at him with unhindered mischief, and he wonders if this is how it could have been like this all along or if the last six months had fundamentally changed them. 



  Then they kiss some more. When she makes to leave, he bribes her with strong tea before leaning in to lick the honey from her lips, enjoying the way she shudders against him. Eventually, she manages to remove herself from the couch, from him, an hour and a half after her intended departure.



  “What are you going to tell Tenzin?” he asks as she pulls her boots up her ankles, balancing on one foot, free hand on the door handle for support. 



  “I told Tenzin I’d be at the station until morning. Given how stupid big that estate is, it’s going to take Beifong ages to comb through all the evidence anyways,” she shrugs, pulling her tousled hair into a messy knot at her neck, “I’ll stop by to give a statement on my way back to the island, and he’ll be none the wiser.”



  “And then what?” 



  “Healing. A nap, maybe,” she adds, yawning hard, mouth agape stupidly, at the mention of sleep, and he realizes if he is tired, she must be exhausted. “Then I should help Mako, Bo, and Asami get moved to the island.”



  He ignores the prickling at his back neck, uneasiness at the mention of Mako and the knowledge that he will be that much closer to her, only a short walk away at all times. It’s stupid because she didn’t want Mako. In a moment that may have been last, her subconscious had not chosen Mako, seemingly to both of their surprise. It had chosen Tahno, so disruptively, in fact, she could not go another moment without acknowledging it, just as he could not resist her.



  “When will you be back?” 



  He tries to sound casual. Cool. 



  “I don’t know,” she muses, “I’m actually pretty busy these days, you know, with the airbending and the world saving and what-not.” Teasing.



  “What if I promised to make it worth your while,” his voice is silky and quiet and he feels something tighten in his stomach as he eyes her up and down, slowing to admire the soft curve of her waist, trying to remember what it was like to drag her against him, hips colliding, distracted…



  “I’ll be the judge of that,” she says. His eyes snap upwards to catch the ghost of a smirk playing on her lips.



  “Tomorrow night, then?” he offers, even though he wants to suggest tonight. In fact, he wants to call off work and lock her in his apartment, but they are both tired and drunk on the promise of rules so easily broken, and he does not want to spook her, not when her resolve is finally so certain.



  “I think I could find some time.”



  Before she slips out the door and disappears to somewhere else, she kisses him hard, her teeth clicking against his own and it’s impossible not to feel desperate, borderline feral, as she drags her nails teasingly against the soft skin of his neck. Control.  He knows that he needs to control himself, that this, like every other part of their relationship, should be about her, needs to be. The thought is half formed as she pulls away, the door clicking shut behind her.



  .



  ..



  .



  “Hey, Korra, do you have a minute?”



  
    Fuck. Not now.
  



  She’s halfway up the stairs of the woman’s dorm, brow damp with exertion from helping Bolin move his many bags, when Mako appears behind her. Turning, she sees him silhouetted in the coral sunset. His hands are shoved in his pocket, back uncomfortably straight, and she knows he is about to apologize, feels it in the way his shoulders are postured and his foot bounces unconsciously against the rock path below.



  Truth be told, she doesn’t want to hear it. The apology, while coming from the right place, is a mechanism to assuage his own guilt, and while his words to her had been both unwarranted and mean-spirited, she feels no need to rehash the encounter. He had, when it came down to it, rescued her from Hiroshi, that had to count for something.



  Perhaps sensing her hesitation, he adds, “It’ll only be a minute, I promise.”



  “Sure,” she says, turning and descending the stairs before taking a seat on one of the bottommost steps, gesturing for him to join her. When he sits, the fabric of his coat brushes against her shoulder, and despite everything, the proximity to an ally is nice, grounding. “Fire away.”



  “I- uh-“ he chokes on the words and looks away, towards Avatar Aang Island, “ I wanted to apologize for what happened earlier this week, at the estate. I should have believed you. I know now that you were just trying to protect us, and it was really unfair of me to jump to conclusions like that.”



  “You’re right. You were a real jerk,” she says, but the insult is half-hearted and when he turns to look at her, she shakes her head with mock disapproval and pushes an elbow into his side kindly.



  “I was, wasn’t I?” he counters, hands exiting his pocket to tame the stray hairs splayed on his forehead. “But admit it, Hiroshi being an equalist does seem pretty far-fetched. The man wasn’t exactly forthcoming about his anti bending sentiments.”



  “Would you expect him to be,” she counters, “I feel like good businessmen thrive in neutrality.”



  “He wasn’t exactly neutral though either,” Mako counters, “Between sponsoring the fire ferrets, rebuilding the arena, and taking us in. Say what you will, but he had me fooled.



  “Regardless,” he angles his body towards her now, “I shouldn’t have said what I said. You’ve always been a good friend to me, the best really, and you didn’t deserve that. Truth be told, the minute you left, I felt awful, like I had just kicked a turtle duck or something. I -uh- told Asami you were running late to a council meeting, I kept what I saw to myself, I swear. 



  “If I had said something and then you got hurt-“ He trails off now, his thumb and pointer finger rubbing together nervously, like he is trying to create a friction fire.



  “Mako-“



  “I’m just sorry,” he finishes.



  “It’s forgiven,” She says honestly, “ You guys saved me, that’s all that matters. If you didn’t come back for me, I’d be halfway to Amon by now.” She shivers but not because of the cold. There is a pause as they both wrestle with the alternate reality.



  “Can I ask you something?” he says, finally, breaking the quiet.



  “Why not?”



  “How’d you know that Hiroshi was an equalist? I’ve been racking my memory to see if there was something I missed, but I can’t remember anything sticking out..”



  Her mind flashes to Tahno’s apartment, to burrowed textbooks and stolen Kali Sticks. “I told you, I just had a hunch.”



  “There’s no way,” he says too quickly. “If you had been caught, you would have been toast. Hiroshi is the most powerful man in Republic City.”



  “And I’m half spirit, City Boy” she shrugs, leaning back to rest her elbows on the step behind her and stare at the sunset, “Hiroshi was giving me bad vibes, maybe it was my past lives trying to protect me.” She wishes that were actually the case because then at least her past lives would be giving her something, anything. There’s a nonzero chance that he knows she is lying because despite their recent tiff, he has always been very good at reading her, but she's done caring if he knows. She is entitled to her own secrets.



  “Is Asami alright,” she asks before he has a chance to interrogate her further. As if out of habit, he scoots away from her, putting an inch that feels like a mile of space between them.



  “About as good as she can be,” he sighs, “I think this feels like losing her mom all over again. It’s not fair.”



  “It’s not,” she agrees, finally pushing herself to her feet and offering him a hand up, which he takes carefully and drops immediately upon verticality. “This is her home now, yours and Bo’s too,” she says sincerely, “Everyone here wants you to be comfortable, so please, let me know what you need, what Asami needs.”



  There is a breath and then he is hugging her, arms around her shoulders, impossibly warm, like cinnamon tea, and while the move is out of character, it is not unwelcome.



  “Thank you, Korra.”



  .



  ..



  .



  There is a split second when Tahno opens the door for her the next night where neither one of them moves, frozen, perhaps, by the sudden and irreversible permission to give into desires so long held. Without an invitation in, she is pushing past him, stripping her coat off and tossing it onto the kitchenette, her heart pulsing like the ocean in her ear. She turns to see him slipping the door closed, angled so he is still facing her, unwilling to look away as his eyes trace from her neck to her toes. Her stomach feels tight and warm .



  Boldly, she moves first, closing the precious few steps between them to push him into the closed door, swallowing his groan of approval greedily, hands snaking up his shirt to wrap around his neck and force his mouth to collide with her own. She feels feral, something insatiable bubbling in the very pit of her stomach. Unlike the previous night, it is not tender, not kind. Instead it is unrelenting, unyielding as she drags herself against him, enjoying the way his hands scramble for purchase, settling on the curve of her waist, fingers searching.



  Unwilling to totally relent, he flips them, forcing her to acquiesce, hips scraping against hardwood as their noses knock together, a small squeak escaping. With  intention, his hands drag upm from her waist to her shoulders, finally settling under her chin, forcing it skyward tongue slipping past the pillow of her lips. A sound so guttural it’s almost animal escapes her as she is crushed between him and the oak of his door, brass handle digging into her side, and she thinks this must be what it’s like to drown, to be so surrounded by something, someone, that you cannot breathe through it, not when it feels so weightless. Or maybe this is just falling, stomach in her throat, the ground nowhere to be found.



  His mouth drops, dragging to the junction of her jawline and neck, to spatter lazy, wet kisses across the sensitive skin and her head falls back, connecting gracelessly with the wall behind her.



  “No hello?” he mumbles between ministrations. The soft tickle of his breath causes her to shiver.



  “I thought we were past formalities,” she breathes, as his teeth tease the skin of her neck, dangerously close to the sensitive shell of her ear. “No marks,” she adds, feeling his mouth contour devilishly to the exposed skin..



  He stops only to scold her. “I never agreed to that.” And his lips are molding around the side of her neck teasingly, and she hates to admit it, but the gentle suction is turning her brain to mush, but then she imagines trying to explain this to Mako, or, Spirits’ forbid, Tenzin, and she comes to her senses.



  “Consider it an extension of secrecy if you must,” she sighs, and it takes all her willpower to push him back a half step. “Besides,” she takes a step forward, “as creator of the rules, I reserve the right to revise them as necessary.”



  “I thought this was a democracy,” He hisses, yet still he relents, allowing her to walk him backwards, thighs colliding with the kitchenette.  By the look on his face, the change in location is barely registered, he is hyper fixated on the gentle tease of her hands along the planes of his stomach, fingers slipping below the luxe cotton of his shirt.



  “Who told you that?”



  And then the shirt is gone, ripped over his head and tossed haphazardly away, her own following in a frenzy. She drinks him in then, pale and lean, looking down at her with half-lidded, drunken eyes before finally touching, tracing the toned lines of his chest with uncharacteristic softness.



  “Isn’t the Avatar supposed to be charitable or something?” The sensation causes him to tremble beneath her, the words shakey, and she feels her own power bubbling like molten lava in her sternum. She pushes harder, palms flat against his ribs, eliciting a tense sound, a moan snuffed by the confines of his throat.



  “If you’d rather fool around with Aang,” she laughs, the sound husky, “I may be able to make that happen.”



  Emboldened, and slightly annoyed by his restraint, she grabs his hand and sets it on her waist, just below her bra, before stepping forward to press fully against him, pulling his face down to meet hers once more, effectively silencing him. His arms snake around her waist, pulling her desperately close, crushing her against him and it’s impossible now not to feel him hard against her thigh, to know exactly what she has done to him.



  Eventually, they migrate to the couch, her pants and boots abandoned somewhere in the kitchen and once again she is above him, straddling him. When she closes her eyes, she can almost smell the storm rushing in and feel the metallic scrape of the roof below her as she drags her hips against his own. It’s so much like before, before Amon made this so complicated, before he saved her life and got in her head and made her imagine silly little things. 



  He encourages it, one hand pulling her forward the other tracing up her sternum before taking her clothed breast in his hand and suddenly she can’t breath, feels nothing but pleasure pooled in the pit of her stomach: hypnotic, erratic, golden pleasure, so sickly sweet she can feel it rotting her from the inside.



  Growing up secluded, she was no stranger touching herself, muffled exploration, hidden behind doors as not to alert White Lotus guards, but this is so much more, so much brighter, and she stalls, freezes, glitches in response to the overload. Her body stalls above him, relenting, because she said she only wanted to go so far, and this is so much further than she thought she wanted.



  And yet she still wants more.



  Eyes screwed shut, he twitches beneath her, not fully registering the pause, until her fingers untangle from his hair and she leans back just slightly. Only then is he is fully alert, fully aware of the distance between them.



  “Okay?” he breathes: quiet, concerned, as his hands pull away to give her space.



  “Okay,” she says because she doesn’t know how to tell him her nerves are smoldering, how to disclose that any more and she will break, shatter, and she is not yet mentally capable of falling apart like that, not in front of him. What if he thinks she’s too easy? What if she is too easy? 



  She sees his eyes soften, recognizes the moment he connects the dots of her insecurity. For a second, she expects a platitude or maybe a push to let herself go, have a little bit of fun for once, some dirty joke about how she really can’t keep her hands off him. Her flush deepens.



  Instead, “Do you want some dinner?”



  “Uh, sure.”



  And then she is scooting off of him and he is tossing her pants and an oversized sweatshirt from his own drawers before clicking on the radio to a big band station.



  He cooks in silence, a towel tossed over his shoulder and two flames blazing on his stove. It’s only when he hands her the bowl of noodles, collapsing next to get on the couch, that she realizes she is ravenous. While the bruises from the previous night are faint from numerous healing sessions, her body must still be working double time to deal with Hiroshi’s damage.



  “I’m guessing you like it,” he chuckles as she lifts the bowl and shovels the food gracelessly into her open mouth. He sputters beside her as her elbow connects with his ribcage, already feeling more in control.



  “Not as good as Narook’s, but not bad.”



  He makes a face of contempt, “that’s like comparing sea prunes to ocean kumquats.”



  “Which do you prefer?”



  “Ocean kumquats,” he says immediately.



  “There’s no accounting for taste, then,” she huffs before overfilling her mouth with noodles once again.



  “You could try chewing, Avatar.”



  “And you could try taking it as a compliment, Pretty Boy,” she says with a mouth full of noodles.



  “You eat like you were raised in a barn.”



  “It was more like a commune actually,” picking a stray spring onion from her lap and popping it into her mouth, “but good guess.” From the corner of her eye, she sees him staring at her, as if seeing her in a brand new light because really, they know so little about each other, there is so much they have left unsaid.



  “Why?”



  “Aang, being as charitable as he was,” she snorts sarcastically, “thought it best for the next Avatar to be raised and trained by the White Lotus away from the public eye. And unfortunately for me, I discovered my abilities at the ripe age of four.” It’s hard to keep the bitterness out of her voice, to pretend that she has not continuously lamented the loss of a normal childhood, “Personally, I think the measures were a bit extreme.” 



  “So how did you end up so poorly socialized in Republic City then?” He reaches over and pulls a bean sprout  from her hair, tossing it onto the coffee table.



  “Amon, actually,” she says with a sobering amount of clarity,  “Tenzin couldn’t leave the city to train me in the South Pole, so I hopped a boat and followed him here.” There is a certain level of discomfort she feels knowing that Amon, a man who had taken so much freedom from Tahno, was inadvertently her ticket out of glorified imprisonment. Whether luring her to the city was a part of his initial plan was unclear, but he certainly intended on making the most of it.



  “What will you do after you beat Amon,” he asks, setting his own bowl on the table. 



  
    If, 
  
  she thinks cynically, 
  
    If I beat Amon.
  



  “I think I’ll stay in Republic City a while, maybe travel to the air temples. I haven’t really thought much beyond now,” she admits, “What about you?”



  “I’ve always wanted to learn trombone.”



  She throws her head back, delighted.



  She leaves at 11PM, two and a half hours after arriving.



  “What are you doing Thursday night?” she asks over her shoulder.



  And that’s how they fall into their triweekly habit of frottage and dinner. Usually, he cooks, but sometimes, she shows up with takeout bags of cheap dumplings and to-go mochi, discarded on the counter until they are sufficiently tired of tasting the inside of each other's mouths. Only then do they sit on the couch, licking sesame oil from their greasy fingers and discussing his equalists training or the recent inauguration of Team Avatar or whatever topic of interest comes up.



  Soon, Eiko says, he’ll be allowed to join the big leagues, says he’ll be mission ready in no time, only a few weeks in fact. Korra is not sure that 
  
    she
  
   is ready for that. While Tahno had technically been an equalists for months now, his training had always been a degree of separation away from the actual action. Yes, there was always the danger associated with being arrested, but now, he could be forced onto the front lines or sent before Amon for any number of reasons. When the topic comes up, she tries to honor her promise, to let him do his job, but it’s hard to hide her own anxiety and he is unusually perceptive.



  His access to intel, he points out, would increase tenfold, and finally, he may be able to provide more juicy details, something substantial to sink her teeth into, better leads for the fledgling Team Avatar to follow in their pursuit of vigilante justice.



  It’s the opportunity they had been waiting for.



  So why does she feels sick to her stomach.
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14. Siren


    
    
  Routine is good, it’s safe. In fact, he falls into it easily. Mornings spent with Eiko, days between dusty library stacks, and nights, if he’s lucky, with Korra.



  Perhaps overly cautious, he relies on her to set the pace, happy to be left wanting if that means she is comfortable. That is until she shows up unannounced at 12:15AM, eyes half-glazed and unfocused. It’s too late for her to be here. She always leaves by midnight, doesn’t dare push her luck with the White Lotus, but here she is now, windburnt bright red below her parka.



  Subconsciously, he gives her a once over, counting appendages because there are very few reasons for her to be here so late, and mortal peril is one of them. Thankfully, she seems to be in one piece; which leaves other reasons for her dropping in at decidedly salacious hours, and he’s not sure how he feels about that, not when he can smell the dredges of bottom shelf bourbon on her.



  “Isn’t it past your bedtime, Avatar,” he asks, trying to play it cool, but his tongue feels dry in his mouth and the words come out gummy, sticking to hollows of his cheeks; she doesn’t seem to notice.



  “It’s Friday night, Grandpa,” she says, pushing past him without bothering to ask if she can come in. The answer would have been yes, so he allows it without protest, watching as she drops her coat on his kitchenette just as she has done a dozen times before. “You should get out sometime,” she says, eyeing the dog eared book and steaming tea on his coffee table. Her words feel longer, heavier, not yet slurred but nearly, and he knows that she is not sober, not entirely.



  Part of him wants to point out that had almost definitely partied more than the average person, perhaps not now, but before. Instead, he shakes his head and pulls a glass from the cabinet, leaning to fill it in the sink. “And exactly how much have you had to drink?”



  “I’m not drunk,” she says immediately, narrowing her eyes as he gives her a 
  
    yeah right
  
   sorta stare, “I’m tipsy.”



  “Same difference,” he hands her the glass, but she doesn’t drink it. Instead, she immediately places it on the counter behind her. “What are you doing wandering around Republic City tipsy?”



  “After that bust on the East Side, Bo insisted Team Avatar grab some drinks.”



  “Where is Team Uh-vatar now?”



  “Bo bailed to go to Karaoke with some fangirl he met at the bar, and Mako and Asami decided to take a drive. Which is probably code for make out in the back seat of her Satomobile or something.” She scrunches her nose in disgust.



  “So, what are you doing here?”



  “I wasn’t ready for the night to end,” she shrugs noncommittally.



  “So you thought you’d come here?” 



  “I thought maybe you’d want to have a nightcap with me.”



  Admittedly, he had not been drinking much in the last few months. The spur of alcoholism post-tournament had felt like flying too close to the sun, so he had, informally, been following some self imposed rules. He was not allowed to drink alone. Unfortunately for him, he had been spending most nights alone, so he had been engaging in an unwitting stint of sobriety. But now she is here, so he is not technically alone, and he’d be lying if he said the prospect wasn’t enticing.



  “You just wanted to raid my liquor cabinet then?” he questions, raising a brow in jest.



  “Tenzin’s great,” she says, “But monks aren’t exactly known for their parties, and that island is drier than the Si Wong Desert, if you know what I mean.” Never one to sit still, she grabs his book and begins flicking mindlessly through the text.



  “And you thought I’d have a better selection,” he presses, snatching the book from her hand and laying it back on the coffee table, his page no doubt lost.



  “Well don’t you?” 



  “I feel used,” he ticks, before returning to the kitchen to open a lower cabinet, revealing over a dozen bottles of very expensive alcohol in all shades of neutral. “Ladies choice,” he says, moving out of the way for her to squat in front of the drawer. With renewed excitement, she thumbs through her options, picking up bottles and swirling the contents. Finally, she settles on an unopened bottle with deep sapphire calligraphy on it; a gin, distilled with juniper harvested from the Spirit Grove in the North Pole. Of course she gravitates towards that one. Once again, he contemplates the invisible strings that tie them together.



  Standing, he grabs two flat bottomed glasses from the cabinet above the sink. Woven between his fingers, they clink together dangerously. He extracts a paring knife from a different drawer and cuts the wax seal before pouring a little more liquid than necessary into both cups. 



  “Cheers.” He passes her a glass, raising his own in a mock sort of pleasantry.



  “To worthy foes,” she interjects, raising her own, “for they mean a great deal more than unworthy allies,” her glass clinks against his, “May Tui and La judge accordingly.” 



  A water tribe toast, one she had doubtlessly heard in her father’s voice many times before.  In the South Pole, it’s bad luck to break eye contact while drinking, so he holds her gaze as they both lift the glass to their lips and take a drag. The bridge of her nose scrunches, just a little, as his senses are drowned by pine: sharp and cold. The alcohol coats his cheeks before turning to liquid fire in his esophagus. Across from him, her lips leave a ring of condensation on the glass, and his eyes fall to watch the ebb and flow. “Is this expensive,” she asks, looking down the bridge of her nose at the crystal clear liquid.



  “Oh yes,” he chuckles, taking a second sip, “Absurdly.”



  The look of terror on her face is immediate, and her knee jerk response is to push the glass back at him as if to say “do you want it back”. Without a concept of money, he supposes there is no way for her to know the true value of anything. He pushes the glass back towards her, laughing to himself, the gentle simmer of courage beginning to bubble in his stomach; he is surprised at his tolerance, or lack thereof.



  She takes another careful sip before saying, “You weren’t saving it for anything, were you?”



  He was. In fact, when he had purchased it that summer, a sadistic part of him had hoped they might share it because this was the bottle he was going to drown in after winning the tournament. He had sourced it from an exotics dealer in Ba Sing Se, one of only 20 produced before the Spirit Grove was deemed too sacred to commercialize. It was almost certainly worth more than her parent’s home, maybe even her entire compound, not that it mattered. How ironic to be sharing his victory bottle with her now, how poetic. 



  “Nothing in particular.” He knocks the rest back and pours himself another before crossing the room to thumb through his records, settling on saxophone heavy, blues arrangement, the record warped from wear. When he turns back, she has hopped up on the counter, legs crossed at the ankles, shoulders resting on the cabinets behind her.



  “What do you think of the Republic City bar scene?” he asks, remembering fondly the electric nightlife. At one point so new to him, but not anymore. A piece of him misses the neon tinged early mornings, stumbling home from beds that were not his. Half the time, he would end up ankle deep in the bay, still mostly wasted.



  There is a wrinkle in her nose, “It’s fine..”



  “Just fine?” he shoots back, “You’re young and beautiful in the drunkest city in the world. What more could you ask for?”



  “Unfortunately,” she sighs, “I’m still not used to the Republic City after dark. I like it in theory, but I always end up wanting to be somewhere else.”



  
    Like here
  
  , he can’t help but wonder.
  


  


  “Why’s that?”



  “Well, for one, I’m not really a fan of jazz or dancing.”



  “Dancing and bending are two sides of the same coin,” he points out, remembering how their first scuffle had felt as intimate as a waltz, romantic if not for the genuine hatred they had bore for one another.



  “Not the way they do it here,” she wrinkles her nose, “It’s cheap and soulless.” 
  


  


  “Maybe you haven’t found the right partner yet?” he says remembering his own nightlife experience. Dragged to the middle of dance floors, wrapped around each other, mouths searching for more in the soft slope of necks. Foreplay. “Ever consider that it might be the company that’s souring it for you.” 



  “The company is the best part,” she fires back.



  “Yeah, right,” he says, “Be honest, what are the ferrets and heiress like after you get a few drinks in them?”



  She rolls her eyes in jest , “For someone who claims to hate my friends, you sure like to talk about them.” 



  She’s not wrong. He feels a perverse sense of curiosity towards the people she has opted to tie herself to. It is still unclear to him whether it is due to jealousy or spite. What he does know is these are the friends she has entrusted to have her back, yet when she needed them the most, they failed her, chose the gilded path of least resistance and left her to the wolves, to Amon. Had she been captured at the mansion, he would have held them personally responsible, starting with Mako. Still, day after day, she chooses to rely on them, to put her own life in their fickle, vapid hands, and he finds it hard to harbor anything more positive than apathy towards them, especially the brothers. Redemption be damned.



  “Who said I hate your friends?,” he lies, dragging heavy from his drink, one hand splayed flat on the wood block behind him.



  “You at every opportunity you get,” she retorts, though the tone is tolerant, lacking the typical defensiveness that comes whenever he mentions her cohorts. It seems the alcohol is softening this conversation, removing the thorns the topic typically has.



  They hit the bottom of their drinks at the same time, and he takes a step closer to her, refilling both their glasses. Closer now, he can see the flush of her cheeks, red against her auburn skin.



  “Will you humor me if I promise to be nice?” he says without moving, unable to escape her gravitational pull once more. He sets the bottle on the counter next to her.



  With a quirk of her jaw, she holds out her free pinky, an invitation.



  “Do you swear?” 



  The gesture is so devastatingly juvenile, so incredibly unsophisticated, it makes his heart ache in a way he thought was no longer possible. If only she knew how soft she made him, how impossibly weak he was becoming for her. Months ago, he would have blamed this reaction on the alcohol. But it’s no use now; he knows that he will replay this moment stone-cold sober and feel broken by it all over again.



  “Pinky swear,” he responds, joining his free finger with her own. The contact is slight, barely a whisper of skin, but it makes him shudder nonetheless. He wonders if she feels it too, if it is possible that she is as starved as he is.



  “Who first?” she asks, breaking his train of thought, tongue darting out to wet the expanse of her bottom lip, the only sign that the touch has affected her similarly. Afraid of his own lack of control, he unwinds his finger, but does not move, allowing himself to stay within her bubble, unable to gather the inertia required to break free.



  “Let’s start with the one I hate the least, Sato.”



  “She’s magnetic,” Korra says, finger tracing the rim of her glass absentmindedly, “it’s like every eye in the bar is on her, and she barely notices.” She smiles as if remembering something fond, “But when you talk to her, it’s like you’re the only person in the world, like she has never and will never have a conversation matter more.” He imagines Asami now, jet black hair tossed over her shoulder in perfect waves, painted lips pursed as she leans forward to listen. 



  “And Bolin?” 



  “Bolin is… well he’s still Bolin, just like extra I guess,” she laughs, “He’s loud and flirts with just about anything that moves.” She pulls her ankles up onto the counter so she is sitting cross-legged in front of him.



  “You included?” he asks, feeling an uninvited knot in his chest.



  “What can I say,” she teases, “he doesn't discriminate.“ She leans forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Don’t tell me that makes you jealous?”



  “Of a buffoon like him? As if.” 



  “You said you’d be nice,” she warns, giving his shoulder a small swat, “Besides, I was on a date with that buffoon the night you and I met. Like it or not, Bolin’s got some moves.”



  “You mean the night you sicc-ed you’re demon dog on me,” he quips back, chuckling at the immediate change in demeanor at the mention of her best friend, a fact that he had come to find both endearing and incredibly heartbreaking.



  “Naga is a very good girl, thank you very much! Maybe you and your little cronies should have minded your own business.”



  “Forgive me for offering a pretty girl some exclusive waterbending lessons,” he chuckles, “You know, lots of people would have killed for that opportunity.” As if the offer was in any way chivalrous. They both know it wasn’t.



  “I’m not sure what you expected to teach the Avatar,” she plays along, “I’ve had some of the best masters in the world.”



  His eyes dart to her lips, trace the slope of her cupid’s bow with intentional slowness. “I’m sure I could have thought of something.” 



  “You really put a damper on my first real date you know,” she says breathily, her cheeks flushing a deeper red under his gaze.



  “Am I the reason there was no second date?” he asks, feeling very smug about his homewrecking abilities. He’d do it all again if he knew this was the ultimate outcome.



  “No, I am.”



  “What’d you do, Avatar?” he teases.
  


  


  “I sort of kissed his brother.”



  The confession feels like a strike to the gut. He had, of course, known there was some history between them, but a part of him had hoped it was strictly pining: harmless and victimless. To know that the streetrat had kissed Korra, had most certainly led her on, all while going home to his heiress, sours Tahno on him further.



  “And how’d that work out for you?” he says, trying to keep his voice steady.



  “Turns out I’m not into firebenders either,” she shrugs



  “You never told me what he’s like?”



  “Awful,” she says in a too serious tone, but the corners of her mouth are twitching, “he’s the biggest buzzkill and alcohol only makes it worse.”



  “How do you deal with spending so much time with him then?”



  “Can I tell you a secret,” she whispers, leaning forward until she is only a breath away, “the whole time I’m with him, I’m thinking about someone else.”



  Spirits. Her voice goes straight to the pit of his stomach, lodging itself somewhere behind his bellybutton, warm and wriggling and impossible to ignore. It had been so long since someone had made him feel desired, had coveted him without caveats. 



  “He must be a lucky man.” The words come out choked, stuck in the back of his throat with the rest of the things he dare not say.



  “Oh yes, absurdly,” she murmurs, parroting his own words back to him, turning his momentum right back around in true waterbending fashion. He wonders if this is how Mako feels around her: bewitched and unbalanced. Suddenly, he cannot blame him for wanting her, cannot even fathom how anybody would not.



  She hops off the counter, steadying herself on this elbow, so much closer now. He makes to take a step back, but she holds on. Outside the hour turns and bells chime and he wants to kiss her hard, to press her into his bed, to sink into her. But this is not how it’s supposed to be. It was always on her terms. But they are drunk and the weight of decisions feels lighter, simpler without reality to tether them. Still…



  “It’s late,” he says softly, afraid to shatter the moment.



  “Do you want me to lea-?”



  “Would you like to go on a walk with me?” he interrupts because he is not ready to say goodnight but the temptation of having her in his home is almost too much. 



  “Yes.” Her answer is immediate, as if she had anticipated the invitation. They both throw on their parkas and boots and spill out the door, hoods pulled up for makeshift anonymity as their feet carry them to Yue Bay. It is not a choice. The path is innate, fueled only by inebriated muscle memory. The last time he was here, he had seen her splayed in the sand, bathed in the soft glow of a full moon and wondered whether he would ever be worthy of her.



  The sand clumps wet with winter under their boots. As they get closer to shore, the wind picks up, no longer dampened by the trees and buildings of the city- lawless and unrestrained . His nose burns cherry red as he watches her wade knee deep into the frigid bay, water leaching up her pants, staining them black against the navy sky. He wants to follow her, to walk until his feet lose the ocean floor, but instead he waits on the shore, tide just barely licking the toe of his boot.



  After a moment, she pivots at the waist to look back at him; the corners of her eyes are slanted, too soft; he can recognize the pity from a mile away. The realization feels like fire ant bites, sharp and then hot as he resists the urge to squirm under her gaze. Uncomfortable but unwilling to look away, he resigns himself to walk in after her, feeling the shock of cold water against his skin. 



  “What happened the night of the tournament,” he says, stopping when their shoulders are in line and he can turn to let the wind carry the words over her head, “it wasn’t your fault. There was nothing either of us could have done.”



  “I’m the one who insisted the match go on,” she says after a moment, “If I hadn’t petitioned the council, then maybe things would have been different.”



  “And maybe they wouldn’t have been,” he says, leaning down to cup a handful of water, letting it flow through his knuckles, “maybe Amon takes my bending anyway.” 



  “I wish I knew how to fix it,” she says thickly, “I wish my past lives would tell me what I’m supposed to do now.”



  “Don’t waste your time worrying about me,” he says, alcohol making him too honest, “I’ve stopped pretending it’s going to come back.” 



  “You don’t know that.”



  “You’re right,” he says, “But I can’t sustain myself on pipe dreams anymore.” He plunges his hands into the bay, scooping a handful of water and tossing it into the horizon in front of him. The moon reflects chandeliers in the droplets, but when he turns she is already staring at him. Without looking, he feels her pinky hook with her own, the promise unsaid but clear.



  When he can no longer feel his toes, they retreat to the shore. She bends the water from their clothes and rubs his hands between her own, palms pleasantly warm against his frostbitten skin, a test in restraint for her. When he can once again bend his fingers, he uses them to cup her face, his thumb trailing down to the tip of her chin as he leans in to kiss her. 
  They walk back to the ferry in silence, shoulders bumping sporadically. She kisses him goodbye on the dock, lips warm against his own. The wind steals her hood, freeing stray hairs that tickle his chin when she presses further into him. 



  It’s best that she goes back to Air Temple Island. Logically, he is aware of that fact because they are drunk and there is no way he can say no to her, no way he can distinguish right from wrong. And even though he remembers there being rules, it’s hard to recall them when she is pressed against him. The approaching rumble of the ferry shatters his trance, and he breaks the kiss, watching as she slips back beneath her hood. He does not leave until the ferry is no longer distinguishable from the waves, until she is nearly home.



  When he finally lays in bed, head heavy and foggy with the beginning stages of sleep, he wonders what she will fall asleep thinking about tonight. Selfishly, he hopes it is him, hopes that when she closes her eyes, it is his face that remains.



  
    In his dreams, he stands knee deep in the Bay and the moon whispers to him in a language he does not yet understand.
  


 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Please enjoy some drunken pining in preparation for real plot in the next chapter :)

        




15. Rupture


    
    Active equalist duty was different than he expected. Physically, he knew it would be challenging. The work was oftentimes back breaking, and between dirty skirmishes with triads and exhaustive resource heists, his body felt stretched to its limit. What he hadn’t anticipated was the mental toll of it all. It was challenging to straddle the line. On one hand, he needed to be useful enough to keep around, even more so to be trusted with increasingly sensitive information. Simultaneously, he could not be so effective as to substantially help the Equalist cause lest he supersede any benefit his intel gave Team Avatar.

Maintaining that balance was sure to become even more complicated as he moved from standard new recruit duties to more sensitive missions. For now, he resigns himself to keeping his head down and his chin clean, ears always scanning for bits of intel to take back to Korra. 

Even though he always tells her not to wait up for him after missions, she never listens, and more often than not, he finds her waiting on his doorstep, usually equally spent from Team Avatar duties. Eventually, he relents and gives her a spare key. He frames the gesture as casual, nonchalant, trying to convince himself that it really isn’t a big deal. He just doesn’t want her sitting in the cold. Never mind the fact that she is from the South Pole and no doubt her fire bending keeps her plenty warm. He slips it into her pocket when she leaves one night. The following evening, she is already splayed on his couch when he gets home. They don’t discuss it.

After every mission, she scans him, insisting on healing even the most minor of lacerations and bruises. 

“A cut today is an infection tomorrow,” she says as she pulls the water to her fingers and forces him to be still. No doubt something Katara had said to her many times. She perches him on the edge of the tub, peeling off his shirt, hands warm against his shoulders and neck. Unlike the first time she healed him, there is a familiarity in her movements, and he finds himself more often than not relaxing into her, intoxicated by the warmth. He suspects that she continues healing far longer than necessary, his bruises all but gone by the time her hands leave his body, but he can’t bring himself to complain. 

In return, he gives her leads. Rumblings of the next night’s plan. A leg up for Team Avatar. He assumes that she tells her friends that Beifong provided the intel. With it, they determine where to station themselves for the night, close enough to the action to jump in at any moment. Of course, his intel isn’t always accurate, and some nights she shows up annoyed at missing a skirmish on the other side of town. Each week, they get better at weeding out the red herrings. 

Plans that involve Amon directly, he hesitates to share with her. He sometimes choosing to pocket the information instead, still unsure whether she has truly learned restraint. The more he studies Amon, the more he fears for Korra. If it were up to him, she would stay as far away from him as possible for as long as possible. There are whispers that he has plans for the Avatar, and Tahno is not keen to discover what he means.

She doesn’t spend the night. That would be dangerous. Instead, they find new creative ways to makeout in every room. Her perched on the counter with him between her thighs, arms wrapped tight around her waist. Him below her on the couch, her torso flat against his own. Despite his best efforts, sometimes he falls asleep wrapped around her and wakes to find her gone, the smell of her embedded into his sheets, the only sign she had ever been there.

After 6 weeks of Equalist duty, he quits his job at the library, thankful for the freedom it had once afforded him, but unable to justify the continued time drain. He was spending at least 20 hours a week at equalist base now, and the small stipend he was being given was enough to cover his immediate expenses. When he was not actively working, he was training. Stronger now than he had been in ages, at least since he lost his bending. The self control was refreshing after months of floundering for a semblance of it. 

That same afternoon, she barges in, not bothering to even knock as the door swings open and collides with the wall. No doubt leaving a gouge where the handle collided with the drywall. 

“Tarrlok better count his days,” she growls without so much as a hello. Even though he’s annoyed at her thoughtless destruction of property, he knows better than to interrupt her because she is boiling red hot. “What makes him think he can run the city like a tyrant? He’s nearly as bad as Amon.”

“Did you really have to take it out on the door?” he groans, rising to assess the damage.

“I’m serious, Tahno,” she snaps, kicking her boots off, “He’s taken it too far this time.”

She throws a newspaper on his counter, and he turns to read the headline. Of course, he already knows what she’s talking about. Tarrlok had convinced the council to impose a curfew for nonbenders.  Not only that, he had shut down power to the Dragon Flats, a mostly impoverished, primarily nonbending area of town. Amon had of course anticipated it. Tarrlok had been grabbing for power for months, this was a natural progression. Days before the council’s initial announcement, the Lieutenant had sent out a memo informing members to carry 250 yuan with them at all times. “Cops,” the memo had said, were “as easily bought as their sweatshop uniforms”. The memo also stated that Amon would personally reimburse any bribes made in the name of equality.

Tahno had chosen to withhold this information, aware of just how tumultuous Korra’s relationship with the Councilman was. He had hoped, naively, that the council would change their tune, perhaps think twice before weaponizing fascist tactics against their most vulnerable population. He sees now that was wishful thinking.

“What does Amon have to say about this?” she asks, as if she were already inside his head.

He could lie, pretend that this was news to him, but he sees no logical reason to maintain the falsity now that the cat was out of the bag. Besides, she has a knack for being in his head, for anticipating his thoughts with as little as a glance. “He knew it was happening days ago,” Tahno admits.

Even without looking at her, he knows that she is pissed at him. There is a shift in the atmosphere, the room once warm with radiator heat feels suddenly frigid, and when he turns to face her, her mouth is in a rigid, tight line.

“You knew about this?” she says after a moment. 

He sighs, annoyed at her apparent indignation, “Yes."

"For how long?" she demands.

"Just a few days, and it was all speculation. Amon suspected-"

“And you just decided not to tell me?” she interrupts, arms crossed expectantly. 

“I knew you’d overreact.” He didn’t mean for the sentiment to come out quite so blunt, but he’s sick of skirting the issue and frankly still annoyed about the dent in his wall and the trail of destruction she is hell bent on leaving behind.

“Overreact?” her voice pitches slightly now, as she leans forward, eyes narrowed, “I think I’m having an appropriate level of reaction. Do you even know what this means for the nonbenders of Republic City?” 

He almost cackles, because of-fucking-course he does. “As a nonbender of Republic City,” he spits back, “yeah, I think I get it.”

She softens for a moment and he hates it, hates the pity. It looks rotten on her. Besides, he shouldn’t have to shoulder her shame.

“I didn’t mean…”

“Even if you had known,” he says, not wanting to linger on a can of worms he’d rather not open,  “There's nothing either of us could have done to stop it."

“I could have convinced the council to reconsider.” The thought is laughable. Even if the council had an ounce of respect for her, they were still too far under Tarrlok’s thumb to be anything but useful, complacent puppets. Besides, no doubt Tenzin had argued until he was blue in the face to stop this nonsense. All for naught. 

“You mean Tarrlok’s council?”

“Tenzin would have supported me.” She’s so predictable.

“Tenzin has known about this for longer than I have,” he counters, casually throwing her mentor under the bus, “do you consider his lack of transparency a betrayal as well?” 

“Yes,” she says immediately, “The two people that I trusted the most, hid important information from me.”

 Trusted the most. The words strike him in the ribcage. Naturally, she would feel that way. For months they had been a team, before that unlikely allies. He had seen and touched her in ways nobody else had. Being trusted by her had at one point been a pipe dream, a silly thought between throws of whiskey, but now he is close enough to betray her. It's a position he never expected to be in. He feels silly for the way his heart flutters momentarily.

“Consider why that might be.” The words are gentle in an attempt to soften the blow because he knows he is being unkind, but his patience is wearing thin. At the end of the day, he simply does not have the emotional capacity to guide her gently through self-realization, not when he is mentally and physically drained and she is only capable of thinking with her heart, head stuck somewhere up in the clouds.

“What are you trying to say?”

“I’m saying you need to learn to pick your battles,” he says, “Not everything is worth the fight.” 

She looks at him like the air has been knocked out of her and he wonders if this is really news to her. Perhaps, her bleeding heart had never considered that simply ignoring injustice was an option. 

“That’s easy for you to say,” she says, “You’re not the Avatar.”

He scoffs, annoyed but not surprised by the self righteous pandering. “Do you think you’re the only Avatar that’s ever needed to practice restraint? Amon is the real enemy, Tarrlok is a distraction.” 

“Tarrlok is just as dangerous.” she counter coldly, eyes like daggers, “The council has given him unchecked power to persecute nonbenders, and according to you that’s okay because Amon is worse?” Her tone is cruel as she tries to redirect his words back at him.



“I never said that.”

“You implied it,” she counters, becomingly increasingly agitated with ever attempt at placation.

“Listen, if anyone has the right to be angry, it’s me. I am the one that Tarrlok’s policies hurt the most.”

“Really? You?” she sneers, gesturing wildly to his apartment full of luxuries, “Not the kids in the Dragon Flat who will go without hot water and electricity until the equalists, what? Disappear? But yeah, you’re really roughing it with your turtle duck feather pillows.”

“You know that’s not what I meant.” He runs his hand across his temple, an ache blooming behind his left eye because she is being willfully obtuse, and yeah, maybe his thinking is harsh, but at least he’s being realistic.

“Then what did you mean? Because it sounds like you’re willing to justify human suffering as long as it doesn’t directly affect you.”

“That's not fair.”

“I know you’ve been spending a lot of time around equalists, but I didn’t think their character would rub off on you so quickly.”

Silence.

Cruelty is so unlike her. For a moment, he considers that he had heard her wrong, but then the words seep in and he realizes the implication and he can’t stomach it. To even suggest he was no better than an equalist after all they had been through together. It stings more than any water whip she ever aimed at him.

“Are you serious right now?” Until now, they had remained several feet separated, each preserving their own space, but now, he steps closer, voice low and dangerous. “I risk my life everyday for you and Team Avatar’s little vigilante vanity project, and this is the thanks I get?”

“If it wasn’t for this little vanity project, you’d probably be pissed in a bar right now.” 

“It’d be better than this,” he bites back sarcastically, envisioning a smoky room and a comfortable numbness. He had taken for granted how mindless and easy life was before her. At least, it would have been if he could shut his stupid brain off for more than a quick fuck.

“Then you go do that, and I’ll deal with Tarrlok myself.”

“Deal with Tarrlok?,” he sneers, “What, threaten him again? Because that worked so well last time, didn’t it?” His mind flashes to her in the arms of an equalist, swept away to be nothing more than a toy for Amon.

“I won’t go as easy as last time,” she says, and he knows that’s a promise not a threat.

“Spirits’ sake, Korra. You’re a fool if you think you stand a chance against Tarrlok. He’ll have you thrown in jail or exiled from the city if you’re not careful. And Beifong isn’t around to bail you out this time.”

“Lay off,” she protests, shoving her head into her hands and wrapping her fingers into the roots of her hair in frustration. “Stop acting like my dad. You’re not!” Her fingers unfurl from her head, ponytails now askew.

“Believe it or not,” he says, “I’m just trying to look out for you. Something you seem unwilling or unable to do for yourself.”

“I never asked you to do that!” she’s yelling now, loud enough for his neighbors to hear. Despite the implications of the conversation, he can’t bring himself to care because all he can see is red. The walls are red. The cieling is red. The City outside his window burns crimson. The only thing not red is her, an annoying contrast of blue, always blue, too blue.

“Someone has too!” He raises his voice to meet hers, abandoning any facade of decorum.

“And you think you’re that someone?” she asks sarcastically, hand on her hips, leaning in challengingly.

“God, you’re so self centered! That’s not the point-”

“No, it is! If you really hate this job so much, just stop. Go back to doing whatever the hell you want.”

“I-” his brain scrambles for words, for an excuse, but she is insistent on not giving him a moment to think, and the onslaught leaves him feeling flushed and off kilter.

“Stop pretending like this is all there is for you. It’s pathetic. Go back to the library or the swamp. Do anything else! Nobody is forcing you to do this!”

"I swear-”

“If teaching  me  restraint is really that fucking hard on  you,  why not just stop? Cut your losses and-”

“Because I love you!”

He doesn’t mean to say it, isn’t even actively thinking it as the words tumble from his mouth and steal the oxygen in the room. How many nights had he mouthed the phrase, idealized the moment he’d finally have the backbone to mutter it? Selfishly, he wants to take the proclamation back, to hoard it for a moment between raindrops. But the storm is here and there is no running from it. Not anymore.

That shuts her up, mouth agape stupidly as she processes the words. To him, it feels like a weight has been lifted, like months of half truths and what-ifs were suddenly realized. Because even if he didn’t mean to say it, there is a relief to bursting the dam after months of bending against the pressure. He had loved her too long, had loved her even before he knew he was capable of more than just lust, and for so long he had just hoped she could feel the same. He had been too cowardly to break the illusion, not when it was easier to bask in the sunshine of limbo with her. At least now, they would know.

“You’re lying,” she says, after a moment, voice tight. Her body is close enough that he can see the slight tremble of her hands, and he wonder what she would do if he reached out and steadied them.

Instead, he shakes his head

“No you don’t,” she insists, “You like the company and purpose and…”

“I love you.” he says again, gently this time.

“Stop it,” she says, “Stop making this about you.”

He knows she’s in shock, knows that the sentiment has not sunk in for her, but the perceived rejection stings, and he feels his cheeks darken further.

“It’s never been about me,” he says somewhere between anger and sadness now because why can’t she see. His heart is laid bare in front of her, yet she turns her cheek, looks away as if disgusted by it. “Everything I’ve done has been for you.”

“I never asked for that,” she repeats.

“Frankly, I couldn’t give a shit about anyone else in this city. From the moment I met you, I wanted you. I thought after that night on the roof, maybe we’d sleep together and then I’d finally have something to hold over Mako’s head. I didn’t even care if we lost the final as long as I got you. But then I lost my bending and you were so insistent and guilty and it was pathetic until I realized I was just as guilty and I knew I would do anything in my power to be of use to you.”

“Stop-” she protests, shaking her head.

“That night you healed me… I was already too far gone.” His voice is soft now, no fight left in him.

“What do you expect me to do?” she asks quietly, “I can’t ignore this.” 

“Leave this alone; leave Tarrlok alone. I know you, I know your heart is in the right place, but it's too dangeorus. I can't lose you."

 “  I’m sorry, Tahno  ” she sounds distant, arms wrapping protectively around herself. It’s unclear what exactly she is apologizing for: her lack of reciprocation or her need to play hero.

“Please,” he tries one more time, stepping forward to wrap his hand gently around her forearm, as if his touch is enough to convince her. In another universe, he would wrap his arms around her now and hold her back, prevent her from propelling head first into self sabotage, let her implode even if it meant he became a pin cushion for her shrapnel. But he knows she would never want that, that allowing other's to absorb the impact was not in her nature.

She takes a step back, his hand falling stupidly between them, and in that moment, he knows there is no point, she has already decided.

“It’s my job. We established rules for a reason. You said you wouldn’t get in the way of me doing my job. I’m sorry if this upsets you, but I can’t turn a blind eye.”


   Since when has she ever cared about rules? 


“I’m meeting Team Avatar tonight, and we’re going to confront Tarrlok.”

“Do what you want,” he says, resigning himself to take his own step back, the distance between them growing larger with every word, “but don’t bother coming back here when it all blows up in your face.”


   It’s not a threat, it’s a promise. 


“I’ll do you one better,” she says resignedly, “I won’t come back here at all.”

He turns away from her, heart heavy, and listens as she pulls her boots on and unlatches the door, too weak to watch her leave for the last time. She stands in the doorway for a moment, and he wonders if she is looking back at him. The only answer he gets is the gentle click of the latch before he falls to his knees.

  



16. Fealty


    
    The path from Tahno’s apartment to the ferry is innate, traceable with her eyes closed. Naively, she allows her brain to wander even though she should be strategizing because Tarrlok was a force to be reckoned with and Team Avatar would need to be at the top of their game tonight. Unfortunately, her head is elsewhere, her usually clear vision clouded by the unease of things better left unsaid.


   He didn’t mean it. 


Like a mantra, she repeats it over and over. Convinced that repetition somehow begets reality because she is ill-equipped to deal with the revelation that Tahno had just burdened her with. So she tells herself that one of two things must be true. Either Tahno was lying or Tahno thought he was telling the truth. Either way, he didn’t mean it.

She decides it’s likely the latter. Of course he thought he loved her. He admitted to wanting her even before the tournament, before he knew anything about her besides her name and her status. With his bending gone, she was a prize to win, a conquest for his former self, even if the desire was subconscious. Her mother had warned her that a man may someday see her as a solution rather than a woman. Of course, she had scoffed at the thought because what woman wants to be regarded as a metaphor? She was, if nothing else, flesh and blood, and words had always felt useless to her, empty in the face of fists. Yet here she is.

Perhaps she was too harsh to minimize his feelings like that because he had seemed so sincere despite her respondent cruelty. Then again, she imagines it’s quite easy to confuse contentedness for love when the rest of his universe was so capricious. She had given him purpose, or at least a sense of it: normality, routine, and companionship. Things she often felt devoid of, even amongst her own group of friends. She fingers his key in her pocket. A part of her would miss the unremarkable moments, the way they so easily fell into routine, her coat tossed over the kitchen chair, his kettle whistling between skips of records, the quiet midnights of Republic City.

Tomorrow, she will return the key. Tuck it under his mat and disappear because she has made her choice. A choice that was frankly unfair of him to ask of her She’s sure he knew that to some extent, yet he still asked it. She wishes that Tarrlok was a problem she could ethically ignore, but to be the Avatar was to be cursed with morals. At the end of the day, Tarrlok’s assault on nonbenders was bigger than teenage love.

Teenage love?

She hadn’t considered how she would have responded to Tahno’s declaration under different circumstances. If he had meant it,  which he didn’t, perhaps she would have found some of that fondness nestled in her ribs for him as well.

She reaches her destination, and flops onto a bench to wait for the ferry to deliver her friends. Stray snowflakes land on her nose, a sign of storms to come. Too uncomfortable in her skin to be still, her leg bounces against the pavement.

It would be a lie to say the word had never occurred to her at all. Many months ago, when her world had just grown infinitely larger, she had trialed that word alongside her teammates name, fascinated by the soft syllable against the staccato of Mako. Late at night, when the island was awash with the serenade of katydids and the ocean breeze ruffled her curtains like sails, she had imagined his eyes going soft when she finally chanced to say it, the corners crinkled in affection, breath hot against her forehead. In those fantasies, he’d say it back and her stomach would flip over.

But Tahno was different. There was just too much history between them, too much to quantify. Initially, all she could associate with him was guilt. First, it was guilt for kissing him, then for failing to protect him, but as time went on it morphed into something more selfish because deep down, she knows he would not have involved himself in the equalist conflict at all if not for her. For so long, he had maintained becoming an equalist was for his own benefit, but she was no fool, and tonight confirmed her suspicions. She never asked for his service, but he did it anyway. Perhaps that was love?

She doesn’t have time to ponder the question because the ferry is approaching the dock and she resigns herself to compartmentalize those pesky thoughts. She would find time to ponder the meaning of love later, when Tarrlok was dealt with and the city was a little less polarized.

After a short powwow, Team Avatar decides to head straight to the Dragon Flats, assuming Tarrlok’s Task Force will be knee deep enforcing his latest decree. If her friends notice a change in her demeanor, they don’t comment, and she is thankful for that small blessing.

Her love life seems frivolous as soon as she sees the state of the flats, even more so as she watches Tarrlok’s secret police round up peaceful families as if they are nothing but cattle for slaughter. As the trucks fill, she is suddenly a child again, watching a snow leopard caribou devour a seal pup from the comfort of her igloo, acutely aware of her own privilege in a way that makes her wholly uncomfortable.

When a child pleads with her, sticky hands wrapped around her parka, she tries best to help, to offer calm and order and hope- to be the Avatar. But like a snuffed flame, Tarrlok steals her oxygen and suddenly her friends are in the back of a truck, and he is chiding her like a petulant child because -  Hush and be grateful that I’m letting you go, Avatar- and this is nothing like she anticipated. Later on, she doesn’t quite remember drawing the rocks to her hands, only the red in the corners of her vision as Tarrlok stands shadowed by the earth in her hands. It would be easy to crush him, maybe even satisfying to know there would be one less fascist in the world. 

“Go home, Korra,” he warns, jaw clenched in a way that makes his teeth squeak against each other. 

The rocks drop.

Later that night, Tenzin tells her that his hands are tied. Without Beifong to bail them out, her friends would be stuck at the station until their cases could be heard. He assures her that she did the right thing, that it could all be sorted in the morning, but she doesn’t agree. All she managed to accomplish was losing her closest confidant and getting her only friends jailed. When she lays in bed, despite her exhaustion, sleep does not come. 

Selfishly, she wonders if Tahno was awake. She recalls his words-  don’t bother coming back here when it all blows up in your face- and contemplates whether he would consider the events of the past five hours an explosion. It certainly felt more like an implosion if anything, like her world had suddenly shrunk, all the oxygen eaten up in an instant. Suddenly, she feels the urge to reverse the energy. If secret, moon-kissed rendezvous with Tahno were nothing more than a distant memory anyway, she might as well blow some shit up.

Maybe that’s why she braves the storm and ends up at City Hall at far too late an hour, Naga in tow. No longer content to play nice, to feign even the slightest domesticity, she kicks in the Councilman's window, pleased to see he is still in his office, and even more pleased to see the contortion in his face at her arrival. That mousy assistant, the one who’s name she could never seem to remember, recoils at her forced entry, grabbing for documents scattered like confetti in the wind. 

“You and I need to talk,” she succeeds in sounding intimidating, though she can’t help but recall their last conversation in this very office. The malice he felt for her had been so obvious without the glitz of paparazzi intrigue to embroider it. Martyrdom, in his opinion, was her greatest purpose, and she can’t help but wonder to what extent he was willing to go to ensure she fulfilled it.

“You may leave for the night,” Tarrlok says to his assistant, face unreadable.

“But, sir-“ the man starts to protest. He stops as Tarrlok waves his hand dismissively. Perhaps knowing better than to question his boss, he makes a small bow and scuttles out the room, peering nervously at Korra before shutting the ornate door with a thud.

For a moment, the room is still, only disrupted by the grand water wall silhouetting the councilman’s desk and the frantic eddies of snowflakes that follow Korra into the center of the deep blue room. In the background, the wind whistles, harmonizing with the splash of the fountain. It would almost be quaint in an igloo-esque way if not for the palpable discomfort radiating off of both occupants.

“I suggest you go home too, Korra,” he says calmly, leaning back against his desk in mock aloofness. The tightening of his eyes indicates that this is not a suggestion but rather a command.

“Not until you agree to release my friends and reverse this pointless curfew,” she demands. Flames lick her fingers, quick enough to blink and miss, but she manages to catch the nearly imperceptible dart of his eyes and knows the message is understood. 

“It’s the Council’s curfew,” he corrects tightly, “And your friends were breaking the law.” 

“It’s cruel,” she says, taking another step forward, hands balling tightly, “Everybody knows you coerced the council to go along with it. We were only trying to keep you in check.” 

“What makes you think you know more about this situation than I do?” he pushes off the desk now, hands clasped behind his back. “Have you forgotten who has been on the frontlines while you and your friends impede task force business at every opportunity?”

“I tried to play nice with you, Tarrlok,” she crosses her own arms in response, hip jutting out, “I was more than happy to be your little pawn until you decided I wasn’t worth the trouble.”

“You know nothing about this city,” he sneers. She doesn’t like the sight of his teeth, slimy and cold in the candlelight. “You’re a child, and you need to learn your place. Unlike your predecessor, you have no obvious gift for diplomacy, no skills beyond your fists, and we both saw how well that worked against Amon on Avatar Aang Island.” 

As if compelled by his words, her fists are at her sides in an instant. “That’s not fair,” she pushes back, aware of the hypocrisy, “you goaded me into that fight, and Amon played dirty.”

“Do you really think you stood a chance even without his deceit?” he says seriously, “I know you view my treatment of you as cruel, but I was simply expediting the inevitable. No matter how you consider it, there is no end to this conflict that involves your bending intact. The sooner you realize that, the better off you will be.”

A martyr. That’s all she was to him. A sob story to accelerate his cause with no regard for her own health or the global implication of a world without its Avatar. For the second time in a day, she’s a metaphor, and frankly, she’s tired of it.

“I will defeat Amon, “ she says, with more confidence than she feels because she simply has to.

“How?”

“Well, I-” she should have expected the questions, should have an answer already prepared. She’s ashamed that she doesn’t. Her fists loosen. Deflated, her hands fall to her side. She notes the slight curl of Tarrlok’s lips - so obviously pleased by his ability to humble her so easily. Half-baked Avatar with half-baked plans.

“Exactly, you’re aimless,” he pushes himself off the desk now, stepping closer to her, his broader figure easily eclipsing her own. He’s too close, only a few feet away, and she finds herself stumbling back a half step, desperate for some room to breathe that isn’t muddied by his cloying, expensive cologne.

“Team Avatar is practically doing the task force’s job for them at this point,” she tries.

“Team Avatar ,” he repeats mockingly, leaning down at the waist patronizingly, “Is nothing more than a thorn in Amon’s side. Unlike you, I have the power to cripple Amon at his base. Without his followers, he is nothing.”

“Newsflash, Tarrlok,” she growls,”if you ever bothered to talk to any of those nonbenders, you’d see that you’re doing nothing but radicalizing them. They don’t fear you, they hate you.”

“I don’t care what they think of me,” he sneers, eyes widening. The vein in his neck quivers slightly, and she knows she’s struck a nerve. “Tonight, the streets are safer because of me.”

“How can you seriously believe that?” Now it is her that steps forward, up on her toes, in full control of their proximity “You’re doing exactly what Amon wants right now - creating even more division -  and you’re too conceited to even realize it.

“Go home, Korra,” he says commandingly, turning away from her with a sweep of his tailcoat “Learn airbending or not. Frankly, I don’t care. Just stay out of my way.”

“And my friends?” she says again, more forcefully this time.

He doesn’t bother to spare a glance over his shoulder, instead, busying himself resarranging the parchment on his desk. As if it were only the wind that disturbed them in the first place. “Your friends will stay in jail until I see that you are capable of behaving yourself.”

“I can’t believe you’d stoop so low as to threaten me. Tenzin won’t -”

“Is that not what you came here to do?” he interrupts, “To flash your fists at me until I agreed to your demands?”

“It’s not like that.”

“Go home,” he says for the fourth time that night, flashing a dangerous eye over his shoulder.

“You’re no better than Amon,” she snarls.

Something inside Tarrlok breaks. “Very well,” he says coldly, “I’ve tried to play nice with you, Avatar, but you leave me no choice.”

She barely has time to consider his words before he is turning on his heels and sending a barrage of water way. She swerves to avoid his first tidal wave, narrowly, but more are coming, and she finds herself dancing avoidantly, like air, almost subconscious as her body catches up to her brain.

“It didn’t have to be this way!” he yells, each word enunciated by another wave.

She falls to her knees, planting her hands into the ground beneath her, her own tidal wave of earth springing forward and sending him crashing into the water wall. She seizes the opportunity to aim flames at his chest, but he is quick to take advantage of the ample water source, cocooning himself within it - a liquid womb. Steam fills the chamber, the barrage relentless yet she keeps pushing, only faltering when her arms begin shaking dangerously. 

The Councilman is quick to take advantage of her cessation, using the water around him to send ice bullets at a blinding pace. She flips out of the way, dodging a dozen maybe two. She miscalculates and one slices across her side, tearing the fabric of her shirt, a rorschach of blood blossoming from the wound. Her own grunt is drowned out by the continued barrage.

Frantically, she plants her feet in the ground and erects a stone barrier between them as cover before summoning all her strength and ripping the rock wall from behind him. Like a swatted fly, he is flung through the wall of his office and over the bannister of the second floor outlook, barely managing to grab the wrought iron supports, avoiding a tumble down to the main level of the building.

As she emerges from the rubble, she considers what a sight she must be - hair knotted, bloody torso, face caked in dust.

“Still think I’m a half-baked Avatar,” she mocks, as she explodes the earth under his finger, taking great joy in watching him fall to the floor below. For months, she had wanted to get her hands dirty, and it feels good to win, to leave Tarrlok just as powerless as he had left the nonbenders of Republic City. He deserved this, and she deserved to be the one to do it to him. She jumps down after him, allowing the earth to explode around her in a 20 foot radius.


   If it’s a martyr he wants… 


For the first time since she had known him, he looks scared and small and easy to snuff. If she squints her eyes, she can almost pretend it’s Amon,

“What are you gonna do now,” she mocks, enjoying the way he retreats further into the corner of the room, hugging the wall, “You’re all out of water, pal.” Her hands light up and she lunges.

Her body freezes. It takes her brain a minute to catch up because one minute she is moving and the next she is frozen in mid air.

“Wha-”

An animalistic sound escapes her as her limbs bends in on themselves, arms contorting grotesquely, a marionette compelled by nothing but the pull of her own traitorous blood.

Bloodbending.

It was a technique she knew of, had been taught the fundamentals by Katara herself - Katara who had prayed to the spirits that Korra would never encounter it. But this wasn’t right. She could always tell when there was a full moon, could feel her chi grow with the push and pull of the moon. Tonight was not one of those nights.

The thought is cut short by the blossoming pain, her earlier cut all but forgotten. She always imagined being bloodbent would be uncomfortable, mentally more so than physically. Oh, how wrong she had been. Her veins, perfectly sized for their primary purpose, feel stretched beyond their natural capacity, her skin burns from within, like fire ant bites buried beneath her dermis. When she flexes her body in a feeble attempt to break free, every part of her stings red hot. There is no escaping it, no amount of mindfulness or meditation that could mask the pure agony. It is wholly unescapable, and her body responds in kind, guttural moans filling the space between them.

“You’re in my way, Avatar,” he sneers, his fingers flex, nearly imperceptible, and suddenly she is on her knees in front of him, “And you need to be removed.” 

“You’re a bloodbender?” she manages, between gasps, limbs hovering uselessly in the air around her. In her ears, her heart beats loud, deafening, and she wonders how easily Tarrlok could control that too, if he just twitched his finger would she cease to exist?

He wouldn’t do that. Or maybe he would. How would she even know what he was capable of at this point because she had so severely underestimated his willingness to go to extremes?

“Very observant,” he mocks.

“But it’s not a full moon,” she manages, her voice strained, “How… how are you doing this?”

“There are a lot of things you don’t know about me.”

Later, she will remember a moment of weightlessness - a split second of flight - as he relinquishes control of her blood and she is sent careening towards the wall. With a thud, her forehead connects with the ground. Prostrated, she tries to blink away the inky black in the corner of her vision, something wet and warm trailing down her jaw. The last thing she sees before the darkness wins is Tarrlok closing in, a shadowy visage amongst her own wreckage.

.

..

.

Tahno wakes with a start, body lifting from the sheets with incredible force for a man who had just moments ago been floating between realities. It’s too early. Early enough that the sun is still half asleep outside, only a faint speckling of orange along the skyline to indicate it will rise soon. The city is unnervingly quiet, the thin layer of snow absorbing the usual metallic clang.

His pillow is damp with sweat, and he flips it. Attempting to settle in the other direction, but his heart is pounding too fast. When he squeezes his eyes, it’s all he can hear. He wills himself not to think about her, not to worry, but he can see her materializing - blue and red - in the phosphenes. He still loves her. The realization hits him like a Satomobile. He had never pined like this before for anyone, had never wanted someone so bad it hurt to even think about them. Nor had he ever been rejected, not really. Naively, he had hoped he could sleep it off, like a migraine or a hangover. Of course that wasn’t how it worked.

Fuck. He’s so sick of thinking about her.

There’s no point. With a sigh, he abandons the thought of more sleep and roll out of bed, the wood floor uncomfortably cold beneath his feet. He’s supposed to be at at main base at noon today, probably to assist in organizing and executing some low level raids: supply runs and the like. With Korra out of his life, there’s really no reason to keep up the equalist facade though. Besides, the city would be a better place with one less equalist, no matter the context. He decides he should ask for his job at the library back. The work was mindless enough to be numbing and the wage, while meager, was enough to get trashed off of. 

He waits until the sun has crawled its way into the air and pulls on his shoes. The walk to the library is familiar enough that he can shut his brain off, letting his feet follow the spattering of fresh boot tracks on the sidewalk. He doesn’t discern the crowd until he is nearly on top of them, his mind otherwise occupied, but suddenly he is stopped in his tracks. A newspaper stand is surrounded by people whispering excitedly amongst themselves. Maybe Korra and her friends succeeded in trouncing Tarrlok. It’s none of his business.

He makes to walk by, feigning disinterest because he’s done allowing her to occupy the corners of his mind. That is, until he sees a little girl with tear stained cheeks, tugging at her fathers jacket. The man drops to a knee, grabbing her sleeve and using a gloved hand to wipe away the tears. Tahno pauses, watching curiously.

“Daddy,” she sniffles, “What’s Amon going to do to Korra?”


   Amon? 


Barely cognizant of his actions, he is shouldering his way through the crowd towards the surrounded stand. Emerging on the other side, he grabs for the closest newspaper.


   Councilman Tarrlok and Avatar Korra Attacked by Equalists Overnight at City Hall, Avatar Taken  


Below the headline, there is a picture of Tarrlok, arm wrapped in gauze, silhouetted by mounds of rubble. 

He had begged her not to go.

She isn’t his problem anymore. Mere hours ago, she had made it abundantly clear that it wasn’t his job to protect her, that she was more than capable of doing that herself. He could wipe his hands of this once and for all. 

Even as the thought crosses his mind, he knows it’s oversimplified because he could never go back to before her, not really. She would always have the softest piece of him, whether she realized it or not. Maybe that’s why he does something so incredibly dumb and follows his own footprints back home. 

One more day as an equalist couldn’t hurt.

For Korra.
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17. Canyons


    
    
  She dreams of Tenzin and Beifong, except they don’t look like Tenzin and Beifong, or maybe they do. It’s hard to be sure because the dream is blurry and tinged with a haze of blinding white, brighter than even the summer sun reflected off arctic tundra snow. A man with a wolf tail is there. He looks vaguely like a man she had met many years ago, when she too wore a single wolf tail. And then there’s Tarrlok, except not really. This man is older and full of  even sharper angles, but he has the same ponytails, three down his back as his eyes go wide.



  Her brain feels like it is rattling around in her head, colliding with the cage of her skull.  It’s the only thing she can comprehend as she regains consciousness, Tarrlok's (but not Tarrlok’s) face still imprinted behind her eyelids. The act of opening her eyes seems insurmountable, so instead she stretches her fingers one knuckle at a time, afraid of moving too fast and losing it all again. For the first time in her life, her body is no longer safe, it is porous and controllable and weak in the face of bloodbending, and she holds her breath at the revelation as if the oxygen deprivation could protect her. Tarrlok could do whatever he wanted to her: torture her, rape her, even kill her, and her body, although unwilling, would do as he commanded. She wants to believe he isn’t capable of such brutality, but the sting in her veins, his twisted fingerprint, is a reminder of how much had changed in such a short amount of time.



  Her hands ball to fists, fingertips grazing a smooth metal floor. When she finally dares to inhale, the sharp scent of mountain air fills her lungs, balsam and fir and fresh fallen snow. She realizes the rattle in her head is really a rattle of an engine just as the vehicle turns and she is sent rolling into the opposite wall. With a bang, her elbow smashes into a solid mass of metal and she hisses a curse through her teeth, eyes snapping open.



  The darkness is suffocating and it takes her a few blinks to adjust to her makeshift cell. The cargo is lit only by soft moonlight, filtered by frosted glass panels on each wall. She’s freezing, but when she tries to pull fire to her fingers, nothing comes, and for a moment her heart feels like an anchor dropped to the bottom of her stomach. Did Tarrlok already turn her over to Amon? Was it possible to sleep through such a thing? A part of her had hoped the Avatar State would protect her from such a thing, perhaps the thinking was wishful. 
  With considerable effort, she pulls herself to her feet, scrambling for purchase, and finding it in the form of the door handle that she yanks on blindly. Unsurprisingly, it does not give. Through the milky glass she can make out the glowing mass of Republic City fading into the distance, and frantically, she stumbles to the other side of the truck, presumably closer to the driver



  “What did you do to me?” she yells, fist striking the sheet metal. The driver veers right momentarily as if startled to hear her voice. In response, she widens her stance for balance, wondering just how long she had been rag-dolled through the mountains. 



  “Relax, you’re just chi-blocked.” 



  She is relieved for a moment to recognize Tarrlok’s drawl, the relief is short lived as the night floods back to her in unpleasant waves. Even if Tarrlok is the lesser of two evils, he is still evil, and she had never imagined a conversation with him could turn into this. Her friends, all she had wanted to do was save her friends. It was supposed to be simple because Tarrlok was spineless and she was the Avatar, and Tahno was right. 



  Fuck. 



  Tahno was right, and she hates that. Even more so, she hates that she is stupid and impulsive and all too used to finding solutions in her fists, and now she loves him, and he’ll never know. It is not lost on her the silliness of the thought at a time like this, but the revelation serves to piss her off further. Of fucking course Tahno was right.



  “Let! Me! Out!” She screams, each word punctuated by the slam of her already bruised body against the metal walls. If only she had taken Beifong up on those metal bending lessons - not that it really mattered with her chi blocked.



  “I won’t be doing that,” his voice is tight and controlled, but there is an edge to it, an uncertainty, and she wonders how much he had really considered this scenario. Tarrlok had always seemed so calculated, so together, but now, it felt like she was just along for the ride, a casualty for something greater with little to no regard for the broader consequences of his actions.



  “You won’t get away with this,” she yells over the roar of the engine, “When Tenzin realizes we’re both missing, they’ll look for me”



  “They won’t look for you here. Search parties,” he monologues barely audible above the roar of the engine, “are only effective when they’re pointed in the right direction. Suffice to say, I won’t be entirely honest with the details of our meeting tonight.”



  “You’re a coward,” she yells, “ Why don’t you let me out and we can fight fair and square. No tricks, no bloodbending, just me and you.”



  “I may be a coward, but I’m not a fool,” he says grimly.



  “You won’t get away with this,” she says with faux bravado, but her confidence is faltering, and she knows with every mile between her and Republic City, the chances of someone finding her decreases.



  “I already have.” 



  With that, he takes a sharp right and she is sent once again to the floor.



  Without her bending, her circadian clock feels fuzzy. They drive for what feels like hours in silence, her ears popping as Tarrlok zigzags up increasingly steep mountain roads. She pushes herself as far into a corner as she can, arms wrapped around her knees protectively. At some point, the chi block softens and she manages to spark a small flame in her hands, just enough to keep her warm against the bitter chill of the mountains. If they drive long enough, maybe she could ambush Tarrlok, make him think her bending was still blocked and release an onslaught as soon as he opened the trunk. Not long after the fantasy has crossed her mind, the truck is stopping and she knows it’s a futile effort. Her bending is too weak and her body is too tired to attempt an escape. Even if she managed to get away, the mountains would certainly kill her.



  When he opens the trunk, she chooses to preserve her energy, not that he even gives her the opportunity. Before the door has slid open, his bending is gripping her from the inside, her blood stuck in place. Desperate for relief, she tried to relax into his grip, to allow the invasion, but it doesn't help. The feeling is unnatural, inhuman and she writhes against it, her muffled grunts swallowed greedily by the never ending expanse of forest. He hovers her excruciatingly slowly into the small hunting cabin and down a set of stairs. Every moment is agony, every second a betrayal of her own body. Pain is something that is familiar to her, usually so easy for her to ignore, but this is different. She does mental math, adds up the number of players in the probending league, tries to recall what colors they each wore, how many times Bolin spun Asami on the dance floor that night at the jazz club, anything to distract her.



  She doesn’t even register the small platinum cage in the center of the basement room until she is dropped unceremoniously into it. He must expect her to fight because he slams the door shut before releasing his grip on her, but she has nothing left in her. Before the door is even latched, she is collapsing to the floor, a mass of blue fabric and broken ambition.



  “You can’t keep me in this cage forever” she says , pushing herself to her knees, her voice unsteady with exhaustion.



  “No,” he concurs after a moment, “But I need you out of my way until I neutralize the Equalists.”



  “And then what?”



  He hesitates.



  “Then what, Tarrlok?” she pushes again. “Even if you beat Amon, then what? Once people realize what you’ve done, they’ll never let you near the council again.”



  “Be quiet,” he warns, and even though she can’t see him, she’s sure his jaw is a tight, nervous line.



  “Just let me go,” she pleads, trying a different strategy, “let me go and it’ll be like it never happened. I promise I won’t tell anyone. It can be our secret.”



  “City Hall is destroyed,” he chuckles wryly, “You know what I am capable of. I’m too far gone.”



  “Please-”



  “This city just isn’t big enough for both of us. Surely, you must know that by now. I’ve got business to attend to,” he says quickly, and she wonders if she is imagining the edge of panic in his voice. “I’ll be back.”



  “Wait,-!!” she yells, but it’s too late, the door has already clicked shut behind him and she is left bruised and alone with nothing but her own shame to occupy her. The truck starts up outside and she listens to it retreat, the gentle hum of the engine fading until it is indistinguishable from the whistle of the wind. When she is sure he is gone, she runs her hands along the seams of the cage, looking for something, anything, a break or crack - something exploitable - but the construction is quality, and she sinks back to her knees defeated.



  .



  ..



  .



  Tahno’s not supposed to be on this floor. Even camouflaged in the emerald green mask, he is well aware that anonymity will not save him if he is caught. When he got to the equalist’s headquarters, he went straight to the source. Everyone knew the third floor was where all the decisions were made. Normally, he was wise enough to stay far away, lest he draw any unnecessary attention. But today, he doesn’t care if he gets caught because Amon had officially robbed him of the two most precious things he had ever had.



  Korra…He hates her more than anything in the world. Her and her insatiable urge to save the world no matter the personal risk. All he had wanted was for her to love him like he so desperately and pathetically loved her, and all she wanted was for him to give up: on her, on the equalists, on getting his bending back. Yet, here he is, crouched in a cramped janitor's closet with his ear against a door, waiting for someone of importance to wander past him. All for the slim chance of hearing something of use. It’s an hour before anyone bothers to walk by and two before the person is important enough to spark his interest.



  Lieutenant. Tahno recognizes the timber of his voice, hushed into the mouthpiece of a walkie-talkie. He could work with this. Quietly, he tiptoes out the door, just in time to see his mark disappear around a corner. With great care, he trails him, sure to remain just out of sight until the Lieutenant finally disappears behind a heavy, hinged door, noticeably thicker than the rest in the hall. Unable to hide any longer, Tahno resolves himself to leave his cover, pressing his ear against the barrier, hyper-aware of how this would rightfully be perceived by anybody who dared turn the corner. There is fear in the pit of his stomach, but it’s not for himself, fuck it all. It would all be worth it to save her. To see her silhouetted in the soft light of his apartment once more. If she dared come back, he thinks he may never let her leave again.



  “-ere is this information coming from?” The words are muffled, hard to make out amongst the general groans of the old building, and he pushes his ear harder against the door in response.



  “A team of trackers followed the Avatar and Councilman to a remote cabin in the mountains,” the voice of Amon is chilling and unmistakable though the subject of his words is puzzling. 



  “Why would Tarrlok lie about that?” 



  “Perhaps,” Amon ponders, “because he knew Korra would be a better Martyr than Avatar.” He hates the sound of her name, so precious to him, in Amon’s callous voice. It makes him sick.



  “Tonight, we will retrieve her. If Tarrlok is going to smear our public image, we might as well be guilty of the charges.”



  “Yes, sir.”



  “I will come, of course. Gather a team of experienced fighters. We will leave at 22 hundred tonight from the south gate.”



  “Of course, sir.”



  He hears shuffling and prepares himself to dash down the hall.



  “And Lieutenant,” Amon adds, causing both known and unknown onlooker to freeze in their paths, “Please keep this quiet. We may not have the Avatar, but it’s in our best interest to seem as if we do.”



  “Underst-”



  Tahno doesn’t stick around to hear the rest. He is too busy darting down the hall and launching himself down a stairwell. He doesn’t rest until he is back on the first floor of the building, the only place he is technically authorizedto be. He’s pleased to see nobody has batted an eye at his disappearance, perhaps it's the power of the mask, the ability to hide in plain sight.



  From what he could gather from the brief interaction, Amon had made it clear that the Equalists didn’t have Korra.  Well, they didn’t have her yet. But they knew where she was, presumably somewhere with Tarrlok in the mountains. He knows innately that she would never leave willingly with the Councilman, not when her friends were locked up and the city was on the verge of civil war. There is a pit in his chest because no matter how many times he had warned her about Tarrlok, he had always believed that she was stronger. If it had come down to a one-on-one fight, his money was on Korra every time. Korra who was built to brawl, whose entire childhood had been dedicated to physical excellence in every regard. Tarrlok was strong, but he was still little more than a grandiose politician. In theory, Korra wins every time - she's supposed to win. It’s unclear how Tarrlok subdued her, and he tries not to humor his imagination, lest he craft himself new nightmares.



  He doesn’t bother finishing his shift, choosing instead to leave early and go straight to Avatar Aang Island. This information needed to be shared with someone trustworthy, for Korra’s sake, even though he had already decided what he would be doing. He has never ridden the ferry before, only watched it depart with an ache in his chest, but now he imagines how Korra passes the time on the ride. Perhaps, she leans her head back and lets the breeze lift her eyelashes, the salt tickling the inside of her nostrils, and thinks of home. Even though the sea is not home for him, he can pretend. He closes his eyes and imagines vines and tendrils and the gentle drone of dragonflywasp wings. When this is all over, when Amon is nothing more than a bad dream and the Equalists are a lesson rather than a threat, perhaps he will go home, go back to the swamp. He can’t remember the last time he had thought of home, let alone visited. 



  The ground beneath him lurches and his eyes snap open, the green of his fantasy replaced by cold ocean blue once again. He refocuses on the task at hand. He needs to see Tenzin. There will be time for fantasies later. He’s never been to Avatar Aang Island before, so he orients himself on the main winding path and hopes he runs into someone who could tell him where to go. 



  Perhaps it should have occurred to him that he may run into a not so friendly face on the island, but frankly, his mind was elsewhere, strung somewhere on a tightrope between Korra, Amon, and Tarrlok. His day had started with the gut punch of her rejection and had only gotten more sinister. There was terror when he had thought about Amon having her, but at least Amon was known. There was something deeply disorienting and familiar at the thought of her prostrated before him. His motives, while twisted, were clear: destroy and dismantle the bending hierarchy, and Tahno, to some extent understood the argument. Bending was power, and as such was subject to the same politics and cruelty that bred resentment. He himself had benefitted so greatly from it, had cheated and bullied to maintain his prestige. Amon had seen that and used him as an example. That choice, as unfair as it had felt at the time, was in line with Amon’s general philosophy.



  Tarrlok on the other hand was more mystifying. His motives appeared to be power, or rather the perception of it. That’s why Korra was a problem. That much was clear. In comparison, his choice to kidnap Korra and blame the Equalists was both baffling and so poorly considered it felt almost incomprehensible. Tarrlok was surely not dumb enough to think the Equalists would roll over and take the public outrage of a seized Avatar without any of the benefit. Ever since his first rally, the one with the broken ribs and whispered obligations, the one where his life had changed so perilously, Amon had been waiting for his chance to equalize Korra. Tarrlok knew that, had seen how close she was to being lost all those months ago, yet was still so eager now to endanger her.



  Where Amon was boiling - churning and disrupting - Tarrlok had for so long been simmering, lying in wait for his chance for his opportunity to erupt. For someone who had been so patient for so long, kidnapping Korra seemed sloppy, unplanned, and Tahno can’t help but wonder if that was actually the case. Had Korra surprised him? Had there been a fight between them at City Hall? The pictures in the magazine showed rubble and blood, but also bolos and kali sticks. If they had fought, Tahno didn’t doubt that Korra was capable of beating the Congressman one-on-one. Tarrlok was in shape for a forty year old man, sure, but nothing in comparison to Korra. It’s clear that something changed, either Tarrlok had help or he played dirty. Regardless of the circumstances, it seemed likely to Tahno that Korra had backed the councilman into a corner and he had, like a wounded animal, lashed out. Capturing Korra was an act of casual desperation, not premeditated, and somehow that  disturbs him more. What else would the politician be willing to do to maintain the appearance of control?



  He is deep in this train of thought as he turns the corner into a large, sunlit courtyard and scouts the clearing for any signs of Tenzin, only to catch the amber eyes of a firebender glaring at him from across the gravel. Fuck. He had hoped they were still locked up. Mako’s girlfriend is at his side, and Tahno can’t help but think that she’s far too pretty for him as she tugs on the firebender's sleeve, and leans over to whisper something in his ear. Her eyes also catch his, though her gaze is analytical rather than accusatory. Tahno turns away quickly and walks towards the opposite end of the clearing, uninterested in whatever self-serving confrontation Mako surely wishes to engage in. Naively, he hopes the firebender will take his indifference as a sign and leave him be. The island, after all, was open to the public for visitation. He had every right to be here and no obligation to humor her friends.



  “Hey, wait!” He recognizes the ferret’s whiny voice followed by the displacement of gravel and knows he is crossing the clearing in wide steps to catch up. Tahno contemplates ignoring him, content to fake deafness if it means avoiding this, but he knows it’s useless, so he relents to turn around, arms crossed haughtily, and look down the bridge of his nose at the firebender. 



  “What are you doing here?” Mako asks, though it is very clear in the square of his shoulder and twitch of his jaw that it is a demand and not a question. Asami, meanwhile, stands a step behind. Her eyes are still locked on his, just slightly squinted, as she chews on her lower lip as if she was solving a particularly challenging equation.



  “Not even a hello?” Perhaps now is a time to play nice, but he doesn’t know what he’s supposed to say. Asking them to take him to Tenzin, while the most direct route, seemed foolish. Korra had guarded their secrets so viciously to protect him, to leave any room for speculation now seemed disrespectful, but he needed Tenzin, and there wasn’t time to spare. 



  “I’m not in the mood for games today, so I’ll ask one more time. What are you doing here?” He steps closer now, arms crossed expectantly. 



  “I'm looking for Tenzin,” he relents, and in doing so commits to letting a piece of the facade slip. At the end of the day, Korra’s life was more important than any implication his discussion with Tenzin would have.



  He has to ball his fists when Mako has the audacity to laugh, head thrown back mockingly, “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”



  “He’s my Councilman, I have the right to speak with him,” Tahno says through gritted teeth.



  “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but Korra was taken by the equalists last night, “ Mako condescends as if speaking to a disobedient child, “Tenzin has more important things to do than listen to you cry about your unemployment stipend or whatever you're here for. So unless you know something about Korra you should probably leave. In fact, I’d be more than happy to escort you back to the ferry.”



  “It’s about, Korra.”



  There is a noticeable shift in the firebender's demeanor, his body recoils at the mention of her name, his previous restraint forgotten, if only for a moment. It is then that Tahno knows, without a flicker of a doubt, that Mako wants her too, that even with his girlfriend breathing over his shoulder, he is fantasizing about the Avatar.



  “You’re lying,” he says, jamming a finger into Tahno’s chest who, in response, raises both hands in surrender.



  “I’m not, and I need you to take me to Tenzin,” he says cooly



  “What do you know?” Mako demands.



  “It’s none of your business.”



  “If it involves Korra, then it is.” Tahno suppresses a laugh at the thought of the things Mako didn’t know about Korra - every stolen kiss, every secret meeting, every bowl of noodles - all things that he was blissfully unaware of. Selfishly, wonders how he would react if he unearthed them now, how the firebender would handle the reality Korra so methodically hid from him. 



  
    When she’s with you, she’s thinking about me. Always me. 
  



  “I wasn’t aware she had a keeper. Is this like an assistant or boyfriend situation?” he goads,”I just want to know whether or not you’re expecting a tip.” It’s wholly unproductive, but it feels good to poke the wound, to hold something above Mako because if he was Mako, he wouldn’t have been distracted by shiny-haired, green-eyed heiresses.



  “Cute, but it’s not like that,” he bristles, sparing a glance back at his girlfriend.



  “I figured,” Tahno smirks, “I wouldn’t want to be a meal ticket for a street urchin either.”



  “Better an urchin than a liar and a cheater.”



  “Seems like you might be all three,” Tahno says, eyes flicking intentionally to Asami, holding her gaze for just a moment before recapturing Mako’s. Her lips part just barely, the pearlescent shine of her front teeth peeking out from behind rouged lips.



  “What are you trying to say?” The firebender steps forward again, even closer now. They are nearly the same height, eye-to-eye, and Tahno would love nothing more than to knee him in the groin and watch him collapse uselessly. Sure, Korra deserved more than both of them, but God, Mako was insufferable. Every minute they spent arguing was another minute Korra suffered.



  “I’m trying to say, that if you really care about Korra, like actually give a shit about whether she lives or dies, you would swallow your pride and take me to Tenzin right now,” his jaw tight and his tone is sober.



  Asami, who had been quiet since the start of the altercation, finally interjects, “I think he’s telling the truth, Mako.”



  “Fine,” he says bitterly, “We’ll take you to Tenzin. But if you’re lying, I swear I’ll -”



  “I get it. Okay,” Tahno interrupts, disinterested in continuing the conversation. He gets only a huff in response before Mako is shouldering past him, presumably an invitation to follow. The firebender keeps several strides ahead, not bothering to look back to make sure he is behind. Asami, though, walks next to him, and while he tries to keep his gaze forward, he can see her sneaking glances at him from the corner of her eye. 



  “Do I have something on my face?” he says directly, though not unkindly.



  “No,” she blushes, “I’m sorry, I-” she takes a second to collect herself, tucking a loose curl behind her ear, “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Asami Sato.”



  Everyone knows who she is - heiress to the Sato fortune, Republic City’s most coveted bachelorette. Nevertheless, he nods politely at the introduction but does not offer his own in return. When she speaks again, it is softer, no doubt meant only for his ears.



  “I’m sorry about your bending. You really didn’t deserve that. No doubt my father had a hand in orchestrating it.” There is a sourness in the last sentence, remnants of a wound left picked raw.



  “There is nobody to blame except Amon,” he replies, “And even then, it won't fix anything.”



  “Korra is trying to. Fix you, that is.” 



  He sucks in a gentle puff of air. Of course she was. He was, at the core, a project for her, a win. Half of him wants her to succeed because he has never stopped missing the moon in his chest or the tides at his finger, but the other half fears what will become of her if she does. There is a part of him that wanders if she would like him nearly as much if he was whole. They had kissed only once before the championship, and even then, it wasn’t because she cared for him. No, at the time, she had so desperately wanted Mako, had come to the gym that night with the intention of spiting her teammate. Tahno could have been anyone.



  “What’s done is done,” he says resolutely, “If Korra thinks she can change it, she’s foolish.”



  “Avatar Aang could take bending away. Did you know that?” He did. “Who’s to say Korra can’t learn to give it back? She’s been meditating on it.”



  “Are you and Korra close?” He changes the subject.



  “I wish we were closer. She’s just so busy, you know? Plus, she spends so much time in the city these days.” She crosses her arms behind her back, linking them at the wrist before angling her body towards his and saying, “Do you ever run into her?”



  It’s his turn to blush now, covering it with a cough into the crook of his elbow. Somehow, Asami was too pretty for Mako and also too smart for him. Had he said something too honest or had Korra confided in her? Regardless, he didn't like the direction this conversation was heading, not when Mako was within earshot and very obviously pretending not to listen.



  “You said it yourself,” he shrugs, “she’s busy.”



  Asami gives him a knowing smile, but drops the subject as Mako leads them through the entrance of a large temple. Together, they make their way up a set of stairs and into a plainly decorated office. Tenzin sits behind a wooden desk, speaking quietly into the mouthpiece of a telegraph. At the sight of the odd trio, he mumbles a quiet apology to the person on the other end and hangs up. It occurs to Tahno that he and Tenzin have never officially met and suddenly he feels awkward for barging in so unceremoniously.



  “What can I do for you kids?” he asks seriously, nothing but the bags under his eyes to betray his complete exhaustion.



  “It’s Tahno,” Mako replies, jerking his head over his shoulder in the ex-probenders general direction, “He says he knows something about Korra.”



  Tenzin’s eyes widen. “Please, leave us to discuss.”



  “If it’s about Korra, we deserve to know too,” Mako objects. He had obviously anticipated that Tenzin would allow them to stay, and the disappointment is written on his face.



  “If I believe Tahno’s information is credible, I will share it with you kids,” Tenzin replied without a hint of exasperation, “Please, just give us five minutes.”



  Reluctantly, Mako bows, backing out of the room with Asami in match step. 



  Tenzin gestures for Tahno to sit across the desk from him, pouring him a cup of hot tea from an ornate pot. Tahno accepts the drink with a slight bow of his head.



  “Do you have news from the equalists? Is Korra alright? Has Amon taken her bending?” The onslaught of questions makes clear the Councilman's love for Korra, and he feels sick to his stomach at the news he is about to share.



  “The equalists don’t have Korra,” Tahno says solemnly.



  In response, a furrow forms between Tenzin’s brows. “How do you know this?”



  “I eavesdropped on a conversation between Amon and Lieutenant. The Equalists never ambushed City Hall.”



  “Why would Tarrlok lie about that?” Tenzin pushes.



  “Because Tarrlok took Korra.”



  “That’s impossible,” Tenzin says, shakin his head, “Tarrlok may be unctuous, but kidnapping the Avatar would be political suicide.”



  “I didn’t believe it either, but Amon said the equalists have tracked him and Korra back to a cabin in the mountains.”



  “What is Tarrlok hoping to gain from this?” Tenzin asks gravely.



  “Maybe Tarrlok thinks he can make her a martyr. Amon is unhappy to be taking the flack of this scandal without any of the reward,” Tahno says. He feels slimy saying it, even though he is just rehashing the conversation he heard earlier. “They’re going to ambush her tonight.”



  “This is deeply disturbing news,” Tenzin says, worrying his beard with his left hand, “we must go to City Hall and confront Tarrlok at once. Perhaps, we can convince him to concede and return Korra to us.”



  He hadn’t planned on an outing with Team Avatar this afternoon, but suddenly, he is being filed onto a ferry alongside Tenzin, Bolin, Mako, and Asami. Tenzin had shared the news of Korra’s true kidnapper with the group, though he had chosen to leave out the primary source of the information as well as Amon's plan to ambush the cabin later that night. He had implored them to trust that Tahno’s information was credible but had left it at that. In return, Tahno had avoided their stares and questions, choosing instead to lean against the railing and watch the sun sink lower in the sky feeling like an imposter amongst a group of heroes.



  They meet Beifong at the dock and march to City Hall with purpose. He wants to punch Tarrlok the moment they see him, and even more so when he opens his smarmy little mouth.



  “These accusations are ridiculous, Tenzin! Do you even hear yourself speaking right now? I already explained, the Equalists attacked us and took her.”



  There is a second where Tahno questions whether he misunderstood. Perhaps, there was some other meaning to decipher within Lieutenant and Amon’s conversation. Naturally, he wouldn't have shared it if he had any doubt of the truthfulness, but hearing it said aloud, he realizes how absurd this whole thing seems.



  “You planted the evidence and blamed Amon,” Tenzin pushes again, “There were no Equalists here last night, were there?”



  “Whoever told you this,” Tarrlok’s eyes rest on Tahno for a moment too long, “Is surely mistaken. Korra and I were discussing the release of her friends when the Equalists ambushed us. Whatever conspiracy you’re looking for in this is nothing more than tabloid drama.”



  “It’s true,” a voice calls from up in the rafters, and Tahno turns to see a mousy little paige cowering behind a pillar, “I was here when Avatar Korra arrived last night, but Councilman Tarrlok ordered me to leave. I was leaving when I heard a commotion and saw Councilman Tarrlok take the Avatar to the garage. He took her!”



  “That’s nonsense. You’ve always been a squeaky voiced liar!” Tarrlok fires back, pupils wide with rage.



  “Why did you wait until now to say something,” Beifong demands.



  “I was terrified to tell because-,” the small man hesitates, eyes darting between the ex- Police Chief and the crooked Councilman, “Because Tarrlok is a bloodbender! He bloodbent Avatar Korra.”



  Last night wasn’t a full moon. Even though he can’t feel its pull anymore, his circadian clock knows. Last night was a quarter moon. 



  “That’s impossible,” he says aloud, the thought so disturbing it could not be contained to his mind.



  He sees Tenzin tense and crouch into  a defensive position, followed by Beifong and suddenly they are all ready to attack.



  “Don’t make this worse for yourself,” Tenzin warns, “Tell us where you have Korra.”



  Tarrlok twitches and suddenly Tahno’s body is not his anymore. Like dominoes, he watches his peers fall, one by one, fighting to stay conscious. The last thing he sees before his head hits the floor, is Tarrlok’s inky pupils, far too big for his eyes, then there is nothing, only black.



  He is shaken awake by Beifong, his head still ringing. It’s hard to know how long they were all out, but the sun is noticeably lower and he knows there is no chance of tracking Tarrlok now. He sits up slowly, cradling his skull.



  “You okay, kid?” She asks, handing him a canteen. He nods and watches the rest of the group rouse, Tenzin supporting Bolin to his feet, Mako running his fingers along Asami’s back. With great effort, he blinks the dust out of his eyes and pushes himself to his feet. When he trusts his body to support him, he crosses the room and stands face to face with Tenzin.



  
    “Plan B?”
  
  

  



  



18. Echoes


    
    
  For Tahno, Plan A had always been saving Korra: no matter the personal risk, no matter the physical toll - her continued existence was paramount, always. Months ago, he had begged the universe to use him, to allow him to be of service to the Avatar, so perhaps deep down this is what he had wanted - an opportunity to prove himself. Confronting Tarrlok at City Hall was not his Plan A; in fact, he had never even considered it a feasible plan at all, afraid that the forewarning would give Tarrlok the opportunity to bolt and take Korra Spirit’s know where. He hates that he was right. If it were up to him, he would have trailed Amon to Tarrlok and… 
  Well, it was unclear what he would find, but in his fantasy, he saved her and apologized even though he was right. It was as much of a plan as he was an equalist, but somehow it had felt right. 



  Tenzin, comparatively, was far more prone to conservatism. He had unequivocally refused to allow Tahno to throw himself into danger without at least attempting negotiation. The Airbender in him demanded reconciliation, peaceful progress, avoidance of bloodshed no matter the risk, and Tahno had acquiesced, reluctantly accepting his own fragmentary fantasy as a Plan B. He had hoped Tenzin was right, that Tarrlok, once faced with the reality of the mess he had created, would accept his own self-inflicted punishment, that he would take them to Korra peacefully. The bloodbending was a variable that none of them could have anticipated though it explained so much. Korra was stronger than Tarrlok, she was younger and angrier and in every sense more capable, but Tarrlok had tricked her. 



  Bloodbending, even a hundred years after its advent, was considered too taboo a subject to discuss. When he was a teenager, perhaps 12 or 13, an older boy in his village had whispered to him about it in a way that made it sound glamorous and important. The casual cruelty of teenage hormones drew him to the riverside on the night of the next full moon where he attempted the technique on an unsuspecting field mouse whose tiny body had twitched and seized in his grasp. The power was too much, too corporeal, and even then with a half developed brain, he knew it was not a gift man was meant to possess. He had never done it again. The memory still makes him sick, wedged somewhere in the darkest parts of his subconscious, and now he is plagued by the image of Korra as that mouse, origami’ed in the space between himself and river rapids.



  Until today, he had never been bloodbent, but the experience did nothing to ease his guilty conscience. To lose control of his own body so fully was horror beyond any comprehension, and Tarrlok had wielded that power so casually, without even the bolster of a full moon to amplify it. That level of control, that understanding of human anatomy and inadequacy, was not natural, it was learned, nurtured, practiced, and Tahno wonders how many hundreds of field mice Tarrlok had tortured, so many, perhaps, the brutality had lost all weight.



  Plan B was simple really. Plan B was following Amon in equalist attire and saving Korra, no matter what. Plan B was simple on paper. Beifong lends him a motorcycle and a walkie talkie, Tenzin and Team Avatar would be patrolling the foothills for any sign of Korra or Tarrlok. Tahno’s contribution was more fluid, less defined. Following Amon was one thing, being of any use once they got to their destination was another. That is a bridge, he supposes, he will cross when he gets to it.



  He’s not sure what Tenzin tells the others, frankly it doesn’t even matter, their opinion was irrelevant at this point, and there is a pit of his stomach that thinks he may not be coming back. Before he departs, Tenzin shakes his hand with a graveness that feels awfully close to a goodbye.



  “Many years ago, there was a bender in the city, not unlike Tarrlok. His name was Yakone. I believe Tarrlok may share lineage with him.”



  He nods, his mind elsewhere. Frankly, it didn’t matter to him who Tarrlok’s father was, lineage or not, Tarrlok was capable of cruelty beyond his wildest dreams. Whether or not he learned from his father was of little use to him.



  “My father, Avatar Aang,” he continues, unaware of Tahno’s internal monologue, “removed his bending and saw to his imprisonment. He escaped many years after but was never seen again. I wouldn’t be surprised if Tarrlok was raised with this Vendetta against the Avatar. Do not underestimate this hatred.”



  "I'll bring her back" he says dazedly.



  “Please, be careful, Son.”



  .



  ..



  .



  It’s impossible to know how long she had slept, curled on the floor of the cage like a cat, but from the ache in her back and the pounding in her head, she knows it’s been several hours. The basement, windowless, offers no respite from the disorienting darkness and she wonders if somebody is looking for her yet. Of course, Tenzin would know that she never came home, but it’s unclear what Tarrlok had up his sleeve to explain her disappearance coupled with the destruction of City Hall. She would be foolish to think anybody would be able to find her so many miles from the city even without all the disinformation he was sure to be sowing.



  She pulls herself upright, groaning at the sensation of brain colliding with skull. She’s so thirsty her tongue sticks to the roof of her mouth, no spit left to swallow. Of course Tarrlok didn’t leave her any water, one of the drawbacks of being a waterbender in a captive situation. Katara had told her the inventor of bloodbending had done so while confined without water. It feels almost ironic. At least with her bending back, she can summon a small flame in her hands, the warmth loosening her tight limbs.



  Illuminated by her flames, she makes one final attempt to survey the cage: windowless save for a handful of bars abridging the roof. She stands and jumps, looping her hands around the bars, dead-hanging from the top of the cage. WIth great effort, she flexes her muscles, pulling as hard as she can on the platinum. It’s desperate and futile and after a moment she falls to the floors newly exhausted. Okay, so escape was not an option, but neither was sitting around and waiting for Tarrlok to tell her when she’d be allowed to leave. 



  
    What would Tenzin do?
  



  She’s not sure where the thought comes from, but she knows the answer even before the question is fully formed. Maybe that’s why she lowers herself back to the floor and crosses her legs and meditates. 



  With no light or sound exposure, time feels different, it passes with no discernible meaning, nothing but the rhythmic four counts of her breathing to tether her to the present.



  In. 



  1, 2, 3, 4.



  Hold. 



  1, 2, 3, 4.



  Out. 



  1, 2, 3, 4.



  Rinse and repeat.



  Again and again.



  Over and Over.



  Seconds. Minutes. Hours. Until.



  In. 



  The floor rocks, the gentle sway of a boat on the open ocean.



  Hold.



  A bell rings in the distance, barely audible above the deafening silence.



  Out.



  Phosphenes merge, fireworks of white and green behind her eyelids.



  She is in City Hall, at least she is seeing City Hall, and she’s not alone. She recognizes the figures from her previous dream: Tarrlok, Tenzin, Beifong, and Pony Tail Guy. They are clearer now, no longer blurry amongst the scenery, and it takes her only a moment to realize her mistake. Aang and Toph, not Tenzin and Beifong, huddle in a corner, whispering amongst themselves with Katara’s brother, Sokka, only a step behind. She had met him a handful of times at various Southern Water Tribe events, granted he was much younger in this memory. 



  Is this a memory? If this is a memory, it isn’t hers. Everyone is looking through her, except for Aang. Aang who turns and makes eye contact and nods softly, though a moment later the gesture feels imaginary because he is back to talking to his peers.



  The man she had assumed was Tarrlok sits behind a table, an audience - no, a jury - congregated behind him. He is clearly not Tarrlok. Despite sharing the three ponytails, the figure in front of her is taller and broader and dirtier, a pair of handcuffs wrapped around his wrists. Time lurches and suddenly Aang and Sokka are seated with the rest of the council. A woman stands before them.



  “Bloodbending, as we all know, is a very rare and physically challenging skill. There are no known instances of it being performed outside of a full moon by even the most talented of waterbenders. Master Katara herself would not even be capable of such a feat,” the lawyer, she presumes, gestures towards the ponytailed man, “There have been dozens of accusations leveled against my client. Not one of these accusations occurred during the full moon. If the jury truly believes my client is the greatest waterbender to ever live, then convict him. If there is any doubt about that, the jury must see fit to let my client walk free.”



  The jury lurches, reacting to the testimony. After a moment, Sokka stands.



  “Yakone, would like the jury to believe such bending feats are impossible. Why, it was once considered impossible to bend metal until our own esteemed chief of police did the impossible 20 years ago. In fact, I once bested a man with my trusty boomerang that could explode things with just his mind. Incredible benders are everywhere, and I think Yakone just may be one of them who has chosen to use his extraordinary ability to terrorize and extort the good people of Republic CIty.”



  The courtroom shuffles again, now Aang stands in front of the council, a piece of paper in hand. “The Jury finds Yakone guilty of all 31 charges. Each charge carries a minimum sentence of 10 years to be served consecutively,” Aang’s voice is solemn but decisive. The man - Yakone - rises as a dozen guards cross the courtroom to take him away. They never make it to him. His eyes widen, just like Tarrlok’s had the previous day - pupilless and wobbly - and suddenly the guards are stopped in their tracks, next is the jury and Beifong and Sokka. Each one falls, a heap on the floor. All but Aang who grits his teeth against Yakone’s power



  The bloodbender approaches, lifting the Avatar further into the air.



  “You won’t get away with this Yakone,” he says, body trembling like a cherry leaf about to fall.



  “Republic City is mine, Avatar,” Yakone says in a grovel voice, “And I’ll be back to claim it.”



  Yakone throws the airbender into the stairs, a heap of orange robes amongst the brown of the courtroom. Even though she knows this is not how the story ends, she still holds her breath, watching and waiting for Aang to get back up even as Yakone exits the room and hijacks a cart. When the Avatar rises, no more than 30 seconds later, his eyes glow blue for just a moment, and she watches as he catapults himself after Yakone on an airball. She flies alongside him through the streets of the city, watching as he severs Yakone’s Ostrichhound from the cart. He is sent flying, tumbling to a halt in the middle of the street. Before Aang can capitalize on the vulnerability, Yakone is bloodbending him once again.



  She had just watched Yakone bloodbend a room, and to see him focus all that raw power on only one subject was both awe and terror inspiring. Aang, despite being a fully realized Avatar, falters against the attack, head neck rolling and body quivering. That is until he blinks and she witnesses the full power of the Avatar State before her.



  “I’m taking your bending, for good.”



  If Yakone had inspired awe, Aang inspires something much more profound as he touches his thumb to Yakone’s head and throws his own back like he is talking to the Spirits. 



  It’s the last thing she sees before her eyes shoot open and she is back on the platinum floor. Subconsciously, she reaches up and touches her face, surprised to feel a thin map of tears laid across her cheeks.



  “I understand, Aang.”



  She’s still half high from the vision when someone bursts through the door; not naive enough to believe she’s been saved, the logical part of her brain is relieved to hear Tarrlok’s voice instead of Amon’s.



  “You’ve ruined everything,” he sneers.



  “It’s over, Tarrlok,” she says, pulling herself to her feet with renewed sense of endurance, “I know who you are. You’re Yakone’s son.”



  He pauses, silent for a moment, and she wishes she could see his face now, warped with anger at the realization that after so many years, so many lies, she knew exactly who the crooked Councilman was.



  “My father,” he says finally, “Thought he could rule the city from its underbelly. I knew better. I played the game, I paid my dues, everything was going according to plan,” his hand strikes the outside of the cage and she stumbles back into the wall, “until you showed up and destroyed it all.”



  “The jig is up,” she says again, louder this time, “Let. Me. Go.”



  “If I’m going down, I’m taking you with me,” he laughs, the sound sending a chill down her back. Tarrlok was broken, calcifying in front of her, nearly unrecognizable.



  “I’m not going anywhere with you,” she declares.



  “You don’t have a choice.”



  He digs in his pockets for the keys and she pushes herself into the corner of the box, flames already at her fingers. They both freeze when the door upstairs is kicked open with a loud crash. She holds her breath. Someone noticed she was gone, someone followed Tarrlok, they’re going to save her. The keys fall to the ground outside her cage with a crash and Tarrlok curses under his breath.



   “Be quiet,” he warns as he creeps up the stairs, “or I’ll make sure whoever was stupid enough to follow me, never wakes up again.”



  She hears the door open, feels the shift in air pressure as the mountain wind whips into the basement. There is a moment of blissful hope, of childlike optimism, a moment that is fully and completely squandered by the sound of Amon’s voice booming from the first floor. Panicked and trapped still, there is nothing she can do but listen. First to Amon’s footsteps, steady initially - one, two, three - then faltering, the briefest stumble as Tarrlok attempts to immobilize Amon just as he had done to her, but to her surprise, the setback is momentary. As if pulled by a force beyond her own understanding, Amon moves closer to Tarrlok. The next sound she hears is the thud of knees hitting the floor, and she knows innately that Tarrlok would not be an obstacle anymore.



  .



  ..



  .



  Tahno keeps his distance, suited up to blend in.  Covertly, he lurks around the shadowed rear of the cabin until he is situated near the leftmost  living room window. From there, he watches the conflict from the exterior. With paralyzing fear and equally affecting fascination, he observes Amon walk right through Tarrlok’s bloodbending, recalling how suffocating a sensation it had felt only a few hours ago. At least that took care of Tarrlok, his body now nothing more than a blue heap on the floor.



  Korra’s in the basement, but he’s not sure how he’s supposed to get to her because Amon is throwing Tarrlok over his shoulder and barking orders at a half dozen Equalist’s, Lieutenant included. He could follow them down, attempt a sneak attack while their backs were turned, but if he failed, that was it for both of them. Perhaps he could create a diversion, throw a flashbang into the truck and hope to buy enough time to get her out himself, though he is not convinced Amon or Lieutenant would be dumb enough to leave her alone when they were this close to capturing her for real. He’s frantically combing through possibilities when he sees the shadow of flames light up the basement stairs, and he realizes, with great relief, that she has bested Lieutenant once again. 



  He rounds the side of the building towards the front door, directionless, to find himself mask to mask with Amon who stands a mere 10 meters away at the mouth of a truck, head just slightly tilted in confusion at the unaccounted for Equalist looking back at him. They are regarding each other as Korra bursts through the door, an electric wave of blood red and blue. Startled for a moment, Amon’s gaze leaves Tahno, but in a split second, he is reacting, dropping Tarrlok’s limp body and hurling his own at Korra at a nearly inhuman speed. She is just a few steps in front of a masked Tahno; he must catch the corner of her eye because she turns and stumbles back a step, eyes wild with terror as she falls backwards into the snow, and he knows this bleak image of her will be burned into his retinas until he dies, maybe even longer. 



  Plan A was saving Korra.



  No matter what.



  “RUN!”



  Tahno’s body, one moment stationary, is suddenly, mindlessly, and stupidly in front of Korra’s just in time to collide with Amon. Tahno an immovable object, and Amon an inhuman force. His shoulder hits Tahno first, digging into the space between his ribs, and he feels the air evacuate his lungs in one painful gust. It’s impossible to know what Amon is thinking, face shrouded by painted ceramic, but Tahno knows his interference was unexpected, or maybe miscalculated, by the way the leader stumbles back a pace, mask just slightly askew. It makes him look terrifyingly human. Turning just slightly, he catches Korra's eyes. There is confusion there, but it lingers for only a second as she processes the scene in front of her, her eyes bouncing between Tahno and Amon, both masked.



  “Korra,” he yells, and her eyes snap to his, widening with panicked recognition, “run!”



  .



  ..



  .



  She watches as Tahno turns his attention to Amon, who is looking between herself and Tahno quizzically. Tahno uses the confusion to his advantage, throwing his body shoulder first into Amon, driving his back a few steps before aiming his fist at the space below his jaw. The hit misses, merely skating across his neck, and he ducks to narrowly avoid a retaliatory blow at his shoulder. 



  He never wanted to see her again. He had said so without hesitation mere days ago. He’s supposed to be at home, safe, better without her constantly putting him in harm's way, but here he is, in harm’s way once again, and all she can do is look stupidly at him and wonder how he expects her to react.



  She is starving, broken, physically and mentally drained, and she can’t leave him. She can’t, but even as she pulls herself shakily to her feet, she knows she cannot save him either. Her body feels sluggish, her adrenaline entirely spent on bruises that are still in the process of blossoming. Even if she were at her physical peak, Amon is not a fight that would be easily won; even so, abandoning Tahno, the man she thinks maybe she might love, so callously feels evil. She supposed to save him like he had so countlessly, so thanklessly saved her, but here they are, once again face to face with Amon, and she just can’t do it: too weak, too unstable, too fragile.



  As if in slow motion, the men brawl and she watches and her body feels rooted in place until Amon, after hitting Tahno with a nasty blow to the back of the knee, turns and looks right at her. He takes a step forward, and she backs up an equal distance, pulling flames to her fingers. Suddenly, Amon’s body goes taut, shaking in it’s place and she sees Tahno jabbing a kali stick into his heel from his place on the ground. 



  She makes her choice, sending a column of rock at the now dazed Amon before racing forward to haul Tahno off the ground.



  “I’m not leaving you.”



  She’s dragging him behind her now, heart in her throat, towards the edge of the cliff, and without thinking, she is jumping. Her hand is in his, ready to dive into the unknown together. Neither of them turn back. They don’t see the electrified net racing towards Tahno’s feet until it is too late. His hand slips from hers, his feet wound in the webbing. The last thing she sees before she is racing down the mountain alone, is the emerald green of his mask staring back at her as he is heaved away.



  She cannot save him.


  



19. Redemption


    
    
  Every fiber of her being wants to go back, but entropy forces her forward, avalanching down the mountain with nothing but blind terror and the knowledge of what she was abandoning.
  
     He’ll be okay
  
  , she lies to herself, dodging a tree, 
  he has to be okay because what was she supposed to do with her guilt if he’s not.
   It’s her final thought before she is sent catapulting over a fallen branch, her body a projectile, rolling down the slope with terrifying velocity until suddenly her spine is snapped against a trunk, and her world goes dark.



  She feels a warm breath on cheek, and she opens her eyes to Naga silhouetted in the moonlight in front of her. The polarbear dog whines and wedges her snout between Korra and the snowy ground beneath, and with the last of her strength, she grips the harness and hauls her body upwards. She can’t remember the last time she was this cold, the tips of her fingers like icicles, and she buries her hands into Naga’s fur for warmth as they descend blindly down the mountains, her companion leading the way.



  “Good girl, Naga,” she whispers, burying her nose into the nape of her neck, feeling simultaneously safe and mournful. She had left Tahno behind, she had failed. Amon had once again won, and all she can muster herself to do is cry exhausted tears at all that she had so unceremoniously lost. They had been on that cliff together; he had jumped alongside her with blind trust, and she had failed him. The scene plays over and over behind her eyes, and she finds herself imagining his face behind the mask, wondering whether to feel grateful or regretful that she didn’t get to see it just one more time. Regardless, she knows she will not forget it, that every nightmare will somehow lead back to that moment from here on forward, and she is powerless to stop it.



  Their journey back to the city is minutes or hours, it’s hard to be sure because she is in and out of consciousness, too weak to pretend to be strong. Still, she hears the bison land before she sees it, the wind current from the slap of its lumbering tail lifting the ends of her hair.



  “Korra!” It’s Mako’s voice, familiar and panicked, followed by the thud of boots hitting ground, and she lifts her head weakly to see him running towards her. The first thing she feels is relief, real and visceral as it floods her chest because against all odds, she is alive, she is here and breathing and by some miracle still the Avatar. The feeling is short lived, squashed by the recognition that there was no miracle at play, only Tahno. Without Tahno's sacrifice, without his selflessness in the face of her stubbornness, she would be fodder for Tarrlok or Amon’s cause.



  Mako’s arms are around her, warm and human and kind, and she can’t help but collapse into him, into his familiarity and musk, and for a moment she lapses, her brain exhausted and fried from the 24 hours prior. The moment is brief, replaced by suffocating panic, and she forces her body vertical, hands wrapped around Mako’s scarf for support.



  “We need to go back,” she says, “please, we need to go back. Amon…” The words come out slurred, frantic, unrecognizable, and his gaze softens, a sadness sneaking into the corners of his eyes.



  “Hey,” he shushes, pulling her closer, “it’s okay, you’re safe now. Relax, Korra.”



  She can tell that she's not making sense, but the words are begging for release, for somebody to hear them, “Amon took him, Mako, he took Tahno. I tried to save him, but …” He tenses a little but does not let go or slow down, hauling her onto the back of the borrowed bison and propping her up carefully in the saddle before pulling off his coat and draping it over her torso. “I can’t leave him behind.”



  “The police are all around the mountain,” he says, soothingly, “nobody will get past them. I promise.”



  She shakes her head in dissent because Amon is not just somebody, and Mako knows that. Amon will kill Tahno, and that weight, that tragedy, will be entirely on her conscience, so why can't he understand that they need to go back right now. She's about to protest, to voice the concern, but Mako intercepts the dissent, putting a cup to her lips. Obediently, she drinks; the warm, sweet tincture coats the insides of her cheeks, and settles like a weight in her stomach, a warmth radiating from her core to the very tips of her fingers and toes.



  “It’s going to be okay,” he says softly, brushing her matted hair out of her eyes pensively, “rest now.”



  There is nothing left in her to revolt, no more reserves to fight with, the medicine numbing the dull ache in her chest, and she allows herself to collapse into it, muscles relaxing all at once, somewhere between falling and flying.



  .



  ..



  .



  Tahno's feet fly out from underneath him. The last thing he sees before his chin is smashed against the ground, is Korra, tinged emerald green, retreating into the mountain, a plume of snow in her wake, and he knows nothing else matters, not really. He had finally beat Amon at something that mattered. The joy, the relief is replaced by pain as the net electrifies and he feels his body tense against his will, breathing out raggedly through his nostrils. He was no stranger to electricity, they trained with small amounts to know what it felt like, but this is different and he remembers seeing Korra electrocuted once, a lifetime ago and thinking he knew what it felt like. He didn’t.



  The current stops, and his muscles relax, relieved to no longer be tensed. Unconsciously, he feels himself slump further into the snow, nothing more than deadweight being dragged closer and closer to the cabin: a tranquilized pig for slaughter. It was worth it, he thinks, even as he is pulled to his knees and prostrated sacrificially at Amon’s feet, just like the night of the tournament, just like in every nightmare since. Amon’s hand hovers in front of him, and he shuts his eyes tight, the memory still too acrid to stomach even in the wake of everything that tragedy had given to him. 



  The cool mountain air hits his eyelids, the moisture on his skin condenses into beads of sweat that drip off the tip of his nose and freeze before they ever hit the ground, and he opens his eyes. The first thing he notices is Yue watching over him, constant and undimmable in the sky, but she is immediately eclipsed by Amon, whose mask is suddenly so close Tahno can see the shocking blue of his eyes behind the cavities. Eyes like Korra, like the ocean, frozen.



  “Just a neutered wolfbat,” Amon scoffs before his boot is striking Tahno across the temple, and his vision goes inky black.



  He dreams of her next to him, wrapped around him, wedged in the spaces between his atoms, passing through him and materializing somewhere behind his back. When he turns to see her, she is gone.



  The ringing in his ears wakes him up before the turbulence does, and he blinks through the spots in his vision to see he is in the bed of a rickety cargo truck. His wrists are bound together and secured to a platinum hand rail above his head. His jaw clicks and he suspects it is bruised bright purple from the fall and subsequent boot to the face, but his only confirmation of that is the dull ache stretching from his chin to his temple.



  Across from him, still very much unconscious, is a heap of dark blue robes and ponytails, also restrained in a similar fashion. Tarrlok’s body shifts violently with each turn of the truck, shoulders twisting unnaturally to accommodate the handcuffs above his head, and Tahno considers taking pity on the man and prodding his toe into his ribs, but decides against it; besides, what made Tarrlok so special. Tahno was not shuttled to a secondary location after being equalized, he was left like a dog on the streets. There is a pang of ridiculous jealousy and he feels silly for even humoring it.  He leans his head back, feels the rattle of the cargo on the top of his skull and rests.



  Amon would surely kill him. He was already equalized, his life was the only thing left to take  Though, he would probably be tortured for any scraps of potentially useful information first, not that he would give the Equalist’s anything of use. He would be useless, and then he would be gone, returned to the Spirit’s or the Ocean or the Earth. Frankly, it didn’t matter to him. Gone was gone and stories were just stories. Sure, Yue turned into the moon but he’d just as well be a crashed wave, returned to nothingness and the potential of somethingness someday. Naturally, he had considered the possibilities. On nights Korra was too busy to play house with him, he would sometimes lay on the couch and watch the moonbeams arc across his ceiling, paralyzed by his own thoughts of death and life and all the things left behind. 



  Continuing the spiral seems useless, so he focuses his mind on happier thoughts: matcha ice cream on a pier, childhood firefly festivals, the color of Korra's eyes in the golden glow of sunset, chamomile milk tea, hot showers, the first scratch of a record, anticipation and persuasion, winning and losing, duality and all other things human. 



  Some time has passed before he hears Tarrlok groan from across the cargo, his shackles clanging against the body of the van unceremoniously, and he cracks his eyes to watch the stages of grief unfold in front of him, sunset as easily forgotten as it was conjured. He knows what is coming, and there is some sick satisfaction in getting to be the sole person to experience it. 



  First, there is confusion, a feeling so familiar that Tahno can still taste it, and a hollowness so internal that no stomach ache could ever be compared. Tarrlok’s eyes dart to the corners of the van and his fingers flex in their restraints Next, there is panic, a feral sort of discomfort in the loss of the moon, at least that’s what Tahno had noticed first, perhaps for Tarrlok it was his veins that feet hollow, the blood a mystery once again. For a moment, he feels a dull heartache for the man across from him even though he knows it couldn’t have happened to a more deserving person. Tarrlok had sealed his own fate. Finally, there is anger. It takes Tarrlok longer to get there than anticipated, but he does eventually, just as Tahno did. 



  The memories of the night he was equalized are still hazy, The fight, the win, the shock, the fall… those were crystal clear, but the hours that followed blend together, an amalgamation of pity and politics that feel nebulous after all this time. He was taken by ambulance to the police station, him and Ming and Shaozu all together. Maybe they talked, but more likely they had sat in hypnotic silence because they all knew it was over. He had given a statement to Beifong that night, the first of many, and in return, she had given him a pat on the back and her sincerest apology; they had both known it wasn't enough.



  After, he had gone to a bar, the confusion and panic and adrenaline all gone, nothing but the unfairness of the situation left. It wasn’t surprising when two drinks turned to seven or maybe eight, nor was it surprising when he chucked his glass at the dartboard and was advised, kindly, to go home and sleep it off. Everyone at the bar knew, and somehow that made it worse.The next morning, he woke up to his apartment destroyed, every photograph and medal and memory ripped unceremoniously off the wall and piled in the trash can, a full matchbook on the counter, he had been too coward to strike it afraid to burn his legacy to nothingness even though they were just silly, disposable things.


He sees that rage mirrored on Tarrlok’s face now, real and raw and tangible even in the predawn light. Tarrlok, increasingly frantic, bucks against the chains and kicks his feet and curses every spirit, his voice barely audible above the drum of the engine. Most of it is gibberish, fueled only by exhaustion and grief, but one line piques Tahno’s interest.


  “Since when were you such a coward, Noatak?”



  “Noatak?” Tahno parrots.



  Tarrlok’s neck snaps towards him, apparently realizing he is not alone for the first time. 



  “You…”



  “Who’s Noatak?” Tahno repeats insistently.



  “What are you doing here?” Tarrlok hisses.



  “Cleaning up your mess,” Tahno says, even though he is disinterested in explaining himself to the scumbag Councilman.



  “My mess? It wasn't supposed to be like this. The city was supposed to be mine. I did everything right…” Tahno shakes his head at the pathetic attempt at justification.



  “Kidnapping Korra was right?”



  “That was a mistake,” he says softly.



  “And leaving her behind at the rally? That was a mistake too,” Tahno pushes.



  “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says, all softness gone.



  “I know that you’re lucky I’m tied up, or I’d make certain you never got near her ever again.” He’s not one for empty threats. He means it. If he was not restrained, Tarrlok’s head would be bashed into the side of the truck, repeatedly, for the countless transgressions he had made regarding Korra.



  “I’d like to see you try.”



  “Face it, Tarrlok,” Tahno counters, “without your bending, you’re nothing but a washed up politician.”



  “I’d rather be that than the Avatar’s little guard dog,” Tarrlok eyes his getup, his lips twisting into a smirk as he puts together the pieces in real time. “No, not just a guard dog, a mole. Either you have a death wish or the benefits are very good.”



  He bristles at the implication, “It’s not like that.”



  “Then why?”



  “This might be hard for you to understand because you’ve never thought about anyone other than yourself, but dying for a good cause is better than living for nothing.” Tarrlok scoffs, but Tahno does not stop. “It hasn’t set in yet but take it from someone who knows. That pit in your stomach, where your bending used to be, doesn’t just go away. It festers, and one day you’ll wake up and realize you need a distraction.”



  “Be as self righteous as you want, but we both ended up in the same place,” Tarrlok spits back.



  “You’re right,” he concedes, “but there’s a difference between us. Korra came back for me, she tried. Nobody is coming back for you.”



  “The Avatar’s bleeding heart will be the death of us all.”



  “Or it will save us all.”



  An exhausted silence washes over them, and for a few moments there is nothing but the sound of the gravel underneath the truck to cut the tension. “Do you really think Korra is capable of that?” Tarrlok says suddenly as if overwhelmed by the weight of the question.



  “I do.” There is no hesitation in the answer; he knows it innately. She is more than capable.



  “Noatak was my brother,” Tarrlok says quietly, leaning his body as close to Tahno as possible. “A bloodbender like me.” 



  “What happened to him?” Tahno asks, eyes narrowed.



  “He disappeared into the southern tundra and I never saw him again.” Tarrlok looks at Tahno meaningfully, shaking his head in dissent before craning his neck towards the cabin of the truck, and Tahno understands that the Congressman is trying to protect him, lest they are being listened in on. It takes him only a moment to connect the dots: Amon’s pale blue eyes, his fondness for Tarrlok, the equalist's ability to dodge even the most precise of blows. Amon the equalist was also Noatak the bloodbender, and he hates that he has nothing to do with this information, no Avatar to tell, it is a secret he is likely to die with.



  “I’m sorry for your loss,” he says back, dropping his chin an inch in understanding, “May Yue protect him.”



  .



  ..



  .



  By the time she wakes up, like really wakes up, all that remains of the hours between the cabin and consciousness are bits and flashes of memories, barely tangible between stretches of merciful darkness: Pema putting a cool towel on her forehead, Bolin giving her medicine, Asami holding her hand; everything else is fuzzy, less of a memory and more of a dream. 



  When she does finally wake up, her body vertical in a matter of seconds, and she knows from now on, every choice, every kindness will be shadowed by guilt. Pema makes sure she has the best healers on the island and within minutes, she is surrounded by bodies, the only familiar face is Mako in the wings of it all, his eyes sad and knowing. It is several hours before she has a moment to herself to breathe. The word of her awakening spreads quickly, and every ten minutes someone else is filtering into her room to check on her, their intentions so pure she cannot even begin to voice her frustration.



  After lunch, Ikki and Meelo filter into her room, pockets stuffed with acorns and pebbles, and her heart swells at their innocence as they snuggle on either side of her and tell her how much they missed her. They are leaving as Asami walks in with a thermos of hot broth and sits at her side.



  “Are you doing okay?”



  Despite the onslaught of visitor’s, Asami is the first one to ask her that, a question so simple with an answer that is entirely too nuanced to be simplified, and she struggles to find the right words. Physically, she will be alright, her body is sore and bruised, but nothing that bedrest and healers couldn’t sort. Emotionally, she had never felt more ragged. Shortly after waking, post healer onslaught, she had asked Tenzin about Tahno, had told him how he saved her and how Amon had ripped him away before she could return the favor. When she asked if they had found him yet, his response was flighty, noncommittal, and she knows he is trying to protect her, that the news is bad. She hates it, hates when people walk on eggshells around her. Asami, she knows, will tell her straight.



  “Do you know if they’ve found Tahno?” she says, avoiding eye contact, afraid at what the gaze may give away.



  Asami shifts beside her, grabbing her hand gently, and Korra relents, catching the heiresses eyes, green and warm and understanding, and she knows there is no use in lying. Asami, too astute for her own good, too good to her despite it all, shakes her head sadly.



  “Beifong found Tarrlok’s cabin, but the Equalists had already left. She tracked Amon’s truck back to the city but lost the trail in the Flats,” after a moment, “I’m sorry, Korra.”



  There was a piece of her that had been foolishly holding onto hope, sustaining herself on a pipe dream of daring escapes or valiant rescues regardless of the implausibility. That piece of her deflates at Asami’s words, and she knows she is going to cry even before the tears come; she can feel the telltale tingle in her sinuses, and she looks away embarrassed, free hand darting up to clear the evidence. She thinks maybe if she wasn't so tired or if Tarrlok’s bending wasn’t still lingering in her veins, she would be braver, would at least attempt to save face,  but her body feels foreign, suffocating, and so she cries.



  “Hey, hey,” Asami says soothingly, though her eyes betray the faintest hint of surprise, “it’ll be okay. Beifong is doing everything she can to make sure he gets home.”



  “I’m sorry, it’s so stupid,” Korra says, feeling small and silly, and foolishly, and she wonders if Aang ever wept like this, if Roku or Kyoshi or Kuruk ever let their guard down so pathetically. Logically, she knows the answer is yes, but if that’s the case, she wonders why nobody ever talks about it.



  Asami grabs both her hands now, holding them, “No, don’t be silly. It’s not stupid. You’ve been through so much, and what Tahno did was very brave. Do you want to talk about it?”



  Once again, she sits at a crossroads with Asami. On one hand, there is no logical reason to continue to pretend like her time with Tahno had never happened. Amon had him now, and no amount of gossip was going to change that. On the other hand, there was a comfort in their secret, a fondness in knowing that the relationship was just for them, that only they knew the most intimate details of the last 6 months, a secret tenderness shoved in the spaces between her ribs. Besides, she’s never really been good at these kinds of things. Sharing her feelings feels wrong, foreign after so many years of childhood solitude, but Asami is here now and the prospect of no longer bearing the burden on her own is tempting. Maybe, she deserves that peace too.



  
    “Can you keep a secret?"
  


 

  



20. Honesty


    
    Asami sits quietly as Korra recounts her tumultuous relationship with Tahno, everything from their first meeting to their first kiss to their first fight. How even after she slammed his head into a rooftop and failed to stop Amon at the tournament, he still saved her at the rally. Not only saved her, but foolishly agreed to put his life on the line, all for her even though he swore up and down it was for him, and she had tried to institute professional boundaries, to separate herself from him as seamlessly as possible because she did not want that responsibility on her hands, but it all changed after that night at Hiroshi’s factory. Asami hand squeezes her own a little tighter at the mention, and Korra returns the gesture.

The rest was a blur of noodles and stolen kisses and toed lines and rules that were far too breakable, and she had been content with that, content with taking the last ferry home and keeping secrets and pretending things could stay that way. But she got stubborn and foolish and hotheaded and impulsive, and he saw it before she did, called her out on it, and she did what she did best, pushed him away. 

She pauses for a moment, the words like rocks in her throat.

“He told me he loved me,” she says tenderly, recounting the moment, turning her head to watch the ocean crash into the cliffs through the window, “I didn’t say it back, and now I’ll never get to.” She pauses, collecting herself. “I tried to save him. He told me to run, but I couldn’t leave him. Amon ripped him away from me.” She can’t disguise the bitterness, does not even attempt to as she chews on Amon’s name.

“He knows,” Asami says, scooting her chair closer to the bed, “of course he knows, Korra. You went back for him.”

“I failed.”

“He’s not gone yet,” Asami offers, “there’s still time. We can still save him. We’ll help you.”

She doesn’t feel very hopeful because Amon knows Tahno is important to her, perhaps not the extent to which, but no doubt he will figure it out soon, and he would be a fool to not exploit that. Tahno would be useful or he would be dead. Maybe both. Either way, there was no going back, no erasing what had been done, but Asami is so kind and so hopeful, and she doesn’t have the heart or energy to point all that out.

“I’m sorry for dumping this on you. I just don’t know who else to talk to,” she says honestly, the confession has left her feeling raw and exposed, and she wraps her arm around herself.

“I only wish you had told me sooner,” she says, finally letting go of Korra’s hand, “I won't tell anyone, I promise. If you need anything at all…”

“Thank you, Asami,” she says, “you’re a good friend.”

The remainder of her day is notably quieter, rather than the hordes of healers that greeted her when she woke up, there is only one orbiting now. She trickles in and out of the room to offer medicine or help Korra to the wash closet, and then promptly disappears. Korra appreciated it as she is in no mood for further small talk, her conversation with Asami still whirling around her mind. Could they really save Tahno? Asami made it sound so simple, so achievable, but Korra knows in reality Amon holds all the cards. Still, it’s nice to imagine a beautiful reunion, even it’s just another pipe dream.

At around 8:30PM, after she has put the airbabies to bed, Pema waddles in to relieve the healer for the night. She offers Korra her arm and guides her into the bathroom where she has set up a wooden stool in front of the sink. With great tenderness, she washes Korra’s hair, fingers working out the mats at the base of her neck with a practiced deftness only a mother could have, and Korra thinks about her own mother somewhere in an igloo far away. She wonders if Tenzin has told them what had happened to her, and she feels guilt for the worry she is sure to have caused her parents over and over again. 

They don’t deserve it. Her parents, so endlessly supportive, had cried when they found out she was the Avatar. Not that she was supposed to know that. She firebent first, igniting a tea light at dinner time, and her parents had held her close and laughed joyfully at the miracle. Tonraq had a great grandfather who married a Fire Nation woman, so while improbable, it was not impossible. Their daughter was a firebender. One element was a miracle. Two elements on the other hand… 

The following week, she froze her fathers water solid, giggling when the chunk of ice slipped out of the glass and collided with his nose. Nobody else laughed; there was no joy, no happy tears, no hugs. There was confusion first and then her father left in a hurry to go to the village. Later, she would learn that he was sending a telegram to the White Lotus. He didn’t get back until late, and they must have thought she was asleep, but she had stayed awake, huddled under her pelts, unable to sleep without a bearhug from her father to stave the bad dreams, but when he lumbered into the igloo, something told her to be quiet.

Her parents spoke in hushed voices, incomprehensible amongst the whip of the tundra wind outside the igloo, but Senna’s quiet sob was unmistakable, and when she peeked out from under her covers, she could see her father wrapping himself around her mother, burying his own face in her neck, shoulders quivering. She didn’t understand it then, not really, it would take her years to recognize the fear that must have overtaken them that day when they realized their daughter’s fate. The next morning, they put on brave faces and told her what she was and who, someday, she would be. It had been the happiest day of her life until the moment she set foot in Republic City.

When Pema is done washing Korra’s hair, she towel dries it and braids it down her back before helping her back to bed. The minute she hits the pillow her bones scream from overuse, and as if reading her mind, Pema hands her two small vials.

“One for the pain and one to help you sleep.” Korra downs both without further question and thanks Pema for her kindness though she does not feel deserving of it. The older woman shushes her and touches her arm softly before retreating to the kitchen and sliding the door shut behind her. The only light left behind is the gentle glow of the candle on her bedside table.

The medicine feels warm in her stomach, nearly burning as her body metabolizes it. She rolls onto her side to watch the moon slide across the sky in a lazy arc. Later, she will not remember falling asleep, all she remembers is blinking and suddenly the moon is free falling and crashing into the ocean below, the earth shaking at the impact. The tidal wave that follows rushes towards the shore and breaks against the cliff, droplets of water scattered, an awe inspiring halo that stretches meters in every direction, the glittering city landscape entirely eclipsed. In the foreground, barely visible against the inky black of the now reflectionless water, stands a person. The primal part of her brain is screaming for her to look away, to flee, but she feels stuck, like she is neck deep in quicksand and sinking slowly. 

Forced to stare, she watches the figure step away from the cliff, crossing the courtyard in broad, uncanny steps - too large and too smooth to be called human. She doesn’t dare breathe. It opens her window easily, even though she remembers it being latched and sealed for the winter. It’s face still shrouded by the darkness outside, it crawls into the room with her and takes a step into the candlelight. Her brain is expecting Amon, so it buffers, when she realizes the face in front of her is merely painted bright white. It takes her too long to recognize the stormy gray she thought she would never forget.

Tahno stands in front of her, face painted white with a stark red dot on his forehead, and stares through her, like she is invisible or inconsequential. Without a word, he steps closer until he is looming over the bed.

“Tahno?” The invisible quicksand is to her mouth now, and the words come out husky, as if scraped against the walls of throat. She tries to breathe but the sand is filling her lungs, a tightness blooming in her chest. In the midst of it all, Tahno is leaning down, painted face stained yellow in the candlelight as his hands reach out for her.

With an unfamiliar familiarity, they wrap around her throat, soft at first, almost tender, but then he presses hard, and suddenly, she can’t breathe, can’t think, can’t do anything but feel her eyes bulge from her head and try to scream through the sand as Tahno presses harder and harder into her jugular.


   “Korra!” 


She hears the voice in the distance, muffled like she is underwater, and her fingers twitch against the invisible bind.


   “Korra please…” 


The sand around her decompacts, but the hands -  Tahno’s hands - are still pressed into her throat, his full body weight on them now, and she manages to grunt against the assault, her limbs loose enough to buck against the mattress.

“... it’s oka…

As if sprung from a rubber band, her hand flies up and rakes against Tahno’s face, nails scraping against skin as her own body recoils, back colliding with the headboard hard enough to shake the frame, heart thrumming against the fragile cage of her ribs. Tahno stumbles back three steps, hands flying up to cradle his face.

“Korra!” he yells, except it’s not Tahno’s voice, and when she whips her head to look outside the moon is back in the sky and the window is latched shut and everything is normal and quiet and wrong. Her heart skips a beat and she rakes her forearm against her eyes with unnecessary roughness. The figure in front of her lowers its hands to reveal four thin scratches and honey gold eyes.

“Mako, I…” She doesn’t know what to say or how to even say it because her heart is still racing, lodged somewhere between her throat and her mouth. Frantically, she reaches a shaky hand to her face, Mako’s skin embedded under her nails, and realizes there is a thin line of tears mapped across her cheeks. “I…”

“Hey, hey…” Mako says, moving to crouch next to bed, grabbing the hand gingerly. It’s hot against her skin even though she can feel sweat dripping down her back, and she looks outside once more to confirm the moon is still there, still watching. “... it was just a nightmare. Everything’s okay.”

She looks down at their joined hands and nods blankly, not quite listening because Tahno was just here, and the image of him -painted face and stormy eyes and hands usually so gentle locked around her neck - is imprinted on her irises. But he wasn’t here, not really, he was just permeating through her subconscious like rain through a leaky roof, and she is petrified by the thought that he may come back. Nightmares about Amon were one thing; Amon was normal, manageable, predictable.Tahno was supposed to be safe, he had always been safe.

“- the healers?” she hears Mako say, and she turns to see him looking at her with visible concern.

“What?” she asks, feeling like she is somewhere else entirely.

“I asked if you wanted me to get the healers?”

“No,” she says quickly because the room already feels too small for the two of them and she knows there is nothing healers can do for a ghost, “like you said, it wad just a nightmare.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asks. He is still holding her hand, and she feels his thumb sweeping against the back of it reassuringly. It’s the older brother in him, she knows it. How many dozens of times had he sat up with Bolin or Asami like this?

“No,” she says.

“That's okay,” he reassures, and they sit in silence for a minute, her heart rate evening at his uncharacteristically calm presence.

“Your face,” she says after a moment, remembering the damage she has done. With her free hand, she reaches out, her own fingers hovering just above her handiwork - hovering but not touching. Four jagged, swollen lines are blossoming across his left cheek, blood already starting to clot on the surface, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean-”

“It’s nothing,” he says even though they both know it’s a lie.

“Let me heal it,” she insists.

“Don’t be silly, you need to rest.”

“It’ll make me feel better to do something,” she says truthfully, “I promise, I won’t push myself.”

After a moment, Mako nods hesitantly, but he lets go of her hand and retrieves a basin of water. He sets it on her nightstand and seats himself on the edge of the bed, angling his body towards the headboard. Sitting cross legged across from him, she pulls the water to her fingers like a glove and lays her palm flat against his cheek. Her hand glows icy blue, and she works slowly, methodically, to close each wound. She does not rush herself, her breathing deep and focused as she aids in the rejoining of skin she had so callously caused to break. He is alarmingly still, a marble statue under her touch. It’s unusual. She’s accustomed to healing only Tahno now; Tahno who struggles to sit still, his body more often than not trembling under her fingers. The water alights something in him, she thinks, something real and primal and innate to his chemistry, more alive than ever with her hands gliding across his body. 

When she is done, she tosses the water back into the basin and runs her fingers along the puckered but soothed skin. Satisfied with the work, she glances up to apologize again only to see Mako’s eyes are already locked onto her own; his jaw, still nestled in her hand, twitches at the eye contact. The words die in her throat as he shifts forward, the movement so subtle it is nearly imperceptible and she feels her stomach drop as his own hand reaches between them to tuck a stray hair behind her ear.

Six months ago, she had wanted this so bad, had wanted  him  so badly it had made her physically sick, and now he is here, and after so many months of butting heads and broken tempers, she can almost remember why she fell for him in the first place. 

“You’re beautiful,” he whispers, his jaw flexing under her fingers, eyes half lidded pools of amber. Her mouth falls slack, and her palms itch, and maybe she wants this too because she’s alone again and all she has left of Tahno is the what-ifs and only-ifs of wasted time, and she could fix that now, they could make up for wasted months. This could be different. Mako could be different. Dependable, stubborn Mako. What if…

It’s not until he is leaning in, eyes fluttering closed that she makes her decision, head turning at the last second. His stubble drags against her cheeks and she squeezes her eyes shut; neither of them hear the click of a shutter.

They are still for a moment, not quite certain who should move first.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers, her mouth hovering just a few inches from his ear, her senses overwhelmed by him, “I can’t.” He lets out a shaky breath that tickles the peach fuzz on her neck before he retreats, putting an appropriate amount of distance between them as he stands and walks to the window. His hands reach to rub the back of his neck.

“Is there someone else?” he asks after a moment, his voice is even, though he does not turn around to see her reaction; instead, his eyes remain affixed to a point across the bay.

It’s complicated because Tahno is as good as gone now, and really they had already broken up - if you could even call it that - before either of them showed up at Tarrlok’s cabin. More than likely, he would be dead within a week. And even if he hadn’t been captured, they were never together, not really. There’s also Asami. Asami, who so graciously and so kindly sat with her and held her hand and fed her hope with no expectation of the kindness being returned. To give in would be a betrayal of two people who were far better than either of them in every conceivable way.

“I don’t know.” It’s the most succinct answer she can give as she pulls her knees to her chest protectively.

Mako turns now, looking directly at her. “Is it Tahno?” 

She looks away, stomach in her toes. Had she always been so readable, so impossibly transparent?

“Korra?” he pushes.

“It’s complicated, okay? It’s not like I wanted it to happen.”

“For how long?” he demands.

Really, it should be none of Mako’s business, but she feels like she owes him something for the rejection, and because they're still friends despite it all, and no matter how bewildering this encounter may be, they would still be friends after. Of that she is sure, so she gives him what he wants, or at least what he thinks he wants: honesty.

“Since before the tournament,” she admits and she sees his shoulders twitch, “He kissed me and I kissed him back. It was stupid and it was supposed to end there.”

“But it didn’t.”

“He’s different now,” she says, “he’s changed.”

“How did he know Tarrlok took you?” Mako says.

“What are you talking about?" she asks because she's still trying to put the pieces of her disappearance together.

“When you were missing, it was Tahno who came and told Tenzin what had happened, what Tarrlok had done. How did he know that?” 

She hadn’t realized Tahno had come to the island, but the events of the previous night make more sense with that context. Mako and him had interacted, had spoken, and she wondered why nobody had mentioned that to her before. Perhaps, they recognized that the knowledge would not change the outcome. Regardless, she knows Mako will not like any answer she gives.

“The same reason he always knew where the raids would be," she says cryptically.

“What are you talking about?” he demands, obviously frustrated at the noncommittal answer, but she wants him to make the connection himself because understanding the value Tahno had added to Team Avatar would certainly lessen the blow of their deceit. 

“Why do you think the four of us had so much success chasing down the equalists even when the task force was in the dark?" she asks, "Why do you think we were always in the right place at the right time?” 

“You said Beifong gave you leads,” his voice is rising in confusion, the gears turning and grinding.

She is shaking her head, imploring Mako to understand. “I lied. Tahno gave us leads, and he got them right from the source.”

“You can’t mean…” he trails off, eyes widening in sudden recognition.

She nods.

He crosses the room now, sitting on the corner of her bed.

“Why?” he asks expectantly, as if it’s a simple question, as if she knows the actual answer anymore than he does, or even Tahno does for that matter. Because Tahno says it’s all for her but she has seen the growth and empowerment purpose had given him, and it’s hard to say if she alone would have been enough to make the sacrifice worthwhile.

“I wish I understood,” she says sadly, “not like it matters now. I couldn’t save him.” She lays her arms over her legs and rests her head on them, staring out at the ocean, “I tried, at every chance I could, I tried.”

“You love him.” It’s not a question from Mako, but an observation that she makes no effort to deny. There was no use hiding it, no point in pretending it wasn't true, not anymore. She loved him and it was so obvious even Mako could see it from a mile away.

“What are you going to do about it?” he asks pointedly, and she turns her head to see him staring at her already.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s not like you to lay down and give up, so what are you going to do about it?” he demands again as if there is some simple solution that could fix this, that could bring Tahno back.

“What’s there to do? Running headfirst into trouble is what got us into this situation. I’m too weak to fight, and once Amon finds out who he’s dealing with, it’ll be too late anyway.”

“You don’t know that.”

“If you were Amon,” she asks seriously, “What would you do with the Avatar’s spy? Tahno’s bending is already gone. There’s nothing left to take from him.”

Mako nods, suddenly deep in thought, and after a moment, “I’m sorry, about tonight. I thought that maybe things had changed. I see now that they have, just not in the way I thought. It’s late. You should rest.”

She realizes, all at once, how exhausted she is, how heavy her body feels, the clock on the wall reads quarter past two. Mako stands up from the bed, and throws the duvet back over her.

“Wait,” she says hurriedly, he freezes, one hand on the door, “thank you and I’m sorry too. For everything. I hope you know how much I care about you. You’re a good friend.”

She thinks she sees the corners of his lips twitch just barely, the gesture nebulous in the dimly lit room, “Nah, I’m just an idiot.”

 

  



21. Decisions


    
    Tahno is beginning to miss Tarrlok. The thought is ridiculous because Tarrlok is a creep and most definitely an awful cellmate, but at least when he had been with Tarrlok, he hadn’t been alone. He’s not sure where he is anymore. After driving for what felt like hours through the mountains, they blindfolded him and threw him in a windowless room with nothing but a cot and a broken face. Meals of stale bread and soup were delivered through a dog door on an irregular schedule, and by what may be the second or third day - maybe the fourth - he feels completely off kilter, lost in time and space, tired despite the countless hours a day he spent tossing and turning,


  Mostly, he finds himself thinking of Korra - wartorn, ragged, beautiful. He hopes she made it home safe, that Tenzin and Beifong found her before the equalists did. For his own sanity, he had to believe that to be the case; this couldn’t all be for nothing. He had known, of course, that this was a possibility, and at one point, perhaps it had seemed like a preferable end. Dying for a cause, after all, was noble and admirable and martyrable, and someone without drive or purpose or hope could only be so lucky. Now though, he had those things, though still fresh and blossoming - tender under the tendrils of scrutiny. Korra had given him that, had nurtured and encouraged a confidence and independence he thought had long been snuffed. Death seemed bigger now than it had six months ago. Accepted but bigger, and some nights still he chokes on it, waking up from a dead sleep in a cold sweat with nothing to soothe him but the distant, irregular echo of steel toed boots against wooden floor.



  When he isn’t thinking about death or Korra, he thinks about Amon. Painted now in a newer, more sinister light at the realization that he was likely a bender. In fact, he was not just any bender, he was an extremely talented one. Had Tahno been bloodbent by Amon before? The night of the tournament… could he have fought his way out of it if Amon had not cheated? The thought sends a shiver down his spine. Tarrlok’s bloodbending had felt like pins and needles under his skin, impossible to mistake for anything but the forbidden technique, but Amon’s touch was different, misdirected shots indiscernible from genuine human error. He knows they fought the night of the tournament, but he can’t seem to remember if he landed a single punch, or if each of his shots was glancing, no more than a breath away from it’s target. Realistically, it didn’t matter anymore. It’s not like he could go back, and even if he could, even if he had known exactly what Amon was, the outcome would have been the same.



  He is sleeping when Lieutenant comes, though it is impossible to know whether it is day or night behind the walls of his makeshift cell. The door is kicked open, crashing against the wall with a crack that interrupts his already fitful sleep. In a second, he is vertical, on his feet but off balance. Amon’s second in command uses his instability to his advantage, hitting him square in the ribs with a baton, causing Tahno to double over. He doesn’t see the blow to the back of his neck coming, only hears the thwack and feels his legs give out beneath him as his world goes black once again.



  When he wakes up again, skull pounding, he is in the middle of a small, empty room, his wrists bound with thick rope to the arms of a wooden chair. His heart feels trapped, rattling uncomfortably against the xylophone of his ribs; his breath comes out in shallow bursts as he blinks away the black from the corners of his vision. When he raises his head gingerly, his neck screams at the movement - sore from the incessant weight of gravity on his skull.



  “So the Wolfbat is awake,” a voice says from behind, and he whips his head left to see Amon standing in the doorway directly behind him, the white of the mask undeniable, even blurry and shapeless in the wings of his peripheral vision. “How kind of you to finally join us.” Us… he whips his head to the other side to see Lieutenant rise from his own seat and make his way around Tahno’s bound body. Involuntarily, Tahno feels his wrists flex against the restraints, but they don’t budge, the knots tied by expert hands.



  Amon stalks into view next, stopping directly in front of Tahno. Frankly, Amon towering over him was a familiar sight at this point, though it still strikes fear in him, he recognizes it in the sharp click of his jaw, teeth grinding against each other involuntarily.



  “Once a cheater and a liar, always a cheater and a liar,” Amon tsks, “I thought perhaps equalization would squander that impulse of yours, but it’s clear it’s only exacerbated it.”



  Tahno does not speak, he stares at the wall behind Amon’s head and resists the urge to spit in his face.



  “So this is how this is going to work,” Amon says after moment, “It’s very simple. You can cooperate willingly or I can let Lieutenant convince you,” Leutenant smiles and leans himself against the opposite wall, “and trust me when I say, he is very good at that.”



  “I have nothing to say to you,” Tahno says boldly, his hands balling to fists, the tendons of his wrist flexing against the thick chord.



  "We'll see about that," Amon says ominously, before stepping back and dropping his chin in Lieutenant's direction. He sees a Kali stick erupt, bright blue in front of him. There is no time to anticipate, to prepare his body for the blow before it is shoved into his ribs. He wants to scream but he is biting down on his own tongue and the blood drips down his throat as the electricity surges through him in savage waves. The chair underneath him rocks at the mercy of his body as it spasms uncontrollably against the voltage. Even when it stops, the electricity remains for a moment, ping ponging through his extremities as it searches for release.



  “You don’t even know what I want from you yet,” Amon points out as if that would makes a difference, as if there is anything worth doing for a fascist.



  Tahno does spit now, sending a mouthful of blood directly at the mask in front of him, feeling sick satisfaction at seeing Amon stumble back a half step, cherry red spit dripping into the hollowness of his eye socket.



  “Very well,” his tone is curt, angry, and Tahno does not have time to brace for the second shock or the third shock or the fourth, chained together cruelly with just enough time in between to allow him to intake a shaky breath. Each one, he thinks, is longer than the last, languishing and lingering and sadistic.



  By the fifth shock, he thinks he is going to pass out and finally he screams, the sound hollow, reflecting back at him in the small metal room, though he can barely hear it above the swarm of buzzard wasps in his own head. When the kali stick is retracted, his head falls forward, neck weak, and he’s certain humans were never meant to endure this. His heart is struggling against the mixed electrical signals as it races and trips to recapture rhythm, the feeling bizarre and panic inducing as he struggles to breathe through it.



  “Are you ready to listen yet,” Amon asks, “Or shall we keep going.”



  “Eat shit," he doesn't even know why he says it. The words fall out before he can consider the consequences.



  By the end of the sixth shock, the corners of his vision are black and inky, like a storm looming in his peripheral vision, and he thinks maybe this is how he is going to die. Shocked to death by a man with a stupid fucking mustache.



  “Satisfied?” Amon says, though he sounds far away, underwater, half submerged and Tahno’s eyes flutter closed. Unconscious bliss lasts only moments because Amon’s hand is striking him hard across the cheek and suddenly he is awake again, blinking away the storm. He can’t bring himself to say something snarky, can barely manage to throw his head back and stare at the ceiling.



  “You’ve made this so much harder than it needs to be,” Amon tsks, fisting the ex-benders hair in his hands and forcing eye contact. “There is no need for heroics here. I come with a simple ask and a more than generous reward if you are willing to listen.”



  “Fine,” he chokes out, desperate for a minute to breathe, to recoup, because no reward could be worth betraying Korra, but the rate at which the shocks are coming is unsustainable and he needs a moment, just one, to breathe. Nobody mentioned that the dying part of dying for a cause would be so slow, so wholly unsatisfying, and frankly, he wishes they would just slit his throat and move on. Amon's hand unfurls from his hair, satisfied by the answer.



  “One speech,” he says, “You give one speech for the equalist cause. I write it, and all you have to do is say it. You’re apparently a decent actor, so I assume this role will come easy for you.”



  
    Yeah fucking right, Tahno thinks.
  



  “And in return,” Amon continues, “I will let you go. No questions asked. You leave the city, and I’ll forget about your treason.”



  “Go fu-” Tahno begins, but is cut off immediately.



  “You haven’t let me finish,” Amon scolds, crossing his arms in mock disappointment, “Not only will I allow you to leave Republic City alive. I will let you leave with your bending.”



  His brain- quite literally fried - takes a minute to register the string of words in that order because Amon lies, he always lies, and even the best healers in the city didn’t know how to fix him, he had already tried so desperately, had given up only when he could no longer stomach the disappointment. What was done was done, there was no going back, no easy fix, no hope. If Avatars and healers and psychics and mindfulness couldn’t fix him, nothing could. Unless...



  “Liar,” it’s the only word he can muster despite his spiderweb of thoughts.



  “I can return it just as easily as I took it,” Amon says, “I hate to do it because bending is a sickness, but I understand it is something that is significant to you. All I ask is one small favor. Just five minutes of your time and some mock enthusiasm.”



  “It’s impossible," he says, though he hates how desperate the words sound because he cannot hide his hopefulness, cannot pretend that this offer doesn't entice him more than anything. Amon, of course, new this would be the case. Curated the offer specifically to tempt him.



  “So was taking bending until I did it.”



  “Even if you’re telling the truth,” Tahno says, still breathless but propelled by new adrenaline, “how do I know you won’t just kill me anyway.”



  “I am many things,” Amon says stoically, “but a liar is not one of them. My word means something.” After a moment, “Think about it. We will speak again tomorrow. I expect your answer then.”
  


  


  “And if I refuse.”



  “Let’s just say, I have no further use for you, and Lieutenant has plenty of weapons that need tested.” 



  Lieutenant is untying him now, forcing him to his feet and cuffing his hands behind his back. There is nothing left in him to fight, barely enough to stumble back to wherever they are keeping him.



  “And Tahno,” Amon says, one foot already out the door, “I’ve left a small gift in your room for you. A remembrance if you will. It was obvious by your pathetic little rescue attempt that you and the Avatar care very deeply for one another. Who am I to stand in the way of young love?”



  With that Amon is gone, disappearing around the corner without a trace, nothing but the sharp smell of cedar to indicate he had even been there at all. His words sit like a brick in Tahno’s stomach, but he’s not sure which ones to unpack first. Even as Lieutenant drags him back to his room and shoves him in, his brain feels empty, unable to focus on any one thing at one time. 



  His room, previously dark and bare, now has a single candle lying in the middle of the floor. He blinks rapidly in an attempt to reacclimatize to the darkness, approaching the candle with suspicion and a grain of salt. Amon lies, Amon is a fraud, Amon cannot be trusted. Now that he is closer, he can see a folded slip of paper on the ground next to the candle, leaning to pick it up seems too laborious, so instead he falls to his knees and grasps the paper and candle, one in each hand. With his thumb, he unfolds the paper. 



  It’s a grainy photograph, taken through what appears to be a window. Korra sits on a bed. It's recent, he knows because Tarrlok gave her that scar on her cheek, and he promised he would never forget it, would never forgive Tarrlok for it. It is the very same cheek that a hand is sweeping against, and his eyes dart to see a mass of messy black hair. Innately, he knows it is Mako; even blurry and out of focus, he can see the image so clearly in his mind's eye. Both of them in their nightclothes, her own fingers rest on the fire benders jaw, slits for eyes, lips mere inches from each other, and his stomach knots, flips, unties at the realization.



  Everything for her. Always for her. Regardless of if she wanted him or not. Regardless of if she loved him or not. He had said those things didn't matter, that serving her was enough; he could accept breadcrumbs if it meant the world could have her for just one more day. But things had changed, so slowly and then so rapidly that the memory seems like a fun house mirror, stretched and warped and impossible to decipher. Mere days ago, he had told her he loved her, bared his heart before her and begged her to see, to listen, to love him back enough to show some self preservation because he could not take losing her, and she had turned her cheek, had left and taken his key despite a promise to never come back. Even then, he had still thought that maybe, possibly, she felt the same, her own cowardice just large enough to eclipse honesty. It’s not why he rescued her, he did that because it was the right thing to do and because the last 6 months had to count for something, and even when he asked her not too, she came back for him, dragged him behind her, they almost got away…



  He had saved her. She had not saved him. But she had tried. That had been enough for him. Enough to know, or assume at least, that his own love was reflected in her, that even if she couldn’t say it - didn’t know how yet - she had felt it. But now here she is, mere days after his abduction, looking at Mako like he is air and she is suffocating, and he hates how much it hurts, how despite the pain in his body, the only thing he can focus on is the churn of his stomach: jealousy and confusion and betrayal. Mako keeps his bending, Mako gets the girl, Mako social climbs without remorse and Korra is complicit in rewarding it, embracing it for the sake of not having to spend a single night alone with her thoughts. He wonders how much of their time spent together was cowardice on her part; perhaps, he was nothing but a willing body. Surely, there were better options than him, and it makes him wonder if she really just liked that he was broken, that with that came an inherent loyalty and the understanding that maybe someday she could fix him with pinky promises and water-slicked healing hands.



  She couldn’t though. Saving him was the last thing on her mind, and even if it wasn’t, what hope did she actually have to do it? How many times had she lamented over her lack of spirituality, her inability to connect to her predecessors. There was no guarantee she would ever have an answer, and frankly, the only thing he had ever coveted more than he had coveted her was his own bending. Selfish to his core. He had wondered if it would be possible to pick between Korra and his bending, the thought populating only between introspective cups of midnight chamomile. At those times, the enigma had seemed preposterous, impossible in the face of everything he knew to be true, yet he often found himself coming to differing conclusions. 



  Some nights, he thought Korra was his future, that his bending could be the past and she would be enough, together they could be enough. On nights where the hollowness was too much, she could sheath his hands with her own water clad ones and run them across her body, and he would be satiated by that, could live with the what-ifs if it meant she came home to him every day.



  Other nights, he knew that anything less than the full return of his bending would be relentless mockery. That, by nature, he was greedy, and if the option presented itself, he would do what he had to do to be whole once again. Innately, he knew nothing in the world could make him whole in the way water could. There was a fear too that if he chose Korra, he would always regret it, would always think about what could have been. There were, after all, millions of women in the world, women, he’s sure, who would wait more than a week before crawling into bed with another man.



  But Amon lies.



  He looks at the photo again, turns it over and over in his hands, as if the different orientations will tell a new story. They are not kissing in the photo, they are close, a breath away, but maybe it’s not what it looks like, because she doesn’t love Mako, had told Tahno that he was the only man she wanted. It was information, in fact, she had offered up unprompted, though with the help of liquid courage, and he had always believed her, never really felt he had any reason to truly doubt the confession. If she had wanted Mako like that, he would have folded ages ago, too weak and capricious to deny her despite his cavalier demeanor. In the photo, she is still bruised and scarred, her body a map of dark blue and zigzags, and perhaps this was a moment of weakness. He would be lying if he had never had those. Undeniably, he had hurt good women through his own thoughtlessness, swept up in the appeal of things directly in front of him because he was not a good man. At his core, he was selfish and broken and trying so desperately to be better.



  There is also the very real possibility that Amon is lying through his teeth. That he is no more capable of returning bending than any other overpriced sham in the city, and instead of a train ticket, Tahno would be six feet underground regardless of whether he chooses to aid the equalists. He can’t imagine anything worse than betraying Korra on a technicality just to be snuffed out. Another notch on his already flawed legacy with no chance of redemption, not that he thinks redemption would ever be possible if he chooses this route. The most he could hope for was anonymity, perhaps a quiet life in the swamp, far away from the glitz and glam and record keeping of Republic City. Not that there would be much of a city worth coming back to if Amon had his way.



  He doesn’t want to sleep, the time is too short, too valuable to be wasted, but as soon as his body hits the cot, he is out like a light. When he wakes up, some time later, he thinks more, considers every scenario as he forces himself to swallow stale bread and lukewarm soup. He thinks up until the very last moment, up until he hears the metallic scrape of a lock opening and the door swings aside to frame Amon, silhouetted by the mechanical glow of the hallway.



  He sits up on the cot, feet flat on the floor in front of him, elbows on his knees.



  “Your time is up,” Amon says, the mask ever placid, “What is your choice?”



  He thinks of water on his fingertips, of Korra's lips dragging across Mako's neck, of the first time she healed him, of every dumpling stain she had ever left on his t-shirts, of drunken confessions, of the swamp, of before and after and everything in between. 



  To die for a cause is noble and honorable and good.



  Unfortunately, he is none of those things.



  
    “I’ll do it.”
  


 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Loved writing this chapter. I feel like I've got a really good handle on my version of Tahno, so I had a great time getting in his head here.

I think this story is starting to wrap up. Expect 4-5 more chapter! I spent a long time deciding what direction I wanted this all too take and am very happy with how it's shaping out. Hopefully it's worth sticking around for!

As always, thanks for the love and patience

        




22. Mutiny

Notes for the Chapter:FYI - rating has been updated! Sexual content ahead. Read on at your own risk.




    
    She had decided to shower at Tahno’s house. Bolin, silly and impulsive as always, had misjudged the trajectory of a mud cannon and covered her in slop. Rather than waste time going back to Air Temple Island just to change and head back into the city, she had opted to go straight to Tahno’s, offering a lame but believable excuse to Team Avatar before snaking her way to the opposite side of town. Situations like this were not uncommon, and she had come prepared with a change of clothes stowed in her bag - rarely used in lieu of stealing his sweatshirts - but posturing nonetheless. She couldn’t have known it would be their last night together.

She beats him home, the lock clicking open to find his apartment empty, the solace welcome after the stress of a night attempting vigilantism. She tosses her bag on the counter and locks the bathroom door behind her, dirty clothes strewn upon the sink. The water is scalding, mud and dirt and blood puddling at her feet, and she closes her eyes in quiet appreciation of a hot shower. As a child, her igloo never had running water, so her father would heat her baths for her, always too nervous about burning her to produce anything beyond the lukewarm, and the older she gets the more she appreciates the simple pleasure of water that was just a smidge too hot, skin raw and satiated as she scrubs herself clean with Tahno’s very fancy, and likely very expensive, products. Distracted and indulged, she lingers for longer than she typically would, turning off the tap only when the water is no longer capable of scorching.

The bathroom is full of steam, and she drags her hand across the mirror to survey her reflection. A couple fresh bruises are blossoming on her shoulder and there is a small razor thin scratch along her left arm but nothing major. Thoughtlessly, she leans forward to pick at the skin on her chin, hair plastered to her ears, eyelashes full of droplets before bending at the waist to towel dry her hair. With a huff, she remembers her bag on the counter, and wraps the towel around herself in preparation to face the cold apartment air.

Steam escapes around her, obscuring her view, and it takes her a moment to realize she is no longer alone in the apartment. Tahno’s back is to her, focused on dropping the needle onto a record, and she clears her throat in an attempt to not startle him. He turns to say something to her, but the words seem to disintegrate in his throat at the sight of her, and only then does she realize how intimate this must seem. They had, of course, seen each other in various states of undress, pants and shirts and bras lost in the heat of moments, but this somehow feels different. Her nakedness feels more vulnerable without the usual passion surrounding it, and even still, he had never seen all of her, nor she all of him. Silly as it seemed given their months of romps, there were still bridges they had yet to cross.

She watches his eyes drop from her own, tracing her shoulder and clavicle and legs, tongue darting out to wet his lower lip, uncharacteristically quiet. Of course, she knows he finds her attractive, but seldom do they just look at each other like this, always too wound up in touching, perhaps disenfranchised by the time they had both wasted being stubborn. Now, though, he is looking at her with a longing that is both familiar and uncharted, and she feels her already heat-blushed skin deepen further, her stomach twisting under his gaze, pretzeled like the cherry stems they would race to knot between their teeth. He always won, his tongue impossibly deft, the stem perfectly entwined before she even managed to bend her own in half, nothing to show for the challenge but maroon stained fingers. Subconsciously, she squirms at the thought of his tongue, at what else he may be able to do with it.

She’s not sure which one of them is more surprised when the towel hits the floor. The record skips and he swallows hard, biting the inside of his cheek as he drinks her in from the top of her head to the fabric now pooled around her ankles. When his eyes find hers again, pupils dilated in the soft glow of filament bulbs, she raises an eyebrow as if to say what–are-you-waiting-for, the next move his. He takes the hint, crossing the room in long strides. 

The moment he touches her, hands pressing into her waist, she realizes just how on edge she is. The heady pressure of his fingers sends lightning bolt zaps to her toes as he coils himself around her greedily, fingers dragging from hips to back to shoulders, pulling her impossibly close, every inch of her torso smashed against his own, and her lips find the closest bit of exposed skin to wrap around, leaving a trail of kisses from the bottom of his jaw down his shoulder until the fabric of his undershirt interrupts the path, and she feels his breath hitch under her lips, fingers curling against her.

He leans down to capture her lips, backing her up blindly, their feet entangled in the forgotten towel, until she is colliding with the bathroom door jamb, wood cold against her bare back. His sweatpant clad knee slots itself between her thighs, and subconsciously, she grinds into it, biting down on his lip at the sudden surge of pleasure, warm and radiating. His chest rumbles in response, the sound feral and pained as she rocks against him, pressing harder, demanding more, hands slipping under his shirt. Their mouths separate long enough to rip the fabric over his head and discard it on the bathroom floor with her own soiled clothes.

Kiss broken, he looks down at her, eyes half lidded, lips parted -statuesque- and she wants to tell him something, but the words are extinguished by the gentle glide of his hands up her side, goosebumps left in their path, not stopping until they eclipse her breasts. His thumbs drag across her nipples with gentle pressure that he knows she loves and her hips glitch and shudder, the pleasure amplified by the intensity of his stare. Her hands, desperate for purchase, reach up to knot in his hair as her head falls back against the door frame with a muffled thud.

She squeals in surprise when her feet leave the floor, arms wrapping instinctively around his neck, unable to hold back the giggle at the absurdity of Tahno sweeping her off her naked feet. The muscles in his back flex under her fingers, and his lips, now at chin level, nibble at the spot where her ear meets her neck. She is thinking about how it must be taking all of his remaining focus to not slam his shins into the coffee table, and the thought only makes the whole scenario funnier.

“What do you think you’re laughing at,” he says playfully into the fold of her ear, but before she can reply, he is throwing her onto the bed, duvet feathers cushioning the blow with a whoosh of displaced air. Tahno crouches at the foot of the bed, crawling towards her and she feels suddenly sober. The silliness of the moment before is gone, replaced by the erratic beat of her heart as his body eclipses her own, not stopping until he is hovering just above her, held only on by his forearms. She leans forward to catch his lips between her teeth and he lowers himself slowly until their bare torsos are pressed together, breathing each other in and out, tongues and teeth colliding. His erection, hard against his sweatpants, pushes into her bellybutton, impossible to ignore, and she rolls against it, their hips colliding, pleased at the way he shudders at contact.

She groans when he pulls away, the absence of his lips physically painful, but they don’t go far, instead they drop lower, leaving warm, wet kisses on her jaw and clavicle and the underside of her breast, stopping for a moment to take each nipple in his mouth with a tenderness that only leaves her wanting more. When his lips reach her hips, he stops for a moment, hesitates, and she props herself up on her elbows to see him looking at her through half lidded eyes.

“Is this okay?” he says seriously, and even though she knows the gesture is sweet, her body is on fire, and every moment he spends not touching her feels torturous.

“I swear to god Tahno,” she says, “if you don’t touch me-”

He doesn’t let her finish, his thumb dipping down to graze against the bundle of live nerves between her thighs. The sound she makes at even the gentlest touch is lewd and she bites down on her tongue to muffle the response as his finger circles rhythmically around her clit, the feeling both familiar and new. She had, of course, touched herself before, even thought of Tahno as she did it, but his fingers are different, less predictable, capable of pushing her further, and the thought only turns her on more. Tahno was a playboy, Tahno had probably done this to dozens of women; generally, not an ideal history, but the practice certainly paid off, and by the time he’s leaning down to replace his finger with the pillow of his lips, she is practically writhing.

She had a frame of reference for hands, but his mouth is uncharted, and the hot slip of his tongue against her clit makes her toes curl involuntarily. Encouraged by her reaction, he increases his speed, and she rocks her hips in response. Still propped up on her elbows, she watches him devour her with eagerness, like he is parched and she is an oasis. When he wraps his lips around her bud and sucks gently, her muscles fail her, and her body collapses into the mattress, every ounce of energy radiating to her clit. Her head hits the pillow and her hips jerk and she feels his fingers press into her waist, holding her steady, nowhere to hide from the onslaught of his tongue, flat and obscene against her dripping core.

“Fuck, Tahno…” she whines, and it’s like a dam breaking because she no longer cares about sounding pathetic, in fact, she would say anything - do anything - in this moment if it meant he’d never stopped doing exactly what he was doing to her right now. One hand reaches out to curl into his hair, her body trembles at the vibration of the respondent groaning against her cunt, and she throws her head back, gasping at the new sensation.

She’s already too far gone when his left hand lets go of her hip, dropping to tease her entrance,  one finger sliding into her easily. Without warning, she breaks. Unable to handle the immediate relief of having something tangible to contract against, she shudders against him, back curling off the mattress, muttering Yue’s name like a mantra as she shatters into a million pieces. He doesn’t let up, keeping pace, moaning with her as she rides waves of warm, radiating pleasure against his tongue, until she can do nothing but twitch pathetically against him. Only then, do his lips leave her, wet and satisfied, to retrace their path up her body, his pace unhurried, and she allows herself to breathe, to bask in the post orgasm glow. When he finally gets to her lips, he lingers for a moment, and she tastes herself on his tongue, and knows that she is not ready for it to end, the novelty like a drug, so it’s her turn to take his breath away, as she reaches blindly for the ties on his sweatpants, pulling at the knot deftly.

“Let me return the favor,” she says, breaking the kiss to rest her lips near his ear, her hand reaching out to cup his chin, “please.” And she can tell from the flex in his jaw that a part of him wants to deny her because he wants tonight, this memory, to be about her and only her, it’s in his nature, but his cock is pressed against her hip, and she feels both drunk on pleasure and desperately  in need of control.

“I - you don’t have to,” he says shakily, but when she shifts to sit up, his hips twitch against her wantingly, and she feels dirty for liking it, for getting off on watching him grovel. Despite his initial objection, he allows her to press his shoulders into the mattress, trembling against her fingers as they drag down his chest and hook into the waistband of his pants, shimmying down the bed to pull the fabric away in one smooth motion. Bare to her now, she takes him in, hard against his own stomach. She had seen penises before, but never outside of an educational setting. Illustrated in healing textbooks, they always seemed so sad and sterile. Seeing his now though, engorged and alive, she begins to understand the appeal, though the logistics of fitting it all inside her still seem dubious.

She reaches out, running the backs of her fingers across the shaft gently, and his whole body shakes like a spring wound too tight. When her hand wraps around him, stroking him fully, he whimpers, breath coming out shaky and truncated, and she shifts her gaze to watch his eyes squeeze shut, feeling drunk on the power of holding his pleasure at her fingertips. She’s barely touching him, and he is unraveling before her, more vulnerable than she has ever seen him, and she wonders, selfishly, if the other women he brought home ever got to experience this side of him, or if they came and left seeing nothing more than rehearsed release. Her hand moves slowly, up and down his cock, rhythmic and firm, and she considers how often he had thought about this, if the reality of the moment could live up to the fantasy he had surely built. 

If the moment is underwhelming, disappointing, he doesn’t show, incapable of hiding his own pleasure, growing even harder in her hand, and emboldened by the response, she increases her pace, thumb swiping across his tip to gather the slick wetness that had accumulated there. He gasps at the movement, hips bucking desperately against her hand. The record ends, and there is nothing now to dampen lewd sounds of her hand pumping him, and he shifts on his elbows to watch her intently, his irises black in the soft glow of the lamp.

“Korra, please…” he moans, fingers twisting into the duvet, and even though this is all new to her, she knows she shouldn’t stop, wouldn’t dream of it, his pleasure fragile and beautiful and erotic in her hand. When he comes, in thick spurts over his own chest, she moans alongside him, fascinated by the tangible manifestation of release that covers her fingers. Her hand slows instinctively, and she leans down to kiss him hard, torsos pressed together slick with cum. 

He cleans them both off with a damp towel, stopping to kiss her softly, before flipping the record and throwing her a pile of his own clothes. He makes her dinner, beef and broccoli, and she spends the night, even though she shouldn’t because someone might notice she’s gone, but when he wraps around her, chest pressed into her back, lips against her temple, she can’t bear the thought of leaving.

If she had known that would be their last night together, that the next time they saw each other everything would change, maybe she would have chosen to stay in his bed forever, to skirt responsibility and rot with him until the world collapsed around them. Instead, she came back and burned it all down on her own. His love, beautiful and delicate, too little and too late to stop her own self destruction.
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The days pass, and she doesn’t sleep, instead she tosses and turns, her subconscious running a clip reel of nightmares and moments too tender to stomach. Mako’s words, however callous, weigh on her.

What are you going to do about it?

She has never been one to lay down and let bad guys win, but the whole situation seems so impossible, so unfair, and struggle as she might, she cannot imagine what rescuing Tahno would even look like. She doesn’t know where the equalists are keeping him, only that it is likely heavily guarded, and her body, though notably better after a week of bedrest, is still healing. Even if she manages to find him, breaking in and getting him out were entirely different things. She doesn’t know if he is injured, whether he would even be capable of an elaborate escape, if he was even still alive. She hopes he is.

The thought burns, and she closes her eyes tighter, folding her hands into her lap. She had hoped mediation would bring clarity. Aang had, after all, come to her when she needed him, but now the Spirit’s taunt her once again, nothing but radio silence on the other end, and after hours of restless mindfulness, she gives up and pushes herself slowly to her feet, stretching her arms above her head, sighing as her spine cracks into place.

She and Mako hadn’t spoken since her nightmare nearly a week ago. She knows he is avoiding her, unsure of what he is supposed to say now after her burst of transparency. Surprisingly, she doesn't regret it, to be unburdened by the secret had brought her only relief in the midst of all the uncertainty. 

In the interim, she had wrestled with whether to tell Asami what had happened with Mako. On one hand, she was certain that Mako would never attempt it again; her rejection had so obviously stung and his bruised ego was punishment in and of itself. On the other hand, Asami had a right to know, though ideally it should be coming from her boyfriend himself. After a few days, when it becomes clear that Mako has yet to come clean, she tells Asami, her own guilt too corrosive to stomach. She listens quietly, nodding her head, and thanks her for the honesty. Korra in return, promises it meant nothing, that she was deeply embarrassed at her own weakness, and only hoped that Asami could forgive her for the near betrayal. 

She’s not sure if Asami and Mako discuss it, but the former still brings her tea in the morning with the paper, and does her best to brighten Korra’s spirits, delivering her small wrapped treats and shell necklaces made by the children. Korra does does take note that the couple no longer takes afternoon walks together and one always seems to be absent from the cafeteria during meal time. She does not pry, exceedingly grateful for Asami’s companionship through it all.

A week after her nightmare, she starts getting antsy, her body healed enough to crave more than just bedrest. She’s not supposed to leave the island, not until she is cleared by the healers - Tenzin’s orders - but she bribes Jinora with normally-off-limits PG-13 literature to cover for her, and sneaks across the Bay on a nearly empty ferry just after dinner as the sun disappears behind the skyscrapers, casting spider leg shadows across the bay. The city seems noticeably more subdued than the last time she had been there, the combination of Equalist presence and task force overreach lending to nearly empty streets and a general vibe of distrust among the few who remain, and she pulls her hood closer to her face, in no shape for a skirmish.

It’s a bad idea, one she didn’t really think through, and she recognizes that even before she puts the key into the lock. Amon could be here, waiting for her, but she has to know, has to be sure he hadn’t been home. The deadbolt clicks and she shoulders her way into Tahno’s apartment without ever fully opening the door, resetting the lock behind her. She flicks on the light, unsure of what to expect.

It looks like a tornado has run through the room, every drawer and cabinet open, clothes and kitchen tools and toiletries strewn thoughtlessly across the floor, and she knows her fears were correct. The equalists had been here, maybe even Amon himself, and they had torn apart every inch of Tahno’s space looking for something. She can’t help but wonder if they found whatever it was they thought they were looking for, though she can’t imagine what that might have been. Proof of their relationship? Doubtful. Their shared attempts at selfless heroics seemed more than damning enough. Perhaps they weren’t looking for anything in particular, just destroying for the sake of destroying, and she imagines Tahno coming home to this, a caricature of his usually kempt apartment full of fruit flies and dust.

He was always tidier than her. By nature she was entropic, change was an integral part of the avatar cycle that felt wholly out of her control, and rather than fight it, she had embraced the disorder. But Tahno was different, he was a fighter of chaos, and his home was a beacon to that philosophy. His clothes were always folded and put away, never stacked on his dresser in various states of wear, and he rarely let the dishes sit or soak, not even when she burned garlic to the bottom of his stainless steel pans. Before he lost his bending, he said he would incorporate it into his cleaning routine, leveraging his control of water to speed up the job. With his bending gone, he had learned the value of elbow grease, so seeing his home in this state, partially disheveled and fully violated, leaves an acrid taste in her mouth.

Realistically, he is not coming back. His home, as it stands now, may as well be a mausoleum, a shrine to what could have been, but it feels wrong to leave it like it is. So she rolls up her sleeves and gets to work scrubbing dishes and restocking drawers and folding sweaters until everything is back in its place, albeit a little less pristinely. With the lights low, it’s close enough though, and when she’s done, she sits on the bed and wishes he would walk through the door and cook her dinner and let her lay her head across his chest and count the beats of his noisy heart.

The city, usually loud at this time of night, seems to mourn, and the silence is deafening. She should leave, should really get home before someone notices she is gone, but she’s not ready. Leaving feels like giving up, like the last six months were nothing more than a fleeting memory, so instead she stalls, remakes the bed, wipes down the counters a second time, sweeps dustbunnies from under the couch, anything to justify staying. Not that she really has to justify anything, but sitting and waiting seems counter productive, so she busies herself. To fill the silence, she decides to put on a record. Nostalgia, maybe regret, draws her to the last one they had listened to, the one that she had dropped her towel to in the bathroom doorway. When she goes to unsleeve it, a small scrap of paper flutters out, landing near her foot, the message face up for her to read.

i’d do it all over again.

don’t look for me.

- with love

It’s Tahno’s handwriting, Tahno who knew she’d come back and pick up the record, who suspected he would never come home again, and it should be poignant, to be understood even in hypotheticals, but instead, she just feels pissed. Pissed that he gets to chase after her, to risk his life for her own stupid, vapid, proud decisions, yet feels somehow entitled to demand she not do the same. If he was here, she’d slap him and bury her face in his chest and scream as loud as she could at his ridiculous double standard, and then she’d apologize for what she was about to do.

Tahno got to make his decision, and so does she.

What are you going to do about it, Korra?

When she gets back to the island, not folded in her pocket, she finds Bolin and Mako and Asami - the latter obviously still not talking - and pulls them into her room, locking the door behind her. They look at her quizzically, her sudden burst of energy unexpected.

“Are you okay-” Bolin starts to say, but she is interrupting him, having already accepted what needs to be done.

I’m going to find Tahno, and I need your help.

  



23. Patience


    
    “Give me the noodles,” she demands, reaching her hand out to him expectantly, the other hand propped on her hip. Tahno holds the package just out of her reach, teasing her, and when she lunges forward in an attempt to seize it, he hoists it over his head mockingly.

“You’re so impatient,” he chuckles as she pushes herself onto her tiptoes and drives her shoulder into his chest in an attempt to destabilize him. He does not budge, widening his stance to weather the onslaught.

“Are you serious,” she huffs, backing up in defeat, but not before poking him in the ribs as a type of sadistic consolation, grinning as he huffs and drops a noodle free hand to his stomach, “that water is so obviously boiling.” He glances over at the basin of steaming water to confirm that it is not, in fact, boiling. Instead it simmers, barely moving save for a scattering of microscopic bubbles that dissipate almost as quickly as they form.

“You call that boiling?” he asks seriously, raising an eyebrow as his hands fall to his sides, noodles safe for the time being.

“There are bubbles, what else would you call it?” She is so confident and so wrong, the shades of gray blending together so seamlessly that it almost feels like they’re bleeding, and it’s easy to imagine a world without absolutes when she is near, lost in the ethers of ambiguity.

“Normal people call that simmering,” he corrects, shaking the thought as quickly as it comes “And if you can’t tell the difference, I think I have a right to be concerned about your judgment.”

“Does it really matter, it’s all the same thing? Water is water.” She tries, now, to snatch the noodles from his hand, quick as ever, and he dodges the attempt just barely, positioning the noodles behind his back, so they are bridging his palms.

“So ice and steam,” he asks seriously, “it’s all the same to you?”

“Ok, Mr. Pedantic. You know what I meant,” she huffs, but he can tell she’s not really all that mad at him, “hot water is hot water.”

"Oh my bad,” he says, letting go of the noodles with one hand to raise it in mock defeat, “I wasn’t aware the Avatar was the authority on things like that.”



“Well I am,” she retorts, trying not to crack a smile, “and I’m frankly sick of you undermining my spirit granted power, so if you could kindly hand over the noodles…”

He relents, holding the bundle of noodles within her reach over his shoulder, but when she stretches out to grab it, he pulls it back half an inch, pleased at the way their torsos brush and her breath cascades against his collarbone. The contact burns him raw, and he doesn’t understand how she can’t see it because he is boiling for her. How she couldn’t understand the difference when it was standing right in front of her was incomprehensible to him. For so long, they had simmered, pushed and pulled and tested the limits of thermodynamics, bubbles coming and going until the collision course was unavoidable. And he’s not sure when it happened - like a watched pot - but it’s here now, and it’s impossible to deny. He’s on fire from the inside out, and there’s no pretending it was something else, the difference was so obvious.

She snatches the noodles and kisses him softly before turning around to dump them in the water. He doesn’t say anything but the water is boiling by the time the noodles hit the pot. She doesn’t seem to even notice.
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She sees the difference only after finding his note. Suddenly, she is boiling after weeks of simmering, and it’s immediately clear how wrong she was. Simmering was gentle, an idea in a storm, but boiling was unstoppable. Even after removing the flame, her soul still rolls, crashing and seasick and suddenly desperate to find him in a way that feels altogether self destructive.

Her friends, despite their apparent infighting, do not hesitate to offer their assistance. Pleased, perhaps to see a hint of Korra’s spark return. The issue comes when they realize that without Tahno’s intel, the equalists feel infinitely more elusive. Despite their growing control of the city, they remain nothing more than shadows, tucked away in alleys, gone before Team Avatar even knew where to look. Bolin suggests they ask Beifong. She was, after all, still well connected to the police force, despite her half voluntary retirement, but Korra shoots that down quickly. Tenzin could not know what they were up to, and Beifong, old school as she was, was a risk to rat them out. If Tenzin knew, he would be quick to try and talk sense into her, perhaps even ensure she never left the island unsupervised again, and while she was aware the concern came from a good place, they did not have the luxury of hesitation. 

Instead, Mako and Bolin station themselves outside the pharmacy where Tahno had originally trained with Eiko. The only place where they could almost certainly catch an unsuspecting equalist. Together, they play good cop and bad cop. Bolin, of course, is the good cop. Mako wants to rough them up, but is convinced by his brother that violence would do more harm than good, so instead, Mako relies on the implication of violence: a fist in the wall, flames on his finger. It’s a waste of time. They’re all too new, too untrustworthy, and none of them have any useful information on Tahno or his whereabouts. In fact, none of them had even heard anything about the former probender since the night of the tournament. After two weeks and four sorry, possibly traumatized  souls, they give up and go back to the drawing board. 

It’s Mako that suggests the Triple Threat Triads. While partially neutered by the equalizing of Lightning Bolt Zolt, they still remained connected, more so than any other triad in the city. That’s where Asami comes in. The Triads were connected, yes, but also expensive. Lucky for them, Asami had money. Her fathers assets were frozen, but her own personal stash was sizable, more than enough for a decent bribe.

Korra wants to come along, desperate to be of any use at all, but they all insist her role is to heal, to be in the very best shape for the rescue mission. Besides, the equalists were sure to crucify her further if word of the Avatar’s extortion and bribery made its way back to Amon. It feels like a betrayal to both her friends and Tahno because this should be her battle. She was the catalyst, yet she is the one who is forced to sit and watch as the reaction gathers energy around her, powerless to stop it. To occupy herself, she trains hard, harder than Tenzin would like, drilling herself until exhaustion while her friends clean up her mess. The level of training is multifunctional because by the end of the night she can barely keep her eyes open. Without it, sleep would be hard to come by, the nightmares increasingly graphic, though none as immersive as the one where the ocean swallowed the moon.

Mako says it takes nearly every one of Asami’s yuen to get the information, but the Triads give in. Their greed outweighs their fear of Amon, but just barely. The good news, Tahno is alive. The relief hits her in the chest like a spring racing towards its origin, snapping together. It must show on her face because Mako is quick to interject, to dampen her optimism. She should have known that it’s never that simple with Tahno. He was alive, but maybe not for long because Amon was gearing up to make an example out of him. There was a rally, a small one for only Amon’s most loyal followers. The Triad’s were unsure exactly what becoming an example entailed, but one thing was for sure, they had no intention of being anywhere near the event. In fact, they were even hesitant to disclose any further details until Mako produced another stack of yuen, the very last he had on him. Two weeks from tomorrow, at eight PM, at an abandoned warehouse three blocks north of the arena. 

“That seems like it was too easy,” Asami counters, “Are you sure this isn't a red herring?”

And even though she has a point, Mako is quick to snap back “Easy?! You weren’t even there. Nothing about that was easy,” he stands now and paces to the back of the tea room, “That information took us six days of triad telephone to get!” And to Korra, or really anyone with eyes, it’s clear the wound between the (ex?) lovers is still festering, unresolved.

“What do you think, Bo,” Korra interrupts, an attempt at neutrality as she looks between her equally agitated friends, “Are the triads telling the truth or should we keep looking.” Secretly, she knows what she wants to hear. She wants the lead to be true, maybe even needs it to be because it means there’s a chance. A slim and laughable chance, but a chance nonetheless. 

“Mako’s not wrong,” Bo says, crossing his arms, Korra bites her tongue “it’s not like we just waltzed in and they told us everything, but I get it. The Triads’ are hard to trust.”

“We should be careful,” Asami interrupts defensively, “that’s all I’m saying.”

“Asami’s right,” Korra concedes, “We don’t know what Amon knows, and we need to be careful. What if Asami and I stake out the warehouse this week? If they’re planning a rally there, I’m sure there will be signs.” She looks towards Asami, who nods her chin tightly in agreement. “Mako and Bolin, maybe you guys keep tabs on the triads to see if there’s any signs of them meeting with the equalists?”

The agreement is tense, but still an agreement, and they plan to split up the following morning. That night she watches the crescent moon through her window and thinks of noodles and kinetic energy.
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The equalists treat him fairly, almost kindly after his agreement to their terms. Tahno would get on stage, read a speech, and leave the stage. After which, assuming his performance was satisfactory, Amon would return his bending. Then, a truck would drop him off at the bus station with a suitcase full of his belongings plundered from his own home. He was not to return to his apartment or the library or Air Temple Island. He was expected to board the first train to Ba Sing Se and never look back. 

Tahno asks to see the speech ahead of time but is, unsurprisingly, refused. The content, in Amon’s opinion, was irrelevant. It makes sense. Tahno did not need to believe the words, nor did he have any delusions that he would; he just needed to read them semi-convincingly. In his head, he wonders where the line is. What amount of convincing would Amon deem an acceptable trade to get his bending back, and was Tahno a convincing enough actor to pull it off. There’s no doubt he was capable of deceiving, but that felt far easier with a mask and an alias. But he’s unsure now, when his identity is the topic of interest, how he will fare in the spotlight.

His days are monotonous, and time passes more slowly than he thought possible, though he knows, in retrospect, this period of limbo would feel like a blur. His burns, the ones inflicted so casually by the Lieutenant, blister and break open, coating his bedding in sickly clear liquid, the fragile paper of what remained of his skin is dark purple and tender. The guards bring him bandages and ointment with his breakfast, and he spends the time carefully unwrapping and cleaning the wounds. When he gets his bending back, he thinks maybe he’ll finally learn to heal, a skill he had for too long taken for granted. Korra had undoubtedly changed his perspective. Their spirits entwined by her gentle palms. Her work was clean, seldom leaving more than a hairline scar. There is no hope for these wounds though, and he wonders what he will tell people when they ask about the soon to be scars. He thinks shame will lead him to lie, but it’s hard to know.

He has plenty of time to consider the ethical implications of his actions. At his core, helping Amon was self preservation, and if people truly understood that, he knows it would be much harder to hijack his actions with any nefarious intent. The problem is not what he intends, but what others will see. He will be a traitor to benders everywhere, to his friends and mentors, and to Korra. It wouldn’t matter that his life was hanging in the balance, his bending, what would matter is the propaganda he was willing to spew to save himself. 

Despite his acceptance of what he must do, he is also not blind to Amon’s ulterior motives. He is bait for Korra, a dangling carrot. Amon wants her to come looking for him, just like he had gone looking for her, and Tahno can only hope and pray that she is wise enough to stay away for once. Maybe she found his note, maybe she listened this time. Really, he wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for her, the least she could do was give him the grace of disappearing without her blood on his hands. The thought of losing her, of being the reason she is lost, leaves a sick taste in his mouth.  Even now, with the picture of her and Mako tucked under his pillow, he cannot help but want to protect her, the feeling so intrinsic that it’s hard to believe he had ever wished for her suffering. Mako on the other hand, he held none of that fondness for. In fact, the more he looked at the picture, the more he saw it for what it was. The bags under Korra’s eyes, the subtle glimmer of dried tears on her cheeks, Mako had seen his opportunity and taken it. At least there would be someone to take care of her, maybe even protect her from herself. It’s little solace, but it is something.

He wonders if he will ever get over her. He know deep down he won't.
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Stake out duty is boring. Korra and Asami take turns watching the building in four hour shifts while the other naps pretzeled in their seat. They tell Tenzin that they are categorizing the Sato Estate assets. In actuality,  Asami and her were parked strategically in a northside alley, close enough to observe the aforementioned warehouse entrance, but not so close as to garner unwanted attention. Despite their patience, nobody comes. Day after day, silence, and when the topics of conversation run out, they are both left to their own thoughts. Each moment of stillness, of nothing but snowflakes and birds and distant city sounds, leaves Korra more enraged. This was supposed to be the place. It should be teaming with equalists, at the very least crawling with them, yet the windows stay sealed, nothing but darkness behind them.

After a week of dissapointment, she begins to wonder what the point of waiting even is. She could just as easily, and much more efficiently, bust in a window and figure out exactly what was going on behind those closed doors with her own eyes. With only five days left until the rally, they were running out of time and options. Once the thought is in her head, it is unavoidable, and suddenly she is fantasizing about climbing the fire escapes and busting a window, subtlety be damned. In and out, and a hell of a lot easier than sitting and waiting and hoping for Amon to slip up in time.

But then she thinks of Tahno and his note and how she even managed to get in this situation in the first place, and she knows exactly what he would say about her plan. Her brashness, her reckless abandon, was often a liability for both herself and those closest to her, and she doesn't know if she could forgive herself if Asami ended up in the crossfire too. She wants to think that her nonbender status and Hiroshi’s influence would be enough to protect her, but she knows nothing is guaranteed. So instead of giving into the temptation of the easy way out, she continues the quiet torture of sitting and waiting. Days passing slowly.

“I’m going to get a snack,” Korra says, cracking her knuckles before turning to look at Asami in the driver’s seat, “Do you need anything?”

Asami blinks, tearing her gaze away from the building to make eye contact with Korra. Her pupils dilate, eyes resetting after being stuck in place for such an unnatural stretch of time. 

“A coffee, please,” she says, punctuated by a comically timed yawn, and they both giggle even though it’s not really funny because joy has felt few and far between for too long, and Korra is suddenly in the mood to hold onto whatever she can. It’s three days before the rally and the sun is setting, swallowed by the mountains, and she feels unstable and exhausted. So she laughs.

“Be back in ten,” she says, pulling her parka hood over her head and exiting the vehicle, her knees and back popping in unison as she makes her way to the coffee shop five blocks away, happy to stretch her legs after ten hours of being stagnant.

She orders a drip coffee and a black tea from the lady behind the counter. She wonders if she is recognizable yet, if the barista had registered that her new regular was the Avatar or if she was just being paranoid. While waiting for her drinks, she asks if she can use the restroom, her face sticky with oil and sweat from sitting in glass refracted sunlight all day. The barista points her down a narrow, windowless hall without turning away from the steaming hot drinks.

The door clicks shut behind her and her fingers search for the light switch. She flips it but nothing happens, and her stomach drops. She backs up, hands wrapping around the door handle, but it won’t turn, won’t even budge, and her heart stammers, stuck in her throat as she ignites her fingers to see six green masks staring back at her.
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It’s fifteen minutes before Asami realizes Korra has been gone for longer than expected, and thirty minutes before she starts panicking entirely.

It’s too late.

  



24. Equality


    
    Putting the uniform back on is oddly comforting, like an actor on stage, a character, he is able to compartmentalize. Today, he would be reformed Tahno, he would grovel and lie and feign repentance, and tomorrow, he would be halfway to Ba Sing Se. Tonight though, he will feel the moon for the first time in a half year, he will bend prisms out of puddles and compartmentalize a season of storms. One snowflake at a time, she will fade to nothing more than a memory, dispersed atom by atom through his bloodstream, decomposed until not even the shocking blue of her eyes remain. His cells will change, shed, and be reborn having never experienced her hurricane.

But tonight he has to focus, to put on the performance of a lifetime. He can hear the crowd shuffling in on the other side of the wall, feeling their energy and anticipation as the room fills and he waits for his entrance. Unable to sit still, he rises and stares at himself in the mirror. That morning, they gave him a haircut and let him shave the remnants of the beard he could not really grow. The bruise on his temple, Amon’s handiwork, is faded, but if he looks closely, he can see the edges of it still, skin faintly greyed. All things considered, he looks healthy, the sins inflicted on him by the Lieutenant hidden by the grey canvas of his uniform. He nods at himself in the mirror, blinks twice, stands straighter and rolls his shoulders loose. After, he sits down in the chair again, unsatisfied, leg bouncing in anticipation.

Gradually, the crowd grows louder, the sounds of chatter eclipsing the earlier shuffling. Foolishly, he listens for Korra, even though through the wall he can hear nothing but the drone of bodies, incessant and nauseating. Suddenly, as if a switch is flipped, there is silence, and he knows without seeing that Amon has walked onto the stage. He had that uncanny ability that cult leaders do, to command a crowd without so much as a word. Tahno would be impressed if he wasn’t so sickened by every other aspect of the man, of Noatak. The name is foreign. He hadn’t dared utter it since he heard it from Tarrlok’s lips, afraid that word would get back to Amon. Instead, he stowed the information and wondered how he could get it back to Republic City after he had escaped, if it was worth the risk or if the battle was too far gone already. Would anybody even believe him after what he was about to do?

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” Amon’s voice rings out, commanding over the now silent crowd, “it is a beautiful night for equality.” The crowd hollers now, invigorated. “Six months ago, we were relegated to the shadows, othered by the tyrannical bending establishment that poisons every institution in this once great city. But now, we are no more.”

There is a pause, the rumble of a shifting crowd, pregnant with anticipation.

“As we speak, City Council is falling,” the crowd gasps, Tahno’s stomach drops, “tonight, we will walk the streets proudly, no longer forced to hide.”

That can’t be right. The equalists were powerful yes, but not take-over-the-city powerful. He had only been gone for a month, was that really enough time to pull off something as elaborate as a coup. Was Tenzin alright? Was Korra? He doesn’t have time to spiral, because the crowd is quieting and Amon is continuing his victory lap.

“From now on, this city belongs to those who have for so long been forgotten and abused. Those who have been treated as nothing more than pawns in the wars of the bending elite. Republic City is ours, and I welcome you to march the streets proudly, uniforms on, and remind everyone who exactly rules this city.” The crowds hollers louder, “This is only possible, of course, because of the efforts of each and every one of you, the personal sacrifice of time and relationships to stand for what is morally correct. Your unwavering bravery in the face of state sanctioned prejudice is admirable.”

Tahno’s heart is racing and he breathes in through his nose and out through his mouth trying to decide if this changes anything. It should, he should be brave enough to revolt, to use his voice for something good, but he knows deep down he won’t. He will still run because the reality of an Amon ruled Republic City is too abhorrent to feign bravery. To stay would be foolish. Korra will be okay, Korra will save the world with or without him. She has too. He doesn’t have time to ponder further because the speech is continuing and he knows he has to keep his wits about him.

“I have one more treat for you all tonight,” Amon says once the chatter has dissipated, “I would like to introduce you all to a very special guest.”

Tahno stands now, brushes his hands down his arms absentmindedly, looks at his green reflection in the mirror and wonders if he deserves to be forgiven.

“Please welcome to the stage,”

Tahno’s fingers twitch, he feels like his lungs are too small and his skin is too tight, tearing at the seams. Like a mantra, he assures himself that it will be over soon. He could do anything for five minutes, no matter how awful, no matter how painful. Five minutes was nothing.

“Avatar Korra!”
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“What was that?” Tahno asks because he had thought she was asleep, coiled like a cat in the corner of the couch, but then she said something, and when he looks up from his book, she is already sitting crosslegged looking at him nervously.

“Can I ask you a question about the night of the tournament?” she repeats. The twitch of his eye must betray his surprise because before he can answer she is blurting out an apology, and he holds up his hand to calm her. It isn’t a night they usually talk about, in fact, despite its pivotal role in their relationship, it’s one they both actively avoid. In his mind, there was a version of them before the tournament and a version of them after, and even though she was there, even though he nearly broke her ribs with a chunk of ice, the night feels separate from her, different. It’s not that he’s opposed to the conversation, it just feels uncanny to reminisce about it with anyone, let alone her.

“Okay.” He sets his book onto the coffee table, pages face down so he doesn’t lose his spot, and turns so he is facing her, one leg folded underneath him and the other hanging off the couch.

She looks at her hands, cuticles picked raw and then back at him. “What did it feel like…?” she trails off before adding, “I’m sorry if you don’t want to talk about it, but I don’t have anyone else I can ask.”

He chews on the question, considers it for a moment.

“You know how it feels to get the wind knocked out of you?” he says, waiting for her to nod, “Like that without the impact. The air was there, and then it was all gone. Uncomfortable but not painful. But after,” he continues, “I just felt empty.”

She moves closer to him, resting her head against the back of couch, “does it get better or do you just get better at ignoring it?”

“I’ll let you know when I find out,” he replies, holding his arms open so she can crawl into them. 

Each day, the tenderness comes more naturally, pockets of intimacy laced into their romps, entwined so simply he’s not even sure when the shift happened at all.

“Why are you asking,” he says as she slots her head into the space below his chin. Her hair smells like his shampoo and he resists the urge to bury his nose in it.

Her hands reach up to pick at a loose thread on his t-shirt, “I just want to be prepared.”

“He’s not going to take your bending,” he says reassuringly, a hand running down her arm.

“Will you be honest with me,” she says, untucking herself to look him directly in the eyes, and he knows he cannot say no to those eyes, so he nods his head instead, never once looking away.

“If Amon takes my bending, will I still be the Avatar?”

“Always,” he says, “to me, always.”
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He’s screaming her name uselessly, voice drowned out by the howling of the crowd as he beats his shoulder into the metal door, four, five, six times even though it doesn’t budge after the first. He scans the room frantically desperate for something, anything that can help him get to her. But there is nothing, the room empty save for a chair and the mounted mirror and all he can do is listen in horror as the crowd quiets and her knees skid across the floor.

“As with any opponent, I welcome the Avatar to fight for her bending.”

He hears chains hit the stage and he is holding his breath even though he knows this is a fight she cannot win. She doesn’t know that though, could not even begin to understand the force she was dealing with. There is a gasp and a woosh followed by the rumble of moved earth. He can hear her screaming something, but with Amon’s mic moved out of the way, the words are all but lost. The crowd responds enthusiastically, jeering and gasping, and he knows Amon is dragging this on, like a cat playing with its prey. She cannot win this, but she is trying and the whole building shakes in response to her fury.

Suddenly, the crowd goes quiet, a single breath held between them, and he squeezes his eyes shut, nails digging into his palms. Just let it be over, please just let it be over. He cannot listen any longer, cannot bear it. Not for a minute, not even a second more.

He hears her scream, voice cracking, and he falls to his knees just as the crowd erupts.
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She lost. 

One minute she was alive and there were flames at her palm and she thought maybe she could best Amon. She even got a hit on him, a burn across his forearm, the skin a bright pink contrast against his mask as he shields his face, and she feels hope, creeping and dangerous, but then all her blows become glancing and it’s like he is anticipating her every move. She’s seen this from him before, knows exactly how it ends.

When her face hits the floor, jaw cracking against the stage, she doesn’t feel it. All she feels is empty. Empty and cold and breathless. She uses her elbows to right herself, on her knees now, she touches her face gently to feel liquid there. At first, she thinks it’s tears, tears she cannot even feel, but when she pulls her hand black, it is crimson, a thick line of it from her temple.

Amon is saying something, but her head is buzzing, like Tenzin’s voice cutting though when she is deep in meditation, the words are barely words. Her head raises to look at the crowd, blinking away the light to see a sea of faces in ecstasy. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. They all said she would win, she was supposed to save the world, she was the Avatar. 

Was.

Tahno’s words play back to her now.

Always the Avatar. To him. Always. But to the rest of the world…

Someone is grabbing her arms. It can’t be Amon because he is still orating, hands raised in reverence. She does not fight, does not have it in her to even pull away, all she can do is stumble forward, droplets of blood left in her wake.
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He paces and listens to Amon spew some bullshit that doesn’t really matter, it never really did. Why did he think he could believe the words of a charlatan? The rally ends and he hears bodies leaving, spilling into the streets in droves to sing the praise of their great leader and all he can do is wait and fester and think of the easiest way to kill him..

The moment Amon steps into his room, Tahno is driving him back into the hallway, forearm pushed down on his jugular with surprising force for someone who has been close to starving for a month. The equalists around Amon, his pathetic posse, bristle, but to Tahno’s surprise, Amon does not struggle, merely raises his hands, signalling for his men to wait. A sign of peace even with his neck wedged between Tahno’s arm and the concrete wall.

“You lied.” 

“I embellished,” Amon says too calmly, “Nothing has changed except for the audience. I will still return your bending, I will still let you walk out of here in one piece, I just need you to do me one final favor.”

“Why would I do that?” he says, pushing harder, and he knows if Amon really wanted to hurt him, he would, Tahno is no real threat to him, not with 10 onlookers waiting to pounce.

“Because, you care for Korra, and what I am asking for will keep her out of harm’s way,” Amon’s voice is hoarse from the pressure, yet he does not push back. Tahno feels his resolve waver. “So perhaps you step back now, so we can discuss this like adults.”

There is the appearance of options, but he knows really there is only one, so, resentfully,  he drops his arm and backs up, eyes narrowed. Amon steps off the wall, unshaken by Tahno’s empty threat.

“You want Korra safe,” he starts, “I want her out of my city. As far as I’m concerned, those are the same goals.”

Tahno is silent.

“I have no desire for world domination. In fact, equalizing that would be impossible. Other nations can quarrel if they please, so long as Republic City remains a beacon for nonbenders.” Tahno raises an eyebrow in confusion. “Of course you know that taking her bending is not enough. Her pride will not accept this loss. She will fight until her limbs fail her, and I assure you, she will lose still.” After a moment, “You must convince her to leave and to stay far away.”

“Her bending-” he starts as if he is in any position to barter, but maybe she will forgive him if he can give it back to her, a consolation prize for the betrayal he is considering.

“Nonegotiable,” Amon replies, “She is still dangerous, even without her bending. But her friends, I will spare, should they come looking. Save for Miss Sato..”

His bending and Korra’s safety, perhaps her friend's safety, in exchange for the entirety of Republic City. It’s a sore deal, yet in their position perhaps it’s the best they could hope for. Still, he cannot wrap his head around the scope of suffering they will leave in their wake, the lives that will inevitably be destroyed. Nor is he sure of his ability to lie to her, to pretend like they will both be able to live with themselves in the wake of it all.

He thinks maybe he is capable of lying. If it’s for her good, if she is ultimately safe, it would be worth it. He can give her that much, yet he probably still owes her even more because it’s still selfish. He agrees to it hesitantly, but insists Amon allow them to speak alone. The leader accepts begrudgingly. 

He’s prepared to convince her, to make it hurt if that’s what it takes. That is, until he sees her, curled in the corner of a dusty room, and his resolve withers immediately, her body a pickaxe and his own a sheet of ice. When she looks up, startled by the slam of the door in his wake, there is only relief on her face, heartbreaking and beautiful, and he can do nothing but cross the room and fall to his knees, arms wrapping around her. Her body, familiar and altogether foreign after a month of physical neglect, shutters against his, and all at once, he doesn’t care less about Amon or Mako or Republic City. It is her. Only her.
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She is less empty now, because Tahno’s face is buried in the crook of her neck, and he is alive. Not just alive, but clean and seemingly healthy, and she should be ecstatic, this is what she wanted, right? But the equalist uniform is confounding and her body feels useless and heavy.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry” he whispers, but the words feel far away, almost abstract, and she can’t help but wonder if losing three elements was proportionately three times worse or if it all hurt the same. Her arms move subconsciously, wrapping around his torso, tugging at the fabric on his back, nails pulling him closer, trying to fill the void left behind. After a moment, he backs up so he can see her face, his hand raising to wipe the dried blood from her temple. She squeezes her eyes shut, unable to stomach the pity. Was that how she had looked at him that day at the station? No wonder he had hated her.

“He’ll let us leave,” he says softly, his other hand raising to cup her chin, “you can go back to your family, to the South Pole, as long as you don’t come back here. You could be free…” 

Free.

Like airbending, the element of freedom. The word means nothing to her, not really. As long as Amon lived, as long as his ideas still polluted the city, there was no freedom. She opens her eyes to see he is still staring at her, and suddenly she feels uneasy, uncertain because Tahno was supposed to be on her side, and she feels herself bristle against his touch, uncomfortable and cornered and hyper aware of just how malleable she is in her current state. Her head shakes his palms off.

“He sent you here to convince me,” she says, voice breaking, “didn’t he?”

“He did,” his voice is still soft and he scoots back to give her space, her arms wrap around herself, “But I won’t push you. It’s on your terms. Whatever you want…”

“I want to destroy him,” she says automatically, without even thinking. Freedom and safety were nothing but empty words to her. Her bending was gone, she had nothing to lose, and if she was going down, she was taking Amon with her.

“That’s what I hoped you would say.”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Fighting demons (the urge to write an alternate ending where they run away to the South Pole together)

        




25. Endings


    
    Looking at her, he wonders what she must feel now. If without her bending, all her other senses feel heightened, unfiltered. Like Toph who learned to feel everything in the absence of her sight, perhaps, Korra could smell the fear on him. If he dared reach out and touch, he wouldn’t be surprised if she cowered in pain, jagged in the wake of what remained. Later, maybe she will allow him to hold her close, apply gentle pressure to each and every wound Amon has left behind. He buries the thought, afraid to hope.

“We don’t have much time,” he says lowly. Her eyes focus and unfocus, “and if we’re going to do this, there’s something you need to know.”

He relays the information quickly and quietly. Unsure how much time they have or to what extent they are being watched.

“They’re Yakone’s sons,” she says, finishing his story for him as if it was always so obvious, “when Tarrlok had me…” she trails off for a moment, “ Aang came to me, he showed me Yakone’s trial. I thought he was only warning me about Tarrlok, but he was trying to tell me about Amon too.”

“It’s why he’s untouchable,” Tahno says, “His bloodbending is different than Tarrlok’s,” he struggles for words, unsure how to describe something intangible, “it’s refined.” The word isn’t exactly perfect, but it’s close enough. 

"He’s been bloodbending right under our noses, and we never even noticed,” she says, frustrated by missed strikes and almost kill shots, useless now.

On the other side of the door, bodies begin moving, the dull scratch of canvas against canvas and he knows their time is limited. The plan they come up with isn’t really a plan at all, more like a wishlist, is half formed and sloppy. Get weapons - whatever they can snatch off downed equalists - keep Amon in crowds and attack at short range - close enough to negate the effects of his bloodbending - and survive. At all cost. No matter what they must survive. As much as he knows she wants to end it here and now, they agree that If there is an opportunity for them to both run, to put distance between themselves and Amon and find backup, they will. Not to hide, just to recoup, realign.

He pulls himself to his feet, offering his hand to her. Her fingers are clammy as he pulls her up to meet him. He lets go, finger tingling, crossing the room, preparing himself to enter the fray. She stays back a step.

“Wait, Tahno…” her voice cracks and he turns to see her hand hovering in the space between them. “I -” she pauses for a second, hand falling, deflated, “I’m sorry, for everything, this is my fault.”

“Save it, Uh-vatar,” he says, because it’s not her fault and because he hopes someday to take her out on a real date rules be damned, “tell me all about it after.” He attempts a smile, but can feel his jaw trembling, and suddenly he is a child again, frozen in front of an alligatorhawk, watching helplessly as it devours a family of field mice.

Her lips twitch, hesitantly, and he knows she in unconvinced.
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The words don’t come, somehow too small, too inconsequential for the moment, lost entirely once the door is sprung open and they are outnumbered.

She is shaky and off kilter and there are so many of them, aglow in fluorescence and the shadows of spent electricity. She jumps back from a strike to her ribs, just to narrowly dodge a kick she didn’t even see coming. Even if she wasn’t tired, frankly exhausted, from her fight with Amon - if she could even call it that - her adrenaline had been spent hours ago in that bathroom, flames reflected off the porcelain sink. Of course, she knew this fight would never be fair, but she had hoped for some advantage: numbers or the element of surprise at least.

Bending is so subconscious to her- as natural as blinking - and she finds herself willing flames without a spark, digging her heels into earth that will no longer move for her, and she feels useless in the midst of chaos. It’s hard to keep an eye on Tahno when he looks like every other equalist from the neck down, and Amon is nowhere to be seen, so she focuses her energy on avoiding and redirecting blows. She puts her airbending training to good use, back to basics until an opportunity arises and she nails a particularly lumbering equalist in the mask with her elbow, flinching as the glass embeds in her skin, blood trickling down her forearms. He falls at her feet in a heap. There’s no time to celebrate though because two more materialize in his place, and it is taking all her concentration to not trip over herself.

Weapons. The semblance of a plan comes back to her and she uses her foot to turn the downed equalist over, all the while, keeping one eye on the two circling her. There is a Kali stick strapped to his hip, and in one deft move, she dips to avoid a fist and wraps her hands around the weapon. She hadn’t held one since that night at Tahno’s and she doesn’t remember the metal feeling so frigid, but now it’s so cold it’s nearly scalding, and she fumbles for a switch or button, her heart thumping in her chest. 

She hears a whir of electricity, but it’s not from her own hands, and she turns in time to see a body hit the ground. Above it, like a statue, stands Tahno, a glove sparking in his hands and a thin trail of blood dripping from his nose. It’s a distraction she pays for, because a knuckle is colliding with her stomach and when she doubles over, a knee hits her chin. Stumbling back a few feet, she grunts and rights herself, finger finally connecting with the button, just as her assailant's own kali stick swings towards her. Another step back, her shoulder collides with the wall, and there is nowhere left for her to run. She swerves just in time to avoid a third blow. Staying low, she propels her body forward, shoulder driving into the ribs of her attacker before jabbing the kali stick into their side and letting the electricity flow.

The second equalist, unfazed, nails her in left shoulder with two fingers, and while chiblocking doesn’t quite have the same effect without bending to block, her arm still falls heavy, swinging half useless at her side. With her good hand, she shoves them back a step, her foot swinging out to topple them. A swift kick in the neck is enough to knock them out.

She finds Tahno in the chaos, more powerful together as they down four more equalists, then five, only using enough electricity to ensure they don’t have the strength to get back up, and resorting to brute force as needed. Like dancing, like brawling, like kissing, they are in sync. Their assailants fall, growing piles of canvas in the tight hallway. Those who remain begin to retreat, dispersing like flies.

The storm clears away, and they are left windswept in a hallway that is eerily quiet save for the groans of the men and women at their feet. Amon is nowhere to be seen, and she’s not sure why that is surprising to her. She had expected him to stay close - to join the fray even. Her confusion, painted on her face, is mirrored in Tahno’s furrowed brow.

“Coward!” she hears herself yell, aware of the volume, anger and betrayal bubbling over, fear secondary to the emptiness left behind. To Tahno’s credit, he doesn’t shush her. Instead, he’s too busy unbuttoning his jacket and throwing it over her shoulder, comically large on her. Leaning down, he extracts a mask from the floor and places it on her head, and suddenly her world is green. He pulls his own mask down.

“We need to get out of here,” he hisses, “we need a crowd.” And of course he’s right. With nobody to put on an act for, Amon would be quick to drop the benderless persona, and even quicker to ensure he left no witnesses. Before equalization, she had been no match for Tarrlok’s bloodbending. No doubt Amon was much more powerful to have walked right through it, barely a stutter in his step. Even though it is the logical choice, it still feels like running when all she wants to do is end this. Still, she lets him pull her through their hallway of wreckage, reminiscent of another rally long ago.

Neither of them knows exactly where they are going, shoulders colliding with corners, breath coming in shallow gasps as they burst through door after seemingly endless door. With each room, she tenses, relaxing only when Amon is nowhere to be seen, her body traumatized by the mere thought of him. She hates it, hates being afraid and useless. 

Finally, by some miracle, they emerge through a metal door and find themselves looking at Yue Bay - choppy waves forest green from behind her spectacles. Dozens of rally attendees still mill about, uniformed and civilian alike. Some turn to observe them with mild interest before returning to their conversations, but most don’t even perceive them, distracted and delighted by the spectacle they had witnessed. 

“Are you alright?” Tahno says, doubling back so his body is shielding her own from wandering yes. Blood is crusted above his upper lip, and his nose, once straight, leans left now. For a moment, she thinks about healing him, something once so ordinary, now stolen from them. She runs her hands down her body, half to distract herself and half to check for bumps and cuts. She thinks maybe her rib is cracked, because when she tries to take a deep breath in, her lungs ache, but other than that she is upright and moving despite her exhaustion. She nods her affirmation absentmindedly, her brain already trying to formulate a plan.

They are just east of the probending arena, a warehouse she has passed many times on the trek from the ferry to Tahno’s apartment. The bay closes in on either side of them, and in the distance, she can see the Air Temple, a soft glow against the stormy gray predusk sky. It’s the only place they can go. She needs to find Tenzin, to know he is safe, and she needs her friends, now more than ever. It’s her turn to hold his elbow, leading him towards the ferry in hurried steps. When he realizes where they are going, he makes to protest, but before he can interject, she’s whispering, “It’s our only option.” And he must know it is true because he allows himself to be pulled onward.
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The ferry is empty and too quiet, nothing but the howl of the late winter wind to break the silence between them. He watches her throw the mask overboard, hair plastered to her forehead and his heart pangs. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He had no grandiose delusions of saving her, but only because he had always just assumed she would just do it herself. Now, he doesn’t know what he’s supposed to say or when he’s supposed to say it. He taps the handle of the glove at his hip. Platitudes were vapid, and even if they weren’t, they still wouldn’t put her back together. So instead, he leans against the railing and watches her from across the deck, the city shrinking behind them.

They are halfway to the island when his knees buckle and the boat lurches to a stop. In a moment, she is springing to her feet, eyes wild as he crosses the deck to her. She sees Amon first, he knows because suddenly her pupils go wide, and a moment later he cannot move, cannot even control the twitching of his own limbs. Together, they fall to their knees mere meters apart. He sees her face contort in pain before feeling it himself, as they are spun to face their captor, ligaments unwilling participants in the movement.

It’s over. There was nowhere left to run, nobody to stop Amon from enacting his will on them, nothing but the bay, once so sacred, so trusted, to witness their demise. He thinks about being knee deep in it, about the moon bouncing off her hair and reflecting diamonds in the fallen droplets. Nothing but memories, because today the water is black and lurching and unforgiving. At least his grave will be watery, little solace, but it’s something.

“My brother and his loose lips,” Amon is tutting, standing in the doorway of the deckhouse all pomp and performance, hands linked behind his back. He is relaxed, calm, overly familiar, and It’s hard to believe the strength he possesses without even breaking a sweat, so nonchalant in his bending that Tahno thinks it would be incredible to witness if not for the circumstances. He wills his body to move, tries to flick his finger, fights against entropy and comes up short. It occurs to him just how quickly Amon could stop his heart, flood his lungs with his own blood in an instant. It also occurs to him that that fate may be kinder than what will be afforded to him.

Amon makes eye contact with Tahno first, “I would have made good on my promise, you could have had it all, and you squandered it, “ he scoffs, “And for what?. Snarling, he jeers his head towards Korra, now visible only from the very corner of his eyes, “She pities you, she doesn't love you.” Tahno feels his muscles contract in discomfort though his body stays suspended, and even though it doesn’t matter, even though Amon lies, he feels sick.

“And you,” he crosses in front of Tahno to stand directly in front of Korra, kneeling so they are eye to eye. “I have no desire to repeat Ozai’s folly and chase a brat around the world. You could have spent a lifetime with your family in relative comfort.” He reaches out and grabs her chin, gloved finger digging into her cheeks, despite the fact that she is already immobilized, “Instead, it seems you’d rather live out the remainder of your life as a war prize.”

His thumb shifts to press against her lower lip, and she twitches, barely restrained, likely eager to separate Amon’s finger from his knuckle. Tahno feels it too, his own hatred bubbling, nerves fraying against Amon’s bind, seemingly powerless, “Very well then,” Amon says, “I suppose there have been less desirable spoils of war.” He drops her chin and rights himself. “My brother had the right idea with you. Though his execution was sloppy. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure to tie up loose ends.”

In an instant, Tahno is pulled off the ground, levitating above the ferry, nearly bent in half, twisted like a cherry stem. “Starting with this one,” Amon says. He hears his own voice pierce through the crash of waves, a scream so guttural, he barely recognizes it. He thinks Korra is screaming too, but the blood is building behind his ears, and the sound is nothing but the beating drone of pressure against skull. His nose slams into his knees and his right shoulder pops out of place, and he knows this is it, that everything up until this point was a waste, and he almost can’t bring himself to care as long as the pain stops. Korra would be okay, Korra would have to be okay, it was all for her always, for her anyways, every moment after the tournament, every meeting, every stolen glance, and broken promise, every storm… for her.

.

..

.

Her eyes are glued to Tahno, her hands twitch against invisible restraints, and she can do nothing but watch helplessly as his body starts to origami: 1000 paper cranes against the sky. Even though she is screaming, she recognizes the sound only tangentially. Tahno’s name is the singular thing capable of escaping Amon’s hold on her. He is going to tear Tahno apart, to make her watch it all. She can see it now, the ferry painted red, the hot hail of his viscera, a new and uncharted horror to carry with her to Amon’s bedchambers. She fights against Amon’s hold, wills her body to move, to reclaim itself. Her finger twitches.

Suddenly, Tahno’s body is slamming into the ground, shattering against the wooden dock, and she feels Amon’s hold falter, fail. Without thinking, she is by Tahno’s side, rolling his body over and shaking with relief as she feels his lungs fill greedily. Only when she knows he is okay, does she look up to see Amon face to face with someone she had never once in her life been so relieved to see.

“I thought I told you to go back to headquarters,” Amon is hissing as he pulls himself to his feet. Above him, glove smoking, stands his second in command, unmasked but unmistakably mustached: Lieutenant. Apparently, stowed away under the deck, unperceived by themselves or Amon.

Tahno is righting himself on her knee, groaning, deck blood stained beneath him. She slings his arm over her shoulder and pulls him to his feet, her body screaming against the movement. She knows they need to keep their wits, that this distraction, while unexpected, is not unwelcome; it is time and a witness. It's an out. The two of them could jump off the boat together and attempt to swim to shore, to run away, but she knows deep down that this might be their only opportunity to hit Amon where it actually hurts: his following. Without his influence, he was nothing but a washed up grifter, and who better to sell that message to his ranks than his trusty Lieutenant.  Besides, in their state, it was just as likely that the sea would eat them alive, sunk like paperweights in fishbowls.

“Is that…” Tahno trails off, unable to find the words, still half dazed, nose dripping crimson.

“We need him,” she whispers in his ear decisively, barely audible above the waves, “the equalists will never believe us, but him…” 

“If any of use get off this gods’ forsaken ferry,” he replies, spitting out a mouthful of blood, still clinging to her, heartbeat rattling her chest.

We’ll get him, she thinks, I’m gonna get him for you.

Amon is on his feet again, hands raised in an apparent attempt to placate his blustering lieutenant who doesn’t even seem to realize the two teenagers exist.

“I gave up my life for you,” he’s spitting, “ My job, my family, everything! Because I believed in our cause, I believed in you.”

“I’m not proud of my affliction,” Amon reasons, “it was a curse from my father that I have vowed to only use in the pursuit of the cause. Believe me when I say, I have not carried this burden lightly.”

“Hyopcrite!”

“If you care about this movement at all,” Amon tries again, “You will pretend you did not see this. I am a bender, yes, but I am not like them.” He jabs a finger in their direction. “Where they want nonbender erasure, all I want is equality. Bloodbending allows me to do that, without it, there would be no equality for anyone.”

“You lied to me, Amon,” his second in command says, “you lied to all of us. And now, you want me to lie for you.”

“When the time is right, I will tell them,” Amon tries, “when the city is free of benders, I will remove my own.”

There is a tense silence, a moment as the two men regard each other.

Lieutenant's arm has barely raised, the glove just beginning to spark when his whole body seizes, frozen in place. “Thank you for your service,” Amon says tersely, foot colliding with his chest and sending him flying backwards. “You have been a loyal follower and a good friend through it all.”

She blinks, and suddenly, Lieutenant is gone, flung off deck into the merciless sea.

She knows without looking overboard that he is as good as dead. This time of year, the water is frigid and unforgiving, even a strong swimmer would struggle against Yue’s rage, lungs full of sea water in mere seconds. Just like that, their messiah-toppler is gone. Even if they got off this boat, even if they made it back to shore somehow, nobody would believe them.

“Get him for me,” she hears Tahno whisper from beside her, and in the moment before Amon turns his attention back to them again, he is racing across the boat and jamming his fingers into the soft space at the base of the equalist’s neck, hard enough to draw a string of curses, and in the second of confusion that follows, he is throwing himself overboard in the direction of Lieutenant's ragdolled body. 
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Water rushes up his nose, so cold it’s nearly punishing, the salt burns his eyes. Underneath the surface the waves rock him. Thrashed with unpredictable force in all directions, he tries to stay below for as long as he can, sure that Amon is cursing his name, waiting for him to resurface. When he finally emerges, unable to hold his breath any longer, coughing up mouthfuls of sea, he barely has time to blink before he is being engulfed again. The Bay is unforgiving, perhaps even more so than Amon, and he kicks his legs in a desperate search for oxygen aware that keeping his body moving is paramount. Already half frozen, he fights to the surface, breaking with a gasp to see the ferry already 20 meters behind him. He spins in place, looking for a shock of green or maybe a gloved hand. Easier said than done through the siege of black waves chopping in every direction around him.

It isn’t until he hears the distinct sputter of water being ejected from lungs, barely audible over the crash of waves, does he turn to see Lieutenant floundering a sailboats length away. He is there, and then in a moment, he is under again, eaten by the current. Fighting against it, Tahno dives under, kicking his way in his direction, reaching blindly, deeper and deeper until his hand finally wraps around something solid and human. With all his energy, he pulls the man up behind him, lungs burning in protest, fighting the urge to breathe in mouthfuls of ocean water, praying for the surface right up until the moment they both reach air.

Tahno’s gasps, his lungs filling with cold air as he scrambles to assess the situation, exhaustion creeping into the corners of his vision. Lieutenant coughs and groans, alive but dead weight. They are nearly equidistant from Air Temple Island and Republic City, perhaps a half kilometer away, maybe less. It’s hard to tell when he is being tossed like a buoy. There are bodies near the arena, likely the same equalists that had been gloating in the streets a half hour ago, and he makes his decision. He wraps his forearm around Lieutenant's neck to support his head and begins the long, treacherous swim to shore, his body fighting him against every moment, afraid to let his mind wander or his concentration slip, aware of just how quickly he too will become just another body lost at sea.
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She’s barely had time to register what Tahno has done, and certainly not enough time to dissuade him before Amon’s grip is on her again, icy and unrelenting and… unfocused. Chi partially blocked, she realizes, his hold wavers, oscillating between crushing and squeezing. Funny enough, he seems unaware of the lapses, turning his back on her confidently to lean over the edge of the boat and search for his bobbing captors.

This is your chance… there is a voice in her head, distinctly not hers but somehow familiar and reassuring, and she feels her finger twitch against Amon’s hold, then her wrist and shoulders and toes, the bond crackling until finally it shatters and she is on her feet, Kali stick scooped up and shoved into Amon’s side just as he turns to see her approach.

For a moment, he freezes, rocked by electricity, but then his hand moves, wrapping around the electrified stick and sending it flying to the other side of the boat. The movement methodic and controlled despite the voltage.

“You bit…” he starts, half-winded, mostly-furious, just as her knee collides with his groin. As he doubles over, she grabs his mask and rips it off his face, nails grazing against his cheek. She throws the porcelain into the churning bay below, not daring to stop and watch it sink. He pushes her off him, huffing, and she stumbles back just as he rights himself. For the first time, she is gazing upon his face, distinctly watertribe: dark features against faintly tanned skin, indigo dyed eyes, and without meaning too, she sees her father in him. Blinking, blinded in the face of his humanity, she wrestles with her own feeling sorry in a silly and adolescent way for the monster in front of her. Only a monster because of the one who raised him - cyclical and tragic and preventable. It was the same pity one may afford a starving grifter caught in the act. She looks down at her hands, his skin stuck under her fingernails, achingly human, and when she looks back there is a thin line of blood dripping down his chin, loosened by the damp ocean spray.

Aware now of his chi-blocked deficiency, he bloodbends her more pointedly, holding her harder than ever, and with each twitch of his fingers, her heart slows teasingly. His eyes bulge out of his head, distorted and evil and sad. When she tries to breather, her lungs ache, and her fingers feel painfully numb, like when she’s slept with her wrists trapped under Naga and woke up to pins and needles. 

“It’s not too late to stop this,” she gasps, air scraping against trachea, “we can still…” 

Her back contorts suddenly, painfully, and she is gazing at the sky. With him out of sight, she can only hear the heavy fall of his feet, closer and closer.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” His voice is near, right behind her or maybe in front of her. Her sense of position in space and time feels muddled, like she is nowhere and everywhere all at once, and she realizes in horror that the corners of her vision are inkier with each blink.

You are the Avatar, the same voice says, stronger this time.

“I’m not Aang,” she says dazedly, half to herself, “And you’re not your father.” Because foolishly, she wants to believe in the good, to think that after this they can still walk away. A useless, childish fantasy that is punctuated only by the sound of her heartbeat in her ears, deafening. 

“You’re right, my father would have killed you and dealt with the consequences later,” he snarls, “if you wake up from this,” he says faintly, “I’ll make sure you wish that was the case.” She is fading, an oxygen deprived candle, starved of air.

Wake up, Korra.

The voice in her head is screaming, so close she wonders if it will burst her eardrums. Amon though, does not seem to hear it.

This is not it! This is not how it ends!

She feels her stomach twist like a rubber band pulled taut between two fingers.

WAKE UP!

The band snaps, and her body follows, all at once Amon’s hold feels inconsequential, and without thought, she is on her feet and swinging her fist in his direction, even though she knows fire will not come, even though survival is impossible, even though this fight was over before it started, even though…

His body collides with the deckhouse. Slammed by a force unseen.

She lets out a breath.

Air.
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Tahno’s lungs fill greedily as he hauls himself onto the shore, pulling the dead weight of a man behind him with increasing difficulty. Without water to assist, he grunts against the mass, heaving until the body is clear of the frigid water. His stomach drops when he notices the man’s unnatural stillness. Uncertainly, he rolls the lieutenant onto his back, hands dropping to his neck to find a pulse that does not come.

Fuck.

The equalist’s taught CPR. A skill that, at the time, he had found unnecessary. If given the choice, he was content to never save an equalist, but now he racks his brain to remember the steps. Shakily, his hands find the center of his chest and press hard, once, twice, three times. Counting silently to himself. After thirty or so, he leans down, tilts his chin and forces air into his lungs. 

He repeats.

Again.

And again.

And again.

He can’t remember when he’s supposed to give up, but his body is reaching its limits, his arms screaming with every compression, but if Lieutenant dies, this was all for nothing anyway, so he keeps going. Grunting with every press, twitching when a rib snaps against his palms.

On the sixth round, the body below him shutters and rolls to cough up a mouthful of gray water, and Tahno could nearly cry, so relieved, in fact, that he collapses fully spent, next to the groaning, disoriented man. He allows himself 60 seconds of respite, counting slowly, breathing in and out each 3 beats, feeling his heartbeat regulate before pulling himself to his feet.

"You saved me,” Lieutenant groans, half lucid.

“I did,” Tahno responds, though it wasn’t really a question, “and now you’re going to return the favor.”
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“That’s impossible,” Amon sputter, pushing himself off the wall with an uncharacteristic franticness.

She airbent. 

After 6 months of training, countless nights of lost sleep, and hours of Tenzin lectures, she finally did it. The movement was so casual, so unrehearsed, it seems like a fluke, so she tries again. Fist outstretched, air sings for her without resistance, a whoosh of invisible force that Amon ducks to avoid, tendrils of his inky hair caught fluttering in its wake.

“I can airbend,” she says, half to herself. Once again, she feels the hot sting of his bloodbending, but now her chi flows freely, resisting. He is no longer capable of restraining her, not with any meaningful success. For the first time since she has come to the city, she has an advantage, and she does not plan to squander it.

With all the grace of a cannonball, she fires air missile after air missile in his direction. If Tenzin could see her now, she knows he would be mortified by her technique, all brute force and unadulterated might, but she knows that the time for meditating has passed. She has only the dredges of adrenaline left to survive, and form is frankly the last thing on her mind. Amon dodges, reaching for the dropped Kali stick, but before his fingers can wrap around, she blows it away with brutish ease. Growling, he tried to close in on her, but he cannot get close enough. She may not be graceful, but the tempest she produces is oppressive and with each attempted step he is driven back two more.

Amon pulls handfuls of ocean towards him, and she feels an unwelcome pang in her chest for something she can no longer have: jealousy and resentment for what was stolen. How dare he call himself a waterbender yet betray his heritage so casually.

“You became the exact evil you wanted to destroy,” she yells, the statement punctuated with a sharp slice of wind. In response, he sends disks of ice in her direction. One after another, she deflects them, sending them shattering against the wooden deck, shards of ice ricochetted against her calves.

“The Avatar should serve everyone,” he responds, dipping out of the way of particularly strong kick.

“I never had the chance to prove myself!” she screams, breath shallow, drained, body begging for a reprieve.

“And now you never wi-”

She hits him square in the chest with bludgeoning gale, sentence cut short as he is sent overboard in the churning bay. Stunned even though that was the goal, she rushes to the edge of the ferry. He does not emerge.

She looks toward the shore to see a crowd of green eyed ants gathered near the bay. In the center, two figures stand alone, one tall and one short. She would recognize Tahno anywhere, the sinewy slope of his shoulder, arms crossed across chest in wordless concern. Crazy bastard made it. She feels a bubbling in her chest. Hope. For the first time in a long time, it creeps up. Unexpected in the space that loss had left.

She’s half hypnotized when Amon emerges from the water, held aloft by a waterspout. Initially, he faces her, and they regard each other in tense silence, but then he spins to see the shore, to see the group of people now watching him. First in stunned silence, and then in raucous uproar. At the center, his second in command. Later, she will wonder if he felt the end, if he knew that the only thing left for him was cliffs if he stuck around. Some may call it cowardly, in retrospect, she would recognize his abrupt retreat as an act of self preservation. Maybe that’s why she can only seem to muster a handful of half aimed air cannons in his wake. He does not have it in him to come back, and she does not have it in her to kill.

From the shore, Tahno raises a tentative hand at her. She returns the gesture, a lump in her chest. 

If it's really over, she wonders, why does she feels so empty.

 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          Lamented over this one mostly because I wanted the ending to be distinct from the show. Hope I did it justice even if action isn't my strong suit. One more chapter and an epilogue to go! Thanks for sticking around, cuties!

        




26. Reward


    
    He sees Amon splash in the water, forced overboard by an unseen force. In the moments that follow, he assumes Tenzin or maybe the airchildren had seen the struggle in the Bay and flown in to her rescue, that is until Amon is hovering between them and she leans overboard, and suddenly there is air at her fingers, and it feels like it has been stolen directly from his lungs. When she needed it most, the spirits’ had blessed her. Even as Amon retreats, his heart swells, unable to bring himself to care about the escape because the jig is up and she has won.

He hadn’t allowed himself to consider what would happen next. For so long, it had seemed frivolous to dream, to imagine a future together because Korra was like a drug, and he was always focused on the next hit. Each night, when she left, he tried to mind the high, to ride it for as long as humanly possible, afraid of the comedown, and even more afraid of the crash if she never came back at all. 

Now though, the future is muddied. Unclear and obscured, like a fun house mirror, everything he had hoped could be true has been and reframed. She will always be his Avatar, but her opponents - the budding Tarrlok’s of the world - were certain to latch onto this, to use this as proof of her inadequacy. Even with air, she will be viewed as mutilated, a quarter of an avatar at best. If she let him, he thinks, he would spend the rest of his life campaigning for her.

For now, he will allow himself joy, something that had been so fleeting mere moments ago, and tomorrow, he will give her the space to grieve, intimately aware of the ways his own life had fallen apart in the wake of his own bending loss. He’s not sure how it works, if her sense of loss will be three times worse, if air will cancel it out to some extent, or if pain is pain is pain. Regardless, he is prepared to support her through it all, to be a punching bag, a strong drink, a broken record, whatever she needs him to be, he will be.

He cannot take his eyes off her, body slumped against the railing, surveying the empty ocean around her with a sense of wisdom beyond her years. Even as the cops begin moving around him in droves, blue and red lights reflecting off the dusked pavement, he cannot bring himself to look away. Someone is grabbing his elbow, guiding him, and when he comes to, he is standing in front of an ambulance, seemingly teleported.

“The Avatar first,” he hears himself say, gesturing to the ferry, suspended between realities.

“Is she hurt,” an officer says.

“Yes.”

The man pulls out a walkie talkie, mumbling something into it before disappearing into a crowd of caution tape and camera wielding detectives. A woman is talking to him: where was he hurt, was there any bleeding, had he hit his head. He answers dutifully as she throws a blanket over his shoulders. Only when the wool is protecting him from the wind, does he become aware of just how cold he is. Fingers and toes numb, first, and then aching. She takes his temperature, eyebrows creased before calling for her colleague who summons warmth to his fingers and holds them close to Tahnos.

They say he’ll have to go to the hospital to have his nose checked out, but they do their best to stabilize his worst wounds. The woman, a waterbender, removes Bay water from his clothes and runs her hands across his temple, down his cheek, sews the skin together, and he wishes it was Korra, wishes he could disappear into the touch. Instead, he feels hollow, and lonely. A cruiser has made its way to the ferry, and he sees officers surrounding her, and he hopes she isn’t hurt.

Once the EMT’s have done all they can, they funnel him to a detective who asks him rapid fire questions, that Tahno isn’t sure how to answer without rehashing six months of baggage. He was not an equalist, he was a friend of the Avatar, he didn’t know where Amon had gone, he was nothing more than bait left in the water too long.

His head is pounding and he’s abouts to tell the detective to fuck off rather than answer another round of pedantic and pointless question when suddenly Beifong is walking around the corner. He knows she isn’t part of the force anymore, but still they seem to part for her, allowing her to cross caution tape without as much as a second glance. It’s only then that he realizes Seikon is nowhere to be seen, perhaps a relic of the past without Tarrlok’s advocacy. 

“Let up on the kid,” she says, slapping the detective on the shoulder. If Tahno’s presence surprises her, she does not show it. The man nods tightly before disappearing back into the crowd, and Beiflong sits herself down on the bench next to him.

“I thought we’d seen the last of you,” she says, not unkindly.

“Me too.” His laugh is mirthless, hollow.

They sit in silence for a moment. The sun has set and the air is chilly in his lungs. He doesn’t know what to say.

“I know you’re probably sick of questions,” she sighs, “but can you tell me what happened?”

At least with Beifong, he knows where to start, without the burden of history, he manages to produce the last three weeks much more effectively.

“So he got her too,” she says, shaking her head tightly when he gets to the rally, “what a shame, she was a damn good bender,”

“Yes,” he says, and then, “Well kind of.”

Beifong squints her eyes at him, confused “What do you mean?”

“I saw her airbend,” he says after a breath, “on the boat. For a minute I didn’t believe it but…” He trails off.

“Tenzin will be,” she struggles for a fitting word and comes up with, “relieved.”

“Tenzin!” Tahno says suddenly, righting himself, having forgotten about the fallen council completely in the midst of their own chaos, “is he okay?”

“Yes,” she reassures, “Amon’s declaration was a bit premature. Tenzin was able to prevent a total takeover of City Hall, and the remaining council members are being returned to their homes unharmed.”

He slumps back down, relieved and fully spent.

“Listen, Kid,” Beinfong says, “Why don’t you head over to the hospital and get that nose looked at? Then go home and get some rest. You look like you need it.”

“But Korra …” he trails off.

“Will need time to rest too,” Beifong reasons, “I’ll let her know I sent you home, and I’ll smuggle her back to Air Tempe Island at the very first chance I get.”

“I don’t want to leave her.” 

There is a hesitance in his voice, a fear that if he leaves now, he will never see her again, and Beifong must recognize it because she shakes her head, a reminiscent smile on her face, uncharacteristically soft against the sharp line of her jaw, illuminated by the headlights of a passing satomobile.

“You have my word that I’ll keep an eye on her.”

He nods, aware suddenly of how tired and hungry and disoriented he is. When he stands, his legs feel like weights, and Beifong slips him a handful of Yuen for a cab before laying a hand on his shoulder.

“You did good.”

He rests his head against the taxi window, glass cold against his forehead, the baggage of the day pressing into his ribs like a knife. The city zooms by, the skyscrapers so unassuming it’s almost disconcerting. He feels like it should all be on fire, burning before his eyes, yet it stands stoically. People duck into bars, couples disappear into alleys, women work corners and he grinds his teeth. It’s all so normal, so average, despite the world collapsing.

He growls when his nose shifts back into place, the grind of cartilage and bone and sinew overwhelming his senses, the pain forward and sharp, perhaps even more so than when the break happened. The minute it clicks into place, blood shoots out like a floodgate and the doctor scrambles to hand him a handful of tissue paper. When it finally settles, they stuff it full of gauze and hand him a mirror. His face is nearly unrecognizable underneath the swelling and bruising.

He takes another taxi home, too tired to people watch but too wired to sleep.

He had expected to come home to a mess, under no impression that the equalists would not tear his home apart without regard for sentiment. Instead, it is clean. Cleaner even than he left it, dishes drying on the rack and sweaters folded neatly in the armoire. The only thing out of place is a record on the counter, the note he left Korra strewn on the floor in front of the sink. He hadn’t thought she would find it, had written it only to assuage his own guilt really.

He grabs a bottle from his liquor cabinet and takes it into the shower with him.

.

..

.

There are people, too many of them, grabbing at her: checking her blood pressure, shining lights in her eyes, asking her too many questions that she doesn’t have the strength to recall. She was the Avatar, she had been equalized, Amon had gone somewhere. She didn’t think he would come back, but maybe he would. She wasn’t hurt. When the numbness wore off, hours later in the cradle of her own bed, she would realize that that was a lie. For now, she lets them take their measurements and load her onto a rescue boat, and she does not fight as hard as she knows she could.

As soon as the boat docks, back on the shores of Republic City, there are a dozen reporters asking her questions, lights flashing and words drowned out by the crash of waves. The city is starting to light up, and she unfocuses her eyes, pretends she is looking at the South Pole sky, Silently, she wishes she was home: not on Air Temple Island, not at the compound, not in Tahno’s bed. Home. Fast asleep in her parents’ igloo, the gentle snores of her father echoing around her, pelt blankets too short because she had grown. When was the last time she had slept at home, let alone talked to her parents? Would they be disappointed in her?

Beifong is grabbing her elbow, guiding them forward through the crowd of reporters. Korra, admittedly, did not even notice the metalbenders presence, half acknowledging the manhandling with a dissatisfied twitch of her arm. Still, she does not fight.

She must be in shock because Beinfong is saying something to her, yet she can’t seem to comprehend all the words, just the name.

“Tenzin…” she repeats, half dazed.

“Is okay,” Beifong says, “He’s coming to get you now.”

“And Tahno?” she says expectantly, looking around for signs of a storm.

“He’s okay too,” she reassures, “I sent him home. Both of you need to rest.”

“I’m sorry,” Korra says absentmindedly, not quite sure what she’s apologizing for anymore.

“Don’t beat yourself up, kid.”

Tenzin says she did everything right, that he is proud of her, that sparing Amon is what Aang would have wanted, that everything will be okay. That night, she falls into dreamless sleep. The next morning, she screams into her pillow until her voice is hoarse. 

Two days after she is equalized, a boat washes up on shore, and the police, headed rightfully once more by Beifong deduce that it was Amon’s. She would like to believe them, but sometimes his face is still in her nightmares. Not the mask anymore, the monster below it, his visage so much like her own, it’s impossible not to see him in the mirror.

The next six weeks are a blur of healers and medicine and acupuncture and throwing remedies at the wall hoping something will stick. Asami tells her that Tahno had tried to visit her - three times - but she cannot bring herself to see him, not when she can hear the whispers of the White Lotus when they think she is not listening. 

Crisis. Lost cause. Half - baked. Damaged.

No matter what Tenizin says, it becomes clear that she is running on borrowed time. The newspapers he hides reinforce her fear. While her sacrifice is acknowledged and generally appreciated, there is little faith in her ability to be a productive Avatar, and that realization only compounds her ever growing emptiness.

For as long as she could remember, she was the Avatar and now she was not, except she kind of is. Air comes. When all else remains silent, the breeze tickles her chin. Like Shroedinger’s Avatar, she is stuck between utter failure and complete triumph; nothing and everything all at once. Yet air feels foreign, singing in a way that is both uncomfortable and a complete antithesis to her own sensibilities. Tenzin first urges her to rest, and then in realizing her inability to sit still, urges her to train, to channel her self hatred into something productive. Yet when she produces air, she finds herself wishing it was fire, sometimes earth, but most of all water. In a way, it is similar, and if she closes her eyes, she can almost pretend, until she realizes how empty it is, how noncommittal and hollow. Water was solid, water was like wandering hands, like clean bed sheets on fresh shaven skin. It did not tease, it promised, it delivered, it gave relentlessly, sweeping away the old, a promise of what’s yet to come on its crests.

When she cries, days after the incident, it drips from her nose and splashes on the gazebo, and she finds herself disconcerted by her inability to control it, powerless for the first time. Mortified by Pema’s pity-filled eyes on her own, she wonders if this is how Tahno felt when people looked at him. Really, she hadn’t even realized she was crying, had only felt a sting in her eyes and the sudden warmth of emotion no longer capable of being pent.

Her friends try to comfort her, but they seem skittish around her, unsure how they are supposed to be reacting. They treat her like a wounded animal, hesitant to approach too quickly, and frequently, she sees them huddled up in the cafeteria whispering amongst themselves, a look of concern shared between them. Bolin brings her seal jerky and seaweed noodles and tells her half crafted jokes, Mako delivers the paper and asks if she’d like to train with him sometime, and Asami drinks tea with her in the afternoon, seemingly unaffected by her frequent mood swings.

She thinks of Tahno, considers everyday when the right time to see him would be, and with each passing day, it feels like the opportunity is slipping away, that there is simultaneously too much she has left unsaid and nothing she thinks she is capable of talking about without shattering. So six weeks pass, and she thinks of him and wonders if he is angry, whether his nose healed, if he still believes a coward like her could be the Avatar always.

When Asami invites her out for a night of jazz and dancing, she initially refuses: too emotionally brittle to risk crying under the spotlights. Besides, she hates dancing and she hates jazz and she hates pretending like everything is normal when she thinks she might be better off dead, but then Asami promises to leave her alone if she just comes out for an hour, and Pema guilts her by bringing home a beautiful qipao blouse in deep sapphire silk. It’s something she would never wear, and suddenly it occurs to her the comfort of pretending. So she slips it on and lets Asami  dress her up, hair styled in pretty waves, and resolves herself to be someone else for the night. 

The bar is loud, and the sax wails, and Mako orders them a round of drinks. Dutifully, she downs hers, enjoying the tease of soon forgotten consequences. Across the table, it is clear that while Asami and Mako are still fighting, they have come to some sort of truce because Mako is leaning in close and resting his hand on her elbow and Asami does not flinch, only rolls her eyes at a comment and flags down a waiter.

When Bolin invites her to dance, she excuses herself to the bathroom, looking into the mirror until her face looks fuzzy and distorted, like an optical illusion her features vibrate under the fluorescence; hers yet not. The door swings open and a string of bursting jazz breaks her concentration as a group of giggling women pile in. She ducks out behind them, unrecognized.

Her feet carry her to the bar because another drink would be nice, would certainly help loosen her skin, and if her friends are going to force her to be out, she might as well embrace numbness. She remembers feeling weightless in Tahno’s apartment, stumbling their way into the bay, water up to their knees.

“Can I buy you a drink?”

As if summoned by the memory, he is standing beside her, one hand on the bar, the other tucked in his pocket, and she does a double take because he wasn’t supposed to be here, and she certainly wasn’t prepared to hash out the squirming knot of emotions in her chest. 

“I - “ she buffers and looks around to see that her friends are already staring from across the bar, though they have the decency to look away and feign disinterest when her eyes meet theirs. It’s all it takes to know that she has been set up. When she turns back, Tahno is leaning over the bar, motioning to a bottle of something clear split between two glasses and topped with fizz.

When he hands it to her, she holds it nervously until he places it to his own lips expectantly.

“To Yue’s Tide,” he says, voice a soft swell against the music, “that beats us raw against the shore in hopes that we are someday born anew.”

Her heart clenches at the toast she has not heard in years, one her tribe rarely uttered. The prospect of Yue’s infinite cruelty was nearly as unimaginable as the glaciers melting around them. Yet here it feels accurate, kind even, in the face of their mutual rebirth.

She holds the glass and sips it slowly, never taking her eyes off his, and it’s like they are back in his apartment, half drunk with lust and wanting and something infinitely softer, and now it’s her turn to feel off balance.

“You aren’t mad?” she asks because she has so obviously been avoiding him, but the bubbles are tickling her throat and the gin is making her braver than she has any right to be. That, or maybe it’s the gentle slope of his eyes, looking down at her with a softness he has reserved only for her.

“I was pissed,” he says, with a stupid smile, taking another sip, “and then I remembered what an asshole I was to you after the Tournament, and I realized maybe being avoided wasn’t that bad.”

“You were a jerk,” she agrees, the corners of her lips twitching, perhaps the first genuine hints of joy she’s had in weeks, “And in my defense,” she says, “I have actually been busy. Tenzin has dragged me to every healer in the city.”

“Even the one that tapes seeds to your finger?” he says eyebrow raised, and she thinks the alcohol is making her feel fuzzy, because she wants to touch him and her fingers twitch at the idea.

“Twice,” she deadpans; he smiles fully now, and she is thoroughly enthralled. There is, she thinks, something beautiful about their shared trauma. Finally, perhaps intimately, they are on level ground.

She wonders if he is going to ask if she is okay, and a part of her hopes he doesn’t, at least, not here, where the music is slowing and there is something beautiful and electric between them: joyful despite its fragility. He holds out his hand and asks her to dance, and she can’t fathom saying no to him, not when the slide of his palm against hers feels like fire.

He pulls her to the dance floor, and she watches intently as his hands fall to the silk on her waist, the bunched fabric cool against her skin. Her own hands follow to rest on his shoulders, and she can feel him shudder under the touch. It’s the closest they have been in months, and she can barely hear the music drowned out beneath her own heart beat.

“I’m an awful dancer,” she says, worrying her lip between her teeth. He swallows, Adam's apple bobbing.

“Nonsense,” he says, “You’re a waterbender.”

And then they are moving, bodies pressed together to a broken melody, and she lets go. Allows herself the pleasure of being led around the dance floor, of doing nothing but following and running her palm up his collar until she can feel the erratic beat of his heart against her hand. In a crowd of people, he is the only one that exists. He must feel it too, the pull of body heat, the agony of being untouched, because his own hands wander, dragging from waist to hip and then push greedily below her shirt. They settle, laying flat against her bare back, pulling closer. She knows her friends are watching, probably ogling over their drinks, but she can’t help herself, can’t even imagine allowing a millimeter of air to sit between them.

He spins her out, and pulls her back in and she wonders how she could have deprived herself of this for so long. Because even though she feels undeserving and burdened and broken - half the women she has ever been- he is too. Shattered together, pieces taped back haphazardly, quivering hands and broken dreams and uncertain tomorrows collide, and all that remains is reverence for what they had so nurtured so casually. Like falling asleep, one day they hated each other and now they did not, the details fuzzy and lowlight tinged. He kissed her first and then she kissed him second and he kissed her third and the chase is making her lightheaded. Or maybe it’s the spinning, except they haven’t spun for a while and his eyes are locked on hers, half lidded.

“I love you,” she says, as if it had been said a hundred times before, and in a way, it had - in actions if nothing else. Before he can respond she is pulling him down and kissing him hard, like nobody is watching, and the sax is crescendoing, a cadence of blustering minor notes. Suddenly she gets jazz, would throw a thousand yuan on stage if only she could suspend the moment: swallowed sighs, desperate fists in hair, too much and too little after months apart.

There is whistling and then hooting and they break to see Bolin and Asami high fiving and Mako burying his face in his hands and she feels the red climbing up her cheeks, burning hot from head to toe, a knot completely separate from embarrassment in the pit of her stomach.

“Let’s get out of here,” she says, grabbing his hand.

“We’ll cover for you,” Bolin is yelling as they spill out into the street and follow their feet to a pitstop that they both know intimately. They will end the night at his apartment, she’s already made that choice, but the Bay calls to them like a siren, and they lay on their backs in the wet sand, cocked to face one another. The moon isn’t full, but it might as well be because her body is buzzing, the silk of her shirt soaked ragged. The bay crashes rhythmically as they talk about nothing; hands wander and press and beg.

“What’s next for you,” he says, reaching over to push a stray lock of hair out of her face. He runs his finger through her scalp, and she closes her eyes contently.

“Tenzin thinks I should go to the South Pole to see Katara,” she says, “but the White Lotus think I’m a lost cause.”

“And what do you think?” he says, scooting closer, and when she cracks her eyes, he is looking at her intently, gray eyes nearly black, sand clotted in his hair.

“I don’t feel like the Avatar anymore,” she admits, “but I guess I didn’t feel like the Avatar before either.”

“You should go to The Swamp,” he says plainly, as if it’s the most obvious answer in the world.

“Why’s that?”

He shifts so he is in his elbows, just above her now, “Strange things happen in the swamp. The past and the present and the future get all jumbled?”

“How so?” she prompts.

“Aang saw Toph for the first time under the Banyan-grove tree,” he says, then after a pause, “And I saw you.”

She rolls her eyes sure this is some sort of pick up line.

“I bet you say that to all the ladies,” she says with a half grin, but his stare is intense and she realizes that he is being serious.

“When I was a boy,” he says, “I wandered too far into the forest before dark and lost my way. The memory’s hazy, but I followed the roots of the Banyan-grove tree and climbed as high as I could to try and see our camp, but it was too dark. Then, the moon shined on a girl.”

His stare is intense and she tries not to look away, her heart thudding in her chest.

“And you think that girl was me?”

“She was dressed all in white, like she hadn’t been trudging through the swamp, and when I called out she turned and motioned for me to climb down. I did. But when I reached her, she had already disappeared around a corner. Everytime I tried to catch up to her, she was vanishing around the next bend. It felt like I chased her for hours until suddenly broke through the vines and I was back at my village. When I told my mother about it, she said I would meet her someday, that the swamp acts in mysterious ways.”

He sits up and she follows, pulling her knees to her chest.

“I had forgotten all about it, but when I was imprisoned," he says, ”I dreamed of her. She had your eyes, Korra.”

She’s quiet for a moment, unsure of what to say because it feels like stolen valor, but then he is pulling her to her feet and they are knee deep in cold water, and he kisses her softly, hands on her chin. She believes him.
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Hand in hand they stumble back to his apartment, too distracted to feel the cold seeping into their toes, stopping only to steal kisses in alleys. When they get to his door, he reaches for the key, but she is already unlocking it with a cheeky grin.

“You brought it with you,” he says, endlessly amazed by her.

“I didn’t rule it out,” she says, and he can’t help himself, pulling her close and kissing her hard as they stumble into the studio, a mess of limbs and deprivation. He pushes her up against the door, their combined weight closing it. The apartment is dark and her hands are already unbuttoning his jacket desperately, and they both know why they are here. They had waited so long, and he had wanted her so desperately, and now she is here pushing his coat off his shoulders and he can’t help the sounds he is making against her lips, nor the way his body is responding to her.

She flips them so he is pushed against the wall, and he does not fight it, more than happy to relinquish control, to allow her to use him as she pleases, any resentment he may have had forgotten - washed away in her spring breeze. She reaches up, hands on his chin, and he pulls her closer, her chest smashed against his own, tongue teasing her lips. His hands push up underneath her shirt, like when they danced at the bar, but now they don’t stop, the fabric pooling at his wrists as he palms the sides of her breast, and she shudders, breaking to allow him to pull the fabric over her head, shirt thrown god knows where. 

He lowers himself, kisses a line down her neck, wrapping his mouth around her clothed breast, her nipple hard through the mesh. Her head falls back, hands knotting in his hair, trapped sand scattering across the wooden floor. Desperately, she pulls him closer, and he obliges, the fabric damp under his tongue. His other hand grabs desperately at her breast, palming the soft flesh.

“Spirts,” she gasps, whining when his mouth retreats, but only for enough time to pull the cup down and reclaim her now bare nipple. His teeth scrape against it with gentle friction and she is gasping. Not to be outdone, she grabs at his shirt, and he allows her to pull it over his head, dropping her nipple with a lewd pop. She reaches around to unhook her own bra, the scant fabric discarded without second thought. He wants to stare at her, to admire her until his eyes fall out, but their gravity is too strong, and they move at the same time, arms wrapping around each other.

He pushes off the door, backing them into the kitchen island, lifting her so she is perched on the counter in front of him. Breaking the kiss, he lowers himself to his knees to pull off her wet shoes and socks, throwing them at the door before pulling down her trousers. The fabric falls in a heap on the floor and he takes a moment to kiss from her ankle to the crook of her thigh, lavishing the other leg with the same soft tease, pleased by the way she shudders against him, goosebumps in the wake of his touch, and he wonders what it would be like to tease her all night, to not touch her until she was a pool of desire, until she begged for it. As luscious as the thought is, he doesn’t think he could survive that tonight, because his cock is strained painfully against his pants, so instead, he gives in and pulls her underwear to the side. The gentle catch of her breath breaks the silence. 

When his tongue finally touches her, nothing more than a whisper, she gasps, legs twitching against either shoulder, and it’s hard to tell who is enjoying this more. Encouraged he leans in further, eating her like he is starving, moaning with each twitch of her hips, and she responds in kind, back arched against the granite countertop. All he’s ever wanted was to serve her, to be of use, and now kneeling between her legs, he knows he can be that, can give her sweet release, so he does not let up. He is attuned to her reactions and leans into the movements that make her shudder, refusing to slow down even as she wiggles against him. When she comes, voice cracking, he keeps pace, letting her grind herself against his tongue until her voice is hoarse and his chin is soaked.

He stands to see her flushed on the counter, ethereal in the half glow as she catches her breath. With one swift motion, he pulls her underwear fully off, nothing more than a formality at this point. Then, he leans down and throws her over his shoulder, and she has the audacity to laugh as he carries her to the bed. Depositing her on the sheets, he kicks his own shoes off, and makes to crawl after her, but she holds up a finger to wait before pointing to his lower half expectantly.

“Off,” she says plainly, and the command sends a jolt to his cock. It’s incredible how she can unravel him with one word. He can’t remember a time when he had wanted someone so much, had so desperately longed to be buried between someone’s legs, and he knows she could ask anything from him in this moment, and he would do it without second though: murder, tax fraud, fuck he’d even admit he didn’t mind her friends all that much if it meant she would let him sink into her.

He trips over his pants, clumsy with desire, but manages to pull them off, followed by his briefs, deposited across the floor, and he knows if someone were to walk in tomorrow, the story would tell itself, a desperate trail of discarded clothes from front door to sheets.

He crawls up the bed, leaning down to catch her lips again, softer now. His cock drags across her stomach and she wiggles against it, the friction blinding after months of nothing but his hand to satiate his desire for her. After she had ignored him for the third time, holed up in her room on Air Temple Island, he had gone to a club just to look at beautiful women. He was angry and confused and lost without her because he had given everything and still she did not want him. There had been a fleeting thought about how easy it would be to bring a woman home, to come hard and joylessly and feel a semblance of relief, yet he had left the bar alone. Deep down, he knew he would just be thinking about her. That no matter what, there would be no solace without her.

Now, she is here, pushing on his shoulders until he is flat on his back, and he knows the wait was worth it, that he would do it all over again. She shimmies down the bed and wraps her hand fully around him, pumping him slowly and he can’t hold back his gasps, her palm soft and pliable and so much better than his fantasies, and he’s not sure he can take much more, afraid of coming too soon and ruining the moment, but then she is leaning down and taking him in her mouth, and his head collides with the pillow, a string of curses all he can muster.

If her hands were soft, her mouth is satin, and his brain feels like it’s full of cotton when she looks up at him through her lashes and dips lower. Frankly, he doesn’t even care where she learned to do this, Mako could have taught her for all he cared because he has never seen a more erotic sight. Her hand works alongside her mouth rhythmically and her tongue is pushing against a spot on the tip of his cock that makes his eyes roll. When she hums in contentment he twists his hands in the sheets helplessly.

He knows he will come soon if she doesn’t stop, and it takes all his willpower to lean forward and pull her off of him, hands gentle on her cheeks. She must get the message because she throws her leg over him and leans in to kiss him tenderly. In this position, their cores are pressed together and she grinds herself against him, the movement deliciously slow, nothing between them now but the spirits.

“I missed you,” he gasps, reaching up to hold her hips, drunk on her, speaking in tongues, and she smiles for a moment, before going slack jawed when his finger finds the spot between her legs, pressing softly at her swollen clit. She shudders against him, the friction intoxicating, her breath coming faster with each circle of his thumb. His name slips through her lips, like a mantra, and he could listen to her say it forever, wishes she would scream it for his neighbors to hear. His other hand finds her breast, palming it greedily, and she twitches against him, voice cracking, close to release.



Half dazed, she raised herself up onto her knees and grabs his cock still slick with her wetness, lining it up shakily. The anticipation is dizzying, months now of teasing, of testing the water, and he feels like he is on the precipice of a cliff, ready to jump no longer afraid of the fall. When she sinks onto him slowly, his eyes cross with pleasure, and he does his best to hold still, to let her adjust because he knows this is her first time and he doesn’t want to hurt her, would never forgive himself if he did, but she is velvet around him: blindingly hot and unbelievably slick. She gasps at the sensation, hips twitching as she sinks lower, a millimeter at a time. He touches her, hands running from her shoulder to her hips, to her cheeks, half unintelligible encouragement slipping through his lips.

The last inch takes the longest, and he holds his breath as she finally settles, weight fully on him. 

“Okay?” he asks, hand pressed into her cheek.

“Great,” she says, breathless.

After a moment, she rocks forward experimentally and they both gasp at the new sensation. Slowly, she repeats the motion, again and again until he can no longer hold back his moans. Her hands are on his chest, nails digging into his flesh and he covers the one on his heart with his own, feels the erratic thump sandwiched underneath their fingers as she grinds herself against him with increased vigor, their skin slapping together lewdly, bedframe vibrating below them. 

“Spirit’s, you’re beautiful,” he moans, once again reaching down to rub her clit, unable to help himself. She throws her head back, pace increasing, possessed. She comes hard. The feeling of her release around him nearly puts him over the edge, walls contracting with blinding pressure, broken moan reverberating around them as she shudders against him. He lets her ride her release, the sight spiritual after months of draught, before pushing himself to his elbows and wrapping an arm around her waist. In one move, he has flipped them over, and carefully, he sinks back into her, watching her face for signs of discomfort. 

Her eyelids flutter, mouth half open, gasping at the change in angle, and he leans down to capture her lips, pulling her close as he rocks into her feverishly, her name a mantra on his lips, and he knows he will not last long, cannot look at her without his eyes burning. Her tongue snakes in his mouth, fingers woven in his hair, and he thinks about wanting her and not having her and missing her and how he would do it all again if he knew it would lead back to this. She wraps her legs around him, heels digging into his back, holding onto him for dear life as he slams into her like the tide. 

Tomorrow, they will be two broken people, stitched together, but together nonetheless, and he will hold her in reverence, will worship at her feet for as long as she will have him, White Lotus be damned. She will be his Avatar as long as he breathes.

“I’m going to - “ she breaks the kiss, lips against his ear, so close it tickles as she shatters against him for a final time, voice cracking. He can hold back no longer, a slave to her release, her name a prayer as he ruts into her greedily: half animal. She’s gasping at the sensation, clawing her nails down his back, more free than he’s ever seen her.

When he’s finally spent, he collapses against her, exhausted, and she kisses him from chin to nose, humming contently. After a few minutes, he rolls off of her, lips against her temple and starts the shower. In it, they kiss again until their skin is pruny. Then he makes her a bowl of noodles and a cup of tea and drops a needle on a record and they talk about nothing, and it’s like it was before.

“I have a question, and you can say no,” she says as they are curled up in bed, wrapped in clean sweatshirts, his chest pressed against her back. He highly doubts he is capable of denying her, but he pauses and waits for the question regardless.

“Will you take me to the Banyan-grove Tree?”

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          I've been thinking about this chapter for years, and I'm so happy to finally get to write it. I hope it was worth the wait!

Thanks to all who have hung around. Your support is endlessly appreciated.
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