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Chapter 1

Author's Note:
What I am beginning here is intended to serve as a "prequel" for a larger story I wish to tell later. Other than the two leads, almost every main character in this story will return in the next one, although some will be under different names, and many will have been drastically altered by their experiences. Please give whatever feedback you wish; that is the beginning writer's true reward :)
I hope you enjoy.
Chapter 1- Definitely for Real
 Neither the Northern, nor Southern Water Tribes exist as political entities any longer, since the tragedy that was the Water Tribe Civil War, ten years ago. The aftermath of Avatar Korra's choice to support the power-hungry Northern Chieftain Unalaq, her uncle, in his bid to bring "spiritual renewal" to the South, allowed the regnant Northerners to enforce an uncompromising campaign of social "restructuring," which served only to prolong the violence in the form of guerrilla warfare waged by the Southern Resistance, led by Chief Tonraq, Korra's father.
 Made privy of the apocalyptic extent of Unalaq's ambitions by chance, and angry over the death of her father in a skirmish, Korra bypassed the non-cooperative and newly re-appointed United Republic Council, and led a joint Fire Nation/Earth Kingdom invasion, along with now-disgraced United Republic General, and current Fire Nation supreme commander, Prince Iroh.
 By the end, Korra had ended the conflict, drastically; after defeating Unalaq in single combat, she handed him over to the Order of the White Lotus to face justice for his crimes, but not before forcefully stripping him of his bending in an act of anger for the death of her father. 
 Now leaderless, both tribes descended into chaos; the UR Council, annoyed at being bypassed, callously allowed rival factions and the invading powers to carve the territories into pieces, citing financial constraints. A "foreign concession" in the former Northern Capitol, formally created by cooperation of the Fire Nation and Earth Kingdom for the purpose of rebuilding (but in reality to exploit the territories' resources and wealth as thoroughly as possible), is the closest thing to a "provisional government." The rest is fought savagely over by an assortment of warlords, gangsters and petty dictators. For the next few years, the  United Republic greeted an influx of Water Tribe refugees, bender and non-bender alike.
 International attention only shifted away from the mess the world had made of the Water Tribes with the forced abdication and exile of the  Earth Kingdom 's royal family in the so-called Fall Revolution, and the declaration of a Provisional Peoples' Government, two years later.
182 ASC
12 Years after the Equalist Revolt
"I can't see him, Tahno."
"Didn't he say three past noon? We're still a few minutes early" The former waterbender glanced over at Korra before scanning the surrounding pavilion, chock a block with revelers.
"Yeah, I guess" Korra shielded her eyes from the sun, squinting as she looked at the bridge connecting the northern side of the pavilion to the promenade section of the park.
"You're gonna mess up your eyesight that way," said Tahno. He followed her line of sight, absentmindedly licking a melon ice cream cone. "What's he look like? I'll keep an eye out"
"A short guy, probably well-dressed."
"Well that narrows it down." Tahno screwed his face up in confusion, an expression Korra had, over the years, come to find irresistible; it was all she could do but keep her mouth from stretching into a grin, for more than one reason. "Why's would he want to meet during class hours, though? I thought you said he was here as a guest lecturer at the university?"
"He didn't say," Korra replied, her tone slightly impatient, before biting her lip. She wished she hadn't sounded so curt; this was meant to be a special day for someone special to her. "Sorry, Tahno," she apologized, "I didn't mean to snap. I'm just kind of anxious."
"No kidding," Tahno remarked, raising an eyebrow. "The whole way over, you looked like you were about to get back a graded test, or something. No apology needed, by the way," he quickly added, seeing her uncomfortable expression. "I just wish you'd chill. Y'know, smell the roses," he winked, gesturing around with the ice cream cone to the natural beauty surrounding them, his expression almost giving Korra a re-assuring glimpse of his past cocksureness.
There was no better time than Spring to spend an afternoon in Republic City park, especially with someone special, as Korra had learned over the past few years. No better place for losing oneself in a packed lunch, or a book, or a good friend (or more?). No better place for forgetting, even for a few hours, things that begged to be forgotten but never ever could or should.
"Hey, careful now!" Tahno almost tripped as a couple of hysterically laughing kids, no higher than his knee, dashed past chasing each other around. This was an opinion shared by the majority of the capitol's citizens, without regard to social class or bending status. With a firm but friendly security detail, no charge for entry, and the best views money couldn't buy, it may well have been one of the last truly "egalitarian" institutions in Republic City.
"Perfect for him, then," Korra muttered to herself.
"What was that?" Tahno asked.
"Nothing, sorry." Korra snapped herself out of her reverie, and looked at the fountain adorning the middle of the pavilion they were in. Students reading, children playing in the shade of the towering trees surrounding the area… "Maybe we should stay for a while…"
"Didn't you say… what's his name?" Tahno mouthed names silently to himself… "Doctor Whatsisname?"
"Aoki."
"Yeah, Aoki. Didn't you say he was treating us to lunch?"
"Oh, right." The couple had now walked well past the pavilion. Korra looked back wistfully; was it really this important for Tahno? He didn't seem as excited or anxious as her. But why? Hadn't HE lived with the aftermath of that horrible day for over ten years, and not her?  He doesn't know , she reminded herself. She had insisted on "surprising" him, like a kid on his birthday. In hindsight, she supposed it may have been a little juvenile. But since when did caring for somebody involve always doing the "rational" thing?
But what if… "Tahno?"
"Hmm?"
"If you really want to do this… I mean…" Korra fussed with a strand of hair anxiously as they walked, trying to find the best way to express her reservations. "We could always just… you know…" Korra glanced beside her to see nobody. She turned around; Tahno was standing stock still, hands on hips.
"Is there anything you want to tell me, Korra?" he asked, his expression gently, firmly inquisitive in the way parents are when they expect a child to own up to something.
"No, nothing," Korra quickly said, raising her hands. "I… uh… I just thought it would be better if the Doctor explained it himself. And…" she thought for a moment, shook her head and sighed… "and I wanted it to be a surprise for you," she finally admitted.
"That's sweet of you, Korra," Tahno chuckled, relieved. The two continued their stroll towards the bridge. "But why did you ask if I wanted to go through with it?"
"I'll explain later. Like I said, I want our friend to give you his pitch beforehand," Korra said. "I guess it's like this: if I told you, myself, well," she paused, nervously looking at the bridge, "you might take it as a really mean joke."
Finishing his ice cream, Tahno pushed the remains of the cone into his mouth with a finger and looked at Korra quizzically. "Why would I… wait." He an felt unpleasant coldness spread. His blank gaze gave Korra the same sensation, once she understood the nature of the "surprise."
"Tahno," she began, her calm tone cracking in places, betraying her unease and concern. "Tahno, it's not like that."
"Yeah, sure it's not," Tahno replied in a voice colder and harsher than he intended, his mouth set thin and tight. "I'm sure it's not like the ten surgeons I saw after that match, twelve years ago. I'm sure I won't go away feeling just like I did after each of those ten operations." His hands were shoved in his pockets, and Korra could tell he was trying hard not to pace. "And I'm positive it's nothing like that 'spirit healer' of yours."
Immediately, Tahno wished he could take back his harsh words; he could tell from his close friend's expression that he had dropped a bomb. Her eyes were wide, as if she had been punched in the gut, and he couldn't even hear a breath from her.
"Oh slush," he whimpered to himself, as his gut repayed him in kind for his thoughtlessness.  Idiot! "Korra, I didn't mean it," he stammered, slightly lost for words. "I mean, I- "
"It's OK" Korra hurriedly assured him.
"I really, I-" Tahno looked around before kicking a rock off the concrete pavilion in frustration, off into the grass. "Slush, what was I thinking?" He stood off to the side, hands on his hips, head down
"Tahno, that's enough!" Korra was at his shoulder. She turned him around to face her. "It's really OK." She smiled apologetically. "I shouldn't have said too much. Please," she ran a hand through his hair, "just don't feel bad."
Tahno gulped down, closed his eyes, and exhaled. "Thanks, Korra," he said softly. Her forgiving look was like a salve to his guilt.  I'll make it up to you. I promise .
"Anytime," she winked playfully.
"I know you mean well," Tahno said. "I really do. But you should know, after all these years, better than anyone." He shrugged with an accepting smile. "I've come to terms with what happened, and with what I've become. You know that." A stone ball zoomed past him, missing by an inch, followed by cries of annoyance coming from the other side of the pavilion. "'Scuse me."
Korra nodded, although she was unsure about the last statement.  When we hit our lowest point, we are open to the greatest change . She could hear her predecessor's words in the back of her head. She watched as Tahno ran towards the kids, a pair of earthbenders, with the stone ball. Would the "old" Tahno have done that? The "old" Tahno was, as far as Korra could see, that night over ten years ago, rotten to the core; an arrogant bully, and a crooked athlete who basked in ill-gotten fame and lorded over others.
So why was the "new" Tahno different?
Korra had never expected to meet Tahno again, after their chance reunion at the police station. Chance, though, had arranged for another, after Korra had returned back to Republic City, broken and humbled by the disaster that was her attempt at "helping" the peoples of the two Water Tribes. In a way, then, she reasoned, maybe it was their shared experiences that had been the spark for what turned into a twelve-year relationship, closer than she had expected it to become. Both had been "broken," and changed. In Tahno's case, the loss of his bending, the source of what power and pride he had, had been the catalyst that brought forth the "new" man he was. But was the "new" Tahno, a man who was content in his role in life as a seaweed noodle cook (and damn good one, insisted frequent patrons of Narook's), who considered the problems and feelings of others and strove to be selfless, really "new?" Or were the qualities he now exhibited wholeheartedly always there? Was it only when he was destroyed that his better qualities could shine through? Was this the case with everybody?
Korra wasn't sure which was the case. As she watched Tahno in the distance, buying a round of ice creams for the young earthball players, she decided it could be either; whatever it was, she was always warmed inside to see that bad situations can always turn out for the best.
 For some people at least .
"-clouds, Korra!"
Korra shook her head, snapping herself out of her thoughts, and looking at the people milling around the pavilion, as if one of them had spoken. "Sorry?"
"I said," the voice said right in her left ear, "Head out of the clouds, Korra!" Korra squeaked, and spun around to see Tahno's grinning face right in hers.
"You scared me!" Korra gasped. She calmed herself down before laughing.
"I know. I'm kind of a stinker that way, y'know?" Tahno smirked.
 Maybe he's right .Korra spied a willow in the distance, almost opposite their destination, standing in a patch of soft-looking healthy grass; perfect spot to spend the afternoon. They had each other, and that was all they needed. Tahno had been burned before by false hope, once as a result of Korra's naivete, and she would be damned if she ever allowed him to be used like that ever again.
Then she remembered the young doctor's eagerness, frank mater-of-fact honesty, lack of guile and…"nerdy" (the only word for it) obsession. Korra had never been an expert at reading others, but she was certain her new friend was not a charlatan. And if what he said was true, if the fantastical things he said were possible really were…
If he really could help…
"Tahno," she began, taking a deep breath. She would never push or pressure him into doing anything, but she wanted to make him understand the implications. "About this guy." Tahno's smile shrunk, but didn't disappear.
"Yeah, this 'Doctor' of yours," he said quietly, looking at the sun overhead. "Isn't it almost time?"
"It's not a scam, this time," Korra forced out. "It's not like the other times."
Tahno sighed, his smile disappearing. His expression wasn't upset or angry, just serious. He was trying to reason with, and understand her. "Alright," he said. "This guy. Aoki. How is he different?"
 Guess I've got some explaining to do. Korra had wanted to let the Doctor introduce himself, but it looked like she was going to have to elaborate. "Tahno," she began, "he's from the Federation. He teaches at the major university up there-"
"Yeah?" In Tahno's voice, Korra could sense the growth of an edge of cynicism. "Ba Sing Se's full of slick operators, why wouldn't any of them get into education?"
"It's 'Renjing' now, Tahno."
"Pfft. Ba Sing Se, Renjing, whatever the new guys in charge want to call it, it's the same cesspool," Tahno scoffed. "Who's to say this guy's got a shred of credibility?"
"The government."
Tahno's cynical expression and tone faded. "What?"
"The government, Tahno," Korra answered. "The Federation's government says so. They're funding his research.
"Hold up," Tahno said. "You said before that he's a professor who's giving some physics seminars at the University, and now you say he's a government researcher?"
"Request from the Republic City University. The embassy arranged it," Korra replied. "I met him at the Federation's embassy downtown."
"How'd you hear about this guy, in the first place," Tahno asked suspiciously. "Or rather, how did he hear about you and me? You're not a student."
"Chalk it up to Ikki," Korra said, feeling somewhat more cheerful with the mention of their much younger friend. "She's been attending his lectures."
"Since when is Ikki into physics?" Tahno asked. Korra flashed him a deadly look, making him back down and drop his incredulous tone. "Hey, whatever does it for her!"
"Ikki loves all sciences, especially physics. She wants to research engineering applications for wind in providing power," Korra said curtly, her lips tight. "If you must know."
"Yeesh, I get it." Tahno held his hands up as if to stop her. "Ok, Korra, you win. I'll give this guy a chance to give me his pitch." He glanced to the bridge, jabbing his thumb in its direction. "Speaking of which, you recognize those two guys coming our way?"
"What?" Korra looked. Sure enough, two men had just passed the bridge, and were heading straight their way, their pace increasing steadily. "Yeah, that looks like them. The shorter one's our man." She looked over at Tahno, with a re-assuring smile. "Ready to meet the Doctor?"
Tahno squinted to get a better view of the steadily approaching figures. He screwed up his face in confusion, before turning to Korra. "That's a doctor?"
The two men approached, though "man" looked like it applied more to the one in the rear. His obviously Baatar features, towering height and unfriendly expression did nothing to put Tahno's mind at ease (Korra betrayed no sense of apprehension).
His companion, the Doctor, however, was a contrast in every way. The Baatar's nondescript dark business suit and clean shaven head and face advertised a no-nonsense military demeanor. The Doctor's light tan (almost white) three-piece suit, circular eyeglasses, waxed hair and neat little mustache suggested a fussy intellectual, and perhaps a bit of a dandy.
The point of Tahno's jibe, though, was more evident as the two twosomes closed distance. The Doctor's bright, slightly wide eyes, smooth round face, compact stature and quick, almost springing walk made him seem a teenager.
"He looks like a kid going to a costume party as his dad," Tahno mumbled to Korra through gritted teeth, as the two stood smiling to welcome their new friends. "How old did he say he was?"
"24. Now shut up and be nice," Korra replied under her breath before waving and beckoning the newcomers over.
"Avatar!" the Doctor called out once they were in earshot. He increased his pace and all but dragged his tall associate by the hand. "It's good to see you again, Av-"
"I told you last time, Aoki," Korra called back, shaking her head and smiling. "It's 'Korra'. No need for honorifics with me!"
"My apologies, Korra! I just thought, in light of our- WAAAGH!" The Doctor's apology was cut off by an earthball, the very same earthball Tahno had rescued minutes ago, zipping right in front of his face. Stunned and out of balance, he tried to keep himself upright by flapping his arms, before falling backwards to land seat-first on the hard marble floor of the pavilion. "Oof!" He sat, looking dumbfounded as to what had just happened.
"Are you OK?" Tahno blurted out, and ran over to help out his new acquaintance just as the tall Baatar bodyguard had had the same idea. They both lifted the Doctor unsteadily to his feet. He stood, dusting himself off and massaging his aching posterior.
"I… fine, I suppose," he wheezed. "Just a bit shaken." The two young earthball players both came running up.
"Hey mister, we didn't hit you did we?" the kid on the left, older probably, asked. He and his younger brother both wore expressions of alarm. "We didn't mean to!"
"Yeah, we didn't mean to!" the other repeated, shaking his head fiercely. The Baatar wasn't buying it; he marched over to the two kids, brandishing the earthball like a weapon.
"You could have killed him, you little brats," he hissed in a voice that would have given nightmares to a triad enforcer. He brought the earthball up, clutched tightly, right into the older kid's terrified face; his earthbending wasn't going to be of much use if the behemoth in front of him decided to make the first move. And, quite frankly, he and his brother were both scared witless, and in no condition to defend themselves. "I've got half a mind to-"
"That's enough!" The Doctor hastily walked over to the three, still rubbing his backside. "Nobody got hurt," he said, giving the terrified kids a conciliatory smile. "That's what's important. Right?" The last question was directed at the Baatar. He looked from the Doctor, to the cowering earthball players, and back again, before grunting and returning the ball.
"You guys better be more careful from now on!" Tahno called after the kids as they ran off. The four stood looking at each other for a while, unsure of how to initiate introductions.
"Well!" The Doctor provided the ice breaker. "That was an, uh, 'interesting' experience. Korra, if you would be so kind?" He beseeched her.
"Right, introductions". Korra looked at Tahno. "Tahno, Dr. Tessho Aoki." She gestured from her friend to their new acquaintance. "Dr. Aoki, Tahno." She reversed the gesture. Dr. Aoki reached out and gripped Tahno by the hand.
"Glad to finally meet you, sir!" Dr. Aoki gushed, shaking Tahno's hand. "The Av... ah, Korra's told me a lot about you."
Tahno laughed nervously. "Uh, yeah. Wish I could say the same!" He joked lamely, eliciting a perplexed look from Dr. Aoki. Korra shot Tahno a withering look.
"But why would she tell you about your..." As the point of Tahno's comment dawned on him, his face stretched into a smile. "Ah, I get it!" He laughed. "Truth be told, I'm glad she didn't tell you too much. I'd rather explain myself."
"Fair enough," Tahno said, fending off a smirk from Korra. "By the way," he pointed at the bodyguard, "who's your friend?" On cue, the Baatar stepped forward, walking over Dr. Aoki's introduction.
"Muunokhoi, Federal Secretariat of Foreign Affairs," he stated, ignoring Tahno's proffered hand. "Diplomatic Security Department." An unpleasant silence followed, punctuated by the sounds of birds chirping and citizens chatting in the distance. Once again, it was up to Dr. Aoki to break the silence.
"Mr. Muunokhoi's actually been here in Republic City for quite some time," he said, smiling nervously. "He was kind enough to show me around when I arrived. It's been two years for you now?"
Three," Muunokhoi answered shortly.
"Really?" Tahno asked with the sort of phony "impressed" tone Korra hated. He was trying too hard to be friendly to somebody with absolutely no interest in making friends. "And how have you liked it so far? The skyscrapers, the restaurants, the pretty girls. .."
"Do you mean to imply there are no 'pretty girls' in Renjing?" Muunokhoi asked Tahno in a voice he wasn't sure was intended to be sarcastic or threatening. Tahno backed off nervously.
"No, no, I'm sure Renjing is full of beauties!" Tahno tried to placate the disgruntled bodyguard. "You… uh… you got any waiting for you at home?"
"Yes. Two." Muunokhoi answered without batting an eyelash.
"Well, you certainly look like a lady's man, if you know what I mean." Tahno was going on and on, either unaware or too nervous to care about the rubbernecks taking in the increasingly awkward scene. "Who are they?"
"My daughter and my mother-in-law."
It took a superhuman effort on Korra's part to not erupt into an uncontrolled fit of laughter, and to keep her hands situated firmly on her mouth (the left to cover it, the right to keep the left in place) to prevent herself from slapping her knees. Now, people really were rubbernecking, and the only one who seemed to care was Dr. Aoki, who was standing off to the side, clutching his hands together with an embarrassed, utterly lost expression.
"Well!" Dr. Aoki finally said. He loudly clapped his hands together with a forced laugh. "Now that we're all fully acquainted, why don't we go for some lunch? Our reservations at Kwong's Cuisine are in about twenty minutes. "Nobody but Tahno caught the veiled pain that crossed Korra's face, and faded as quickly as it came.
"I don't think…" he began, before being cut off by Korra.
"Are you sure you're OK with that kind of bill for lunch?" Korra asked, her face straight.
"Don't worry," Dr. Aoki replied cheerfully. "Embassador Wen knows the nature of our meeting; his office made the reservations, and will be happy to cover the check."
Cast:
Korra- Janet Varney
Tahno- Rami Malek
Dr. Aoki- Johnny Yong Bosch
Muunokhoi- Fred Tatasciore
Notes:
In the fanfic, certain characters will be presented as members of organized cultural/ethnic minorities within the Former Earth Kingdom.
Kyoshi- Based on Japanese culture. During the 82 years that transpired since the end of the 100 Year War, Kyoshi villages and communities within the Earth Kingdom, Fire Nation and later United Republic have grown and spread with industrialization, as Kyoshi Island has stagnated and remained a backwater. They played a vital role in the Fall Revolution, and the founding of the Federation. As with most minorities, Kyoshi people are primarily non-benders, and indeed viewed as suspicious of bending.
Minjung- Based on Korean culture. As with the Kyoshi, the Minjung increased their presence in the Earth Kingdom with the beginning of the modern era; however, their presence in the United Republic is severely limited, and completely non-existent in the case of the Fire Nation. They originate from the Minjung Peninsula, which hooks out from the Former Earth Kingdom's Northeastern point, and is separated by the Hermit Mountains. Since the time of Chin the Conqueror, no imperial power has controlled Minjung for long. Their reputation, thus, is as fiercely independent hot-heads with a penchant for spicy food and strong distilled liquor. Pure-blooded Minjung people have been, as records show, non-bender for the entirety of their history, and a good thing too: they absolutely hate benders, especially firebenders, as certain historians theorize that similarities between their cultures indicate a schism in the past.
Tu Do- Based on Vietnamese culture. The Tu Do began as a collection of tribes dwelling in the Foggy Swamp, and the surrounding areas near the Dam May Mountains in the Former Earth Kingdom's Southwest. Earth King Kuei, shortly after the establishment of the United Republic, began a campaign of "modernization": limited deforestation, draining of swampland, and establishment of permanent settlements. Eventually, the Fire Nation muscled in on the Earth Kingdom's act, and established influence over Tu Do politics and trade, especially shipping. Ten years after the founding of the Federation, the colonial administration was finally overthrown and replaced with the Republic of Tu Do, after a long, grueling campaign of civil disobedience on the part of the civilian population, and a protracted campaign of guerrilla warfare by revolutionaries backed by the Federation. Tu Do are somewhat foreign to many people, as they tend to stick to their home country, and foreign communities are compact and tight-knit, often centered around shipping or import/export businesses. Expats are frequently stereotyped as shifty and money-hungry. Throughout Tu Do society, bender/non-bender harmony has been naturally maintained through a relatively high (40-45%) rate of waterbenders.
Issarak- Based on Cambodian culture. The Issarak have been, for as long as anyone can remember, mortal enemies of the Tu Do. They are almost polar opposites: the stolid, settled, pastoral mountain earthbender Issarak to the cosmopolitan, entrepreneurial waterbender Tu Do. The Issarak inhabit the Dam May mountains, and areas around the base, claimed by the Tu Do. The Tu Do revolution has seen the only instance of the two peoples cooperating against a common foe since anyone can remember.
Baatar- Based on Mongolian culture. The Baatar are a clan-based nomadic people, traditionally situated in the central Former Earth Kingdom, in the areas surrounding the Si Wong Desert. They were prized by generations of Earth Kings and Queens as elite cavalry soldiers, on loan from loyal earthbending Khans. Clan life revolves around training in combat and warfare, herding, trading, and forming/breaking alliances with other clans. There is a large settlement in the Northwest, near Ba Sing Se, reserved for "clanless" Baatar, and many have become more urban based.


   
 




Chapter 2

Chapter 2- An Insult to the Federation
 The end of the United Republic as a genuine democracy, while not directly a reaction to the Equalist Revolt, was definitely a result of it.
 In the aftermath of the revolt, the Equalist movement seemed to disappear, as many of the movement's secret members silently hung up their hoods and continued life as usual, in response to both the discovery of Amon's hypocrisy and the United Republic government's promises of general amnesty and social reform to benefit non-benders. Newly-elected President Raikou Matsuda, the United Republic's first non-bender Head of State ever, intended to spearhead a reform program which included several items including:
-  Political reform, demanding the creation of a national unicameral legislative body for passing laws and making political decisions.
-  Measures to increase participation of non-benders in the political process, and limit financial support for political campaigns.
-  A public works program geared towards impoverished and unemployed non-benders
-  State promotion of non-bending culture, such as martial arts, sports and art, specifically to compete with pro-bending.
 The plan, while wildly popular with non-bending citizens, was blasted by conservative ruling class benders, who considered it bigotry. They claimed that increased non-bender participation in a unicameral system would inevitably lead to their domination of the system. Matsuda responded firmly that it was the only way to create political equality and democracy, which ultimately meant rule by a majority decision. In a broadcasted speech, he insisted that the only options for the United Republic were the reforms, or a return to conditions that would spark a second uprising. The opposition, once again, took this as a threat, and political violence was initiated between the President's supporters and those of the opposition. 
 Against the new order, wealthy benders, high ranking law enforcement and military officers and public servants reached an understanding with the dominant Three Seasons Triad, led by "Viper" Aipaloovik, and set about a ruthlessly organized campaign of sabotage and harassment (sometimes fatal) of the reform efforts and their supporters.
 On the other side, former Equalists found a new calling as self-appointed defenders of President Raiko's new order. Led by the late Amon's former right-hand-man, and comprising of Equalists, street gang members and off-duty members of Matsuda's newly-formed Public Safety Constabulary, so-called "Greyshirt" squads carried out attacks on all figures they considered on the side of the opposition; in their rhetoric, even mild opposition to Raiko's reforms constituted support for "Bender Supremacy" and collaboration with the Three Seasons Triad. Newspapers, businesspeople and politicians deemed guilty of criticism of the reforms were all targeted for assault and property destruction.
 Despite the fact that Matsuda and administration had called frantically for its supporters to forsake violence for peaceful discussion (and had targeted the Greyshirts for arrest and police action just as the Triad) for a year, the opposition was only too happy to make a scapegoat of him and his reforms. As well, his popularity had been reversed, thanks to the violence, and resulting economic crisis. After the worse of the violence, climaxed with the bombing of Viper and his closest lieutenants en route to a dinner party, the President was ousted by a coup orchestrated by the Order of the White Lotus, and supported by the opposition, intending to "restore order." He was tried for treason in refusing (allegedly) to prevent violence from his supporters, found guilty and sentenced to twenty years in prison. Kyoshi Greyshirts disappeared underground, soon to form the nucleus of what would become the Unagi Clan. The remaining Equalist old guard fled the United Republic for the final time, harbored by the rogue Earth Kindom military units who would overthrow the Earth Queen in the Fall Revolution. As well, some would link up with the Tu Do guerrillas (ironic considering the presence of waterbenders among them) and provide support and advice in throwing out the colonial government.
 By decree of the new, and current, Grand Lotus Chulyin, the Presidential system was dissolved and replaced with the old Council, whose members were all vetted by the Order, through a carefully controlled referendum. All but one or two of Matsuda's non-bender-centric reforms (generally involving charities, and appropriated by the Order for their own use) were scrapped and declared, along with all talk of non-bender rights and empowerment, anathema to "harmony." As per the new Harmony Acts, the Order exercised an increasingly powerful role over the United Republic government, especially law enforcement and education. The Harmony Doctrine declared bending the true expression of spirituality, and benders designated by the Spirit World as "shepherds" and "servants" to non-benders, in the sense that they were to be. True equality was only to be given by decree of the spirits, with the final incarnation of the Avatar; for humans to take it for themselves was a blasphemous act of mortal arrogance. This translated to effective disenfranchisement for non-benders, who found themselves steadily forced out of offices, ranks and occupations of distinction, and without genuine representatives in government. The biggest non-bender operated businesses, including Future Industries and Varrick Global Industries, were bought out by bender-owned conglomerates rumored to have been given secret backing and financing by the Order. 
"You OK, Doctor? Don't take this the wrong way or anything, but you look kind of tense."
"Oh, don't worry about it, Mister Tahno." Dr. Aoki dabbed at his forehead with a handkerchief for what must have been the hundredth time since the four of them had gotten off the metro rail and started walking to Kwong's. He gave Tahno his now-characteristic forced, anxious smile. "I'm just a bit nervous." Tahno looked down at his feet, counting the debris and wishing he hadn't assumed his awkward new acquaintance was a grifter. He looked up at Korra, who had apparently shared his thoughts. She gave Tahno an entreating look before silently gesturing to Aoki with her head.
"Ease up." Tahno gave him a slight pat on the shoulder. "Don't try to make a production of... whatever you wanna show me." Aoki looked confused for a moment.
"Oh no, Mister Tahno! It's not that that I'm anxious about; well, maybe partly." To Tahno's confusion, he paused to glance at his reflection in a pawn shop window. "I'm just a little excited to get to eat at Kwong's." Tahno's face fell.
"Uh... you are, are you?" He tried to sound as enthused as his host, failing. Tahno looked over at Korra, who was chuckling silently.
"Absolutely. It's a landmark, you know." Aoki was still oblivious to the other's reactions to his words. He straightened his suit jacket, and cleaned his glasses with a handkerchief. Korra sighed indulgently. This really wasn't the Dr. Aoki she remembered from the day before yesterday; she could tell when socially awkward people were trying way, way too hard to be the life of the party. Aoki may have been somewhat vain and fussy, but he wasn't loud or a motormouth like he was being now. She hoped sincerely that he would calm down once they had settled down for lunch; he didn't deserve to have to wear himself out with this charade. He carried on rambling, this time about how excited he was to find out whether Kwong's Ba Sing Se Roast Turtleduck with Plum Sauce was anything like it was made back home.
It occurred to Korra, as they reached Downtown, that Aoki's "act" might well have not been an act, at least not entirely. Aoki, for all his rambling, seemed less invested in impressing the others with his food obsession, as he was just saying what was on his mind. He was literally lost in his own little world, filled with Middle-Ring Vegetable Hot Pot, Red-Braised Pig-Monkey Belly and a hundred kinds of dumplings. Korra then remembered sitting in on his lecture on applications of hydroelectricity, remembering how, again, he seemed lost in his own world, saying his piece but not necessarily talking directly to the students. Korra felt strangely glad for the awkward physicist; she would have given a lot to be as enthusiastic about something, and sure of her path in life, as Aoki. It was good that what he lacked in social skills and savvy was made up for in passion, gleeful obsession and a sense of purpose. If he hadn't made it as a scientist, he might have made a first-rate food critic.
"Here we are, Doctor." Korra pointed to the landmark multi-story restaurant. Kwong's Cuisine loomed ahead at the corner, bustling with human activity; patrons had already moved out onto the balconies to enjoy the light breeze. "It looks like a full house today. Do you think we'll still be able to get a table?"
"Not to worry." Aoki's smile contrasted with a nervous look in his eyes as he gazed at the restaurant and took in the scene of about a hundred diners sitting close to each other. "As I said, the embassy booked us a table. And I've ordered the special lunch course for all of us." He began fiddling with his moustache, his glasses, his handkerchief, whatever he could get his hands on. Korra felt guilty, like she was dragging an awkward younger cousin to a party with her and knew she shouldn't. She didn't think it was right that Aoki should be uncomfortable just so she and Tahno could have a fancy lunch; even if it was his idea, she felt responsible.
"Look, Aoki." She spoke slowly, carefully choosing her words "What say we save the embassy some money? Tahno," she addressed her boyfriend, "do you think you could take the night off at Narook's?" Tahno nodded, smiling knowingly.
"Sure. Doctor, you ever had Water Tribe food before?" He backed Korra up. "I work at this place in Little Water Tribe, and I think I could convince the owner to-"
"No!" Aoki snapped suddenly, shocking his two guests and bodyguard. Muunokhoi's normally sedate, slitted eyes widened momentarily. Looking around, the Doctor was hit by his social gaffe. He smiled, his most nervous, embarrassed smile yet. "S-sorry I snapped," he forced out. "I really am. I just don't like messing with schedules and plans." He let out a phony little laugh and shrugged. Aoki's outburst only compounded Korra's apprehension about Kwong's. It was almost ironic; she never wanted to set foot in the restaurant again, but found herself doing so to protect the feelings of an acquaintance, himself conflicted by a desire to show new friends a good time and anxiety in crowded places.
"Hey." Korra was startled by Tahno's hand on her shoulder. She turned her head to see his face. He smiled and nodded approvingly, and gave her shoulder a supportive squeeze as they finally made their entrance.
Nothing had changed at Kwong's, Korra noted to herself. Same layout, same design, same uniforms for the waiters. The place was stuck in time
"Good afternoon!" Aoki greeted the host. "We have a reservation for lunch, about five minutes ago."
"What name is it under, sir?" The host appraised his patrons with a critical eye. He raised his eyebrow at the humbly dressed Korra and Tahno, but smiled approvingly at Aoki and Muunokhoi's attire. The Doctor seemed to puff up.
"Dr. Aoki, party of four. Courtesy of the embassy of the Federation of Democratic States." He said it loud enough for patrons in the immediate area to hear. Korra and Tahno wished he had kept that to himself; now a multitude of eyes watched the four, and a multitude of mouths whispered rumors and comments. As before, Dr. Aoki was blissfully unaware. Muunokhoi, on the other hand, shot dark, accusatory glares at whoever he perceived as making the noise.
"I seeeeee." The host raised both eyebrows in surprise. His mouth became tighter and smaller, almost to a comical degree. "Then, if you please, might I see your identification?" Korra felt a rock drop to her gut.  Not this. Not here. She saw Tahno visibly gulp and tighten his jaw for what was to come.
"Certainly." Dr. Aoki's semi-forced cheerful expression didn't change as he and Muunokhoi fetched out their temporary visitor's identification cards and handed them over, Aoki with both hands and slight bow. The host had only to take a brief glance, before his face fell. He looked back up at the two foreigners, his expression a mask of phony politeness hiding scorn.
"I'm sorry, sirs," the host began, hardly sounding sorry at all, "but we have a strict policy regarding entrance. Benders only." He said the last two words slowly, as if he relished driving the point home. Tahno winced and dropped his gaze to the polished wooden floor, blocking out the gossip he knew abounded. He could relate. He was used to it by now, but it still stung every time. Dr. Aoki stared at the host, astonished, before his face broke into a broad grin and he began to laugh.
"That was a good one!" Aoki laughed as if he had just been told a world-class joke. He turned back to his guests and bodyguard, to see if they had "gotten" it too, and stopped when he realized he was the only one laughing. Korra looked at him with a pained expression; she wanted nothing more than to say something, anything to somehow make the situation better, to "explain," but couldn't for the life of her couldn't begin to think of what to say. Tahno continued to examine the floor, ashamed. Muunokhoi, on the other hand, seemed to be a different person. His eyes, staring right at the host, were almost bugged out and wide open, and a vein was bulging in his thick neck. His right hand was clenched in a fist so tight it made his knuckles white. Aoki, still unaware, looked at them as if they had all grown tails. He turned back to the host, his face cheerful once again. "Nice one, sir! Joking aside, though, we'd really like to be shown to our tables now." He scanned the host's face for any sign that he was sharing in the joke before the awful truth began to dawn on him.
"There is no joke, sir," the host said icily.
Aoki let out a single, skeptical laugh, his smile almost completely gone. "You- you're serious?" The host nodded. All Dr. Aoki could do was gawk in disbelief, still too confused to even be offended at that point. "I, uh…" he stammered, fumbling in his pocket, "I don't think you understand. I have a, uh-" he cut off as he finally retrieved another card, and passed it to the host. "See? Diplomatic credentials from the Federation embassy. I'm sure Ambassador Wen called to make the reservations. Didn't he?" He looked imploringly at the host, who remained cold.
"He did indeed…  sir ." He said the last word grudgingly. "He did not, however, tell us it was for non-benders. And, as I said," he repeated himself condescendingly, "we have a strict policy regarding en-"
"Yes. I understand." Aoki accepted both cards, again with both hands and a slight bow. Korra struggled to hold her pity and anger in check as she watched him almost literally deflate like a balloon. He was trying hard to keep a straight face, but everyone could tell that the combination of humiliation and disappointment was tearing him apart from the inside. "Well," Aoki addressed his companions, "I guess we'll have to change our plans a little, won't we?" He laughed, a fake, defeated laugh. His voice had begun to crack. He once again began to fiddle with personal effects, with an increased intensity. Several patrons took note, emitting satisfied snorts, or simply nodding in approval. Korra looked around, taking the scene in, as her blood froze. She remembered all the new friends she had made when she first came to Republic City, both those still around and those not with her any longer, but especially benders. She remembered how, even during the worst of Amon's revolt, they hadn't followed Tarrlok's rotten example with regards to non-benders. Was the Harmony Doctrine really all it had taken to change that? She had never before felt such a feeling of shame and revulsion towards the city she had called home, and the people who lived there. She took a breath, balled her hands into fists, and prepared to walk towards the host when she felt a hand on her shoulder.
"No, Tahno," she said in a firm, strained voice. "I'm putting this jerk in his place." The hand refused to let go. "Tahno, I said I-"
"Allow me." Korra finally noticed the hand on her shoulder felt far larger than Tahno's. She turned around just in time to see Muunokhoi march right past her. "Do you have any idea what you've just done?" His voice was deadly quiet as he addressed the host, who had begun to cower, slowly backing away. "Do you?"
"S-sir," the host now stammered, as he had made Aoki stammer. "Sir, I-I would ask you t-t-to please-"
"This is an insult." Muunokhoi's voice remained calm, controlled by an intense force of will. The vein in his neck bulged out even further. The patrons watched, half-frightened, half-fascinated, but unable or unwilling to move.
"Th-those are the rules, sir." The host had moved back further away from his post, towards a table seating a party of eight out for a working lunch, putting an ornately carved chair between him and the towering Baatar. "I'm sorry, but I don't make them. There are several other establishments better suited for your… kind." Muunokhoi grabbed the chair up with one hand, hurling it aside out of sight. Somebody shrieked as it crashed into their table.
"An insult," Muunokhoi repeated himself. "An insult to the Federation, and an insult to this city's guest, and his guests."
"Muunokhoi, that's enough!" All eyes fell on Aoki, who had finally found his voice. He walked towards Muunokhoi, hands up to placate him. "Please, let's just go." His voice was alarmed but controlled. He looked up at his bodyguard beseechingly. Muunokhoi looked down at his charge and shook his head slowly.
"No sir. Not just yet." He turned back to the cowering host, leaning back against the large table, the diners having gotten up and hurried up to a higher floor. "We don't want to eat at 'other establishments.' We want to eat here." He stopped right in front of the host, who was leaning back, soiling the back of his uniform in somebody's vegetable hot-pot. "Get the manager, if you please."
"T-t-t-terribly s-sorry, sir," the host managed to get out, teeth chattering. He had begun to sink down to the floor, and his jacket was drenched with sweat "I'm a-afraid he's having a p-p-private lunch upstairs." Muuunokhoi stopped, looked down at him, and nodded slowly.
"I see." Suddenly he turned to one of the waitresses, who froze in her tracks with a terrified expression. "Do you know where the proprietor is, right now?" The waitress nodded vigorously. "Then relay a message for me." Without warning, Muunokhoi hoisted the host, by the lapels of his jacket, off the floor and held him high.
"I said, that's enough!" A frightened Aoki yelped, looking panicked, his eyes flashing. "You're going to hurt him!" He marched briskly towards his bodyguard, hands out. "Stop it right now!" Muunokhoi looked over his shoulder, eyes blazing, stopping Aoki dead in his tracks. He audibly gulped and stood still, glancing around worriedly. One of the braver patrons, a firebender, leapt to his feet and prepared a combat stance.
"Nobody move!" Korra got between him and Muunokhoi, wielding her own flaming fists. "Nobody's fighting anybody here." She turned to Muunokhoi. "That means you too. Put him down and go outside, now!"
"Tell the manager I want him down here within a minute, or he's going to have to give his host some disability leave," Muunokhoi instructed the waitress, completely ignoring Korra's command. She began to slowly inch towards the stairs. "What are you waiting for? MOVE!" He barked at the top of his lungs, almost giving Korra a heart attack. She watched, feeling a pang of sympathy as the young woman, barely past fifteen by the look of it, burst into frightened tears and ran up the stairs. The host had actually begun to yellow from shock and fear, and looked fit to pass out. Aoki looked at the stairs with a stricken, both guilty and ashamed, expression, as if fighting the urge to run up after the waitress and apologize. Tahno looked angrily at Muunokhoi.
"What're you doing this for?" Tahno confronted Muunokhoi, standing between him and the rest of the group. "They don't make the rules here, so you've got no right to terrorize them." Muunokhoi turned his head around once again to the source of his chastisement. His expression was predictably hard, but with a dash of confusion, followed closely by scorn.
"If they don't like being picked on," he gestured contemptuously with his chin to the squirming waiter he held aloft, and less so towards the stairs, "maybe they should go work somewhere that doesn't enforce such a backwards policy." Tahno nodded sarcastically.
"So that's your answer, is it? Just bully right back?" He folded his arms, snorting contemptuously. "Fine world that would be." Muunokhoi glared back. Whatever response he had intended was interrupted by the descent down the stairs of a bald middle-aged man, dressed in a green embroidered silk changshan, and sporting an impressive belly. Flanking him was the young waitress Muunokhoi had made cry.
"Go home," he dismissed her with a wave of his be-ringed hand, and she obliged gratefully, running out. The manager surveyed the scene with dismayed eyes, before settling on the source of the disturbance. "What is the meaning of this?"
"Are you the manager?" Muunokhoi asked, turning fully around with the host still held up in front of him. The manager puffed out his chest proudly.
"I am, in fact, the proprietor of this establishment."
"Good." Muunokhoi immediately dropped the host to his feet, rounding on the proprietor. "We'd like to complain about certain backwards policies your… establishment maintains."
"What are you talking about?" The proprietor sounded flabbergasted. What did these hoodlums mean by terrorizing his staff and accusing  him of being backwards? "Non-benders, I'll bet you are. Well, this is my restaurant, and if I choose to keep the riffraff out, that's my choice." He sneered at the Baatar. "Who the slag do you think you are to tell me otherwise?" Aoki noted fearfully that that old, ferocious blaze had returned to his bodyguard's eyes. His silent attempt to stop Muunokhoi was for naught, so he turned desperately to the proprietor.
"It's fine, sir." He was back in diplomatic mode, but just as uneasy as ever. "We had a reservation, but were unaware-."
"This man is a physicist," Muunokhoi cut him off, "a much respected physicist from Renjing, here courtesy of the embassy. Your bigotry insults him, and his guests." He glanced over at Korra and Tahno, both of whom had yet to think of a way to resolve the situation that didn't involve starting a fight. The room was still full of well-off, well-fed benders, most of whom would shy away from violence as long as nobody else initiated it. Korra finally stepped forward.
"Sir," she addressed the proprietor, mustering all the respect she could for the oily, over-dressed toad. "You know who I am; let them in as my guests." The proprietor's expression changed momentarily, from surprised back to haughty.
"Unfortunately, Miss," he said in a supercilious tone, "my rules apply to all. I refuse to be bullied into compromising them, either by the Avatar or by your 'hosts'. Especially the riffraff employed by the rabble who forced me to leave my home."
"Look," Korra hissed, her ire at the host's rudeness resurfacing, directed now at the proprietor. "Why don't you just save us all a lot of trouble-"
"Or what?" The proprietor checked his nails in a display of faux lack of concern. "You aren't going to start a fight over this, are you?" His fat face broke into a triumphant grin as Korra's attitude disappeared as quickly as it came.
"No," was all she could manage. She had learned many things over the years, not the least of which was the danger of impulsivity when tempted to immediately right an injustice without thinking.
Especially in her case, and especially when it involved innocent people.  And friends , she thought to herself. She'd definitely learned that the hard way. Korra gritted her teeth and squeezed her eyes shut until the familiar face left her mind. Finally, she let out a sigh and calmed her mind, aided by Tahno's hand on hers. "We'll leave. We won't cause any more trouble." Aoki looked gratefully at Korra before turning to Muunokhoi.
"It's not worth it." His voice was firmer, but still anxious. Muunokhoi stood his ground.
"I'm not letting this fat worm off."
"Muunokhoi…" Aoki froze, having caught sight of something out of the corner of his eye. His eyes widened with alarm. "There are kids." Muunokhoi followed his line of sight to a nearby table seating a man in formal Water Tribe-style clothes staring back at them warily. Two young boys, scarcely past five or six by the look of them, were huddled behind his chair, peering out at the scene in fear. Seeing them, the vengeful Baatar's hard expression softened. He let out a deep breath, his shoulders heaving.
"Ambassador Wen will call you about the damage," he muttered, not bothering to look at the smugly triumphant proprietor. The party of four began to slowly and solemnly file out towards the door, led by Dr. Aoki, who took a moment to throw one last ashamed look at the dining room. Korra sighed with relief. She and Tahno scowled at the proprietor as they walked out. Muunokhoi himself was the last.
"Well I certainly hope a man who had the lack of sense to send non-benders to an establishment such as this," the proprietor snarked at their backs, "can at least clean up after their mess." He grimaced as if he had just sucked on a bitter lime. "And hopefully he won't send a Kyoshi or a Baatar to do civilized man's j-"
CRACK!
Korra spun around to see the proprietor sailing almost halfway across the room to land rear-first in somebody's extra large Middle-Ring Vegetable Hot Pot.
"Yes."
"I understand, Mr. Lam."
"Yes, one hundred percent."
"I agree completely, I would feel the same way if I were in your client's place."
"Oh no, sir!"
"No, I'm sure there's no need to take this to court!"
"Yes, absolutely."
"Yes, we would be more than willing to cover the damages-"
"Yes, and the dental bill, and the plastic surg-"
"Of course we'll cover the other surgeon as well. Please let your client know he can rest assured that this office will spare no expenses to compensate him for his troubles."
"The employee in question?"
"Yes, Mr. Lam. He will definitely be disciplined severely. You have my word."
Ambassador Wen practically dropped the telephone back on its cradle, and sank back into his chair with a sigh. "Why?" He closed his eyes and massaged his temples. "Why, why why?" Leaning against the wall near the door, Muunokhoi glared sullenly at his right hand as he massaged his knuckles. Looking out the window to the left of the desk, Dr. Aoki nervously hummed and muttered to himself, playing with the ends of his mustache. Korra and Tahno, sitting in two chairs opposite the Ambassador of the Federation, watched with concern, sipping hot jasmine tea from plain earthenware cups.
Korra fidgeted uneasily in her seat, the tea having done nothing to take the edge off the experience of entering the building. She played with a flag from Wen's pen cup, a miniature of the one that flew from the top of the building, and was ever-present in the premises: an odd nine-pointed white star, situated in the upper-left corner of a sea-green banner.
 It's been over ten years since a different flag flew over this building .
She gulped, biting back memories of the Water Tribe's banner. Sensing her discomfort (and sharing her sentiment as a fellow person of Water Tribe origin), Tahno nudged Korra's foot, causing her to look his way. He flashed her a tight, reassuring grin, and surreptitiously held her hand. Korra returned the smile, halfheartedly; she didn't know anymore if she believed in fate, but it might be better if she didn't. That way, she could go with the "logical" position: that the Federation's use of the old Southern Water Tribe cultural center as an embassy wasn't so much a cruel practical trick of fate as it was a way for the Council to thumb their noses at the new government in Ba S…
 Right, I forgot. Korra looked at the flag.  It's " Renjing ." 
She leaned back in her chair, and watched Wen and Dr. Aoki talk in front of the window in hushed tones.
It definitely made sense. Korra could remember passing the old Earth Kingdom embassy only yesterday; the folly of the now-defunct dynasty was represented perfectly by the old flag twitching limply on a hot, humid summer day, over the huge, overblown pompous building. As far as the newspapers let on, it was operated as a consulate by the "royal government-in-exile," currently based out of Gaoling. Tahno, ambivalent to the new order though he was, had nothing but contempt for the whole business. It was a money laundering operation, he had explained to her, run by a handful of greedy princes, ambitious ladies-in-waiting and kleptocratic royal functionaries to claim "official" ownership of all the ill-gotten wealth they had managed to steal over generations, and to avoid having to give it all back to the people they had squeezed it from. He showed her an article, an interview with an economics professor from the Fire Nation, who said that the all the hard currency and precious metals they had pilfered from the treasury would most likely disappear within a few years into a hundred Gu Hai-based shell companies, which would form the basis of a continuation of the old system of corruption and patronage. "A microcosm of the old regime, a miniature paradise at the expense of the locals" as he put it. Their greed would cost the people of the Federation dearly. The chief figure (or possibly figurehead) of the operation was "Regent" Wu, the grand-nephew of the venal former Earth Queen Hou-Ting, better known for his reputation as a playboy and a spendthrift than as a statesman. Rumor had it the true power behind the throne were his three senior "consorts."
Korra remembered feeling ashamed, throughout his impassioned rant, that she had allowed herself to become weakened in her concerns from the disillusionment her life had inflicted upon her. She was happy that Tahno had shown himself to have a sense of justice.
"Well?" Ambassador Wen had marched back over the desk, leaving Dr. Aoki standing by the window, watching with a fascinated expression. "Any excuse?" he directly addressed Muunokhoi, obviously on the brink of an outburst. "I'd love to hear it, if you've got one." He stood next to his chair, too livid to sit down. Muunokhoi stood his ground, looking down with a blank expression, like a child steeling himself for a scolding. "I don't hear you, Muunokhoi." Wen had produced a pair of steel worry balls from the top left pocket of his green-grey tunic suit, turning them in his hand with an alarming speed. He continued to glare at the bodyguard, the bulging vein near his temple the only other physical sign of anger.
"Are you really going to reimburse Kwong's?" Munokhoi was looking right at Wen. The older ambassador scowled at him.
"What are you talking about?"
"For their bigotry." Muunokhoi glared right back, refusing to be intimidated. "They refuse to serve your guests, and ridicule citizens of the Federation for their ethnicity." He folded his arms. "And you're going to pay for that bigot to have plastic surgery?"
"Yes, Muunokhoi," Wen said, through gritted teeth, trying his utmost to stop himself from flying into a rage. The worry balls in his hand shifted around faster and faster. "Because  somebody here felt they had to assault him and break his nose and jaw, and knock out five of his teeth.  Somebody who thinks he has the right to physically attack citizens in his host country for their personal beliefs, and for how they choose to run their businesses." Korra had the urge to say something, anything that might de-escalate the situation. The last thing she wanted was another fight, and Wen looked like he would have liked nothing better than taking a swing at the obstinate bodyguard. Tahno, ever the cool-headed rationalist, softly shook his head. Korra calmed down, recalling Tenzin's breathing exercises.
Muunokhoi snorted, the only hint of sarcasm Korra had seen from him all day. "It figures that you would defend a fellow earthbender over the honor of Federal citizens."
Without warning, Wen hurled the worry balls at Muunokhoi, who calmly batted them aside. In shock, Korra had begun to raise her hands to prepare to bend; Tahno gently pushed them down, calming her.
"Out," Wen growled at his target, pointing to the door. "Out of my office, right now. Out of my sight! I want to talk to our guest, before we discuss your re-assignment out of my jurisdiction." Muunokhoi stared back at the stocky older man, visibly unfazed, for several moments. He settled on a brief nod, before turning to Korra and her companion.
"Avatar. Mister Tahno." He nodded again to each, his tone and expression only slightly regretful. She nodded back, respectfully acknowledging his farewell. She watched him stalk out of the office, before turning to look at Dr. Aoki. The wistful expression on his face resonated with her. Muunokhoi had acted out of indignation over the young scientist's abuse at Kwong's, she understood completely. Not out of "professional" scruples, but moral disgust; she could remember the anger blazing in his eyes as he seemingly-calmly confronted the proprietor.
 "  So that's your answer, is it? Just bully right back? Fine world that would be."
Tahno's disgusted words murmered in Korra's head, as she remembered how he had seemed for all the world like a schoolyard bully, the way he physically threatened the host and reduced the young waitress to tears. She shook her head violently. Maybe Aoki could ignore his bodyguard's thuggish behavior (understandably, though), she wouldn't. She had spent over ten years learning, in the worst way possible, what Muunokhoi so obviously didn't understand or care to understand.
"I would like to apologize, Avatar, on behalf of the Federation of Democratic States," Ambassador Wen directly addressed his guest, with a half-sincere-half-officious smile. "And to you too, sir," he extended the same courtesy to Tahno, who received it with a gracious shrug. "And you of course, Doctor." Aoki smiled and nodded calmly. A few moments passed as Wen looked from face to face, unaware as to how to proceed professionally. Finally his eyes settled on the steaming cups of tea in the hands of his two guests. He hesitated for a moment. "I don't suppose you'd prefer something a bit stronger?" he asked sheepishly. Dr. Aoki's face lit up.
"I could do with one right now," he said. "It's been a rough day."
"Yeah, I guess I'm game too," Tahno chimed in. The three men's eyes almost simultaneously turned to the only woman in the room, awaiting her approval. Korra couldn't help but grin at their adolescent behavior.
"I'm fine with tea, thanks!" she laughed. "You boys go right ahead."
Wen opened a drawer on his side of the desk, bringing out an ornate white-and-gold ceramic bottle topped with an onyx stopper, and three pale green stemmed shotglasses. With the care of experience, he filled each cup to about a half millimeter from the top with a pungent clear liquid.
"Let's do it properly, shall we?" Wen suggested. Aoki nodded, bringing his own glass to meet the ambassador's, assuring that the rim of his own was ever so slightly lower. He looked at Tahno to get him to follow suit. "Down in one," Wen said with a smile.
"Down in one," Aoki repeated happily.
"Yeah, same here," Tahno said. The three brought the glasses to their mouthes, throwing the drinks back; Wen and Aoki in tandem, with Tahno following close behind. The reaction was immediate as it was hilarious for Korra. She burst into laughter as the three men all lurched over and let out expressions of discomfort.
"Arghh!" Aoki groaned, his face twisted in disgust. He gripped the table for support.
"What is this?" Tahno gasped, looking at Wen with watery eyes. "White spirit or paint thinner?"
"Jade Crown. Apparently a favorite of the royal court," Wen answered in a strained voice. He hissed as the burning in his mouth subsided. "I guess being expensive isn't always a sign of high quality." He glanced at Aoki. "I'll take that Kyoshi rice wine of yours any day, Doctor."
"Next time I'm home in Tsurizao," Aoki answered cheerfully, wiping tears from his eyes, "I'll visit Jun at the brewery and ask him to send you some more." Nodding gratefully, Wen replaced the bottle and glasses within his desk.
"That really helped; I thought I was going to snap and start a fight with that knucklehead." Wen leaned back in his chair. Korra smiled as Tahno sat back down next to her, wobbling slightly.
"Don't mention it, Ambassador." She smiled indulgently. She laughed inwardly, imagining what Tenzin's reaction would have been to such a blatant disregard for diplomatic protocol…
 Stop it. She shook her head, hesitantly. She never felt good about forcing memories of her long-suffering but wise and caring mentor out of her head, but she brought her memories back to his often-frustrated attempts to teach her meditation. She knew deep down (it made her laugh, a sad, longing laugh) that the last thing Tenzin would want was for her to be distracted. Even if it didn't ease the pain, it did assuage the guilt a bit. Still, she would have given anything (even her bending, when she felt sad enough) for just one more day with the old airbender.
"What's up, Korra?" The Avatar was startled out of her thoughts by Tahno's voice. She realized she had been staring down at her lap for the past few moments, and looked up to see her friend's concerned face. "You OK?" Wen looked on, curious.
"Yeah, I'm fine," she lied, forcing a smile. "Thanks, Tahno." She looked at the ambassador. "Sorry, I'll try to stay focused.
"No need to be so serious about it," Wen said reassuringly. He refilled Korra's tea cup from the brass pot on his desk. "Understand that I only asked you to come here so I could apologize for your unpleasant experience today." Dr. Aoki walked over to the table, his face serious.
"I'm the one who should apologize, Ambassador," he said before turning to Korra. "And to you both as well. I'm the one who wanted an excuse to eat at Kwong's."
"You had no idea that Kwong's had such a backwards policy towards non-benders," Tahno piped up. "It's not your fault."
"Let's say," Wen interrupted, "for the sake of brevity, that it was nobody's fault…" he paused, glancing at Aoki, and smirking. "But that some responsibility must be laid at the doorstep of Kwong's Cuisine, and its management, for failing to inform us of their policies." His tone was playfully diplomatic. Aoki smiled gratefully. Tired, he made his way to the wall and leaned against it.
"That sounds very reasonable," he said. Korra and Tahno nodded in approval. Wen filled another cup of jasmine tea for himself.
"That being said," he said, taking a sip and leaning back, "you understand, Doctor, that you're still obligated to give your presentation to your guests?"
"Of course, Mr. Wen," Aoki said.  I'd almost forgotten about that , Korra thought to herself. The business about Kwong's had completely overshadowed the purpose of Aoki's introduction to Tahno. The former waterbender had been sitting quiet in thought for quite some time. Korra watched as he finally came back alive.
"Listen, Doctor," he opened up, pausing a moment to think of how to speak. Aoki looked at him curiously. "About this… uhhh… presentation?"
"Yes, Mr. Tahno?" Aoki's expression remained perplexed. "Would you still be interested?"
"Definitely. But I was also curious…" he paused again. Korra tried to read him, see where he was going with this. He finally settled on an opening. "Have you ever had water tribe food before?" Aoki's look of confusion remained, stronger than ever.
"No." He brightened up. "But Kyoshi food also involves a lot of fish and seaweed."
"Cool. Then how about you say your piece tonight, over dinner at Narook's Seaweed Noodlery? Little Water Tribe, right across from the metro station, 7:30. Bottom floor of the Antarctic Exchange building." Wen sprung into action almost immediately.
"Go on, Doctor. My office will be happy to cover the…" Tahno shook his head.
"No need. This'll be on me."
Aoki looked hesitant, eager to please but not so eager to do the "inappropriate" thing. He looked from face to face, seeking approval. "It… it wouldn't be too much trouble?"
"No trouble at all," Tahno assured him, with an encouraging smile. "The old man owes me a favor."
Aoki looked around some more, playing with his moustache nervously, and finally settling on Korra. She smiled at him the way she might have done to Jinora or Ikki or Meelo, back in the day, to get them to do something with her they worried might not sit well with their father. "Avatar Stamp of Approval, Doc," she laughed. "I'm game. Narook's isn't exactly Kwong's, though," she gestured towards the physicist's suit. "Dress casual."
"As you like." Aoki smiled and slightly bowed, a gesture Korra interpreted as more playful than formal. "7:30 it is."
Wen laughed. "Well, I think we're done here." He turned to Korra and Tahno, who both stood. "Avatar, Mr. Tahno, it is a pleasure to have met you. I just wish it were under nicer circumstances," he gave both a firm handshake. "Oh, by the way," he interrupted as they were leaving.
"Yes," Korra turned back to him.
"Be so kind as to send that knuckle-dragger back in after you. I want to straighten him out personally." The smile on Wen's face grew grim and tight. He steeled himself and sat back down, taking a long sip of tea.
"Will do. Thanks," Korra called behind her as she left. Aoki hurried out after them.
"He wants you now," Korra said to Muunokhoi. The soon-to-be ex-diplomatic bodyguard was sitting on a chair in the hall outside, looking for all the world like he was in for a dentist's appointment, rather than a professional dressing-down. He grunted, acknowledging the Avatar with a curt nod, before getting up and lumbering into the office. The door shut behind him surprisingly gently.
"He's not really a bad guy," Aoki piped up as the three passed similar office doors, secretaries and embassy bureaucrats hurrying up and down with papers and cups of tea.
"Is this an embassy or an army barracks?" Tahno wondered aloud, looking at the various functionaries.
"An embassy? Why do you ask?" Aoki cocked an eyebrow at the other man. Tahno jerked his head in the direction of a bespectacled office drone dressed in the same four-pocketed tunic suit he had seen on the ambassador.
"Looks more like a military uniform than a business suit. Does everybody back in the Federation go around dressed up as a soldier nowadays?"
"Oh, you mean those!" Aoki laughed. "No, mostly civil servants and politicians. There's a looser, cheaper version that became popular a while ago. Some wear them all the time as a political statement." He frowned. "Not me though. I actually have one, for formal and official functions, but I'm not a big fan of the style. Too serious."
"You aren't political?" Korra asked, genuinely curious.
"I am," Aoki answered earnestly, without a trace of indignation, as they walked down the stairs to the ground floor. "In fact I think you'll find us Kyoshi can be some of the Federation's  most political people." His face took on an uncomfortable look. "If you know what I mean. Not that I'm into… that kind of politics."
"Oh." Nodding, Korra forced back memories of the Equalists, and the hate and fear they had inspired. Next to her, Tahno visibly shuddered.
The three finally passed through the lobby, towards the front door. The uncanny feeling that she was being watched washed over Korra, and she glanced surreptitiously towards the front desk. Lounging around were a tall, willowy-framed woman with black hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a shorter, sturdily-built man with a buzzcut. Despite being dressed like any given couple in Republic City, something was…  off about them. Something about their loitering that was too calculated, too pre-meditated that gave Korra an apprehensive feeling in her gut. They both glanced back at her, before averting their eyes as the party passed by them and exited.
"Well, I must be off," Aoki said cheerfully. "Tonight, at 7:30." He bowed towards Korra and Tahno. "Until then, it has been a pleasure." They returned the gesture.
"The pleasure is all ours," Korra hurriedly spoke for herself and Tahno, who was content to smile and return the bow.
"That was nice of you."
"Huh?"
"I said, that was nice of you!" Korra yelled, loud enough so that Tahno could hear it over the roar of his vacuum cleaner in the other room of their shared apartment. She set the issue of  United Daily News down; there was another opinion piece on the situation in the South Pole, and Korra didn't have the stomach for it. She looked at the paper one more time, looking at it as if to mentally turn the page to the piece, before finally putting it under one of Tahno's cookbooks on the cluttered, low tea table in the center of the room. She eased back into the couch.
"Thanks." Tahno walked back in, unrolling the sleeves of his white shirt and wiping bangs out of his eyes. "Tea?"
"Yes, please." Korra watched as he set the electric pot to boil after adding the jasmine leaves. "Why, though?"
"I guess I felt responsible," Tahno answered, shrugging. "He's a visitor to our city, and he wanted to show us a good time." His half-smile turned into a scowl. "And those slushing jerks at Kwong's treated him like garbage." He grimaced, moving some books back to the shelf. Korra spotted an anthology of traditional Fire Nation plays, a history book and a copy of an economics graduate thesis. She would never have thought, in a million years, that the pompous, strutting peacock-lizard she sicced Naga on would ever have become interested in such things. Reading had, against her bias, become Tahno's chief pastime, when not with Korra; despite his resignation to what Amon had done to him, he could never quite bring himself to talk about pro-bending, let alone watch or follow it. She turned the radio to a jazz station, just in time to avoid the beginning of the Tigerdillos' grudge match with the Buzzard-Wasps.
"Here you go," Tahno put a steaming cup of jasmine tea in front of Korra, almost on cue. He poured another for himself.
"Thanks," Korra said, taking a sip and relaxing into the couch. "Out of curiosity," she sat up, and looked at Tahno coyly, "how much convincing did old Narook need?"
"Not much at all," Tahno returned with an equally coy smile. "As much as I do think he was just trying to be nice, I think it also gives him some kind of competitive pleasure." He took a small sip of his own cup of tea, putting it down to cool off. "It's like 'now I can show up those snobs by hosting a foreign dignitary they turned away.' Plus, like I said, he already owed me a favor. You know what I mean?"
"Yeah. He's kind of cranky, but a good guy," Korra laughed. She took a moment to just enjoy the moment. Just her, a cup of steaming jasmine tea, some light jazz, and the man she…
"Korra," Tahno interrupted, his face utterly serious. "I just want you to know, before we go." He moved next to her on the couch, setting his cup down on the table, looking her right in the face. "Whether or not Aoki succeeds in giving me back my bending…"
"Yes?" Korra felt an unpleasant, cold flutter in her stomach. She wanted to believe that Aoki wouldn't be like the others, that he was on to something. Her intuition had told her so, when she first met the awkward, polite, utterly honest physicist.
But still. Her life had taught her to not only prepare for, but to expect the worst.
"If it doesn't work," Tahno continued, his tone serious but re-assuring. "I don't want you to be upset for me. I've got everything I want," he gestured around. "A nice home, a job I've come to enjoy, books." He looked back at Korra. "And you to share it all with."
Korra smiled back at him, fighting back a tear. She reached out, stroked Tahno's hair. "Guess you've got a point," she said cheerfully, pulling him in for a kiss. They both lay on the couch, content to hold each other. They had time to spare before dinner. But as much as she wanted to be on the same wavelength with Tahno, a voice in Korra's mind would not shut up.
 Please. Please let it work out this time. Please.
Voice Cast:
Korra- Janet Varney
Tahno- Rami Malek
Tessho Aoki- Johnny Yong Bosch
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Chapter 3

Chapter 3- The Game-Changer
 The Federation of Democratic States, founded ten years after the Water Tribe Civil War, has arguably done more to strengthen diplomatic ties between the United Republic and Fire Nation than anything else.
 A chief popular complaint (among countless others) in the old Earth Kingdom was the impotence with which the royal family faced intimidation by the Fire Nation, acting under Crown Prince Iroh's desire to create a sphere of influence in the increasingly divided continent. The Fire Nation for the past five years, had been building up a network of loyal regional chiefs, either attracted by disillusionment with Ba Sing Se, greed, or a combination, with the most power concentrated in a puppet government in the Tu Do capitol of Bien. Later, it found itself supporting the Earth Empire, headed by "The Great Uniter" Kuvira.
 The different revolutionary factions found themselves converging, gradually accepting the others' positions and uniting.
 The urban opposition based in Ba Sing Se (to the "Provisional Republic") and Omashu (to the Earth Empire), came to accept the value of the mutinous military units elsewhere in the region marching on the capitol, prepared to operate in tandem with their planned invasion, and began to arm themselves with smuggled and stolen weapons.
 Said military units, represented by the non-bending Baatar former Imperial Army NCO Tserenjiin Khoden, better known as Godan, absorbed runaway former Equalists from the United Republic, and offered them sanctuary, along with dissident fugitives from the major cities, creating a highly-politicized military cadre, himself included, many of whom would develop anti-bending prejudices.
 Conversely, the peasant army of the Ma siblings, involving many earthbending farmers and miners tired of living under the yoke of both earthbending aristocrats and Kuvira, made benders relatable to the vast majority of revolutionaries. Premier Liu, then a fugitive dissident himself, came to sympathize with the earthbenders, modifying many of his views.
 Finally, the independence movements in Tu Do and Minjung helped to "internationalize" the overall revolution, giving its' participants the feeling that what they were undertaking could inspire others elsewhere to fight for their rights and dignity.
 By the fall of Kuvira's palace in Omashu, the Fire Nation had lost all it had built up in the area, once again. However, they have found sympathy with the United Republic Council, who considered the new Federation to be illegitimate. As a result, the Federation has no "foreign" trading partners, aside from Tu Do (agricultural) and Minjung (minierals).
"That's what you call 'casual'?"
"Yes. Why? No good?" Aoki asked.
"No, no, it's fine," Tahno shook his head. "I guess I should've explained what I meant by 'casual'."
Like clockwork, Aoki had shown up at the Little Water Tribe metro station. 7:30, on the dot. Thankfully, as it was the least busy time of the work week, the scientist hadn't been hard to spot. On the contrary, he had managed, once again, to stick out like a sore thumb.
"I didn't exactly bring 'play' clothes with me," he said, as Korra and Tahno gawked. His new ensemble consisted of an olive short-sleeved four-pocketed jacket, and matching long pants, all of an expensive-looking lightweight material, and black cotton shoes. "It was either this or my summer kimono."
"You look fine," Korra said quickly, elbowing Tahno to pre-emptively prevent a smart remark. "Where'd you get it?" She decided to defuse the situation. Aoki smiled at another opportunity at what an unkind stranger might write off as pedantry, but what Korra had come to understand as a natural inclination towards "explanation." Partly because he was an educator, she supposed, but having more to do with his socially awkward personality.
"It's custom made," he said proudly. As Tahno had feared, passerby (mostly on their way home from overtime at the office) were craning their heads to get a better look at the dandy standing in front of Narook's; those going in for dinner paused, unsure of whether or not this was a special occasion, calling for some kind of dress code. "I was working with the new government in Tu Do last summer, and I saw a lot of my colleagues wearing suits a bit like it. It's pretty hot in Bien, most of the year round; wearing this keeps you cool, but not at the expense of appearance." He took his glasses off, and cleaned them with a handkerchief. "When I got back home to Renjing, I had a local tailor make this for me, based on what I had seen in Tu Do, but incorporating some aspects of…"
Tahno fought the urge to roll his eyes as Aoki rattled on. He liked the scientist, and had invited him out as a favor, but… it didn't matter. He shook his head. At the very least, he and Korra themselves were dressed in their usual duds for a casual night out. Any wandering eyes would be directed not at them, but at the Aoki. That would be enough.
"That's nice," Korra said, in a way that made Tahno wonder if she was being honest, or just trying to be nice. "Shall we?" She gestured towards the familiar slat doors. Aoki stopped, hearing the multitude of voices inside.
"Busy night, tonight?" His feigned nonchalance was given away when he began to fiddle with his moustache once again.
"Nah. You should see this place on the end of the workweek," said Tahno, dramatically rolling his eyes up to the sky and sighing. "Worst time of the week for me is happy hour of that night." His younger guest mulled it over before forcing a smile.
"That's all right. It takes me a while to get settled in, but I'll be fine." He stood there smiling nervously, along Korra and Tahno, neither of the three knowing quite how to transition. Korra sighed with relief as her companion took the initiative.
"Well, let's not keep dinner waiting," he said, beckoning for Korra to go through the familiar slat doors first. Nodding gratefully, she obliged, followed by Aoki and Tahno, leaving the humid summer night's air behind for the cool air conditioned interior of Narook's.
"Tahno! You're finally here!"
Korra heard the proprietor's distinctive loud scratchy voice far before catching a glimpse of him. She noticed the now-familiar anxious look on Aoki's face, as he took in the teeming, squirming multitude of diners. "You said it wouldn't be a busy night," Aoki whispered to Tahno.
"It usually isn't, I swear," he whispered back, wearing a disturbed expression. Wall to wall, Narook's was decked out like it was somebody's birthday. All the most expensive decorations were up, the fanciest chairs and tablecloths out in all their glory, and the stage usually reserved for live acts was manned by a small orchestra. "I hope that…" he shook his head, massaging his forehead with this thumb and forefingers. "No… Narook, please tell me you didn't…"
"Ho there, boy!" Tahno heard the voice once again, settling his eyes on the source of the voice. The man himself finally made his appearance, pushing and squirming through guests, taking care to not trip over chair and table legs. "Glad you could make it on time! And Avatar Korra, it is always an honor. Come on it," he beckoned enthusiastically to the lively surroundings, "join the fun!"
 Don't laugh! Korra had to pretend to cough off to the side to disguise a snort of laughter, before glancing up and down her boyfriend's employer for a better look. She had thought Aoki's choice of dinner clothes had been unnecessarily fancy. She felt like apologizing to him; he wasn't even a shadow of the dandy she saw in front of her. Grey-headed little old Narook stood, arms akimbo, smiling widely, before the party of three, decked out in the sort of clothes Korra would only have expected to see at an official function, or on a stage magician. She wasn't sure if it was the dark blue tailcoat with embroidered lapels, the oversized yellow bowtie, or the knee-high stockings and buckled leather shoes that were "overdoing it." She looked at Tahno; he could barely contain his own laughter.
"Narook," he said slowly, accommodating his pursed mouth and tightened face, trying his utmost to sound nonchalant. "What's the occasion?" Narook looked at Tahno incredulously.
"What's the occasion?" he repeated. "What's the  occasion ?!" He reached up with his walking stick and gave his star cook a gentle knock on the head. "You slush-for-brains! The occasion is standing right next to you, my boy!" He turned, grinning from ear to ear with excitement, to Aoki. Without warning, he jumped on top of the nearest table, and began to bang his stick down as hard as possible, blissfully unaware that he had upset a younger guest's glass of lychee-nut juice. "QUIIIIEEEEETTTTT!" he bellowed at the top of his lungs, assuring the undivided attention of all present. "Sir, on behalf of the United Republic of Nations, and Little Water Tribe, let me welcome you cordially to my humble establishment," he said proclaimed. "Everyone please stand for our guest. Let us show him how Republic City  really treats its guests!" He pointed his stick at the band. "Hit it!"
"Oh no…" was all Korra could get out before her voice was drowned out by a comically out-of-tune rendition of the Federation's national anthem. Judging from both Aoki's blanched, traumatized expression, and the embarrassed looks shared by most of the other faces in the restaurant, all Korra could think of to comfort the younger man was that the feeling was mutual.
"Ah… thank you sir," was all Aoki could manage to squeak out, bowing as the older man hopped down before him. Korra could see that his plastered on smile was skin-deep; beyond that, his sheet-pale sweat-soaked face illustrated to her anxiety, unlike that she had ever thought possible in her life. Every instinct in her body screamed for her to make some excuse for Aoki to leave, but she knew that would be impossible. She knew full well how much Kyoshi parents stressed to their children of the importance of hospitality, and honor shown between guests and hosts. On cue, he reached into his pocket. "I… it's not m-much, but…"
"And let me also be the first to apologize for the inhospitality…" Tahno could tell when his boss was working up into a full-blown rant, and all the warning signs were there: the old man was looking anywhere else but at his guests, his eyes were growing hot, and he looked antsy. "The RANK inhospitality, shown to a foreign dignitary by  certain establishments in our city!"
Tahno tried to get his attention. "Narook…"
"Don't interrupt me, boy, I'm not finished!" Narook's head whipped over to Tahno with a fierce look. He was on a roll, and nobody would stop him. "When I think of those puffed up, prettified peacock-lizards at Kwong's…"
"Boss…"
"The  arrogance …"
"BOSS!"
"WHAT?!" The final interruption brought Narook's wrath upon Tahno. He glared at his employee, threateningly brandishing his knobby walking stick, hardly noticing that the other patrons had long since become deathly silent in watching his tantrum. Calmly, Tahno jerked his head towards the bemused Dr. Aoki. He was holding something in both hands at waist level.
"It's not much, sir," Aoki said, raising both hands in front of him, "but please accept this trifle." In his hands was a dark green velvet pouch.
Narook's expression immediately changed. Once the realization of his grave social gaffe, and the knowledge that his entire clientele had witnessed it as well, hit him, his face turned a deep scarlet shade of red. "Oh," was all he could say, before remembering his guest's customs. "No need, Doctor," he raised his hands, slightly bowing his head with a modest smile.
"Please, sir," Aoki replied on cue, gently cajoling.
"It really isn't necessary." The audience were craning their heads in to get a better look, eager to see how the scene would play out.
"I insist."
"Well, if you insist," Narook finally conceded, and the patrons emitted a collective sigh of relief. Taking the pouch in his hands he opened it. "This isn't…" He lowered his nose to the opening, taking a deep close-eyed whiff. "Jade dew." he looked up at Aoki in pleasant surprise. "I am honored that you would trust in a stranger's taste in fine tea." Korra was relieved to see that Narook's gratitude had mitigated her new friend's anxiety. Aoki bowed his head.
"It was nothing."
"Now that's cleared up," Narook said, addressing the other diners, "please continue your meals!" He waved both hands at the diners, urging them to eat on. "I'd like to personally show our guests of honor to their table."
"I'm really sorry about that, Doctor."
"Really, it's fine." Dr. Aoki wiped sweat off of his face with a handkerchief. "No harm done."
Korra refilled her guest's glass with rice wine. "You seemed really overwhelmed," she said, looking worried.
"When you were a kid," Aoki took a gulp of his rice wine, "did your parents ever take you out to eat for your birthday? And then, just when you're settling down, the staff came out with a cake, singing loud enough for everyone to hear?" He shuddered. "And you know that all eyes are on you?"
"Yeah." Korra raised an eyebrow, surprised and amused by her new friend's analogy. "I guess I see what you mean."
"I hate being the center of attention," said Aoki, Leaning back, the he sighed, seeing that the rest of the patrons seemed to have gone back to their own meals, calming Tahno down. He was glad to see the rice wine was taking the edge off his unpleasant shock. "Not that I'm ungrateful to you, or Mr. Narook," he quickly added. "He couldn't have known."
Tahno smiled at him reassuringly. "I'm just happy you're having a good time." He slurped at his bowl of seaweed noodles with relish. "How do you like your food, by the way?"
"It's interesting" Aoki picked through the noodles in his Sokka Special with a pair of polished-wood chopsticks (his own personal set), and raised a chunk of seal blubber jerky. "It's interesting how a food traditionally intended to be on-the-go and simple could be repurposed for gourmet dining." He pointed at the large, messy looking remains of the meal's centerpiece. "And the Giant Sea Crab was really good as well." His eyes seemed to glaze over. "It reminds me of the seafood back home. I like it."
Korra and Tahno exchanged smiles. Seeing that their new friend's rocky start in their city had done them a world of good. The best part, for Korra, was watching Aoki's awkwardly formal and diplomatic "default" mode loosen up. He seemed like the sort of person who didn't have too many friends, seeing how anxious and eager to please he had been earlier.
"Now." The Doctor abruptly wiped his mouth, set aside his dish and sat straight. "If it would be all right with you, I would like to explain to you, the subject of our meeting."
 I guess this is as good a time as any . Korra followed suit, urging Tahno to as well. "OK. We're listening." She watched as the Doctor reached inside his bottom right shirt pocket, almost trembling with excitement.
"Avatar, Mister Tahno," he began slowly, his voice shaking. "What I am about to show you…" he paused to calm himself, and look both ways to make sure nobody was paying too much attention, "will be remembered as a game-changer." Aoki pulled from his pocket a small, glass vial. Korra and Tahno craned their heads for a better look. Inside the vial, a thick liquid, glowing a dull purple, sloshed and swirled this way and that. The Avatar found herself being entranced by the way the substance seemed to slowly shift inside; like the tide coming in and out at the beach, in slow motion.
"What exactly is it?" Tahno's question aroused Korra from her semi-trance.
"The key to unlocking human potential." Aoki's grin was wide. "Allow me to explain. As both of you know, the force behind a person's bending is their chi. Their inner energy. Right?"
"Right." Korra nodded. "I mean, it's what you have to learn to control, in order to properly bend. But everybody knows that."
"Exactly!" Aoki returned the nod, much more vigorously. His excitement was beginning to verge on the manic, to Korra's consternation. She reminded herself, however, of how worked up he had managed to become over the details of all the food they had planned to eat at Kwong's; obviously he would be more obsessive and excited about his involvement with a scientific breakthrough as important as he said it was. "But then the problem is this: how is it that some humans—benders," he nodded at his two new friends, "can control their chi to the extent that they can unleash and project it onto the physical world, while others—non-benders like me—cant? And imagine…" Aoki's eyes bugged out, his breath becoming fast and short, as he held the vial towards his hosts. "What if there was some way for non-benders to gain that ability?"
"So this stuff… what?" Tahno seemed less than excited, as he butted in. "It unlocks potential?"
Aoki's face went red. "Sorry," he apologized. "I wanted to play-act a little. But yes," he nodded. "That's exactly what this substance does. It unlocks the same potential a bender would have in a non-bender. Neurosurgeons at the Central Institute in Renjing conducted a study recently." He pointed to his temple. "Inside the human brain, is a small organ. They theorized that this organ may be responsible for regulating use of chi. In non-benders, the organ may be vestigial—like tonsils—but active in benders."
"But what about the connection to the Spirit World?" Tahno asked, drawn in and serious. "And how did I lose my bending?"
"As to the spiritual aspect, I know for a fact that it does play an important role," said Aoki. "What you see in this vial proves it."
"Why? Where did it come from?" Something in Korra's gut didn't sit well, and she was pretty sure it wasn't the food. Aoki straightened his glasses and cracked his knuckles.
"Near the Dam May mountains," he said, "a local farmer found a sealed up cave, leading to an underground lagoon, and came into contact with the water. Apparently it had some interesting effects on the farmer in question, and his fellow villagers came to Renjing to tell us about it."
"What's this about the spiritual connection, then?" Korra pressed on, impatiently.
"According to the villagers, the particular area they'd found the entrance to the lagoon near was considered a holy area by their shamans." The Doctor set the vial down. "Apparently, it's where they would provide supplication to the spirits."
Warning bells sounded in Korra's head, as the feeling in her stomach intensified. She had embarrassingly little experience in spiritual matters, even when Tenzin was alive, but she knew full well the potential danger of fooling with the spirits. "So that's water from the lagoon?" she heard herself ask.
"Processed," answered Aoki proudly. "My theory is that the lagoon is right on some sort of rift, an area where whatever it is that keeps the human and spirit worlds apart is particularly weak. Some sort of intangible residue or substance seeps through, saturating the area, including the lagoon water." He pointed to the vial. "We devised a process by which the cavern is flooded with water. Eventually, all the water in the cavern is saturated with the substance, but in a higher concentration. We pumped it out through a purification system I designed. This is the finished product." He wiped his mouth cleaned his chopsticks off before finishing his rice wine. "If it would be all right with you, I'd like to give you both a personal demonstration of the serum's effects on a non-bender, after we finish here."
"Wouldn't we need laboratory settings for that?" Tahno asked. "Don't get me wrong, I'm as curious to see what your stuff does as anyone would be. But I don't want it to go badly. And who's your test subject?"
"Me."
"Come again?" Korra thought she must have misheard the scientist. She shook her head as if to clear it.
"I've already tested it on myself. Several times." Aoki answered with such calm, polite earnestness. To Korra he may as well have admitted to having worked as a human crash test dummy. Seeing her shocked look, he continued on. "I was lucky, I guess," he explained. "My first test dosage was very small, so all I had to do was keep increasing it for each subsequent test. The first few tests broke my health, so I had to keep the time between tests lengthy; exactly a week apart. "
"When did you decide on the right dosage?" asked Korra, not knowing whether or not she really wanted the gory details.
"The last dosage I took—the largest—caused my brain to hemorrhage slightly." Tahno dropped his chopsticks, the noodles he had put into his mouth sliding out as he stared in wonderment over Aoki's matter-of-fact narrative, considering what had just said. "I'm fine now," Aoki assured his host. "After I got out of the hospital, I decided that the penultimate test would be a good standard dosage, at least for now. I don't know if the effects of different dosages would have different effects on different people, but I don't really want to take the risk of testing that just yet."
The party sat in silence. Korra's mind spun as she went over everything.
"I gotta ask now," said Tahno. He took a deep breath. "This... this  stuff of yours. Why do you think it'll bring back my bending?"
"I guess this sort of ties in with your other question," Aoki explained. "How you lost your bending." He went on, oblivious to the effect his last words had had on his host. "Our theory as to how Noatak took your bending, from studying the brain of a victim of his, is that he used his powers to force blood to rush into the 'chi regulator' organ I mentioned, overloading and ultimately causing it to shut down. A bit like the way eating too much sugar can lead to diabetes by overworking the pancreas, but much faster."
"Could we please move on?" Korra asked impatiently. She found herself suddenly becoming annoyed with Aoki, despite herself. He had been blissfully unaware of the discomfort and distress Tahno was suffering; eyes staring down into his dish, pale and clammy with the memory of the fateful pro-bending match fresh in his mind.
"I'm sorry," said Aoki, apologetically, with an expression of embarrassment and guilt. "I got carried away. I didn't mean to bring up-"
"It's OK." Tahno looked up at him with a weak smile. "It's the past. Whatever you think we ought to know, don't hesitate to tell us."
Korra nodded, calmer. "For starters, how could it restore Tahno's bending?"
"Oh right," Aoki said hurriedly. "For a non-bender, the serum stimulates and activates the chi regulator for a temporary period of time. However, it may be different for a bender; it might 'jump-start' your bending. One dosage, maybe temporarily. But since the chi regulator was active from birth, repeated treatments could hypothetically have a permanent effect. Keep in mind, though," he held his hands up warningly, "as I said, this is just a hypothesis."
"That's how all experiments start out," said Tahno. "I'm sold."
"What?" Startled, Korra turned in her chair to face her boyfriend. "Tahno, you heard what he said.  Might . We have no idea what this serum of his could do to you!" She looked into his eyes imploringly.  It's my responsibility . She knew they had only come this far because it had been her idea; she had introduced him to Dr. Aoki, she had gotten him interested. Korra remembered how excited she had been by Aoki's hypothesis, when they had met at Republic City U campus. Now, she felt like she had rushed Tahno; whatever happened, would be laid at Korra's feet, and she would be damned if she lost him to her arrogance.
 Just like Mako .
Determined, Korra back to Aoki. "We're not convinced," she said, firmly but calmly.
Aoki nodded. "I understand, Korra. That's why I'd like to invite you both to come with me, to Renjing." Korra and Tahno both stared. "To be honest, I was planning on asking you anyway," the scientist admitted frankly.
"Why do you need us in the Federation?" asked Korra. "Why couldn't you experiment here
"Up till now, I've only tested the serum on others in a secure laboratory setting, set to my own precise security conditions." Aoki's face reflected his serious tone. "Since the tests were almost fatal at one point, I have to take every precaution. The government has provided my lab with an emergency ward, and a medical staff headed by a waterbending healer."
"I still need to think about this," Korra insisted. She grabbed Tahno's arm, as if trying to keep him from leaving. " We need to think." She stopped cold at the feeling of Tahno gently pulling his arm loose
"I want to see this 'demonstration' of yours, Doctor." Tahno sat straight, looking Aoki straight in the eye. "Then you'll have our answer."
"Doctor, are you sure this is a good idea?" Korra wiped sweat off her forehead. It never ceased to surprise her how calming and nostalgic the smell of the sea (and freshly-caught fish) was, possibly as a reminder of her first sensory experience of Republic City. She leaned against the prow of the rented motor-junk and gazed straight ahead at the increasingly-distant but comfortingly-visible city skyline, and lowered it gradually to the darkly opaque, calm waters of Yue Bay. As long as she could remember, Korra had always felt agoraphobic out in open water, even more so at night; she'd become a real city girl, she supposed, preferring the familiar hustle and bustle of Downtown to quiet and solitude. Tahno, on the other hand, relished opportunities to go boating. At that moment, he was still manning the engine and steering wheel.
"It'll be fine." Aoki had taken his jacket and shoes off, revealing a lean but reasonably-toned frame, and hung it on the back of the co-pilot's seat. He climbed down to the deck and began to do leg-stretches. Despite her temptation to ask why, Korra decided to let it slide; he obviously knew what he was doing. "Is it safe?" Aoki asked, looking up at Korra from his push-ups.
"I think we're far away enough now." Korra peered at Aang Memorial Island, off in the distance. She could see the light near the museum at the giant statue's base flicker off. "What you told us about your serum, what you came all this way to show us…" She folded her arms, hardening her expression on the outside, keeping at bay the suspense that threatened to explode outwards. Deep down, Korra knew she was about to cross a point of no return, dragging not only Tahno, but possibly the entire world with her. She briefly considered calling the demonstration off indefinitely; whenever she had decided the fate of others, things had managed to turn out for the worse, like the spirits were playing one big malevolent joke on her. Of their own accord, Korra's eyes strayed to Tahno, waiting impatiently for the demonstration.
"Just go right ahead," he said. "No time like the present." Korra finally gave in and surrendered to inevitability, tapping what little remained of her optimism to muster a smiling nod for the Doctor.
"I guess you're right." Finishing one last set of arm stretches, Aoki walked quickly over to the first-aid kit on the nearest bulkhead, and got to work. Korra and Aoki watched, impressed, as he sanitized his hands with rubbing alcohol, applying it to a spot on his left forearm, and tied his bicep with a tourniquet. "Korra, the vial in my jacket pocket, please." She complied, fetching the serum and handing it over as Aoki retrieved a disposable syringe and needle from the kit.
"Reminds me of when my mom and dad would take me for vaccinations," Tahno commented, trying to lighten the mood, as he watched the Doctor empty the vial into the syringe and attach the needle.
"Me too," Aoki laughed, flicking excess liquid off the needle point. "I never had a problem with shots as a kid, though, so it was kind of interesting to learn how to administer an injection." With that, he picked a vein, slowly inserted the needle, and emptied the syringe into it. "Not much time. Give me a bandage," Aoki grunted, whipping the needle out and tossing it in the trash bin, and wiping off the puncture on his arm with a clean handkerchief, which he in turn tossed out with the tourniquet. Sensing his haste, Tahno gave him the bandage.
"How soon does the serum take effect?" he asked.
"About thirty seconds." Having applied the bandage, Aoki began to steady his breathing, his eyes closed. Korra could tell he was meditating, the way she had come to like in others; the crude but naturalistic way everyone did, never having been formally taught. The next twenty seconds were the longest of Korra's life, each moment passing as if it were two. She watched anxiously, with no idea what to expect. Gradually, however, she began to notice that Aoki's breaths became more labored, as if he were struggling for breath or to calm himself down, and he had begun to breathe through his mouth, rather than his nose. "Everything normal, no anomalies" he panted quietly, more to himself than to his new friends. "Should be fine."
"Doc, you're…" Tahno stared, amazed but unable to find the words. He could only point and mouth silently. The veins on Aoki's body were gradually lighting up, glowing with a dull purple light that pulsated on and off. The glow spread, from the spot where he had injected himself, visibly under his thin white tank top, and towards his other extremeties.
"I know," Aoki said, his eyes still closed. "Trust me, everything's f—" Even as his lips continued to move, the physicist's voice was silenced. A frightened look passed over Aoki's blanched face, as the veins on his head began to glow. All of a sudden he clutched his head in both hands and let out a shriek of pain.
"What's happening?!" Instinct taking over completely, Korra dashed to Aoki's side as he crumpled to the deck, his glasses sent skittering across to the wall, moaning and digging his fingertips into his skull. "Doctor, what's—"
"Help." The single word squeezed through Aoki's gritted teeth as he writhed "Help m…" The pain exploded once again, distorting his words into an unintelligible howl.
"It's gonna be OK," Korra whimpered. As she continued to try and comfort Aoki, she could swear she heard her voice crack. Inwardly, she panicked at the thought of what looked to be a likely death on her watch. "Tahno, stand by!" she barked, before reaching out and drawing forth a snaky stream of water from outside the boat.  Please, please let this work . Korra racked her brain for memories of the healing lessons Katara had given to her, in the hopes of easing her conscience of the memories of what had transpired in her homeland. Perhaps, if she could learn to use water to heal, she had reasoned, she would perhaps symbolically redeem herself for her poor judgments, and their consequences. "Steady," Korra breathed, as she bent the shimmering stream over Aoki's head, accessing his chi. A sickening feeling, followed by cold horror, replaced her panic as she felt blood rushing to a spot near the center of his brain. Possibly the beginning of an aneurysm, that would burst, and end his life via cerebral hemorrhage.
Just like the test that had almost killed him.
"What's going on with him?" Tahno's face had turned pale, beads of sweat dropping down his forehead, his feet itching to take him anywhere that might help. "What do I do?!"
"Turn this thing around!" Korra didn't dare turn away from her emergency patient, lest she lose him. "Get us back to the dock and call for an ambulance. I'm gonna try and heal him." As Tahno leapt up the stairs, two at a time, and manned the controls, Korra took a deep breath and got to work.  Please . Just the one word echoed in her head, as she manipulated the chi pathways of Aoki's head, soothing and slowing the blood buildup via his natural energy. She murmured, both re-assurances to the doctor, and promises nobody in particular. If he lived, she swore, she would do anything, give anything, just as long he lived death. Her heart, beating fit to burst, gradually calmed in tandem with the fading blood rush in Aoki's brain, and its' gradual retreat. His veins, once glowing bright as the light on Aang's statue, returned to normal, and his writhing ceased, replaced by groggy groaning.
"My… what…" Aoki sat up massaging his head. "Ugh…"
"Can you hear me?" Korra's relief was mixed with lingering concern. "Are you OK?"
"Huh?" Standing up on wobbling legs, Aoki looked around with unfocused eyes. "Y-yeah, I'm fine. I think." Remembering his glasses, Korra hurried to the other side of the deck and picked them up, further relieved that there had been no damage beyond a couple of small scratches.
"Here." She handed them back to their owner gently. Korra stepped back, hands held up ready to support the doctor, were he to lose balance. Up at the cockpit, she could see Tahno leaning back in his seat, legs splayed out, head back. Korra heard him moan something about having a heart attack, in between heavy breaths. Neither of the two dared to say a word for the next few minutes, as Aoki found his bearings. "What happened?" It was the only productive question Korra could think of.
"Only thing I can think of." Aoki inspected his glasses, grimacing at the scratches, before putting them. "I must have overdosed, taken more than what I was accustomed to." He thought for a moment. "What could you tell from healing me?"
"It felt like a lot of blood was rushing to a spot in your head," Korra answered, giving herself an unwelcome reminder of the panic and terror she had felt. "Like you were going to develop an aneurysm."
"But not like last time," Aoki said, looking relieved. "That time I just passed out. The overdose must not have been too drastic." He smiled weakly, "Thanks, Korra. I owe you my life." At those words, Korra felt the weight that had lain on her shoulders for ten years lift slightly. Enough to cause a feeling of warmth to spread through her being.
"You're welcome," she muttered.  No, thank you.
"The good news is," Aoki said, "the serum's taken effect." He closed his eyes, taking a deep breath. "So I can still give you that demonstration." His optimistic disposition was shaken by the incredulous looks on Korra and Tahno's faces.
"Seriously?" Tahno asked, looking at Aoki with his head cocked to one side (reminding Korra of Naga, whenever she saw something she couldn't understand) like he had gone insane. "After all that, you still wanna… y'know…" he pawed his hands in front of his face feebly. Tahno looked helplessly from Aoki to Korra, somewhat relieved to see that she was almost as confused as he was. "Don't get me wrong, Doctor," he quickly added, walking back down to the deck, "I'm still interested, no doubt about it. But don't you think you doing this now would be kind of pushing your luck a bit?"
"Thanks for your concern, Tahno," Aoki said, bowing his head slightly in gratitude, "but I think I'll fine. Trust me; I can feel the chi-regulating organ in my brain working the way it always does when I'm on the serum."
"If you say so." Korra's hesistant expression said otherwise. Tahno could tell; she only ever fiddled with her hands when something was bugging her. "All the same, if it happens again, we're calling it off until you get actual medical attention." Smiling, Aoki cracked his knuckles.
"Alright." He walked opposite Korra, motioning for Tahno to step back. "Better I show you how it works than try to explain it in words first. Avatar," his speech took on an officious tone. "If you would be so kind, throw a fireball at me." Korra watched with fascination as he took a low stance, one foot further behind the other for support, like a martial artist. She considered asking him if he had had any training, but put it off and prepared herself with a deep breath. "Wait!" Aoki called, stopping Korra mid-stance. "Nothing too powerful. I'm not much of a fighter." He laughed embarrassedly, re-assuming his stance near the prow of the boat, a good distance away from the Avatar, her back to the stairs leading to the controls.
"Here goes." Korra followed suit, but hesitated despite the concentration evident on her 'opponent's' face. As she had been trained by the White Lotus, firebending had come to her naturally, and she had always trained in it with gusto. Although she had spent several years after the Equalist 'revolution's' defeat mastering her newfound control over air, firebending still came to her with ease. She summoned her courage and punched the simplest, most noncommittal fireball she could consciously muster towards him. Aoki let out a loud cry, crossing both arms in front of his face. In front of him, what looked like a concave half-sphere of rippling, transparent purple-tinted air materialized. The fireball slammed into the 'shield,' driving Aoki back a few steps before dissipating into it.
Korra stared in disbelief. Her lips opened and closed, wordlessly. Nearby, Tahno's eyes were bugged out, as he shook his head softly. Both allowed a few moments for what they had just seen, and all that it could possibly mean, to process in their brains. For her part, Korra just felt numb; the kind of numbness, she realized, she felt back on those horrible days she had heard the news about Mako and Tenzin. On the other hand, she could vaguely remember feeling the same numbness (for a few moments, at least) all those years ago, when the White Lotus had come into her life and revealed her identity to her. In the recesses of her subconscious, rational processes worked to put together an answer; the Avatar heard something click.
It was the kind of numbness one felt after realizing that, from that point onwards, everything would change forever. For better, or for worse.
"What… what was that?" Korra was yanked back into the real world by the sound of Tahno's voice. She could tell from his expression of childlike wonder that what they had seen had had more of an immediate effect on him. The former waterbender tried to walk towards Aoki before his knees gave way, forcing him to lean against the wall of the boat.
"Human potential, unleashed," Aoki answered, folding his arms over his chest with a proud smile Korra found all too familiar. "An expression of my chi, projected into the physical world."
"But…" Tahno was back on his feet. "But… the fireball…" Completely lost for words, he tried his best to mime Korra's projectile coming into contact with the 'shield.'
"Just as I said." The doctor had gone over to the small wooden chair and lifted it. "I express the power of my inner chi. Whether or not it can be manifested in any form other than concussive force, I'm not sure. But it also has offensive applications." Propping up the chair in front of him and returning to his previous spot, Aoki resumed his low martial artist's stance. He brought his left hand out, palm-up, for balance, and drew back his right behind him, pulsed with the purple rippling force as he concentrated. Letting out another cry, Aoki stepped forward and thrust his palm out, unleashing a wide flashing violet shockwave of force which hurled the chair across the deck, stopping at the prow.
At this point, Korra knew, her sense of shock should have only been heightened. All she could feel at this point, however, was a kind of numb mindfulness, reminding her once again of the exercises Tenzin had given her. "Don't react to things," he had instructed his impatient student, "just clear your mind, and observe and see them for what they are." Unlike the increasingly stupefied Tahno, Korra calmed herself, and processed everything:  A nonbender you just met a couple of days ago injected himself with spirit essence and just 'bent' using his own chi. She stopped herself before going too far into the implications, of which she knew there would be too many for her mind to process right away after what she had just seen.
"What else can you do with that stuff?" The question sounded somewhat simple, the way Tahno phrased it, but it was the most intelligent question Korra could think of. Tahno himself still looked amazed, but the initial shock was wearing off, replaced with curiosity. Aoki thought for a moment.
"Oh, right!" His face brightened up. He faced Tahno with an excited smile. "One more thing as far as I've been able to figure out." The smile disappeared from Aoki's face, as he closed his eyes and concentrated, both fists balled up at his sides. His body began to pulse with the same pale violet light as the "shield" and "wave" he had "bent" earlier, and he opened his eyes. "Watch this."
"Watch wh-AAAAAGHH!" Korra stumbled backwards uncontrollably, her heart pounding in shock as the scientist appeared to simply materialize in front of her with a "whoosh." Leaning against the bulkhead underneath the cockpit, Korra watched Aoki seemingly slide backwards towards the prow.
"If I focus my body and concentrate like so…" Aoki began to prepare himself once again. Finally, he crouched, springing up by his legs high into the air. For a moment, at the apogee of his leap, the Doctor seemed to be suspended. Korra heard herself gasp as he jerked himself into a backwards somersault. He landed, stumbling backwards, hands out for balance. "I can also use my chi to pull off neat stunts. I can make augment my body's constitution, strength, reflexes and speed."
Korra felt the need to sit down; the shock the last few minutes of history-making demonstrations had yet to wear off on her legs. After settling herself down on a deck seat, she looked back up to see Aoki repeating his 'neat stunt'…
 Neat stunts . Aoki's phrasing played back in Korra's mind, as she looked down at the deck in thought. The shock-induced fatigue wore off as something intangible hit her like a rock. She looked up to speak just a moment too late, as she heard the sound of Aoki's brief shriek of panic, followed by a splash.
"Slush!" Tahno was frantically peering over the edge of the boat. "Korra, give me a hand, will you?"
"Did he get back to the hotel alright?"
"Yeah." Tahno put the telephone back down on its cradle, heavily, with a sigh of finality. "Check-in desk said so."
"He's OK, right?" Korra's expression suggested a mix of concern and incredulity. "He didn't seem too happy after… you know?"
"Naw, he's fine. They checked in with him; apparently, he's taking a bath." Tahno's mouth twisted, his chest beginning to heave up and down, as he clamped a hand over it and turned away covering up a giggle.
"Stop that right now!" She marched up to her boyfriend, punching him on the shoulder.
"Ow!" Tahno cried out in shocked pain. "What was that for?" Korra glared at him through sternly slitted eyes.
"You're not the one who accidentally backflipped off of a boat and into the Mo Ce Sea, Mister," she said. Tahno raised his hands apologetically.
"I know, I know," he said, rubbing his bruised shoulder. "It's OK," he preemptively excused Korra, stopping her from getting up in concern for his pain. "It's just…" Tahno struggled to stifle more snickering. "Just…"
"What?" Korra demanded. "What's so funny?"
"His p-" A loud snort ripped out of Tahno's mouth. "His pants!" He doubled over with shrill laughter, his eyes slightly teary. Korra gawked in disbelief.
"I'm sorry, his what?"
"When he got—." Tahno stopped to laugh some more, struggling to control himself. "When he got back on the boat, he said that he'd ru—" Panting, he tried to calm himself for the punchline, to no avail. "He'd ruined his pants!" Out came a loud, full-throated, wall-shaking laugh as Tahno clutched his sides and almost collapsed. Finally he looked up to see his girlfriend giving him one of her patented no-nonsense deadpan looks; it only made him laugh harder, much to her consternation.
"Uh, yeah," Korra said. "You think you can explain to me exactly how Dr. Aoki's pants getting soaked is funny?"
"It's just, y'know?" Tahno was calming down, his laughter subsiding. "It's just how he said it and, how long he carried on about it, like it was some national disaster." He looked at Korra, hopeful that she would see the humor.
"So? He's kind of a fop." She put her hands on her hips and fixed Tahno with an accusatory smirk. "But not as big a fop as somebody else I know used to be."
"Heh. Tell me about it," Tahno chuckled half-heartedly. "But with my sense of humor, I guess I'm still in the wrong business, huh?" He wiggled his eyebrows at Korra with a wild gaze. "Maybe I should be a clown instead."
Korra took her cue to play along. "You think a guy getting his pants wet is funny?" She began to advance on her boyfriend slowly, cornering him in front of the futon. "You sure are a clown. Maybe we should get you some big shoes and a long bamboo nose."
"I guess so. I could be a pretty good thin clown" Tahno shrugged good-naturedly. "It'd be a good deal for the circus too." He pointed to Korra's stomach with a wicked grin. "I'd know where they could hire a fat clown as well. Especially one who pigs out on non-seaweed noodles behind her boyfriend's back." It took a moment for Korra to work out his joke. When it finally hit, she clasped her hands over her belly reflexively, causing Tahno to laugh out loud some more at the slapping noise it produced. She glared up at her boyfriend with her mouth wide open.
"You son of a…" Korra ran at Tahno with a vengeance, her arms outstretched to grab him.
"Oopsie!" Pirouetting on his left foot at just the right moment, Tahno used Korra's forward momentum to lift her up off of the ground just as she reached him, twirling her around in his arms, yelling in protest. Laughing like a teenager, he collapsed the both of them onto the nearby futon. "And Tahno floors the Avatar! He's got her down for the count!" Tahno trumpeted, doing a perfect Shiro Shinobi impression that forced his opponent to giggle despite herself.
"Lemme go!" She kicked and bucked, her outrage mixed with amusement. Tahno pinned Korra down under him, looking down at her mischeviously.
"What's this? Oh no!" Korra scrunched her face up to keep from laughing more at that stupid impression, as her boyfriend shifted his weight to his elbows and wiggled his fingers out menacingly before her face. "Tahno is using his dreaded signature move… TICKLE TORTURE!" Korra screamed in anticipation of what was to come well before Tahno's hands darted to her sides and armpits, tickling mercilessly.
"Stop… Stop, I can't… I can't…" Her gasps for mercy as she struggled with Tahno became more shrill and frantic, as the both of them were reduced to teary-eyed, childish laughter. The sounds of a dull banging and shouts coming from next door, brought the fun to a halt; embarrassed, the couple considerately grew back up and lay panting on the futon side by side. Korra turned her head to look into Tahno's eyes. They continued to lay, sharing a soft, comfortable gaze, in no rush to move an inch apart from each other.
"In all seriousness, though." Korra broke the silence. Her expression had changed from carefree to serious. "What did you think of…" she struggled to find words to describe the happenings back on the junk. "What Aoki showed us. What did you think of it?"
Tahno rolled over on his back, facing the ceiling, as he replayed the demonstration in his head. "What did  you think? It's probably the same," he chuckled. "If you want to know if I'm interested, then yes. Without a doubt." He turned his head back to Korra. "And you should be, too." He didn't have to explain himself. The Avatar was supposed to bring balance to the world. Korra knew that full well. From even the cursory demonstration she had seen, she also knew that this serum was possessed of terrible potential. For all Dr. Aoki's probably idealistic intentions, she remembered the man who had nearly ruined her life. If a man like Noatak had had access to the power Korra had witnessed that night, could Republic City's benders still have been saved? On this alone, Korra knew she should be more interested in this affair more than anyone else.
And then she remembered the South Pole, and her father's burial at sea.
And she remembered the ugly rage she had felt, and subsequent horror after taking her uncle's bending.
And she remembered the final trip she had taken to what remained of the Northern Water Tribe Capital, after Unalaq's life sentence had been passed.
And she suddenly thought that 'balance' hadn't looked too pretty, in the end.
For years afterwards, Korra had worked to put the events out of her mind, by displacing them with good memories she was busy creating with Tahno. To his annoyance, as he had begun to take interest in international affairs, she refused to read newspaper articles or listen to radio broadcasts about the goings-on in the former Earth Kingdom. When Korra was unlucky enough to accidentally come into contact with one of the stories, (the sacking and demolition of Kyoshi hamlets, the reports of forced labor and brainwashing facilities run by ex-Dai Li officers in cahoots with Kuvira's intelligence service, the arrest and torture of dissident intellectuals and workers, the disastrous forced industrialization in rural areas), it would take days for her to clear her head and force out the intrusive thoughts of the Water Tribe Civil War.
The worst of these instances had been just a few years ago, at the height of the conflict between Kuvira and the forces of the anti-Empire Treaty. One of the United Republic's more shamelessly pro-"Harmony" newspapers had been working overtime to publicize a story about one of its' pet conspiracy theories: that the Treaty was a front for runaway ex-Equalists to renew their war on bending. Sightings of several known Equalists had been reported in territories held by the revolutionaries, in which there were also reports of abuses of local benders. The mention of the ongoing civil war, and reminders of the Equalists (which naturally led her to remember the temporary loss of her bending), combined, was enough to drive Korra to seclude herself in her apartment for a week.
All in all, Korra had been glad to be out of the limelight. Whenever somebody asked why she wasn't in a rush to 'balance' out the former Earth Kingdom, she would picture the massacre at Hekisui (to the best her phobia would allow her) and imagine how much worse it could have been.
But this was different. After so many years, it looked like there was a way to fix one of her failures, even if it was a comparatively small one. She thought uncomfortably of all of Noatak's victims she had been pulled away from by news of her home's invasion. She had sacrificed them for what she then thought had been a greater good, and lived for roughly ten years with the grave, stupid miscalculation on her conscience. And after all those years, and all the charlatans who claimed to be able to fix her mistake, here came this awkward, bespectacled scientist with the real cure, or close enough to it.
"Let's sleep on it." All of Korra's instincts were telling her to call Dr. Aoki immediately, and ask him to make the necessary arrangements. No more. She summoned up years of practiced self-restraint, got up and went to turn off the lights.
Cast:
Korra- Janet Varney
Tahno- Rami Malek
Aoki- Johnny Yong Bosch
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Chapter 4

Chapter 4- Spooks
 At its apex, the Earth Empire ruled almost the entirety of the former Earth Kingdom, and all the major urban areas, except for Ba Sing Se (which was the seat of power of the corrupt and opportunistic "Provisional Republic" that ruled the North until its fall to the forces of the anti-Kuvira Treaty) and Guhai (the financial capital of the Fire Nation-backed royalist Nan State).
 Two years ago, however, the fall of Omashu to a popular uprising, backed up with mutinous troops and military academy cadets, heralded the beginning of the end of Kuvira's ambitions of total unification under her own banner. The only remains of the Earth Empire as a formal state, not counting two or three "loyalist" generals-turned-warlords, are the Nusantara Islands to which she retreated with her closest retainers and officers, and rules as dictator. Her once ardent supporters in the Fire Nation Capital and Republic City now offer grudging diplomatic support.
BANG! BANG! BANG!
"Hello?"
"Whazza…" Korra woke with a start from one of the most restless nights she'd had in months. Her joints popped and crackled as she stretched out like a cat and yawned, rubbing her irritated eyes and smacking her lips at the nasty taste of morning. Korra's first reflexive hazy observation was that the other side of the futon was bare, the blanket having been laid neatly back in place; Tahno usually went to work early, to help old Narook open up and start cooking breakfast.
BANG! BANG! BANG!
"Hello? This is the police!"
At the word 'police', Korra was jolted fully awake, morning fatigue replaced with bewilderment and shock. "Coming," she uttered in a dazed voice as she rose slowly to her feet and stumbled towards the door. "Crap!" She muttered, noticing her bare arm (and legs, as she looked down) as she reached for the door bolt.
BANG! BANG! BANG!
"Ma'am, could you please open the door?!"
"Just a second!" She hastily covered up with a bathrobe before unlocking and opening to door, coming face to face with two worried-looking policemen. "Can I help you?"
"Sorry if we woke you up, ma'am," the older of the two cops, a plainclothes detective by the look of it, bowed his head slightly, nudging his uniformed partner to follow suit. "We'll get right down to business." He pulled a badge from the inner pocket of his rumpled brown jacket. "Detective Choi, Republic City Police Department. This is Officer Taktuq," he added, not bothering to physically indicate his partner. "We were wondering if we could come in and take a quick look."
Korra frowned. "There's not much to see," she said, gesturing to her messy apartment, standing aside for the two policemen to enter. "If you're looking for Tahno, he's—"
"At Narook's; we dropped him off a while ago." Choi stopped and bowed his head once more. "Pardon my interruption." He looked at Taktuq and jerked his head in the direction of the apartment's interior, cueing him to walk in and take a cursory look around the cramped dwellings, before walking back out.
"Doesn't look like he's here, sir."
"Great." Choi sighed heavily, his shoulders heaving. "Then we'd better be quick. Get back to the patrol car and give headquarters the bad news. I'll be with you in a minute." Without a word, Taktuq turned on his heel and jogged down the hallway, pulled open the door to the stairwell and disappeared within a split second.
"Sorry, but could you please explain what's going on?" A bad feeling had settled in Korra's gut. Nevertheless, she tried to keep her voice from sounding too worried. "Who's 'he'?" The detective's own clearly concerned expression didn't help matters.
"I don't suppose you've seen a certain Tessho Aoki, anytime between midnight of last night and now?" Choi stuck his hands in his pockets and leaned against the doorframe, steeling himself for the inevitable answer.
"No." Korra shook her head, more worried than ever. "We dropped him off at his hotel last night. Why?" She knew, then, that just like the detective, she was asking a question to which she wouldn't like the answer.
"I'd appreciate it if you came with us to the station, for a while."
"Where is everybody?"
The entry area of the Republic City Police Department's central station was largely abandoned of employees, to Korra's confusion. Not a single cop was present, with or without perps. No perps either; just a handful of fed up citizens, annoyed at the lack of service by the state.
"Huh?" The female officer at the front desk was the sole exception. The young, coiffed officer looked up from whatever form it was she was filling out. Noticing something wrong, she looked around, and finally back at Detective Choi, clearly as stumped as he was. "Oh right!" Her eyebrows raised as she remembered. "Naka came by earlier. He said everybody was hanging out near the Chief's office." She looked up at the ceiling as she racked her memory. "Something about a battle."
"A what?" Choi and Korra, trailing behind her police host, uttered in tandem. The receptionist looked affronted.
"Hey, I'm just repeating what he said," she said indignantly, before huffing as she went back to her work as if the two newcomers had never come.
"This day just keeps getting more interesting, doesn't it?" He gave Korra a weak smile, massaging his temples with his eyes closed in a way that reminded Korra strongly of Ambassador Wen. "Spirits give me strength," he muttered to himself before beckoning for Korra to follow him through to the work area.
"Sorry, but what exactly did she mean by a 'battle'?" Korra followed closely behind, through an office-lined hallway.
"Korra," Choi sounded more tired than the Avatar as he briefly turned his head over his shoulder to address her, "I got no clue." He repeated his now trademarked helpless shrug right as the two passed a door bearing his name on the window and entered the main work area. "What the…" All the desks were bare, having been evidently abandoned unceremoniously; unfinished work and personal effects littered the desktops, and most of the chairs had been shoved aside, with some knocked over. All the officers and detectives were clustered around the doorway to the Chief's office, huddling and shoving each over to hear what was going on better. An odd, muffled noise was in the air, although the police officers themselves were dead silent.
"You." Choi singled out one of the less-fortunate officers who had been forced to circle around the perimeter of the human mass to catch snippets of whatever was unfolding in the Chief's office. "Naka!" No reply. "I've had enough of this," the detective growled. With two swift movements, he reached forward and yanked the officer back by the lapel of his uniform.
"Hey!" Naka cried out in protest. He fell silent once he laid eyes on his superior.
"Mind telling me what in ash is going on here?" Korra watched as Choi straightened Naka up, appraising him, hands impatiently on his hips. "What is this, a matinee? Why's everybody crowded around the Chief's office? And what crap did you feed Mei about a 'battle'?"
"That's what it is." Both Naka's face and voice were awestruck, as if he had just witnessed past Avatars rising from the grave and holding a drinking party. "The battle of the ages. The battle to end all battles."
Cho raised an eyebrow. "What are you yammering about? What battle"
"Twenty years from now, they're gonna still be talking about this." Officer Naka was clearly somewhere else. His eyes had glazed over, staring at nothing in, looking through Choi and the Avatar.
"Can I go in?" Korra asked. "I'm a friend of the Chief." Naka broke out of his reverie.
"You've got guts, Avatar." He glanced at the human pile warily, before looking back to Korra. "Good luck."
"Break it up!" Choi began pushing and pulling officers away from the office. "Avatar coming through!" Korra managed to work her way through the departing officers, before coming face to face with the familiar door. The muffled sound she had heard earlier was becoming clearer; she would have recognized Lin Beifong's voice anywhere, especially when she was aggravated, which she obviously was by the sound of it.
"Wait…" Lin was sounding angrier than Korra had remembered her being in a long time, although the room's partial soundproofing muffled most of her tantrum. Along with the fact that somebody with a deep voice was yelling right back at her.
"They've been going at it for the last half hour," said Naka. "Neither of them show any signs they're gonna let up anytime soon." Both Lin and her visitor yelled over the other's voice, making it that much more difficult for Korra to make out their words. From what she could make out, though, it had ceased to be an argument and become, as Naka phrased it, a battle.
"….Citizen…. Jurisdiction….. Not your country….Won't stand….Ape….Old hag….Arrest….Collaborator…."
THUD!
The room shook with the sound of loud thuds from within, almost rhythmically with the yelling.
CRASH!
The officers recoiled from the sound of something expensive breaking in the office. "I think I'd better go have a look," Korra declared uneasily, glancing to Choi and the other cops; all looked relieved for themselves.
"Good idea." The others nodded vigorously at Naka's statement. "Bring a little balance to the station."
With trembling hands, Korra opened the office door and flinched as the yelling reached full volume and clarity, blasting out like wind at everyone. Inside, Chief Lin Beifong stood behind her desk, pounding on it with all her might, her eyes blazing with rage, spittle flying from her mouth as she screamed abuse at…
"Oh no." Korra did a double take, hoping she was dreaming. It was Muunokhoi, towering over his opponent, bellowing at the top of his lungs at her. Although he stood still, his fists were balled up at his sides, the knuckles pale white, and veins were bulging out of his thick neck. Flanking him were the two creepy characters Korra had seen back at the Federation embassy, both looking slightly frightened by their associate. Sitting in a chair by the window, Ambassador Wen was rocking back in forth in his seat, his pale face soaked with sweat, his hands wringing a handkerchief. In the background of the shouting, Korra could make out a tiny voice muttering something incoherently.
"I've never seen anybody yell at the Chief like that," Choi whispered into Korra's ear from behind. "I don't know whether to be terrified or inspired." Korra felt a touch of pride in her long-time friend. The Altan bodyguard was young enough to be Lin's son, but easily twice her body mass, and loomed over her like a mountain. He looked like he tied street lamps into bows as a hobby, but toughness wasn't a matter of being big; Lin Beifong was tough, as Korra had ample proof, in ways that mattered far more, and she wasn't about to let anybody bully her. To her alarm, Korra glanced at Muunokhoi's face and caught the same murderous look she had seen on him before he struck the owner of Kwong's. It was time for a time-out.
Korra stuck her fingers in her mouth and let out the shrillest whistle she could muster. Everyone in the room jumped in surprise before turning to her. Wen was the first to greet her. "Avatar!" He sounded and looked relieved as he hurried over. "Thank goodness you came!"
"What's he doing here?" Korra looked pointedly at Muunokhoi. "I thought you said you were transferring him?"
"Effective as of a month from now," Muunokhoi spoke for his boss before turning his attention to Korra, rounding on her. "Where's the Doctor?" he demanded. "Have you found him yet? Are you looking?"
"Ease up." Korra held her hands up placatingly. "No, we haven't found him yet."
"We damn well might have, though," snapped Lin, glaring at the Altan with a burning look. "If this overgrown hog monkey wasn't—"
"I'll give you 'hog monkey,' you shriveled up piece of—"
"Enough!" Korra's second outburst restored silence once again. "Out." She pointed to the door while returning Muunokhoi's glare. "We'll deal with this." Muunokhoi turned questioningly to Wen, who sternly shook his head. He bared his teeth angrily at the three united against him. Muunokhoi snapped his fingers and began to walk out, followed closely by his two flunkies, who looked relieved to be leaving. Pausing at the doorway, he threw one last angry look at Lin before slamming the door as hard as he could behind him. After waiting in embarrassment, Wen faced Korra and Lin.
"I can't apologize enough for my associate's behavior."
"Well that's a start," Lin grunted angrily, sliding down into her seat before jabbing a finger at the ambassador. "You tell that thug he'd better watch his step in my city. I'd lock him up on principle; his diplomatic immunity won't save him if he pisses me off again."
"Please understand, Ms. Beifong." Wen put his hands together for a moment to choose his words. "To Mr. Muunokhoi, this is a personal matter. He considers the Doctor a friend, and is eager to find him."
"You think I'm not?!" Lin leaned forward, insulted. "A foreigner, an acquaintance of the Avatar is snatched in my city, and you think I don't care enough?"
"He didn't say that, and you know it, Lin," Korra pointed out reproachfully. No matter her resentment of Muunokhoi's ham-fisted nature and methods, that was no excuse for Lin to snap at the Ambassador for defending him reasonably. Begrudgingly ashamed, Lin leaned back in her seat.
"In any case, now I know what dealing with me felt like back when I was a rookie," she muttered. "It's a wonder he's on embassy security detail instead of whatever police force you've got back in Renjing."
"He does have a law enforcement background, in a way," Wen admitted graciously. "Up until a few months ago, he was in the Public Security Secretariat's Fifth Department. I think…" he trailed off, looking hesitant, and loosening his suit collar before continuing. "I think he either quit or was fired after that business with the emigres."
"No kidding?" Lin raised an eyebrow, a rare concession of respect. "No wonder he's a hardcase."
"Don't let it worry you, Ma'am." Wen got up from his chair, gathering his briefcase. "As you probably gathered, he'll be out of this city before long. And on that note, I should probably get going. I need to let Renjing know about this." He bowed to Lin and Korra. "I'll keep you both posted."
"Likewise," Lin returned the bow before her guest left.
"So," Korra said, sitting down for the first time since entering the station. Being able to finally sit calmed her sense of concern slightly. "Nice to see you again, Lin." Chief Beifong's hard expression softened.
"You too, kid. I just wish it could be for a happier occasion." She sounded old. She certainly was old, from Korra's perspective. From a distance, the only outward changes in sixteen years was a slightly lighter shade of grey her hair had turned. Straining her eyes, though, Korra could see more and deeper lines on Lin's face. But at sixty-six, Lin Beifong was as tough, quick and sprightly as ever. Popular gossip had it that the recent hike in official retirement age was a ploy to keep her on as Chief of Police for a while longer.
"I hear you," Korra said, nodding grimly. Of all the things that might have gone wrong with this business, she would never have expected a kidnapping. It had taken a while for Detective Choi's bad news to register, but when it did, Korra was unable to think of anything else. At the root of it, she reasoned that somebody must have spied Aoki on the junk, during last night's demonstration. She remembered her feelings of responsibility towards Tahno, how whatever happened, for better or worse, would be on her own head for pursuing the matter. In a way she felt shared the same responsibility for the Doctor; after all, she had come to him about restoring Tahno's bending. However, she had managed to calm herself, and prevent panic from setting in. "If you don't mind my asking, Lin…" Korra paused, considering the best way the phrase her question without making her older friend get worked up even more than she already had been. "What was all that about?" Beifong's eyes narrowed, but she retained her calm.
"He came with the Ambassador. Barged right in here like he was the Chief, instead of me!" The very idea caused Lin to pucker her mouth in disgust as she poured herself a cup of tea. "He started making demands all over the place. I told him he had no right to direct my investigation, and then he blew up at me." She poured another cup, carrying it over to Korra and returning to her desk. "Cheers." She lifted her cup and sipped.
"What demands?" Korra slurped her own tea slowly, her eyes still on the Chief.
"Among other things, he wanted a full investigation of the Earth State embassy, and an arrest and interrogation of its staff."
"He thinks Kuvira took Dr. Aoki?" Korra thought for a moment. It definitely made sense; the dictator his government had spent years fighting would definitely be interested in a scientific discovery as radical as Aoki's serum.
"All we know so far," said Lin, "is that the Doctor wasn't in his room at the Mandarin Hotel this morning when the maid checked in. As far as we know, it could be the Three Seasons looking for a ransom opportunity. Kuvira my foot," she spat contemptuously. "If they think I'm gonna let those opportunists use this as an excuse to score political points against the Earth State, they've got another think coming!"
"But given the nature of Aoki's work," Korra protested, "don't you think Kuvira would have been interested?" Lin raised an eyebrow and cocked her head to the side in disbelief
"'Work?' What 'work'? C'mon, Korra, don't be stupid!" she exclaimed, tapping the side of her head vigorously. "The guy's a professor, he's here to lecture at Republic City U and go to some fancy convention about theoretical physics. Wen told me so himself. He's just an academic!"
"He's—" Korra felt a rock drop to the bottom of her stomach, stopping her words. There must have been a mistake. Maybe Lin had misheard…
 Impossible. She's a detective; she can remember the smallest, most insignificant facts.
Maybe Wen had misspoke…
 Without correcting such a big mistake?
Maybe Korra was just hearing things…
 Really?
Then why?
"Korra?"
"Huh?" Korra looked up. Lin was staring at her with a combination of concern and confusion.
"You all there, kid? You seem out of it."
"I'm fine, thanks," Korra said quickly, forcing a smile. "Detective Choi said in the car that Tahno had been here for questioning."
"He wasn't much help. No offense." Korra nodded. "If it helps, he's as worried as you are," Lin offered.
"Speaking of that," Korra leaned forward attentively, "is there anything you wanted to ask me?" She didn't know whether or not to regret her question. Whoever had kidnapped Dr. Aoki, the Earth State or the Three Seasons Triad, Korra was certain they had known about the serum. Telling Lin about it might help drive the investigation in the right direction, and end the disaster before it had a chance to get any worse.
 The key to unlocking human potential .
On the other hand, everyone involved in this matter was dealing with forces not to be played with lightly, both in terms of the serum and all that came with it. Korra shuddered at the thought of the reaction of a good friend like Lin, or Iroh, to such game-changer's existence being kept secret by the world's newest and least-trusted nation. As much as she wanted to choose one or the other, and simply Avatar State the fallout away, Korra knew it wasn't an option. Now was the time for caution, as much it may have chafed her in the past.
"Nothing really," Lin admitted, setting her empty cup aside and pushing aside papers on her desk. "Unless you'd like to corroborate or deny Tahno's story."
"Which was?" Korra's heart stood still.
"That the three of you had dinner at Narook's, and went for a night cruise before dropping the Doctor off at the hotel."
Taking care not to sigh too loudly, Korra relaxed in her seat, relieved. "That's…" Korra hesitated, gulping back an ugly sensation of guilt. "Yeah, that's right." She nodded. Lin looked Korra up and down before slowly returning the nod.
"That's all I wanted, kid." The Chief smiled tightly at her younger friend. "That, and it's nice to see you again." More guilt built up inside Korra. Logic told her that the lie she had told was harmless, to prevent conflict, and eventually she would make up for it and help Aoki introduce his discovery to the world after this matter was settled. But she couldn't help it. "But before you go…"
Korra paused in the process of getting up. "Yeah?"
"I don't know about the hog monkey in the suit," Lin said seriously, her eyes urgent and suspicious, "but I know spooks when I see them."
"Spooks?"
"You know, spies, government agents." Lin spat the words out with contempt. "Those two jokers hanging around Muunokhoi. Have you seen them around?"
"At the embassy," Korra answered. She recalled the uncomfortable sensation she had felt seeing them as she had left with Tahno and the Doctor. "After what happened at Kwong's. Why?" Lin's expression grew graver. Her voice dropped.
"One of my officers said he saw them outside, cornering Tahno in an alley a couple of blocks down after he left."
Korra felt a chill down her spine, and instinctively glanced left and right. Suddenly, even Lin Beifong's office didn't seem like such a safe place. Even for the Avatar, the context of a matter as volatile and dangerous as this made the idea of being spied on more unnerving. "You think they're Department Five?" She tried to keep her voice as clinical as possible, even though she felt like jumping out of the chair and running to Tahno.
"Could be." Lin's own concern was evident, but typically blunt. "Or intelligence, or counterintelligence. The thing to keep in mind, though, kid," she pointed to Korra, "is that there's one thing I'm damn certain of: they're keeping tabs on you."
 Among all the reforms, social changes and experiments supporters of the Federation of Democratic States like to talk about, there are darker stories. The most cited among the Federation's critics is that of Department Five, and the Emigre Affair.
 '  The Fifth Department of the Secretariat for Public Security,' as it is formally classified, began existence soon after the founding of the Federation. It was not, however, a continuation of the civil war-era intelligence service of the Treaty forces, as with the Federal Intelligence Service. In the year after the occupation of Ba Sing Se (now Renjing), the new government invested time into investigation and prosecution of officials, military officers and wealthy supporters of the former Provisional Republic. The Higher Investigations Department was founded, headed by Kang Juntong, to uncover and seize their hidden and protected assets. Afterwards, the Bureau was given a broader mandate for 'higher investigations' which targeted organized crime, 'socioeconomic' criminals (tax evaders, price manipulators and speculators, underpaying employers, abusive landlords, etc.), corrupt officials, suspects of past collaboration with the Provisional Republic and Earth State, and others.
 Critics of the Federation fail to note that the broader mandate came as the result of discussion and debate within the democratically elected government. Many citizens and revolutionaries warned against the creation of an agency with the capacity to essentially spy on Federal citizens, citing the Dai Li and Kuvira's secret police. The coincidence of a high-profile corruption case swung the Federal Peoples' Congress vote in favor of the Department's creation, the rationale being was that the Federation's egalitarian mission could not afford to be compromised by economic troubles or organized crime. As a compromise, the government placed the new agency under jurisdiction of the Secretariat for Public Security, subject to supervision by the secretariat's Internal Affairs Department. In two years following, critical citizens within the Federation voiced opposition to the Higher Investigations Department for numerous suspected offenses; among others, use of extralegal methods (torture, indefinite detainment), attempts to spy on the population at large, and personal corruption (shielding mob figures, murder, embezzlement, extortion and appropriation of confiscated property) on the part of Department head Kang.
 Only earlier this year, the Emigre Affair cemented Higher Investigation's reputation as the sinister and unaccountable 'Department Five.' Several high-ranking agents were fired and arrested for conspiring to rob aristocratic families attempting to cross the border into the United Republic of Nations (using decoys posing as bandits). To the relief of committed democrats, the Premier's office has ordered an investigation into the Department's other misdeeds, which many predict will lead to long prison terms for Kang and several of his associates, and either reorganization or abolition of Department Five.
"You lied."
Wen didn't move, except to pour himself more tea and sip at it. His eyes were fastened to the paperwork on his desk, but Korra could tell he wasn't reading anything there. The childish shame, for want of a better descriptor, bothered Korra; he was the one who had sent his driver back to the police station to fetch her, after her lunch with Lin. She hadn't wanted to mince words, so she decided to come right out with her question. Now, though, it seemed she might have been better off with the more diplomatic approach. "Why did you lie?"
"I think you probably already have a good idea." Wen finally looked up at Korra, his face ashen. Korra calmed herself.
"Yeah." Korra felt disappointed at the idea of someone as responsible as Wen lying to her old friend. With regards to Dr. Aoki, it felt more personal, like making sure his work didn't cause any diplomatic trouble was more important than his safety. Korra couldn't stop her logic from kicking in. After all, hadn't both she and Tahno (albeit for different reasons) aided in his deception by covering for him? "I'm not mad at you, or anything. I do think I know why you did it, and if it's true, I understand. But I want to hear it from you. And," she folded her arms, looking Wen in the eye seriously, "how you plan on getting the Doctor out of this mess."
Wen's eyes lowered once again, at the mention of Dr. Aoki. He idly shuffled some papers on his desk and took a sip of tea, anything to avoid looking at the Avatar for at least a few moments. After taking a deep breath, he finally spoke. "I called you here at the request of somebody else." Picking up the telephone, he quickly punched in a long string of buttons. "Somebody who can explain better than me." Wen put the receiver to his ear and waited patiently. "Sir? Yes, it's Wen… yes, she's here… yes, I'll put her on right now."
"Who is it?" Korra asked, frowning but too confused to be annoyed. Wen finally handed her the receiver. "Hello?" Korra addressed the mysterious 'someone.'
"Avatar Korra?"
A wave of nausea washed over Korra's body as a familiar gravelly voice spoke into her ear. She had had the same feeling when she had seen a picture of who she suspected the voice belonged to in the papers. "Can I help you?" Korra fought the urge to kick herself for her squeaky voice, took a breath and cleared her throat.
"Yes, you can. This is Liu Mengyao. Thank you for taking the time to speak with me on such short notice."
Korra's suspicions were confirmed, but they had strangely caused no more anxiety. In fact, she was experiencing a feeling of calm; not a particularly pleasant calm, but a diffusion of her worries. "You're welcome. It… it's been a while, hasn't it?"
"It certainly has." The voice on the other end chuckled. "No offense, but you sound older."
"None taken. So do you." Korra couldn't help but laugh a little, with one of the few people in the world she'd ever thought possible. "No offense."
"None taken." The line was silent for a few moments. "So, I'd like to speak to you about this business with Dr. Aoki and his serum."
"I'm guessing you kept it secret to avoid international backlash." It was time to get down to business, not reminisce. "Was that your idea?"
"It was," Liu admitted. "For now. In the long run, no matter what we do, the jig is up, so we won't try to keep it a secret permanently. For now, though, we have more important matters." Straining her ear, Korra thought she could hear a slow breath in the silence. "And I was wondering if you would be willing to discuss them with me. In person." Korra froze.
"You mean, in Renjing?" she said, looking right at the ambassador. A sense of alarm and foreboding washed over Korra's body, and she felt the urge to slam the phone down and run home to her apartment. She shook her head; it had been her own choice to be involved, and that her involvement may have drawn Kuvira's agents made it final. There was no backing down or going home until the Doctor was safe, and his discovery dealt with. She gulped before continuing. "I guess you'll want to discuss the rescue?"
"Eventually. First, there's a more pressing and delicate matter you can help with."
HONK! HONK!
Korra eased off the Satomobile horn and watched as a lean figure drudged towards the her, across the darkened street, past shadowy figures of pedestrians and cyclists on their way home.
"What's going on?" was all Tahno could manage when he got to the vehicle. Korra almost recoiled at the sight of his pale face and bagged eyes as he leaned over the door and looked at her imploringly. "Please, Korra, just give me a hint…" He trailed off as his eyes wandered to the suitcases strapped to the back of the car. "What's all that?"
"Our luggage." There was no time for pleasantries; their flight was in less than an hour. Korra prepared herself, imagining the reaction to her next words: "I'll explain everything on the airship." Tahno stared at her, looking blank. No outward signs of shock. Just slowly processing what he had seen and heard, in the context of all the other incidents of the day.
"The airship," Tahno repeated, nodding his head in acknowledgement. "The airship." His expression remained blank. Eventually, he began to slowly shake his head. "I… what…" It was all too much.
"I said I'll explain everything, I promise. Just, please get  in ," Korra said, opening the passenger door. With a resigned sigh, Tahno sat down and shut the door.
"Slush!" he yelped in shock as Korra slammed the gas pedal down and the Satomobile shot down the road, and left onto Councilman Sokka Boulevard, just barely missing a truck. "Let's get there alive, if that's OK with you!"
"Sorry." Korra glared down at the road intensely. Her voice was strained. "The flight's in less than an hour. Is anyone following us?" Tahno glanced behind and to the sides of the car and shook his head.
"Don't think so. I hope not." He shuddered, and glanced one more time, looking worried. Within twenty minutes, they were on the highway, passing through wooded suburbs. Fewer and fewer cars were alongside them on the road, a fact which only served to increase Korra and Tahno's sense of paranoia, along with the sparse light provided by lamps and the crescent moon
"So." Korra decided to break the silence. "Narook told me where to find you; he gave you the day off?"
"Yeah." Tahno was still looking out the window, watching each shadowy tree as it passed by. "Those two creeps from the embassy came looking for me at Narook's, while I was in the kitchen. He told them I was home sick and let me out the back way. I was damn lucky that Shaozu let me stay in his apartment, no questions asked."
"Lin-" Korra stopped to correct herself, and calm herself for her the question. "Chief Beifong told me those guys cornered you in an alley. What did they want?" Tahno looked back at her, his face flushed of color, his eyes frightened.
"They asked if I told the cops about the serum," he said in a blank, slow voice. His eyes darted to the window periodically. "I told them the truth—that I hadn't—and they said they were watching me, that they would 'deal with me' later." He took a breath, lowering his voice further. "And that I'd be sorry if I told anyone or tried to leave Republic City. Korra…" he asked, "who were they?"
"Lin said they might be government agents," Korra responded. 'Department Five' was on her lips, but she bit her tongue; no secret police were going to take Tahno if she had anything to say about it, and the last thing he needed was more anxiety.
"No slush," Tahno said, looking back out the window before turning back. "Korra," he said, looking at her imploringly, "you said we're flying out. We're not going to…" he trailed off.
"Yes. Renjing." Korra thanked the spirits inwardly as she finally saw the road sign for Republic International Airport. Korra looked at her in disbelief.
"Are you serious?" he asked. "We've got Federation secret agents out to get us, and you us to go  to the Federation?" His voice was steadily rising. "Here, at least Beifong can watch out for us; we'll be sitting turtleducks in Renjing! Korra, those two agents were at the embassy, they probably know we're going. Go back!" In his fear, he began to shake Korra's shoulder. "We've gotta—"
"I explained our situation to the Premier," Korra said, straining to keep her own voice calm. "He promised us an escort at the airport, and a handpicked security detail for as long as we're there." Tahno feebly shook his head, turning back to the window once more, his eyes jumping at every shadow the trees and houses projected. "Tahno, it's going to be fine!" Korra tried to re-assure him. She hated his fear, but his sense of resignation alarmed her. "I'm not gonna let anything happen to you. You know that!" Despite her determination, the re-assurance was for both of them. Although she didn't dare let on, Korra shared Tahno's trepidation and sense of foreboding. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't shake off the feeling that she had chosen the wrong time to try and make a difference in the world. Tahno spoke for them both, as he leaned back in his seat and stared ahead.
"I have a bad feeling about this."
 Three hours earlier…
"Mr. Premier."


"No sir. We still don't know."


"Yes, sir. Our field operatives in Republic City caught the kidnappers before they could leave, and interrogated them. We're positive that they aren't important enough among Kuvira's people to know where the Doctor is."


"Yes, I have asked our people in Nusantara; they're sure he's not there either. Our guess is that he's being held somewhere Kuvira has friends who will cover for her. Maybe one of the Fire Nation's smaller outlying islands. We'll find him."


"I understand completely. We'll be as discrete as possible in our investigations. Will that be all?"


"I see. When will she be arriving, and where will she be staying? I'll arrange for surveillance."


"Is that so? Kang  would be interested, wouldn't he? So he's probably already got someone tailing her as we speak."
…
"Those two? Yes, I know of them. Unfortunately. But don't worry; they're not the only ones who'll be watching Korra on that flight."
…
"Of course, sir. Nobody but the best… by the way, I assume the Avatar knows of the project already?"
…
"No, it's fine. I agree with the Doctor: this is too important and delicate a discovery for her  not to be involved in. I'll inform Colonel Shinohara that he should prepare the unit for an inspection."
 "  Hello everyone, this is your captain speaking. We are on course, with a projected flight time of six hours; we should be arriving safely at Renjing International Airport, barring any negative wind or weather changes, at about a quarter past noon. Until then, please feel free to make use of the airship's facilities, and do not hesitate to seek help from the crew if you need it. We would like to take this opportunity to convey to you the Capital Public Security Department's reminder that, due to security concerns relating to the ongoing civil war, all foreign visitors will be required to declare any controlled items, listed on forms that will be shortly handed out. Failure to comply will be treated as active attempts to smuggle contraband in, and will result in arrest and interrogation.
 On the other hand, the Federal Tourism Administration extends its greetings to you for your visit. Tour groups will be waiting beyond passport control for those of you who have already signed up for them; guides will be displaying the group numbers. For those of you not yet signed up, the Administration encourages you to visit its kiosk near the duty free shops and learn of the numerous options open to you. Thank you for your cooperation, and have a pleasant flight."
"Tahno, I'm going for a drink. Coming?" No sooner had the captain's announcement ended than Korra unstrapped herself from her bunk and climbed out.
"I think I'll pass, thanks." On the top bunk, Tahno lay on his back, staring nervously up at the ceiling of the cramped, white-walled cabin. "I've had enough excitement for a while."
"Tahno," Korra said wearily in the middle of pulling her boots on, "what did I tell you back in Republic City?" Her boyfriend groaned in reply, childishly turning to face the wall in a fetal position. "I said nothing would happen to you while I'm around! Come on, what could possibly happen to you up here?"
"Don't know, don't want to find out."
Korra sighed, looking up longingly at Tahno's back. As protective as she felt towards Tahno, and as dependent as he was on her for his safety here, she felt a dependence on him. His presence, in this volatile, confusing situation was a constant, a reminder that she didn't have to face it alone, that one thing hadn't radically changed; for the sake of his peace of mind, however, she would never let on.
 As long as he's safe . Korra shook her head and began towards the door. "I'm just going for a quick drink, and then I'll be back to get you for dinner. I'm not taking no for an answer!" Another groan sounded as she walked out and closed the door. Korra heard the door's lock click just as she exited the complex of cabins that made up the airship's first level. She climbed up a flight of metal stairs to the second level, whistling in appreciation at the sight of the massive common area. As luxurious as any hotel lounge, the wood-floored area was divided into a number of tables for dining, tended by white-tuxedoed waiters, a number of couches near the side promenades turned outwards so guests could look out the airship's glass windows, and a cocktail bar. More than half the passengers, by the look of it, were already up and about, most having already sat down for dinner or drinks, strolling or chatting. The sound system played a soft, relaxing instrumental jazz number. Looking around, Korra recognized a mover star couple chatting with elegantly-dressed hangers-on near the starboard promenade.
"Not a bad showing from them in  Romance Among the Dragons ," Korra heard a lazy-sounding voice drawl next to her ear. "But between you and me, nothing can top the chemistry they had in  Passions of the Faithful ." With a quick gasp of surprise, she turned around to see a younger, dark-haired man in a grey three-piece suit standing at her shoulder. "Pardon my intrusion. It's not every day I see the Avatar on my flight."
"First time for everything, I guess," Korra replied with a raised eyebrow, too puzzled to think about her manners. "Good to meet you, Mister…"
"Mamoru Tenma," her new acquaintance said, holding out his right hand with a polite smile. "Likewise. Listen…" he nodded his head over to the bar. "Before too long that bar over there is going to be packed, so I've decided on a pre-dinner cocktail. I don't suppose you'd let me buy you just one?"
"I'm actually travelling with my boyfriend," Korra said. She knew she had no reason to believe Tenma knew she was with someone, but it still rankled her that a complete stranger would try to pick her up. Suddenly a drink was sounding like a bad idea; maybe she would stay with Tahno. "And I should probably getting back to—"
"Oh it doesn't have to be a date!" Tenma laughed. "Just one drink and some brief conversation." He looked her dead in the eye. "And I think you would be very interested to hear what I've got to tell you. It involves some mutual friends at our destination." His voice lowered to almost a whisper, completely serious. Korra looked back at him in confusion until…
"You're not…" She began, stopping as Tenma nodded after looking around for eavesdroppers. "OK, I guess one drink wouldn't hurt," Korra said loud enough for those immediately nearby to hear. "Like you said, it's not like it's a date or anything!"
"That's the ticket, ma'am!" Tenma raised his own voice, and the two exchanged a conspiratorial smirk before walking over to the bar.
"Two lychee sparklers, please," Korra's new friend told the barman. They watched as the barman got out a jar of fresh lychee-nut puree and mixed scoops of it in with two flutes of sparkling rice wine. Tenma led the Avatar to the bar table closest to the corner of the room, out of the earshot of most patrons.
"Thanks. Cheers." Korra clinked her glass against Tenma's and sipped in time with him. She sighed in satisfaction, enjoying the rice wine's fresh umami flavor, blended with the lychee puree's soft sweetness. After the events of that day, a drink was just what she needed. She reminded herself to order one for Tahno, after dinner.
"And now to business." Looking all around again, Tenma leaned in and lowered his voice. "Thank you for taking the time to touch base with me, Avatar. My superiors will be most appreciative."
"My pleasure," Korra whispered back. "I'll be sure to thank the Premier for taking my concerns seriously."
"Your safety in our country is our duty, ma'am." The spy nodded. "But we're not in the clear quite yet." His eyes wandered behind Korra, scanning the assembled passengers as casually as possible. He produced a pen from his jacket pocket, 'accidentally' dropping it so that it rolled behind Korra's seat. "Bother!" he exclaimed before jerking his head to Korra.
"I'll get it," she replied, turning around slowly to get a good look at whatever Tenma had spotted before bending down for the pen. She froze solid at the sight of a very familiar man and woman sitting in the promenade area opposite the one she had met him.
"Think nothing of it, my friend!" Tenma rushed in front of her to pick the pen up, and returned to his seat. Unfrozen, Korra turned back around to face him with a look of panic.
"Those two…" Her heart was pounding, her breath coming out quick and shallow. "From the…"
"Embassy." Tenma nodded grimly, taking a sip of his cocktail. Korra followed suit at his nonverbal instruction. "Yoo Nam-il and Saori Handa. At least, those are the names my agency knows them by." He shook his head mockingly and laughed. "Department Five goons have an odd obsession with pseudonyms."
"Department Five?" Korra asked. If she was frightened before, it was nothing compared to the adrenaline pumping through her veins now. She started to get up. "I've got to get back to—"
"No!" Tenma whispered loudly, grabbing on to Korra's arm, stopping her. He glanced worriedly at the unwelcome passengers. "They're the only ones on the flight, I guarantee you. Tahno is quite safe. But we can't let on we know they're here," he implored Korra desperately. She fought the urge to turn around, instead breathing deeply and settling back down uneasily. Impulsively, Korra took a gulp of her cocktail.
"Chief Lin Beifong back in Republic City told me they tried to interrogate T—my boyfriend."  Better as few people as possible know as little as possible about Tahno , Korra reasoned. "I think they were planning to kidnap and interrogate him. About Dr. Aoki."
"Then we're lucky you're here now, and not back in Republic City. My superiors were wise to keep Kang and his people as far away from the project as possible." Korra nodded in agreement. Despite Korra's fear of another Noatak getting his hands on the serum, from what she had read in the newspapers (especially of the Émigré Affair) Department Five's chief was no better.
"He's that bad, huh?" Korra tried to make light of it.
"Let me put it this way," Tenma said. "All the nasty things you've heard about Kang Juntong? Nowhere near as bad as the real deal." He shivered in his seat, taking another sip of his cocktail. Korra followed suit, eager to keep appearances up. It was a small sip, though; apparently she was more of a lightweight than she thought.
"So." Korra propped her elbow up on the tabletop for support. "If this… if this Kang is Department Five…" she tried to jerk her head gently in the direction of Yoo and Tamura, but had to catch herself from faceplanting. She jerked herself back up, looking down at herself in confusion. "What's in this?" she muttered, looking at the glass. "Man is thissssstrong!"
"Korra? Korra what's wrong? Are you Ok?" In a panic, Tenma jumped to his feet and ran to her side of the table to grab her by the shoulder.
"J-just a little…" Korra lurched forward again. Her thoughts seemed to melt in her mind, jumbling and melding together. She could put one and two together, but couldn't begin to think of what to say or what to think. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Yoo, the short stocky male agent from the embassy, get up and walk quickly but discretely towards the stairway to the lower levels. Around her, the sounds of concerned voices came closer, offering help. Finally, words came to her before she blacked out. "Help… Tahno…"
"…doctor…"
The first sensation Korra could perceive, after hours of oblivion, was blurred voices, like the ones from before. They hummed above (she couldn't perceive a direction) and around her. Some of words suddenly became clear.
"…luggage…"
"…catch them…"
"…-tact the Premier…"
"…other one…"
The first bodily sensation Korra could register was a dry, acidic taste in her mouth. Following closely, she felt a hard surface below her, supporting the back of her body. Below her bare arms, she felt some kind of soft, but firm material, reminding her of the futon at…
"Tahno."
Korra's thoughts and memories finally began to re-arrange themselves. With a jolt of instinctive urgency, she tested her dry, cracked voice again, causing her to cough violently. She struggled to open her eyes, which felt glued shut, although she could 'see' a source of light nearby. Her aching, stiff limbs resisted her will.
"I think she's coming to!"
The voices were now completely clear. The one that had just spoken was male.
"Gan, get the Premier's guys. Tell him his guest is up. And get the Avatar's bunkmate… Korra? Can you hear me?"
The second voice was older, female, more controlled.
"Tah-"
Korra tried again, resulting in another coughing fit. Her mouth felt like it was on fire. She lurched up in whatever she was lying in, rolling on her side, her eyes still shut.
"Korra, just relax. Don't talk or try to move too quickly. You're going to be fine. Tahno's fine, he's on his way right now."
With one final effort, Korra forced her eyes open, only to shut them immediately to block out the glare of light.
"Gravel!"
With a click, the source of light overhead shut off.
"It's off now. You can open your eyes."
Slowly, Korra did so. The first thing she noticed was an overhead lamp, switched off, between her and a white ceiling, in a dimly lit room. A dark figure was over by the door, fiddling with something.
*Click*
Ceiling light fixtures switched on, causing Korra to recoil, albeit briefly. It took a few moments for her eyes to become accustomed to the light. The room was mostly undecorated, except for a calendar and a posters warning employees to keep their hands clean.
"There now." The owner of the second voice, a middle-aged woman in a doctor's coat, looked at Korra with a professionally calm, but concerned expression. "How are you feeling? Can you remember the flight?"
Korra nodded. "My mouth and throat feel dry, my stomach aches a little…" She tested her right arm, hand and fingers. They moved weakly, joints crackling and popping. "And my body feels weak. But other than that I'm fine. And I do remember the flight."
The woman let out of sigh of relief. "Thank goodness." She wiped sweat off of her forehead before looking back at Korra. "We tested your blood when airport security brought you in," the doctor explained, picking up a clipboard from a counter, next to the sink. She handed it to Korra. "The results indicate that you were drugged on the flight."
"Drugged?" The word shocked her to her core. She took the clipboard, scanning the indecipherable medical jargon and figures.
"Whoever did it used a very powerful, highly controlled sedative, restricted to state psychiatric institutions." Korra handed back the clipboard to the doctor, before she continued. "In high doses, it's known to cause brain damage, often indicated by short-term memory loss." She pulled a small metal chair over from the wall and sat down facing Korra. "That's why I asked if you remembered anything. Can you tell me exactly what happened on the flight, before blacking out?"
Korra nodded her head slowly, grimacing as her neck muscles loosened up. "Yeah, I do. I remember getting on at about midnight, and I remember getting settled into our bunk before the airship took off. I went up to get a drink before dinner, and that Tahno didn't wan…" her voice trailed off as an ugly, cold sensation rose in her stomach. Korra looked at the doctor with urgency. "You said Tahno was coming, right?"
"He's fine, Korra," the doctor re-assured her, putting a calming hand on her shoulder. "He's out waiting with some of the Premier's security people. My colleague just went out to get him."
"So they didn't take him." Korra felt her body go weak as she sank back into the soft medical bed.
"Who's 'they'?" Korra's answer was interrupted as the doors burst open. Tahno rushed in, followed by a pair of tall men in matching dark tunic suits, and another older man in a grey uniform and cap with a sea-green police armband.
"Korra!" Tahno ran to Korra's side. "Are you Ok?"
"Take it easy!" Korra caught his hand as he reached for her face to brush hair away, holding it gently. "I'm fine." Tahno's pale, clammy skin and bagged eyes remained unchanged, although she was glad to see that his anxiety had abated somewhat. All present were distracted by the sound of the police officer clearing his throat.
"If it's all the same to you gentlemen," he said, nervously eyeing the black-suited men, "I've got to get back to the station to file a report on this."
"And the passengers?" the taller suited man asked. The officer nodded.
"As you requested, we've got them all in the security area."
"Wait." Korra struggled off the bed, resisting Tahno's efforts to coax her back down. "The other passengers…" She hobbled in the direction of the suits. "What are you doing with them?"
"Interrogation," the shorter suited man said bluntly.
"There's no need," Korra blurted out, drawing curious looks from Tahno and his two escorts. They looked at each other with raised eyebrows before turning back.
"Ma'am." The taller man spoke slowly, almost patronizingly. "Somebody on that flight drugged you, possibly in order to kidnap you or worse. For all we know, they might be terrorists, maybe foreign agents. This is a matter of national security."
Korra shook her head. "You don't understand. There's no need for you to interrogate anyone, because I know who did it."
The two men exchanged another look of surprise. The shorter man nodded and looked at a clipboard. "Can you name them?" Korra thought hard, trying to remember the names Tenma had given her.
"Yoo Nam-il and Saori Handa." She waited as the shorter man perused the names on the manifest, frowned, and handed it to his taller partner, whispering something in his ear as he looked at it.
"They're not here."
"That's impossible," Korra shook her head. "I saw them there on the airship."
"Here, take a look," the shorter man said, handing her the manifest. Korra's eyes traveled up and down the list of names, to no avail.
"Wait a minute." She handed the manifest back. "They might be listed here, under different names."
"Why would you think that?" the taller man asked, raising his eyebrow curiously. Korra silenced herself, considering the best way to move forward without compromising Tenma. If it was Department Five looking for her, she had to be careful who to trust.
"I'm just saying they might," Korra said as calmly as possible. "Logically, if they're terrorists or criminals, they wouldn't just go around telling everyone their real names."
"That makes sense. Fine," the shorter man nodded, eyeing her suspiciously nonetheless. "In that case, could you describe these characters? We'll look for them when we inspect the passengers."
"The man's a Minjung." Korra closed her eyes and summoned a mental image of Yoo and Handa. "Short, stocky. Hair in a crewcut, skin slightly tanned, broad face. He was wearing a brown suit. The woman is a Kyoshi. A bit taller than Yoo, but thinner. Thin face, pointy features. Dark blue suit."
"Got it," the shorter man said, jotting down notes on a pad of paper. "If they're here, we'll find them. In the mean time," he put the pad and pen back in his pocket, "we'd like to bring you to the Palace as soon as possible. Are you both ready to go?" He gestured out the door.
Korra hesitated, looking at Tahno for permission; he slowly nodded his head. "We'll come."
"On the Premier's orders, we're obliged to advise you not to speak too much about the matters surrounding the incident on the airship in our presence," the shorter man said from the passenger seat, in front of Tahno. "Wait until you meet him to discuss it."
"But you're investigating it, aren't you?" Korra asked. "Shouldn't you know, or question me about it?"
"We're neither Public Security nor Intelligence, ma'am," the taller driver said. "Just palace security. Anyway, it's a specific order from the Premier." He shrugged, keeping his eyes on the road in front of him. "Whatever it is whoever it is is out to get you for, it's too sensitive for us to know about it. For all you know, we could be spies, terrorists or assassins."
"I see." Korra and Tahno exchanged tight smiles stifling giggles. It wasn't so much what the tall man had said, but the seriousness and absolute lack of irony or sarcasm he had said it with. It was a nice feeling, finding something funny for the first time since the start of this business.
"Fuck," the driver muttered as traffic congestion forced them to slow down and stop. In front, to the left and right, a traffic intersection was crammed with cars, trucks, motorcycles and auto-rickshaws. The silence of the car's secure interior was intruded by the sound of a hundred car horns all honking together, their drivers leaning out of windows to curse and harangue each other.
"What's up?" Tahno asked, reaching for the window control.
"Better not." The short man looked back the passengers, shaking his head. "Unless you want to lose your hearing for a few hours. How long are you two here for?"
Korra and Tahno exchanged a puzzled look. "We're not really sure. Why?" Korra asked.
"If it's for a while, you'll eventually get used to this," the driver replied, waving his hand to the congestion before them. "No worries. We've got all the time in the world." Korra saw his knuckles momentarily whiten as he gripped the steering wheel, and his teeth clench. The shorter man shot a dark look at the car in front of them and muttered under his breath.
The next ten minutes went on interminably. As the two minders had let on, the traffic moved at a speed slower than Korra had ever thought imaginable. She felt like thanking the short man for his advice; outside, even muffled, the sound of car horns and voices screaming at each other was becoming louder and louder. All the same, from the looks on the two men's faces, neither she nor Tahno felt then was the right time to engage them in small talk, nor to bother them in any way. As the congestion gradually loosened up and the line began to move, Korra looked out the window. The last time she had been in Ba Sing Se had been about a year after the Water Tribe Civil War, in an official visit to the deposed Queen Hou-Ting to help negotiate for aid in the ultimately doomed reconstruction efforts. Back then, she remembered how jarring it was traveling between the rings that separated the huge capital city's social classes. Now though, the lasting effects of the battle for Ba Sing Se between the local revolutionaries allied with the Treaty and Kuvira's forces were present everywhere.
From the Lower Ring, and up through the Middle Ring, the city was in a state of maintenance. Construction crews were everywhere, either tearing down damaged structures or in the process of building new ones. Noticeably omnipresent were large, tall apartment blocks (or efforts to construct them) made of light grey concrete, far plainer than the residential buildings Korra was used to in Republic City. Another jarring contrast was the presence of these square, grey, cube-like buildings in many instances right next to undamaged older buildings of the more traditional architectural style.
In general, construction and demolition efforts seemed to be consciously pursuing absorption of the Lower and Middle Rings into each other, the most obvious hint being the point the government had made in refusing to repair the separation wall. In fact, it had gone further and paved roads and crossings from the glaring gaps Kuvira's artillery had made in it. What had been the Lower Ring was in the process of transformation into a huge industrial district, filled with private and publicly-owned factories, plants and businesses, and facilities dedicated to public services and welfare. The government had replaced what buildings in the Middle Ring were damaged with similar constructs; public schools and housing projects often stood side-by-side with smaller traditional houses and bustling markets. Alongside the citizens dressed in more characteristic Middle and Lower Ring clothes, many wore looser versions of the four-pocketed tunic suit Korra had seen on the Federation's embassy staff back in Republic City, and her two escorts. Many walls and older buildings, as well, had been marked by political graffiti, both independent and 'commissioned': the former often cruder and simpler (the phrase 'Down With' was often used in conjunction with the monarchy, the fallen Provisional Republic's late President Tian Yu, Kuvira, and to Korra's unease a few with bending), the latter of higher quality and often propagandistic.
"Finally!" The tall man leaned back in his seat and let out a sigh of relief as the few remaining cars in front of them at last drove down the road, before following suit, speeding up in fear of the red light. Further on down, past a radio station building, the car joined the light stream of traffic swiftly passing into the Upper Ring. Korra was once again jarred by contrast. While change in the two lower rings had involved building anew upon what had been destroyed or was outmoded, change in the Upper Ring had involved scaling down and reduction in splendor. The upper ring had suffered practically no damage during the Battle of Ba Sing Se, so there was little to tear down or build. While it was obvious that what remained of the city's disproportionately wealthy nobility and upper non-nobility continued to live there, many residential mansions and town houses had been stripped of cosmetic decorations and converted into government buildings, or dormitories for state employees.
Of all the buildings, only one caught the Korra and Tahno's attention. Just off the central square, with shockthrower wielding guards standing at every opening, the building stood out from the rest owing to both it's massive size and relatively modern architecture, made of slate, with both columns in the doorways and a traditional roof. As she caught sight of the plaque near the main gate, Korra felt her heart jump and then beat quicker as she shrunk away into Tahno.
"Whoah!" he exclaimed as she pushed him into the door. The shorter escort looked back in mild alarm. "Nothing, nothing!" Tahno waved him back with an unconvincing smile. "What was that all about? What happened?" he whispered to Korra, holding her shoulders. "What's wrong?" Korra looked back at him, and saw his expression grow concerned.
"Public Security," she whispered back. "That was the Public Security Secretariat building."
"Hu used to work there, you know." Both passengers jumped as the short guard spoke in a casual tone. "Isn't that right?" he addressed the driver. Hu nodded slowly.
"Internal Affairs. I quit after the Émigré Affair."
"Oh that," Tahno said casually, trying to spare his visibly-uncomfortable girlfriend having to participate in such a conversation. "Yeah, we heard all about that one. It was big news back in Republic City."
"I should hope so." Korra watched as Hu's hands clutched the steering wheel harder. The car became silent for the next few minutes.
"Here we are," the short man said as they finally reached Revolution Square. Before them, beyond the wide open space filled with citizens passing by or looking on, the royal palace loomed overhead. It was ironic, Korra thought, that this, of all building's should have been the one to change the least, still every bit as imposing and pompous. The only changes she could tell were the guards' uniforms, and the banners and tapestries; from the gold seal-on-deep-green background royal standard, to the Federation's white nine-pointed star on a lighter sea green background. The car went around the main square, to a section off the side of the palace walled off by a tall steel covered-roof divider, manned by even more guards. As the car approached and stopped, a guard with a shockthrower slung from his shoulder by a strap marched over.
"Identification please," he demanded. The short man passed his identification card over to Hu, who showed both it and his to the guard.
"Hu and Nakata. We're here with a guest for the Premier." The guard looked in the back at Korra and Tahno, his eyes widening before he turned back to Hu and nodded.
"Right. We were informed ahead of time." He turned back to Korra, nodding his head in respect. "It's a great honor, ma'am. Welcome to the Palace." The guard turned to another guard standing by the divider and waved his hand. Nodding, the guard assumed an earthbending stance and created an opening in the divider. As the car passed through, Korra felt a touch of warmth as she saw what might have been a small smile on the metalbender's face.
"Right this way," Nakata called behind him at Korra and Tahno, who followed behind closely.
"What happened to everything?" Korra looked around with dismay. Since her last visit to the palace, over fifteen years ago, every hall, corridor and room had been stripped of the various pieces of priceless artwork, tapestries, and precious metal or gemstone fixtures that once decorated them. The jewels, intricately-made weapons of gold and platinum, vases, hand-carved furniture of rare wood, everything of value was gone. Korra remembered once thinking it was all a waste, and a sign of how out of touch the monarchy was. Now it was all gone, she was having second thoughts.
"The royals took most of it with them when they ran away to Nan," said Hu. "And a lot of the stuff in the treasury, too. What's left is on display in the central bank. You can see it later, if you want."
"I might do that," Korra said noncommittally as she looked around while following. As with the Palace's exterior, the interior goings-on looked much the same as before. People still hurried down the corridors, and in and out of the different rooms, and guards still manned all the doorways and thresholds. Instead of changshan-wearing nobles and servants, officials and functionaries in tunic suits and military uniforms filled the palace. The Palace's nonbending guards on the inside, however, rarely held shockthrowers. These guards dressed in darker close-fitting combat fatigues, their faces covered with black balacavas and goggles, their boots replaced with thick socks under lightweight sandals and hardy puttees. Instead of shockthrowers, crescent metal rods with leather handles hung from hip holsters, with similar metal cuffs around the guards' wrists.
"They're trained in the Shadow arts," Nakata explained with a proud smile, noting Korra's fascination. "My people's greatest contribution to the Federation's defense." Tahno whistled as they passed a pair of them, standing still and silently.
"Most folks back home know them only from movers or radio shows like  The Adventures of Daring Du ." he laughed. "They always work for the bad guy as assassins or henchmen."
"A common misconception," Nakata said, smiling good-naturedly. "The Shadows were traditionally spies, not assassins. But we also teach their arts to elite infantry, especially our paratroopers.
The walk lasted ten more minutes as the party bypassed the throne room, various royal chambers converted into offices, a heavily guarded koi garden and the mess hall. Finally, they reached the doors to what Korra remembered as the Queen's study, with both a metalbender and a kage guard standing watch.
"Guests for the Premier," Hu said. The metalbender shook his head.
"Not right now," he replied, nodding his head ruefully at the door. "Godan's back, and Liu brought a bigwig from the Political Board to help talk him down; they're gonna be at it for hours, so come back later." Unintelligible voices came from within the room, two angry but not yelling, the other quieter.
"It's the 'special' guest," Nakata said. The metalbender and kage guard looked at each other, conflicted, before turning back in resignation.
"Fine, go on in," the kage guard said in a muffled voice, waving dismissively. "Don't blame us if you catch slag." The metalbender knocked hard on the door before opening it and sticking his face in.
"Sir, the Avatar and her friend are here." He turned back to the guests. "You two can come in," he said to Korra and Tahno, before waving Hu and Nakata off.
"Well, I guess this is where we say goodbye," Korra said with a half-smile.
"Not quite," Nakata said, shaking his head with a smile. "We're assigned to your protection for the duration of your stay in the city. We'll take you to your hotel after your meeting." Korra didn't know whether or not to be pleased. As the two escorts leaned against the wall next to the guards, Korra and Tahno walked into the study. Keeping with the rest of the Palace interior, the huge room was devoid of the paintings and busts which had once filled it, replaced with framed photographs and maps. The elaborate carpet Korra remembered from her visit had been replaced with plainer carpets. The bookshelves lining the walls were filled with newer volumes, to replace the older and more valuable ones that had been stolen or moved for safekeeping. Finally, the Queen's carved marble desk had been replaced by a larger one made of wood, covered with papers. At the end of the room, against a large reinforced glass window overlooking the koi garden, were three men. A grey haired man in a black tunic suit sat behind the desk, flanked by a younger bespectacled man with a crew cut in a blue-gray tunic suit, his chair turned to the side so he could face the third occupant. Next to a globe of the world in the room's corner, a larger red-faced man with a buzz cut in a tan uniform stood looking angry. As Korra and Tahno approached, all three men turned their gazes to them.
"Avatar," the Premier said. "I'm glad you made it here safe." He stood and slowly walked around his desk towards his guests. Korra felt a sense of calm, now that she had finally seen Liu, despite expecting anxiety or anger. He looked much the same as he had looked the first time she had seen his face unmasked, despite his grayed hair and the absence of his long thin moustache.
"Thanks. I'm glad I'm here." As she accepted Liu's outreached hand, Korra felt her sense of calm turn into comfort and a feeling of closure, like she had achieved something important. She remembered hearing a psychologist on the radio once talk about exposure, neutralizing the fear one held of something by confronting it. After years of fearful, ugly memories of the Equalists and what they had almost done to her, shaking one by the hand made her feel relieved. Korra could tell it had the same effect on Tahno, when Liu shook his hand.
"Godan," he turned to the uniformed man. "Our business here is done for the day. I have business with my guests." Korra watched with a kind of morbid fascination as the famous Altan revolutionary looked down, away from his Premier's hard gaze, before shooting a resentful look her way.
"I'll see you later," Godan said over his shoulder as he closed the door behind him; Korra couldn't tell who he had spoken to. Liu's shoulders heaved in relief.
"This is Yan Chi-ying of the Defense Secretariat's Political Board," he said, gesturing to the young man. Yan stepped forward towards Korra with a polite smile.
"It's good to finally meet you, Avatar," he said, shaking Korra by the hand. "On behalf of my department, I'd like to thank you for agreeing to help us with this matter."
After fifteen years, it was time for Korra to be the Avatar again. She only hoped it wasn't too little too late. "We'd better not waste any time on this, gentlemen," she said seriously. "World peace, and Dr. Aoki's life are hanging by a thread here."
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Chapter 5

 One of the systemic holdovers from the old Earth Kingdom, carried on by the Earth State and Federation, is intrusive political oversight of the armed forces.
 During the monarchy, one of the Dai Li's responsibilities was maintaining a system of informants inside every major army unit, and among the war council, to promote loyalty to the throne above all else, ruthlessly purging any sign of opposition or dissatisfaction with the King or Queen's decrees and military decisions. For a brief period after the Hundred Year War, King Kuei ended this policy when he outlawed the Dai Li for their part in Princess Azula's coup. Kuei's granddaughter, Queen Hou-ting, re-instated it when she resurrected the hated agency to quell opposition to her unpopular rule.
 Although the Dai Li were formally disbanded after the fall of the monarchy, several factions made use of similar policies during the Civil War. Both the Earth State and the Ba Sing Se Provisional Republic employed former Dai Li agents to monitor their armies and enforce loyalty in them.
 In the Treaty's case, the focus was on encouraging morale rather than suppressing opposition; political officers were assigned to every company-sized rebel unit, and every general staff, to provide propaganda and make sure independent decisions were in line with the Treaty leadership in Yosae. Every general order required a political officer to undersign it. During the war, the political officer corps generally did not commit abuses or hinder military discipline due to the need for expediency. Now, however, military officers worry that the Defense Secretariat's newly-created Political Board will stop the army from professionalizing. In addition, the secretive Federal Intelligence Service has also begun to plant agents in the military.
Chapter 5- Other Perspectives
"Hail the Great Uniter!"
The metalbender guards at the facility's door saluted the soldiers wheeling the large metal slab in front of them. The higher-ranking soldier, a sergeant, saluted back with gusto.
"Hail!"
"This is the prisoner?" the guard asked, peering scornfully between his cowl and winter hood at the haggard scientist shackled to the slab before nodding and opening the door. The guard walked, pride welling up in his heart with every step he took into the remote base's command center. Out of all the loyal soldiers who followed the Great Uniter after her temporary retreat, he was among the few to be honored with an appointment to the project that would return the Earth State to power and re-unify the continent. She stood with her back turned to the door, facing an enormous map of the former Earth Kingdom on the far wall, as technicians operated the radio equipment lining huge metal chamber.
"All hail the Great Uniter!" The sergeant executed his best salute yet and motioned for his subordinate to wheel the slab in.
"The Doctor?" Kuvira's voice came to him from the other side of the room, calm and commanding. She took the sergeant's stunned silence as an affirmative, waving her hand over her shoulder without a single look. "You've done well. You may leave us." The sergeant slowly stepped back and out of the room, and down the corridor, fighting off a twinge of disappointment, followed by the others in the room.
Tessho Aoki closed his eyes just as Kuvira began to turn to face him; no matter what happened to him here, no matter what Kuvira's plans for him were, he wanted it to come with good memories and images of happier times and places. He didn't want  her  face in his subconscious, where vague images of it had been burned for the last twelve years. With a moment of concentration, the Doctor was a twelve-year-old back in Aoi-no-Mizu. Everyone was there splashing around in Chameleon Bay on a weekend morning: mother, father, Ami, Koichi from the brewery, and the usual fishermen out early for a morning swim before work. Afterwards, they could have an early lunch and go for an adventure in the mountains, and not have to be home until later, when Aunt Aki would teach Tessho about how the fish truck's motor worked like she promised.
"Doctor Tessho Aoki. I've been looking forward to meeting you."
A wave of adrenaline sent Aoki's heart beating faster; Kuvira was standing before the young boy, knee deep in the discolored water, blocking his way back home to the burning village.
"You must be tired after your long journey here. I certainly hope my people didn't make you feel  too unwelcome."
Now Aoki was at the circus with Aunt Aki. It had been a little over a year since he had left what little remained of his old life behind with her and gone to live in relative safety in Ba Sing Se. For his fourteenth birthday, she had decided to take him and some friends out for lunch at Little Kyoshi, and then to the travelling circus that had set up tent in the Middle Ring. As the crowd roared with laughter, the ringmaster provided snappy running commentary on the fat and thin clowns' antics and stunts.
"Because you are  very welcome here. I suppose you know why I had you brought here to me."
Another wave of nausea, and Aoki's heart rate increased more; the ringmaster was Kuvira, wearing a silly tuxedo and hat, bathed in the spotlight. Aoki was alone in the bleachers and the music had stopped.  Go on, open your eyes , his nausea whispered to him.  Aren't you curious? "You can't make me, I don't have to, you can't make me, I don't have to, you can't make me, I don't have to…" He calmed himself the way he always did when he thought he was in danger of seeing something that would set him off, before stopping himself in fear that she would hear him. When she continued on (whether or not she heard him), he felt a small, fleeting feeling of relief.
"I brought you here so that you could help me and my people, in our cause. The cause of unity, order and progress. And your discovery, Doctor, the power you discovered, will be our salvation."
 Prana . The thought snapped Aoki out of his images and his own anxiety, and back to the world, causing him to reflexively open his eyes before he could stop himself.
"It's so good of you to finally join us, Doctor." Kuvira smiled a thin smile. For a brief instant, Aoki's nausea and heartbeat climaxed in a moment of panic, before passing completely. Confused, the Doctor felt like looking around to see where his anxiety had went before examining his captor, standing right in front of him. Kuvira wore a dark green hooded winter cloak over her uniform, with the hood up. Up close, he could make out premature wrinkles under her eyes and on the sides of her mouth, and a few gray hairs under the hood. "I should apologize for not having factored in your issues with me," she said, turning to pace back towards the map. "Rest assured I have here the means to procure your treatment, as long as you—"
"Do what you want."
Kuvira stopped and turned back around, surprised. "What was that?" Aoki now looked at her, his eyes frightened but resolute, with a tight grin.
"Do what you want," he repeated himself in a quavering voice. "Do whatever you want with me. You can torture me. You can lock me up here for a hundred years, I still won't help you. You might as well just kill me, I don't care." Aoki hadn't felt this way since graduation from Yosae University. There was nothing left to be frightened of, because the object of his fear was right there in front of him, and he knew it would eventually be over. Aoki felt disgusted; the monster who had taken his childhood, and the lives and livelihood of everyone he had grown up with, and who had haunted his mind for years, was a petty dictator, who hid out with a handful of fanatics from the people she had once pushed around mercilessly. Kuvira's eyes hardened.
"You don't seem to value your life much, Doctor. Is it so worthless to you?"
"A small part of me has wished I was dead for twelve years, Kuvira," Aoki spat. He was on a roll, now. In his entire life, he'd never felt such utter contempt for a single human being, and such a lack of fear. Fresh anger burned in his chest at the memories, and the idea that she expected his cooperation, and gave him a frighteningly perverse rush of adrenaline that fueled his rant. "That I'd gone with mom and dad and  nee-chan and everyone else. Then I wouldn't have had to grow up with the issues I did. The anxiety, the intrusive thoughts and images, the pills; you did all that to me and whoever else was unlucky enough to survive Aoi-no-Mizu. You're worse than a murderer!" He took a deep breath before continuing. "So if you really think I'm going to do anything to help you hurt more people, you're even more screwed in the head than I am."
Kuvira recoiled, surprised at the Doctor's furious, accusatory bloodshot eyes, burning at her through his glasses' cracked lenses. This was the first time in years anyone had dared so much as raise their voice at her. She fought the urge to strike her captive. "It's so easy for you," she said softly, laughing, before turning back around to pace. "I envy civilians, you know. You who have the privilege of going through life in comfort, with only decisions affecting yourselves to make. But have you ever wondered what it would be like, being on the other side of the divide?" Turning once again, Kuvira looked at the haggard, angry Aoki questioningly. "To know that whatever you do, no matter the outcome, you may be hated for it even as you improve the lives of millions, with only their interests at heart? Surely you can understand me, as an idealist."
"You're not an idealist," Aoki replied forcefully, belying his curiosity. Whatever she was talking about, it was all rhinoshit. He swore to himself he wouldn't believe a word she said for herself, no matter what; she didn't deserve his trust.
"You know nothing about me," Kuvira snapped, "so don't presume to!" She began to walk back towards the slab, again fighting the urge. Why couldn't he understand? "You know nothing about what it is to see chaos, disorder and loneliness and be unable to do anything about it almost your whole life! And then, when you finally get around to it, when you finally find men and women who see what you see, what do the people do?" Aoki's courage disappeared as Kuvira rounded on him, her gaze piercing his furiously, forcing him to turn away. "They fall for backstabbing ingrates like your precious General Godan!" She spoke the name with a voice coated in acid. Aoki heard her spit violently before turning his head back again at the insult to the General.
"Godan told me what you did back in Kuangye, Kuvira," he fired back. "And it didn't surprise me at all. After all, if you're fine with wiping out one town in the name of 'unity,' what's another to you? You're not just a murderer, you're a hypocrite; you talk about progress, but you think you know what's best for everyone, just like the monarchy."
"And what about you and your Federation? How is none of this your fault?" At mention of the Federation, Kuvira's tone grew bitter and scornful. "You're not revolutionaries, you're all ingrates, just like Godan. Instead of cooperation, you chose rebellion and strife!"
"We made sacrifices, yes." Aoki had found his courage again. Whatever was next, he wasn't going into it without the last word. "Just like people in Ba Sing Se made sacrifices when the royals were pushing them around. I'm not much of an ideologue, to be honest; I went to Yosae to study because it was the best place for people like me to get an education and make a contribution. But you don't have to be an ideologue or a philosopher to know a bully when you see one, or to hate it when they get away with being bullies." He pointedly glared at Kuvira, wrists relaxed in their shackles. "I met people at Kousaka's academy, other people you tried to 'unify'. So it's not really much of an option for me to join your failed cause."
"It's a shame," Kuvira said, shaking her own head in pity. "You're so blinded by your own self-pity, like the friends you speak of, you can't see the big picture! And it's all the worse in your case, for your intelligence. Do you honestly think I enjoyed what had to be done to Aoi-no-Mizu and Kuangye?" She absent-mindedly wandered back to the map. "No leader enjoys it when the time comes to choose the greater good. And if you have to do it enough times…" Silently, Kuvira scanned the map, her voice softening in thought. Aoki watched as she stood still, her shoulders rising and falling slowly. For a split second, he was reminded of Godan, and how he would sometimes just seem to shut down where he stood, lost in thought. Remembering further, he heard the young general's voice bitter and angry when he mentioned the Great Uniter's name…
 No .
"I don't have to justify myself to you," Kuvira finally said as she turned to her prisoner once again, her face resentful as she walked right over to him. "I don't have to convince you of anything! I'll give you one more chance to save yourself a lot of grief." She stuck her face right in Aoki's. "My scientists have found one of your rifts. You will instruct them in the nature of the power you discovered, and how to harvest and refine it. Your choice is thus: cooperate willingly, and reap the rewards. Resist…" As she snapped her fingers, a pair of soldiers walked in. "We'll make you cooperate."
 No .
"No. You have…" Aoki stopped short to catch his breath before continuing, his voice quavering as if rebelling against his suicidal designs. "You have my final answer. I promise you right now, as long as I live, I'll never let you… or anyone… use Prana as a tool for the strong to bully the weak. So go ahead and have fun; I'm dead in the end, anyway." He finally fell silent and closed his eyes as he breathed heavily, fighting tears of fear.
"I suppose I should commend your bravery and conviction. We'll soon see how long it lasts." The only sound Aoki could hear was the dictator's boots stepping away, and other pairs of boots stirring. He called up the old scene from Aoi-no-Mizu again, and smiled as he felt himself turned around and wheeled out the door; this time, there were no interruptions.
"Damn that old man!"
Godan stomped down the palace halls as hard as he could, not caring about the scattering functionaries and secretaries looking on in dismay. He had gotten used to it.
"Damn it…"
Godan felt like yelling at the top of his lungs, but held it in, gritting his teeth tightly. As expected, he put his hand up to rub the back of his neck and brought it back down soaked in sweat. He grunted in frustration, both at Liu and at himself. After all nine years, why did the anger still come so easily? He felt the urge to punch something for feeling such anger towards Liu, after all they had been through. Ducking into an empty waiting room, he made sure he was alone before indulging the urge.
"Damn it, damn it, damn it, damn it, damnitdamnitdamnitdamnit…"
With each oath Godan gave his head a good, solid whack, speeding up and finally stopping. In another heated argument, Liu had angrily accused the general of being 'rock-solid thick.' In a way, he wasn't wrong; there was no pain, only numbness. There was a better solution, he reminded himself. He took a long, heavy gulp from his pocket flask, cringing at the strong liquor's burn. The anger and shame subsided within a minute as the alcohol took effect, and Godan's continued walk out took on a slight swagger.
Why didn't his old friend understand? They had Kuvira's loyalists on the defensive down South, and the dictator herself cornered with nothing more than a single mechanized division down in the Nusantara Islands, while the Federation and its' allies could count on infantry, the latest in mecha technology, and a solid air force. They had a special company of elite infantry, juiced up trained on the Doctor's serum. They could take her down in a hundred ways, damn it, and  now the old man was worried about the other nations getting upset? He made sure to mentally curse Yan while he was at it.
"The whole world's crazy," Godan said to himself in the Altan language, in a stupid slurred voice, drawing strange looks from the passing Agriculture Secretary and her aides. Most of the generals on the Military Commission were buying Liu's diplomacy with the Fire Nation and United Republic, bending over for them over their support for a murdering, slave-driving dictator. And that support was useless, just so they could piss off the Federation; Kuvira's forces had ceased to be a threat to anyone for a long time.
"Sir!" Qing, Godan's metalbending bodyguard saluted him at the base of the stairs, near the Palace atrium garden. The general leered at him with an ugly look; of all the people the staff could have stuck him with, they couldn't have chosen a non-bender?
"We're leaving now. Take me home"
"Yes sir." Qing nodded his head dutifully, turning on his heel and walking around the raised porch surrounding the garden, towards the door leading to the palace garage. As he began to stalk after Qing, Godan caught something out of the corner of his eye. Over in the corner of the garden, something covered in green cloth was poking out from behind a shrub, shaking. He took a closer look before the realization of what it was hit him. He put the flask back in his pocket and quietly made his way across the garden, over the koi pond's bridge and over to the shrub, where he heard a small voice whimpering. Godan winced at the jolt of concern the sound sent through his chest, sobering him somewhat. His alcohol-blunted anger vanished.
"You find anything neat down there?" he asked as casually as he could manage. The small green-clad figure huddled over behind the bush started in surprise before quickly shaking its black-haired head.
"C'mon,  Buuz . Turn around and tell me what's up."
The young girl's slim shoulders heaved with breath, and she got off of her knees and slowly turned around to face Godan.
"N-nothing." He was shocked at Lifen's red, puffy wet eyes and running nose.
"Don't gimme that. It doesn't look like nothing to me," Godan said, kneeling down and wiping the hair out of her face. "Here," he said, handing he girl a handkerchief. Lifen accepted it, blowing her nose and wiping her eyes. "Now, what's wrong?"
"I heard you upstairs with dad again," she said softly. Lifen suddenly looked away, gritting her teeth to keep herself from crying again. "You were… you were…" she trailed off, trying unsuccessfully to compose herself by covering her mouth with her little fists. "You were fighting again!" Voice cracking, the girl's tears flowed freely.
Of all the times Godan could have chosen to drink, he had had to have one right then. He took a deep breath and adopted a professional military stance, with his hands behind his back so he could crush his left in his right out of sight. He was too old to cry in front of a kid, in front of anyone. While Lifen had covered her face in her hands, he took the opportunity to scrunch and twist his face while shaking his head to snap himself out of it.
"Atten-SHUN!"
By force of habit, Lifen jumped to her feet and looked at her godfather, her teary eyes shocked and confused. Godan pulled the funniest face he could manage, rolling his eyes up, pushing his nostrils up and wiggling his ears. Lifen screwed her mouth up hard, but not hard enough to stop a snort that set the both of them laughing. The sound of the young girl's laughter brought a warm feeling to the general's chest, and a big smile to his face. "Come here." He closed his eyes contentedly as Lifen hugged him around his waist, her cheek pressed against his stomach. If by some way Godan could have made it so the moment never ended, he would have gladly. For a moment, nothing else mattered, and there was no Kuvira, no Avatar, and no loyalists to take away his attention. He brought his hand up to Lifen's head and stroked her soft hair.
"OK,  Buuz ." Lifen took her cue to let go, and looked up at her godfather's smiling face. "No more tears, OK?" She wiped her face and nodded eagerly.
"Good. I'm sorry you had to hear what's been going on between your dad and I," Godan said slowly. He didn't want to sugarcoat things, but put them in perspective for her, and for a kid that would take care. "But we weren't fighting. We were  arguing ."
"So you don't hate my dad?" Lifen asked hopefully. Godan did a double take, shocked at her assumption and the innocence she had expressed it with. He knew she was young, but to think that she didn't know the difference between hating someone and having disagreements with them…
"It's, uh…" he thought for a moment before lighting up with an idea. "I know. At that fancy school, have you ever gotten mad at a friend?"
"Yeah!" Lifen's face darkened as she remembered. "One time, Anying borrowed my coloring book without asking, and he colored in all the platypus bears pink. And everyone knows platypus bears are supposed to be brown! I was so mad!"
"Well, I don't blame you, kiddo," Godan said, nodding in agreement. "I'd have been pretty hacked off too. But did you stay mad at him forever?"
"No." Lifen shook her head. "When I got home decided that the platypus bears looked nice pink too, and I felt bad that I yelled at Anying." She looked down at her feet in shame, before looking back up at Godan. "I asked my dad, and he said I should say sorry to him for getting mad, and I did, and Anying said he was sorry for coloring in my book."
"There you go,  Buuz ," Godan said, patting Lifen on the shoulder. "Sometimes we don't agree with our friends, or we get mad at something they do, but we're still friends with them afterwards."
"So you're gonna call dad and say sorry to him later?" The girl asked, looking hopeful. Godan chuckled, nodding.
"Yeah, yeah, something like that. We'll still have to deal with this stuff we're disagreeing about, just in a more grown-up way."
"It's about that bad lady, isn't it?" Lifen asked. Her face became grim in a way Godan didn't care for. He considered the idea of explaining the war to his goddaughter, but decided against it. She was six years old, after all; there was plenty of time for her to learn all about it in history class when she got older, and the last thing any kid should have to think about was war. Of course, that might be difficult. "I wanna grow up soon."
"Why's that?" Godan asked, frowning at the answer he knew she was going to give. "Being a kid's great, isn't it? I wish I still was."
"Yeah, but I wanna be a soldier," she said, lighting up with grim excitement, her hands clenched into fists at her side. "Anying says his uncle is in the army, and that soon they're gonna go and make Kuvira stop hurting people. I wish I could go with them!" Godan had seen that same look on other childrens' faces before; it was the telltale sign of unhealthy, indignant rage sneakily making its unwelcome way into an innocent psyche.
"I think you might want…" A sharp tingle went down Godan's spine, causing him to pause and look over his shoulder. An ugly sensation churned in his gut and spread to his head as he saw a short, thin man in a dark blue tunic suit standing on the raised porch, watching him. "Tell you what, kiddo." Godan fought back a grimace as he looked back at Lifen. "Why don't we talk more about this over dinner? Me and Jingfei are going for barbecue at the Golden Mountain tonight; she'll be happy to talk to you all about army stuff. You go ask your dad if you can come."
"OK!" Without even saying goodbye, Lifen excitedly hurried across the koi garden's bridge and up the stairs leading to the Premier's study, startling a Kage guard as she almost bumped into him. Godan wistfully watched her disappear upstairs, before turning his attention to and approaching the unwelcome intruder.
"I always thought you liked older women, General," Kang Juntong drawled with a smirk on his thin face, his dark, narrow eyes peering out at Godan from behind thick circular grey-tinted eyeglasses.
"Yeah, I do," Godan replied coldly. "But as long as they're over thirteen, and conscious, I wouldn't be too uncomfortable." He glared at Department Five's chief as he leaned lazily against the banister. Kang chuckled. "Anyway, what're you doing here? Shouldn't you be bribing the warden to reserve the nicest cell block for you and your little friends?"
"That's not very nice, General." Kang put up a falsely hurt expression, his hand on his chest. "You know how difficult this investigation is for me right now, and for my department."
"Oh, I'm all torn up about that, Kang," Godan said sarcastically. "I'll hold a goodbye party for you when they ship you to jail, and drink a toast to you."
"I'd hate to rain on your parade, General, but nothing is a given here," Kang replied. "I'm sorry you don't seem to care for me very much, though." He shook his head sadly.
"Don't be sorry about it. I'm not," Godan quipped. "Now if you don't mind, I'm busy."
"Ah yes, how could I forget." The secret police chief grinned and winked lecherously. "You've got a double-date on for tonight, after all. Do tell me afterwards, about the 'army stuff'; sounds like a wild time."
Something was dangerously close to snapping in Godan's brain as his eyes widened and then narrowed at the context of Kang's jibe, and the idea of the disgusting man anywhere near either of the two closest women in his life. He felt his left eye begin to twitch dangerously and quickly went for his flask, taking a deep gulp as Kang watched amusedly. Stabilized, the general walked closer, looming over him, his mouth turning up into a nasty smile. "You see that guard over there?" He jabbed his thumb over his shoulder in the direction of the Kage guard over by the stairs, and then raised a clenched fist in Kang's face. "I could break your face, and he wouldn't lift a finger to stop me. Nobody would." Godan brought his face in closer. "I'd probably get a medal for it. So don't feel too safe saying just  anything ." Kang was receiving a taste of his own medicine. At being threatened, his own eyes began to burn furiously behind his glasses. He brought a hand up to wipe sweat away from his heavily receding hairline, before tightly smiling.
"Just a little joke, that's all, general," Kang said, shrugging. "No need for hostility. I won't keep you long right now; I just wanted to pass on an invitation to a little evening reception a friend of mine is holding tomorrow afternoon."
"Let me guess, Eyebrows Cao wants a favor?" Godan shook his head. "I think I'll pass."
"Actually," Kang said smiling slyly, ignoring the joke, "It's Kousaka." Godan tilted his head confusedly.
"How would you be friends with Sa—"
"Watch it!" Kang warned. His eyes flashed left and right in a panic to make sure nobody was listening in.
"Everybody knows that…" Godan trailed off, rolling his eyes and shrugging. "Y'know what, I don't care. Fine, I'll play along." He paused, crossing his arms over his broad chest. "What does  Kousaka want me over for?"
"Oh, I'd rather not go into details right here. And I think he'd prefer to tell you himself, but I can tell you that it's a patriotic matter," Kang said, handing Godan a slip of paper. "He'll send a car to your office to pick you up around five. Dress smart, and expect to be home late." He smirked one last time at the general before turning and walking out of the atrium. Godan watched Kang as he left.
"Sir?" Godan spun around to see Qing standing at attention behind him.
"Sorry, got held up," Godan muttered on impulse, glancing over at where Kang had left the room to make sure he was really gone before looking back, perplexed at his bodyguard's wide eyes. "What're you staring at?"
"Nothing, sir!" Qing wiped the expression off of his face. "I just wanted to let you know the car is ready."
"Great. Let's get out of here."
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