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Leaving It All Behind
by Sreeder

Summary

The attack on the Northern Water Tribe goes differently, Aang and the ocean spirit don’t
destroy the entire Fire Nation fleet, only most of them.

Zhao escapes, taking Sokka and a few other Water Tribe men as prisoners. Knowing Sokka is
traveling with the Avatar he gets sent to Zhao’s “special prison camp” that is hidden near the
Earth Kingdom colonies.

Sokka gets a taste of the real war, not the war that he thinks he knows from traveling with the
Avatar. While Zhao’s prisoner, he struggles to survive the inhuman conditions. Alone and
thought to be dead, he feels himself slowly losing hope.

Seeing a familiar face brings back his hope, even if that face is the scarred Prince of the Fire
Nation.

Sokka and Zuko come together to survive and end up depending on each other for a lot more
than they ever thought possible.

-please read the tags, overall dark themes throughout-
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Chapter 1: The Moon is Gone

The battle between the Northern Water Tribe and Admiral Zhao’s Naval fleet was a long and
gruesome fight, there were many losses on both sides. The Fire Nation was ultimately
defeated thanks to the Avatar merging with the Ocean Spirit, resulting in catastrophic damage
to the Fire Nation’s Navy fleet.

Unfortunately, many of the ships breached the great ice wall before that happened, allowing
their armed soldiers to storm into the frozen city. Sokka was assigned to a secret infiltration
mission with the most annoying person in the entire Northern Water Tribe, Hahn. Lucky for
Sokka, he and Hahn had a rather heated disagreement, which resulted in his immediate
removal from the stupid secret mission he never wanted to be a part of in the first place.

Instead, he was assigned to the outer wall on the western side, he was stationed at the base of
the great ice wall with the rest of the non-bending warriors. Sokka never thought of himself
as a non-bender, but his time spent in the Northern Water Tribe was a constant reminder of
his inability to water bend. Their society was focused on the division of not only men and
women but also those who were given the blessing of bending and those who were not.

Even with all the warrior training that Sokka had, and his exceptional boomerang skills
(which he insisted was a better skill to have then stupid water bending) he was cast aside.
While his sister was given the sacred assignment of keeping Princess Yue safe, along with the
Avatar.

As the Fire Nation laid siege to the Northern Water Tribe, his sister and Aang were safely
tucked away in the Spirit Oasis while Sokka stood outside on the ice staring up at the massive
white wall.

He could faintly make out the water benders that were posted on top of the wall, they were
the first line of defense. Their only occupation was to prevent the enemy from breaching the
wall and keeping the Fire Nation cruisers out to sea. If they failed, Sokka and his non-
bending tribesmen would be there to strike down the invading enemy.

Sokka would never admit to the other warriors that he was cold. Honestly, he wasn’t sure if
he was shivering or if his limbs were trembling in fear. As strong as he pretended to be for
Katara when dad left, he carried heavy baggage full of doubt and fear. After his mother died,
responsibility was shoved onto him like a full grown polar dog laying across his shoulders.
He had to be a man, and he was responsible for protecting his little sister.

Even now, he felt like he should be in the Spirit Oasis with her and Aang, helping fulfill his
promise to his dad by keeping Katara safe.

He wondered if his dad would even care if the great Northern Water Tribe was invaded, after
they abandoned the South when the Fire Nation began raiding their villages. After that, the
relationship between the two tribes became very strained. The North has always, and will
always, focus their energies on staying out of the war. Even if it resulted in the almost



complete annihilation of their ‘sister tribe’. Stripped of their benders, and with the only men
left in the village sailing off to war, the South has been crumbling into nothing for years.

The North did nothing to help.

If Katara were hurt, would he be able to face his dad and tell him, “I was defending the wall,
dad.” Would he give Sokka that look , the one that showcased the disappointment that his
words would never speak. His dad loved him, this much he knew, but his dad has been
disappointed in him before. Shaking his head, Sokka knew he couldn’t afford to allow
himself to be distracted with those types of thoughts right now, that type of distraction could
cost him his life.

Shifting his feet uncomfortably, his lungs were burning with every freezing breath he took,
the soot coated icy flurries were burning him from the inside. That’s just like the stupid Fire
Nation, they even tainted innocent ice flurries in the wake of their destruction.

Different parts of the city had been infiltrated already by the Fire Nation soldiers, but Sokka’s
particular section was still intact. It was relatively quiet where he was stationed, but the
sound of a war being fought was off in the distance. The men screamed out their battle cries
as the hissing sound of fire and ice filled his ears. It was a distinct sound when a flaming
projectile hit the great ice wall, it hissed like a tiger seal back home. The steam it created
would cast a light mist around the impact sight, it was the same when a fire bender threw
their fire at the Water Tribe men, the hiss indicated the attack missed.

When the attack didn’t miss, well… there was a different type of screaming.

The burning of his lungs, accompanied with the pounding of his heart in his ears, was enough
to distract him from the lingering dread of the invasion, and possible upcoming battle.
Looking at the two other warriors stationed in the same section, he could see the same
lingering fear in their crystal blue eyes.

Both men were older than Sokka, actual warriors as he was informed, making him believe
that maybe this entire situation was only to humor Sokka. Was it only because of his
friendship with Aang that he was even assigned to a position in the city's defense? If that
were the case, he would be glad to abandon his post and join his sister and beautiful, perfect,
amazing Princess Yue in the warm oasis.

Before those negative thoughts could fester into something more, a loud cracking noise could
be heard just overhead, accompanied by screaming. To his horror men began falling from the
top of the wall, it almost looked as if some of them jumped. Sokka’s deep blue eyes shifted to
the now cracked ice wall, only to see the ominous bow of a massive metal ship crashing
through the thick ice, followed by a second ship.

The water benders that landed on the ground only survived because of their magic water,
bending themselves ice ramps that allowed their tumbling bodies to slide next to Sokka. The
water benders immediately began shooting streams of water towards the spots where the Fire
Nation ships were penetrating. Icing the water, they were using all their energies to keep the
bow from breaking all the way through.



If the ship fully penetrated through, it would open up, and dozens of angry fire benders would
be unleashed into the city. Right where Sokka and the other men were standing, a hand to
hand battle seemed unavoidable at this point. Even with all the efforts from the Water Tribe
benders, the ships were not slowing down.

One of the men, who Sokka recognized from Katara’s lessons (the only one or two times that
Sokka actually wandered over to watch), grabbed his shoulders.

He was older, probably the eldest of the group, his gray and brown hair was tied back in a
wolf's tail and he braided the sides back. His face was leathered from years of intense training
and sun exposure, his eyebrows were thick and gray, with wild hairs shot up in all directions.
The man’s dark blue eyes stayed steady as he stared at Sokka, “get ready, we have a fight on
our hands.”

All Sokka could do was nod, his voice was trapped in his burning throat. He tried to swallow,
but all that did was remind him that his mouth was bone dry just like his throat. Reaching
behind him he took his boomerang in his shaking hands, his entire body trembling like a
scared polar dog puppy. In this moment Sokka wished he was stronger, more vicious, ready
to kill at a moment's notice.

But that was never who Sokka was, it took him years to get comfortable killing, even though
it was a fundamental and necessary part of living in the Southern Water Tribe. He
remembered his first kill, it was a mouse-hare that he caught in one of the snares he placed
outside of the village. Bato taught him all about how to build snares and the best spots to
place them.

Sokka loved inventions, no matter how primitive, and a snare was a clever way to hunt for
food without actually stalking and killing your prey. Bato assured the young Sokka that most
animals that got themselves caught in a snare were dead before they were ever found by the
hunter. Sokka was so excited, he remembered the morning he was going to check his first
placement of snares, the dawn was just starting to pour its soft orange light onto his icy
world.

The ice reflected the colors, casting a warm hue over the usually cool toned world Sokka
grew up in and loved. He took his whale bone knife, pulling on his parka he slipped out of
the igloo before anyone cracked an eye open. It had snowed the night before, making the
journey out of the village a bit more difficult for a child. He was small, as were most kids his
age, he hiked up his legs as far as he could lift them and took wide strides through the fresh
snow.

The sun continued to rise as he pulled himself through the snow, the soft warm light faded
into a bright morning. After what felt like forever, Sokka finally reached his first snare, to his
utter disappointment it was empty. His hope shattered like the fragile and fleeting feelings
children carried around with them, quickly replaced by excitement for the next trap.

Empty.

Empty.



Empty.

The last trap was further from town, Bato told him that it was unlikely that a snare this far out
and so visible would catch anything. But Sokka insisted on placing his snare in that particular
spot, he told the older man that he had a good feeling.

He was right, caught in the snare by its slender ankle was a mouse-hare. He remembered
seeing it lying there in the snow, a few flurries resting on it’s soft white fur, with just the
smallest flecks of brown in its fur as the seasons were changing. He approached slowly,
wanting to remember every feature about the small creature, it was his first catch as a hunter.

As Sokka approached, to his surprise the animal moved, pulling away from the boy’s small
hand. Sokka’s heart leaped into his throat, the surprise from the sudden movement sent the
boy stumbling back, losing his balance and falling back into the snow. His butt hit the ground
as his hands held tight to the whale bone knife he was still carrying.

The mouse-hare’s wide black eyes stared at him as its tiny pink nose wiggled with every
panicked breath it took. The whiskers twitched as Sokka began to pull himself back to his
feet, both hands planted firmly on the knife as he approached his prey once again. There was
another sudden movement as the trapped animal tried to make a break for it, hoping to
disappear back into the tundra. But it wasn't so lucky, and Sokka could see the snare digging
deeper into the sling of its fragile ankle, drawing out bright red blood.

Sokka was accustomed to blood, blood was a part of hunting, it spilled as the tribe gathered
together to prepare and clean each kill. Blood always looked so red against the soft white
snow, but this was a different type of blood, this was fresh. This blood was still flowing
through the very much alive mouse-hare, this blood was on Sokka’s small hands, and he
would draw more before the kill was finished. He knew the longer he hesitated the more pain
the small mouse-hare would endure, which was not what Sokka wanted from his first kill.

The first rule of hunting was never prolong your killing's suffering or you risk upsetting the
spirits.

Moving towards the mouse-hare again he grabbed the frightened animal by its long ears,
pulling the head back to reveal its throat. Bringing his knife to the soft flesh, Sokka closed his
eyes as he cut across the vulnerable throat. The blood was dark red, unlike the bright blood
he saw splattered in the snow after the tribe finished preparing a kill. This was a thick, deep
red fluid that poured onto the snow, soaking into the ice by Sokka’s feet.

The animal twitched a few times before going limp, it was done. His first kill, part of him
regretted it immediately, and the other part brought a small smile to his face.

It was so odd to have such extremely opposite emotions about the same situation.

Releasing the snare he grabbed the back legs and carried the now dead mouse-hare back to
his igloo, imagining his dad’s excitement when he showed him what he did. Even though the
back of his mind still wished that the last trap had been empty too…



Someone yelled his name, and Sokka’s mind switched back to the present day, the day that
the Fire Nation was invading his sister tribe. Looking around, Sokka saw the Water Tribe
men had moved back, further away from the wall, he felt someone strong grab the back of his
parka and yank him backwards.

Unlike when he was a child, he stayed on his feet, stumbling backwards until he stood
aligned with the other Water Tribe men. There were now 8 of them, standing in the snow,
weapons ready as the two ships crashed through the wall. The benders worked together to
protect themselves and their comrades from the massive chunks of ice that rained down
around them.

The metal ships sliced through their icy defenses like it was parchment, and to Sokka’s horror
the ship opened up; like the massive jaws of an indestructible beast, spilling out angry Fire
Nation soldiers. Sokka knew this wasn’t going to be like his first animal kill, these men were
not going to stare at him defenseless while he slit their throat.

These men weren’t going to look up at him with black eyes and wiggling noses, these men
were going to fight back to the very end.

Sokka lifted his boomerang and picked his target, pulling his arm back and releasing it into
the mid morning air. The sun was finally high enough in the sky that they were no longer
trapped under the shadow of the ice wall, he could see the red and black armor of the enemy
clearly.

They wore helmets and face plates so thankfully he wouldn’t have to look into the eyes of
any of the men, he was struggling enough with the thought of killing a person, he didn’t want
to see their eyes.

His mom taught him and Katara that a person’s eyes were the windows to the soul. She told
them that you can see a man’s past and what type of person they are, just by looking into their
eyes. Sokka always remembered that lesson, and he was proven how true it was over and
over again. First lesson was when he looked at his sister, her bright blue eyes were soft but
she had a hardness in them that only appeared there after their mother was killed.

His father had stern, compassionate eyes, his eyes were always hard like ice, but would melt
whenever he looked at him and his sister. Aang was another example, his gray eyes were
young and wild, full of happiness and wonder. But his eyes held something strong and wise
behind them, they showed that when needed, he could let go of the child and be the Avatar
the world needed.

Seeing that balance in Aang’s eyes was the deciding factor for Sokka, when he saw the young
air bender being dragged away by the Fire Nation, back home in the South Pole. Sokka knew
he had to rescue Aang, which is why he prepared the canoe before Katara had even decided
what she wanted to do. A person’s eyes said a lot about them, his mother was right.

He missed his mom.

Fire met water as the two worlds collided on the ice, screams on both sides. Sokka saw his
boomerang make contact with his target and the man toppled forwards, out cold.



Another fire bender approached Sokka on his left, throwing wild thrusts of fire in his
direction. Sokka raised his club and swung towards the attacks, as the fire approached him
the swift movements were enough to break up the blast’s flames before they could come in
contact with his skin.

He liked to avoid being burnt.

The Fire Nation soldier kept moving towards Sokka, his menacing armor was intimidating.
The soldier advanced quickly, his foot placement surprisingly steady on the ice as he
approached, arms forward; he prepared for another attack.

Sokka felt the heat before he saw the flames, his right arm was covered in fire, as his parka
began to crumble under the spreading fire. Another Fire Nation soldier was approaching him
on his right while he was distracted with the attacks coming from his left. Swinging his
boomerang to the right, Sokka dropped to the ground trying to roll out the fire on his arm.
Lucky enough, the small fire was unable to eat through his outer layers, leaving his skin
underneath smooth and unburnt.

Before he could raise back to his feet the bender on his left was over him, in the few seconds
it took for the man to raise his hand to attack there was a warm liquid splattering on Sokka’s
face.

Blinking, he saw the two large ice spikes protruding out of his enemies chest, fresh warm
blood spilled from his open wounds as the ice melted to water and was pulled back to be used
for another attack. Sokka was frozen in the moment, watching the armored figure drop to his
knees and then fall forward. His helmet grazed Sokka’s leg before the body fully hit the ice.
If it wasn’t for the more experienced Water Tribe water bender coming to his aid, he knew he
would be dead right now.

Unable to take his eyes off the dead man, he completely forgot about the Fire Nation soldier
to his right who was also trying to light him on fire.

Sokka was still lying on the floor, almost killed by the now dead man at his feet and letting
his guard down to an attack from his right.

Blinking, he knew he had to get up.

Get up.

Get up.

“GET UP!”

Sokka felt strong arms pulling him to his feet, shoving something with a familiar shape into
his hands.

“This saved your life, don’t lose it! Stay focused!” A man’s voice was yelling at him. Sokka
kept blinking, trying his hardest to bring moisture back to his dry eyes. Slowly he was able to
feel the focus return to his sight as he looked down at the boomerang in his hands.



He remembered throwing it at the soldier on his right just before the man on his left made it
to him. Now he is dead.

The boomerang disabled the man on his right, saving his life.

Looking around he saw the battle continuing to unfold, blue and red, ice and blood, death and
life. It was a nightmare, but he was living it. There would be no waking up in a panic, this
was his reality and he was still alive, but if he didn’t get his shit together he was going to die.

Seeing one of the water benders, whose name he didn’t know, being overwhelmed by three
Fire Nation soldiers, he thrust his boomerang once again. Running forward, he watched his
attack hit one of the attackers over his head, falling to the ground Sokka’s boomerang hit the
snow a few feet away.

Running faster now, Sokka grabbed his weapon out of the snow as he watched the man he
knocked down stumble to his feet again. His helmet knocked sideways, Sokka watched as the
man grabbed both sides and pulled it off his head. The soldier’s long dark hair was
disheveled, and the pale skin of his face was bruising from where the boomerang struck.

Turning to face him, Sokka saw his amber eyes.

They weren’t angry.

They were scared.

He was young, but older than Sokka was, he shifted to a familiar fire bending stance but
didn’t strike.

Even with the battle unfolding around them it felt as if time stopped, everyone faded away
and left only Sokka and this unknown Fire Nation soldier. Sokka held tight to his boomerang,
the sharp side facing out. He planned on making it quick, but now the man was facing him
without his helmet and was not going to lie down and accept death.

There was determination in the young soldier's face, and Sokka knew… It was kill or be
killed.

There was an unsaid, mutual understanding that this was war and one of them was going to
walk away and one of them was going to die. Sokka couldn’t help but think if there wasn’t a
war and they met under different circumstances, could they have been friends? Did he like to
hunt? Did this man have a dad who he respected and loved? Did he have a pretty girl at home
that was waiting for him to come back? Did he also have an annoying little sister?

Was he really willing to die for the Fire Lord and this pointless war?

Twisting his hand tighter around his weapon the soldier made the first move.

They always did.

The man sent a wave of fire in Sokka’s direction before taking a few steps forward. Sokka
moved just out of the range of attack, throwing himself to the icy ground before rolling back



to his feet. Turning to the side he threw his boomerang once again, just in time to dodge two
fire blasts.

Sokka watched as the enemy moved closer as the boomerang struck, stopping him dead in his
tracks. His amber eyes shot wide open as the sharp side of the Water Tribe boy’s weapon
collided with his skull.

The soldier stumbled to his knees until his upper body slumped onto the slick ice floor, his
eyes closed, blood seeping from the wound on the back of his head. Sokka didn't hesitate,
moving quickly he found himself standing over the Fire Nation man. Grabbing his
boomerang and wiping the blood off its blade, Sokka was relieved that this fight didn’t last
any longer, that is, until the man stirred.

Slowly his arms begin to move, in an attempt to push himself up and off of the freezing ice.
Sokka saw his moment, just like when he was a child on the ice and that adorable little
mouse-hare stared up at him from the snare.

But this wasn’t a helpless mouse-hare, he wasn’t adorable, and when he got up he was going
to start trying to melt the flesh off of Sokka’s bones. Moving as if in a daze he grabbed the
man’s hair and pulled his head back, revealing his throat. With a shaking hand he brought his
boomerang forward to finish the job.

But he couldn’t do it.

He was weak… He couldn’t take this man’s life.

Sokka slowly released his grip when he felt heat and smelled the pungent smell of burning
fabric, just before smelling the sickening scent of burnt flesh.

It was a few seconds before he felt the pain, the horrible, burning pain on his arm. The fire
bender whose life he had just spared turned around and burnt him. Falling back Sokka
gripped his arm where the man had grabbed him and began burning, the fabric that once
covered his arm was charred. The cold wind biting at the fresh burn on Sokka’s bicep, the
burn wrapped around the top of his arm, red and blistering.

Sokka screamed out in pain as he dropped his boomerang, the fire bender was on his feet
again. The man’s stance changed as he went to finish the job, he wasn’t even going to hesitate
to kill Sokka, he felt like an idiot.

Sokka flinched when the man made a sharp gasping sound as a spear head broke through the
bottom of his sternum. Blood splattered onto the ice once again, this time landing at Sokka’s
feet. Scooting backwards Sokka’s was scared, his pounding heart was threatening to break
through his chest and spill his own blood on the ice. The noise of the battle was fading away
as he stared into the eyes of the man whose life he spared, just so he could turn around and
burn him.

His once scared amber eyes were clouding over as that spark of life left his body. He fell once
again, this time he would not be getting back up.



One of the Water Tribe men, Ghlan, pulled his spear out of the back of the new dead Fire
Nation soldier. He was older than Sokka but only by a few years. He was a non-bender like
Sokka, but his weapon of choice was a whale bone spear tip. He was a master at his weapon,
an excellent marksman when he practiced long range spear throwing. He had dark brown
hair, and wore it in a half up wolf tail style with two white beads in a braid by his right ear.
His eye color was a soft blue, gray and he had an exceptionally white smile.

Ghlan reached out and offered Sokka his hand, at this point in the day the sun was moving
lower in the western sky and most of the soldiers that emerged from the ship had retreated
back or were laying on the floor surrounded by red. Sokka could feel his body trembling as
the adrenaline pumped through his veins, he was struggling to catch his breath.

“It’s alright Sokka, just breathe, in and out. Focus on my voice, in… and out.”

Sokka watched Ghlan take a deep breath in through his nose and an equally long exhale
through his mouth. He made it look so easy, like breathing was so second nature. Sokka
couldn’t even imagine anything being that easy, everything in his body was tense and life
seemed so complicated and difficult.

How was he supposed to breath like that!?

“Sokka, you need to get control of yourself, more soldiers could be here any moment. We
managed to hold off the first wave, but more will be coming, do you understand?”

Sokka felt his head nod, but he didn’t remember giving his body the command.

How dare his brain tell his head to nod without his permission!? It was utter body mutiny,
what was next? Waving without permission? Talking without permission? EATING
WITHOUT PERMISSION!?

Talking to himself seemed to help, his mind relaxed and he finally got control of his
breathing. Slowly, the wild feeling of fight or flight left him and he was able to stand up
correctly and think straight.

“Thanks Ghlan, you saved my life.”

The Water Tribe man smiled at him, “well you owe me one, if you see one of those ash
makers about to roast me, I expect you to save me.”

“Deal.”

Ghlan looked down at Sokka’s arm and saw the large red mark of bubbling flesh, he had been
burnt. Untreated burns were the leading cause of death when encountering a fire bender.
Sokka’s burn was enough to worry Ghlan.

“Sokka, you need to go see a healer about that burn. If you leave it untreated it will become
infected and you could possibly lose that arm. Do you know where our healing station is?”

Sokka remembered the map that displayed where everyone was assigned, each person was
instructed to memorize their position and places of interest. It had details about where each



section's healing stations would be located, where the fallback line was, emergency
evacuation routes, and names and position of each man stationed on the wall.

Sokka thanked Tui and La that he was his father’s son and reading maps was in his blood. He
could read a map before he could walk, so memorizing their Chief’s battle plans was easy for
him.

“I remember, should I go now?”

“Yes, hurry, nightfall is coming quickly and the moon is full. We will have the advantage
once the ash maker’s beloved sun sets and our moon is revealed. We will need you back in
position before that.”

Sokka gave a firm nod as he clutched his now throbbing arm and headed in the direction of
the healing station.

- - - - - - - - -

The healing building was… Horrific. Men filled the scattered beds moaning and sobbing as
they clutched their burned and lacerated limbs. The smell of burnt flesh was nauseating, the
healers had to wear lavender and mint soaked face masks to keep the smell from disrupting
their healing. The soft blue glow illuminated from bed to bed as women moved around
quickly, but not hastily.

Sokka stood off to the side with other warriors that were waiting for their turn to see the
healer. There was a priority system when entering the healing station, the most life-
threatening wounds were first and dealt with on the right side of the building followed by the
less life-threatening on the left side of the building.

There were 6 beds on each side and a long table in the center filled with bandages, water,
herbs, and different varieties of tea.

The Northern Water Tribe was known for training their women water benders to be healers,
putting them through rigorous training for years. Katara disagreed with the idea of women
not being allowed to use their bending for combat, she was personally offended by the idea.

But Sokka could see in this scenario, how beneficial it was to have the women in their
element healing the wounded men who were fighting the enemy. Each bender knew their
responsibilities and what was expected of them, once the wounded warrior was healed they
were expected to head back out into the ice to continue fighting.

It was an effective system for a city that has not seen a battle in the entire 100 years the world
has been at war. That thought alone made Sokka’s stomach turn, how much help they could
have provided the South if they had thought to lend out even a handful of their healers and
benders.

He pushed those thoughts out of his mind too.



Nightfall descended onto the city before Sokka was seen by a healer, the girl had him sit on a
fur pelt as she cut the sleeve off his already ruined parka. Her eyes never met him as she
diligently worked on repairing the damage to his arm. She pulled water out of the basin and
as it began to glow she placed it gently on his bicep. The cool water was soothing to his hot
burn, he watched in amazement as the boiled skin was smoothed out and replaced with his
tan, unblemished skin. The throbbing pain that was radiating from his arm up into his brain
faded and then disappeared.

“Alright, you should be good to head back out, there are replacement clothing items hanging
in the next room over. You may get whatever you need to replace what was burnt. Please be
safe and may Tui and La protect you.”

Sokka nodded down at the young woman as she ushered over another injured man to replace
Sokka. Slowly he stood and left the awful smelling infirmary. As he passed the severely
injured side of the infirmary, his stomach began churning as he saw horrific sized burns that
covered the warrior’s bodies. His feet found a faster pace as he practically ran out of the
room.

Rummaging through the hanging clothing, he tried not to think about where these items were
gathered from.

Probably dead people, these were probably dead peoples’ old clothing.

Stop it, Sokka. Just get a new coat and get back out there.

His rummaging began to slow down, as he tried on different parkas finding extreme and
unbearable flaws in each one.

The armpits were too tight, he wouldn’t have enough room to throw his boomerang.

The next one was too short. What if he caught a cold because he wasn’t properly protected?

Arms too long.

Fur collar too itchy.

This one smells… Weird.

This shade of blue didn’t bring out enough of the blue in his eyes.

“You have been trying on coats here for a while now.”

Sokka turned to see the healer who helped him just moments ago, or what he felt was just
moments ago. Maybe it had been a little longer than he wanted to admit.

“I wouldn’t be here so long if I could find a damn parka that would fit right!”

She smiled at him, her soft blue eyes catching him in his moment of weakness, she saw
through him and into the fear that was consuming him from the inside out. Trembling, Sokka



held tight to the parka he gripped in his hands, the one that he said he couldn’t wear because
of the loose thread.

He just…. Needed more time to find another one.

The healer’s hand reached out and touched the parka he held in his hands, her delicate finger
gripping the fabric and tugging it slowly. Sokka let his grip fall, and she took the jacket in her
hands, holding it open and offering it to him to put back on.

Sokka turned and put one of his arms into the sleeve, followed by the other, the parka slid on
and he turned to look at the healer once more. She was still smiling at him, touching his arm
in a comforting way and giving his bicep a soft squeeze.

“I know it’s scary, being out there, fighting the enemy. But we are all thankful to you and the
sacrifice you and the other warriors are making to keep our city safe. It's ok to be afraid, it is
perfectly normal after an injury to be hesitant to return to the battlefield. Just know we all
believe in you, and you will come out of this alive.”

Sokka looked at her, blinking and fighting the warmth that tickled the back of his eyes.
Warriors don’t cry before a battle, they stay strong and fight through the fear. He smiled at
her and nodded, “thank you.” Was all his throat would let him say before the lump threatened
to wobble his words into sobs.

Strapping his boomerang strap around his new parka he gave the healer a respectful bow
before running out the door and back out onto the ice. It was dark at this point, the light from
the full moon cast a silver glow which reflected off the ice. Sokka began moving back
towards his station when everything stopped.

The sky began to bleed, a heavy red glow consumed the moon, dropping his world into
chaos. Water bending ceased to exist, attacks faltered and the water tribe warriors began to
run. Fire Nation soldiers went back on the offensive and the sounds of painful screaming
filled the night air.

Sokka began to panic, was he dead? Did someone kill him when he left the infirmary?

Of course he would finally pick a stupid parka just to die in it.

His running slowed as he watched a group of fire benders move in on a group of defenseless
Water Tribe benders, without their bending they were vulnerable. The soldiers advanced onto
the Water Tribe men, backed by a crazy metal tank that Sokka was slightly impressed by.

He would never admit it out loud though.

One of the benders tried to break away and Sokka watched in horror as the tank spit out a
heavy stream of fire crippling the escape attempt and burning the man into ash. His screams
were drowned out by the cries of his fellow tribe members. Forced to their knees the Fire
Nation seemed to be collecting select prisoners.



Three men were selected out of the group of seven, no longer eight, and their arms were
dragged behind their back as heavy metal cuffs were placed across their wrists. The soldier
with the fancy helmet seemed to be the leader as he pointed in the direction of the outer wall
and the three, now prisoners, were dragged away. The remaining men on their knees waited
for their fate.

Sokka didn’t know how long he was watching the horror unfold before the moon vanished.
Darkness covered the world, complete and utter blackness.

He couldn’t see anything around him, reaching out his trembling arms in front of him, Sokka
tried to feel around for anything he could hold onto. Stumbling forward he fell onto the ice,
just in time to see the flames break through the darkness.

Red and orange patches of light began popping up all around him, revealing the terrifying
realization that there were hundreds of Fire Nation soldiers all around. All throughout the city
fire benders were lighting up the darkness with their evil flames.

Sokka pulled himself to his knees, watching the men in front of him look confused, they were
speaking to each other, trying to make sense out of the senseless situation they were in.

Did someone steal the moon?

Has La abandoned the city?

Forsaken its people the way the North did to the South?

Sokka was lost in his thoughts only to be ripped back into the reality of the world he was
living in, the world at war.

The world on fire.

The fire benders moved into tight formation in front of the kneeling Water Tribe men, their
arms extending out, palms flat and facing outward.

Sokka froze, he knew that certain fire bending position. He has seen enough fire bending
destruction and fought against a certain angry pony tail jerk to know what that gesture meant
for the men kneeling on the ice.

Closing his eyes, his fear was confirmed by the smell of burning flesh and the bone chilling
screams of death. It only took a couple seconds for the screams to fade into whimpers and
finally silence.

Rise, run, rise, run, move, run, his mind was stuck in a loop. A loop of thought’s begging him
to get up, to rise off his knees and run, he needed to run to the spirit oasis and find his sister
and Aang. He couldn’t allow anything to happen to Katara and he surely wasn’t going to die
out here on his knees. This was a nightmare he needed to wake up from, and the only way he
could do that was to find his sister and the Avatar.

When the fire stopped, Sokka was once again plunged into darkness. Now was his chance, he
needed to use this blackness as cover to run as fast and as far as he could. Even with his legs



threatening to wobble out from under him, and his arms being completely useless as the fear
had crippled them, he managed to rise to his feet.

Sokka began moving in the opposite direction of the sadistic violence he just witnessed,
phantom pains stinging where his own burn was branded into his skin just hours ago.
Stumbling forward, he was either going to manage to successfully find the well hidden spirit
oasis in the blackness.

Or he was going to struggle his way into one of the many freezing canals that were elegantly
placed throughout the city and drown or freeze to death. He wondered, would freezing to
death hurt worse than being burned alive?

What would be a better story for his father and sister, Sokka burned alive? Or Sokka, froze to
death after stumbling into a freezing canal?

Both were startling possibilities of what his future might hold for him, and he wouldn’t even
get to kiss Princess Yue. He couldn’t remember the last thing he said to his sister… He
wouldn’t even get to see Aang kick the Fire Lord’s ass… He would never get to say goodbye
to his dad.

Just as he began to panic, the world started to glow an iridescent blue color, rippling veins
through the water as a huge fish monster rose atop the city. Sokka’s mouth dropped as he
stood, stunned, watching the massive glowing beast make its way through the ice city,
destroying anything in its path.

Sokka rubbed his eyes, trying to push his senses back to reality and not this spirit world
mumbo jumbo he obviously was dreaming up. Instead of things returning to normal he was
hit by a moving mass which knocked him off his feet, again. His right shoulder hit the hard
ice and he felt his body slide a few feet, he was really getting sick and tired of being thrown
down onto the stupid ice.

Frowning, he looked up to see what knocked him over, only to make eye contact with the
only fire bender he had met that he hated worse than Prince ponytail.

Zhao.

Sokka saw the man’s bright amber eyes flash with recognition when he looked down at
Sokka, without missing a beat the massive fire bender reached down and grabbed the teenage
Water Tribe boy by the collar of his stupid parka and yanked him to his feet.

“Well if it isn’t the Avatar’s Water Tribe boy, get up, you’re coming with me.”

Sokka was dragged along with Zhao, closing his eyes and wondering if burning to death or
drowning were still possible options for his future. Anything would be better than whatever
this psycho had in store for him.
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Chapter 2: The Long Journey

The days following his capture bled together in a frightening and violent blur. Zhao was not
gentle as he dragged Sokka onto the Fire Nation cruiser, throwing him down face first into
the metal deck commanding his men to ‘put him with the others’.

Others? There were other Water Tribe prisoners aboard this metal death trap? Why, out of all
the stupid Fire Nation ships attacking the Northern Water Tribe, didn’t the giant glowing sea
monster destroy Zhao’s fucking ship?

It must be the same dumb Fire Nation luck that followed Prince Zuko and his overweight
uncle around, never having to suffer the consequences of their actions. So now Zhao gets to
take their people prisoner and sail away unscathed.

Stupid spirits, sometimes they were completely useless.

He was thrown into the brig with multiple other Water Tribe prisoners, the smell of burnt
flesh lingered in the damp, dark hallway. Sokka felt his sense of humor fading fast as his
wrists were chained together followed by his ankles. He was thrown into the cell with force,
knocking his already throbbing shoulder once again.

They took his parka away, he felt a deep feeling of regret for ever making fun of that
beautiful, wonderfully crafted parka he loved. With it’s wonderful loose thread, if only they
let him keep it.

He wouldn’t be so damn cold right now.

The few lanterns they had lit cast an eerie flickering red light into the cell, causing visibility
to be limited. Sokka didn’t know how many cells there were below deck, but he knew there
were at least a few and all of them seemed to have people inside.

The trembling mass of blue fabric huddled together for warmth as the men prayed to Tui and
La for protection from the Fire Nation soldiers who only came down to check on them every
few hours. The soldiers never spoke, they only checked the different cells for life and
removed anyone who was no longer living. Sokka could hardly keep down the bile that was
bubbling in the back of his throat, threatening to spill out onto the floor as he watched the
first heap of blue fabric being pulled down the hallway.

Dead.

Who knows how many Water Tribe people Zhao had trapped down here, the quiet sobbing
and hushed whispering made it impossible to try and gage how many other men were in each
cell.

At least he didn’t capture the Avatar, Sokka was sure he would have heard word about Aang
being on board from someone if he had been.



Aang, Katara, Yue… Just saying their names to himself brought a deep hurt into his heart. He
had felt that hurt there before, it was right after his mom died and the reality that she was
never coming back finally sunk in. The first few days following her death didn’t feel real, but
once the tribe went back to their normal day to day responsibilities, the reality that his mom
was gone hit him hard.

When he woke up in the morning she wasn’t in the kitchen preparing breakfast, Katara was.

When he looked for his favorite trousers and realized they were still in the dirty clothes
basket, he knew it was because mom wasn’t there to clean them, so Katara had to.

The first time they ate his favorite food, stewed sea prunes, after mom died, he realized they
didn’t taste the same… He knew it was because mom didn’t make them that time, Katara did.

When he was sharpening his first spear head and the stone slipped and he cut himself, he
cried for his mom, who wasn’t there anymore. But Katara came over, and she helped clean
the cut and wrap it up.

Katara was always there for him, even when his mom couldn’t be anymore. Now he was
alone, and even worse, Katara was alone. Yes, she had Aang, happy go lucky Avatar Aang..
But he wouldn’t be able to protect her the way Sokka could.

Katara was gone, mom was gone, and the hurt in his heart grew bigger.

Sokka sat alone in the corner of the prison cell, the one that was too small for the six grown
men they had shoved in here. Everyone’s hands and ankles were chained together so they
each had limited movement.

Sokka had his knees pulled up to his chest, his arms resting on the top of them as he laid his
head on his forearms staring down at the dull metal floor. He watched the dancing red light
create little moving shadows on the floor, he did this for most of his time awake.

Sokka couldn’t keep track of the time of day because the soldiers didn’t follow a schedule
and the only light provided was the flickering lanterns. The only thing the lanterns did was
make their environment look more ‘Fire Nation-y’ with the creepy red hue they emitted in the
already too creepy hallway.

The men were hardly given any food, and when food was provided it was only a few stale
pieces of bread thrown in the middle of the cell. The soldiers expected them to fight over the
limited food supply like animals. But the Water Tribe people were known for sharing
everything they had, so the oldest man in the cell was in charge of breaking up the rations
fairly.

The men worked out a good system of sharing their portions of food and water, that is until
one morning (at least Sokka assumed it was morning considering he just woke up) soldiers
came down the hall, one stopping at each cell.

Pointing at their elder, they opened the cell door and pulled out the oldest Water Tribe man.
He wasn’t a gray old man, but in comparison to the other warriors he was considerably older,



possibly a little younger than Sokka’s dad.

From the brief words Sokka and him exchanged with one another, mostly saying ‘bread’ or
‘here’ maybe once he said ‘there you go’ – He had seemed really nice.

But that didn’t stop the Fire Nation soldiers from coming in and he was escorted away
without a word and never came back.

One of Sokka’s cell mates, a man by the name of Jaiku, asked about their missing cellmate
when a soldier brought them their stale bread.

“Where did you ash makers take Pannok?”

Sokka winced at the slang ‘ash maker’ while it was a common slur used when describing
people from the Fire Nation, it probably wasn’t wise to use it when addressing their captors.
Especially when they were already so fucking friendly.

The soldiers always wore their helmets with their face plate pulled down, so there was no
way to track any of the guards. Sokka was desperately trying to track some kind of
consistency, the only thing he noticed was one of the guards had a small dent in the side of
his helmet.

But Denty didn’t come to his cell very often, and he didn’t seem any different then the other
soldiers who never spoke. So Denty was just another faceless incarcerator and was of no use
to Sokka in his silent schemes of escape.

This particular day they must have had the pleasure of dealing with a rather unfriendly Fire
Nation individual. He threw down the bread, stepped on it and then grabbed Jaiku by the
collar of his shirt and slammed him into the bars.

Using his gloved hand he repeatedly smashed his fist into the young man’s face until he was
unrecognizable. Blood covered his upper body dripping down his face and it began pooling
onto the metal floor. Jaiku’s nose was smashed into pieces, and after the soldier dropped him
onto the cold metal floor he gave the prisoner a few swift kicks to the gut before leaving the
cell.

He never said a word.

Sokka’s face paled in horror as he watched the man, who’s name he didn’t even want to say,
choke on the blood rising in his throat, unable to breathe. Two of the Water Tribe men rushed
over, rolling him to his side gently as they tried to help him breathe. Ripping pieces from
their tunics, they attempted to do what they could for his injuries.

Within a few minutes of the attack, Jaiku took his last breath. His final moment was a
mixture of wheezing, gurgling, and gagging while he choked on his own blood, before he
died imprisoned, on the cold floor of a Fire Nation ship.

Sokka watched the dead man’s body twitch before a red foam broke through his lips, running
down his cheek and onto the floor. Just before his blue eyes rolled in the back of his head. It



was an awful way to die Sokka decided, he would rather be burnt or drowned, if only he had
just died back in the ice city.

Sokka’s breathing became erratic when he realized that he was only seconds away from
asking the same question that Jaiku died for. If he had spoken, it would be his dead body
beaten and bloody. He did a lot of talking usually, that was obviously not a good thing to do
in this murder ship.

His arms trembled uncontrollably, holding his body in a tight ball he tried to remember to
control his breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. That’s the advice he was
given, too bad it was polar dog shit advice and it didn’t fucking work.

He felt the rush of panic thumping through his veins as static energy filled his ear drums,
drowning out any of his thoughts. His eyes began to sting, squeezing them shut, light spots
danced under his eyelids, mocking him for being such a weak excuse of a warrior.

Is this what being terrified felt like?

Was he going to die on this ship, his last meal being stale bread that some Fire Nation asshole
stepped on?

Did Katara and Aang even think he was alive?

Would they come looking for him?

How would they even begin to try to find him?

What would they tell his dad?

He heard a loud sob, as he looked up to see who it came from, he heard it again and he
realized the sound was coming from deep inside of his own throat. Taking a few deep breaths
he stifled the sobs and focused on keeping himself invisible and silent.

He needed to survive long enough to come up with a plan of escape. If he didn’t do
something soon everyone was going to die.

He was the plan guy, he could still make it out of here alive, he just had to focus.

—————————————————

It took too long for someone to come and remove the dead body out of their cell. Maybe it
was their way of sending a message, or maybe the Fire Nation just didn’t give a fuck. It was
probably the latter.

Sokka spent all his free time trying to notice any details about their surroundings that would
help him escape.

So far he had a whole pile of nothing. There were no windows, so he couldn’t track the time
of day. The soldiers didn’t follow any particular feeding schedule, and everyone was growing
weaker with lack of proper food and water rationing. The elders of each cell were taken



away, assuming to have been murdered, leaving less civil order in between cellmates as
desperation began setting in.

So far he didn’t see any water benders on board, at least no one in his cell was a water
bender. He could really use some of their magic water shenanigans for his plan.

Well, whenever he came up with a plan.

It would be easier to come up with a plan if he had a water bender, that was a definite.

For now, they were stuck, at least until the ship arrived at whatever destination they were
headed to; hopefully not the Fire Nation. Sokka felt a gnawing feeling in the pit of his
stomach, deeper than the dull ache from lack of nutrients. He was afraid that most of these
men wouldn’t survive this trip from hell, selfishly, he was more afraid that he might not make
it to wherever they were headed.

What was keeping that psycho Fire Nation person from coming back to their cell and beating
another person to death?

What if they decided to stop feeding them all together? (Not like the moldy pieces of bread
were providing any real nutrition.)

But the food did tell the hungry voice in his head to shut up for a while, and it seemed to
settle the hungry feeling that was clawing at his stomach lining. At least for a short period of
time.

He couldn’t imagine what it would feel like to just stop eating all together.

Oh how he missed meat, if he was ever given the chance to eat meat again he was sure it
would be the most glorious moment in the entire world. Maybe even more glorious than
when Suki kissed him, but possibly not as glorious as if Yue ever kissed him.

Yue or meat… That was a hard choice.

Why was he making himself choose between a beautiful woman and equally beautiful meat?
He was going to have both damn it!

Sokka convinced himself he was going crazy, comparing women and meat, the hunger was
starting to make him delusional. His crazy thoughts that weren’t coherent were silenced by
the sound of heavy footsteps in the hallway, headed in their direction.

Sokka’s eyes peeked out from under his arms when the clanging metal sound indicated that
the door was being opened. Three armored men came into his cell and started tugging on the
arms of the hunched over men.

“Get up, lets go.”

First words spoken to them from the Fire Nation soldiers since being incarcerated, they were
about as kind and gentle as Sokka expected them to be.



Slowly the three men began to stir, they struggled to lift their weak bodies into a standing
position, even with the guards hoisting them up. One of the weaker men stumbled and fell,
only to receive a few swift kicks to his ribs from a pointed Fire Nation boot.

The Water Tribe man gasped for air as the soldier reached back down, this time snatching the
man up by his hair. With a firm grip on the man’s long wolf's tail, he was lifted back to his
feet, a small trail of blood dripping from his hairline down his forehead and over his right
eye. He was shoved in line with the others without a word spoken.

Sokka rushed to his feet as one of the menacing soldiers approached him, moving as quickly
as he could with his ankles chained, he staggered in line as they left the cell.

No need to get grabby or punchy. He would follow their directions just fine without any
unnecessary force. He wanted to say, but definitely did not. He kept his mouth shut tight.

——————————————

Apparently all the cells were being emptied and the entire group of prisoners were being
escorted up onto the deck. Sokka began making a mental list of all the information he could
gather from being out of his cell.

What direction he would need to run if he were to break out of his cell.

The position of the stars, so he could figure out which direction they were headed.

Where the lifeboats were on deck so he could possibly steal one.

How many soldiers were stationed on deck and where they were posted.

How many Water Tribe captives there were and if any of them appeared to be water benders.

His mental list was cut off when the blinding light from the sun attacked his eyes, dropping
his head down he squeezed his eyes closed as the sharp pain from the light sensitivity dulled.

Blinking, Sokka was able to coax his eyes to open back up, not wanting to waste any more of
this valuable time to take in his surroundings. His vision was blurred from the blinding light
that the sun, apparently, always emitted during the day. Was it always this bright?!

Stupid sun, and stupid Fire Nation for worshiping the stupid sun. Why was everything
working against him at all moments!?

“Stop. Kneel.”

Kneel?

Sokka tried to swallow the rather inconvenient lump that liked to wedge itself in his throat
when he was scared. Dehydration caused his throat to do whatever it wanted, without any
moisture he was powerless against the throat lump.



A heavy hand shoved the back of his shoulders rather hard, pushing his body into a kneeling
position. His knees hit the metal floor hard enough to make his teeth rattle, lucky, he was still
allowed to keep his pants so the force didn’t skin his knees.

Glancing to his left and then to his right, he saw a number of other Water Tribe men, all
dressed proudly in blue. A few of them even held their heads high as if to display their lack
of fear for the Fire Nation.

Sokka did a quick count and including himself there were 23 men that were captured, they
must have all come from the battle on out on the ice because they all wore warriors attire.
There were no women taken prisoner so that was something positive. He was sure that if the
glowing fish monster didn’t show up, they might not have been as lucky.

The group kneeled in silence for a while until the sound of heavy marching feet made their
way across the metal deck. Three sets of feet stood in front of the group, Sokka was afraid to
look up, even though he was fully aware of who was standing in front of them.

“Good afternoon Water Tribe savages, for those that do not know who I am, my name is
Admiral Zhao. You have the pleasure of being guests on my ship. I’m sure you have
questions and because I consider myself a compassionate man I will allow you to ask them in
an orderly fashion.”

Sokka finally looked up, his eyes moved slowly towards the source of the voice, doing his
best not to draw any extra attention to himself.

Zhao was a tall, strong man as he stood in his arrogance with his arms crossed over his gold
and red chest plate. His armor was fancier then the black and red armor Prince Zuko wore,
Zhao’s armor was flashy and had gold trimming. The shoulder pieces stuck out on the sides
and he wore a red cape that was fluttering ever so gently in the soft breeze. The entire get up
looked heavy, and if someone were to push Zhao into the ocean he would probably sink like a
rock.

But if someone were stupid enough to do that, with at least 15 Fire Nation soldiers (that
Sokka could visually count) standing around them, they would burn him to a crisp before
Zhao’s side burns even if the water.

“Where are you taking us?”

Sokka peered down the line to see one of the oldest Water Tribe prisoners holding his head
high as his deep voice asked his question.

Zhao smirked, “some of you will be headed to the Pohaui Stronghold, and a select few of you
will going to a more discreet Fire Nation prison camp.”

The same man kept talking, “What are you planning to do with us once we get to the Pohaui
Stronghold?”

Zhao chuckled, “assuming you will be one of the lucky few that has the privilege of going to
the stronghold, then you and whoever else will be interrogated for information and once you



are no longer useful you will be disposed of.”

Sokka’s limbs felt colder in the sun than they did below deck in the dark. At least in his cell
he had been unaware of their fate, left guessing what the future might hold. Now he knew,
and it was a frightening future, one filled with promises of pain and suffering.

He was a ‘friend of the Avatar’ who knows what type fo torture they would use to extract
information from him about Aang. He wouldn’t tell them anything, they would be forced to
kill him, but after how long? How long would his body hold up against the pain? The cold
fear was consuming him, creeping into his chest and causing his heart to beat faster to try and
stop it from freezing.

Sokka’s eyes shifted back to the floor as he practiced the stupid nose, mouth breathing
technique again. He could not afford to freak out on the deck in front of Zhao and bring any
extra attention to himself, he still needed to come up with a plan to escape.

A hushed mummer broke out around the Water Tribe men, before a blast of fire in the air
silenced the group. Zhao lowered his fist, his amber eyes glaring at the group of men
restrained on their knees.

“I know you people were born savages, and it is hard for you to understand the concept of
keeping order, but if you can not act civilized then I will not allow you to ask any more
questions. Do I make myself clear?”

No one said anything, until the man who was apparently in charge of asking the questions
spoke again.

“How will you decide who goes to the stronghold and who does not?”

“I will decide once this conversation is over.”

“What will happen to those of us that do not go to the Pohaui Stronghold?”

“That is to be determined.”

“You mentioned another discreet prison camp? How will you decide who will go there?”

“I have already decided that.”

Another, much younger Water Tribe man spoke up this time, “isn’t the Pohaui Stronghold the
prison the Avatar broke out of?”

Sokka felt his hear sink in his chest, not only was that a stupid thing to ask a mad man like
Zhao, but he knew that was not true. Aang was never incarcerated, especially not in a scary
Fire Nation prison.

Zhao’s face stayed relatively neutral, but Sokka saw the slight hint of annoyance twitch in the
Admirals right eye, which led Sokka to believe that… maybe… Aang was captured before?
How would something as serious as being captured by the Fire Nation and locked away in



one of their prisons go unnoticed?! Sokka has been with the kid since he came out of the ice
for spirits sake!

“The Avatar did not escape out of his prison, he was broken out by a skilled swordsman who
specializes in stealth. He would never have escaped without this person's help.”

Yep, Zhao was bitter about this, his right eye twitched the entire time he spoke and his
eyebrows narrowed a little more than normal as he fought with his anger.

Why wouldn’t Aang tell him about the time he was captured by Zhao and held prisoner and
then released by a stealth swordsman!? It was exactly the kind of story Sokka lived for.

“I heard it was the Blue Spirit, he set the Avatar free.”

Zhao’s right eye twitched, hard, and his face turned an interesting shade of red. His fist
clenched into a tight fist as a small burst of flame hit the floor, causing a few of the Water
Tribe men to flinch back.

“I do not know where you savages think you are right now, but I can assure you that you are
not at home sitting around your primitive fire pit telling stories. You are prisoners aboard my
ship and just so we are clear, that traitor the Blue Spirit, as you call him, was apprehended
after releasing the Avatar and was put to death.”

A few men made a gasping noise, and Sokka was growing increasingly frustrated that he was
never informed about this Blue Spirit, which was an exceptionally cool name. Or that Aang
was apparently best friends with the guy, so much so that he would break into a prison single
handed to break Aang out. If Sokka ever got off this murder ship he was going to have a
serious conversation with Aang about secrets.

The same stupid Water Tribe man, that was apparently dead set on making Zhao angry.
Decided to open his dumb mouth again about Zhao’s very obvious arch nemesis the Blue
Spirit.

“Traitor? Does that mean the Blue Spirit is Fire Nation?”

Zhao smirked this time, “he was Fire Nation. The Blue Spirit is dead, I killed him personally.
Now, are there any other questions, not pertaining to the dead Blue Spirit, before we move
onto the next matter of business? I am growing impatient.”

Zhao made a head motion towards the young man who kept asking about the Blue Spirit, and
one of the many masked Fire Nation soldiers grabbed the kneeling big mouth by his arms and
pulled him towards Zhao. The inquisitive Water Tribe man shook in fear as Zhao stood only a
few feet away.

“Since you want to talk about the Blue Spirit so much, and find the entire traitorous situation
so fascinating, I am going to give you the opportunity to talk to him in person. You would
like that wouldn’t you?”



It took Sokka far too long to catch onto what Zhao was insinuating, as he watched Zhao give
his soldiers a nod and they dragged the restrained man to the edge of the deck and tossed him
overboard without a second thought.

The group of men gasped, a few cried out, but no one did anything to try and stop it from
happening. The faint sound of his body hitting the water was the last thing they heard, hardly
audible over the roar of the waves crashing against the ship as it sailed forward.

Zhao didn’t even look back to watch the body being tossed overboard, his eyes were filled
with amusement as he scanned the line of terrified men. When Sokka saw Zhao’s eyes
moving toward him, he tucked his chin under and shifted his gaze back to the floor, hoping to
hide from recognition.

“Now that we have taken care of that little nuisance, any more questions? Hopefully there is
no one else still curious about the Blue Spirit, I would be more than happy to allow any of
you to join him. If not I would like to move on to the next matter of business.”

A new Water Tribe man spoke this time, “what happened to the Northern Water Tribe? The
last thing I remember was the moon vanished.”

Zhao’s smirk disappeared as his brow furrowed, “the moon spirit was killed-“

Shouting from the Water Tribe men erupted, Zhao shot a stream of fire just over their heads,
singeing a few stray hairs as it sailed overhead. That made the men shut their mouths almost
instantly.

Clearing his throat, Zhao stood up straighter. “The moon spirit was killed, and somehow the
Avatar was able to revive it. So don’t worry, your precious people have their moon back, too
bad most of you will never see it again.”

The Water Tribe men were silent, Sokka knew there had to be more questions but everyone
was probably just as eager as he was to find out what Zhao meant by ‘next matter of
business’.

“Now that you people have no more questions, we can finally move on. We are sailing
through the western Earth Kingdom waters right now and we are only a few days from
making port. With that being said, unfortunately for you, there is not enough room in the
stronghold for all 23- oops, 22 of you. So we will need to trim the fat, only 10 of you will be
making it to port, the rest of you, well… I’m sure you know where I am going with this.

“I consider myself a man of justice, I believe a punishment should fit the crime. In my eyes,
all of you have committed the same crime of being dirty savages who dared to raise a weapon
against the all mighty Fire Nation. That crime alone is deserving of death. Now, I am
providing a chance of mercy for those of you who go to the Pohaui Stronghold, but only for
10 of you. I will allow you to decide amongst yourselves on who will go and who will die
here today. I am running out of bread, so only 10 of you will be walking off this deck today. I
will give you a few minutes to decide.”



Zhao places his arms behind his back before walking away, his head held high and an evil
smirk on his face. Sokka knew that the fake compassion he was showing when answering
questions, and using the word ‘mercy’ was just leading to this, where they would have to pick
and choose who would live and who would die.

The men began talking to each other, some of them began yelling, while others tried to keep
the peace. It was apparent that lack of food and water, plus the idea of 12 men being put to
death in a few minutes, was causing a lot of stress.

“I think we should see if anyone volunteers-“

“-well do any of you want to die today?”

“-we shouldn’t be-“

“How do you expect us-“

Sokka tuned the conversation out, he wasn’t sure what conclusion they could come to in ten
minutes that would be fair. There was no right way to decide if someone was going to die,
especially in such a fucked up demonstration of power. Zhao could keep feeding them, even
if he ran out of bread, what about real food?

Maybe some rice?

There were other options, and with Zhao’s positions and obvious need to flex his power, there
had to be room in the Pohaui Stronghold for all of the Water Tribe men. He was only doing
this to them so he could bask in the high he got from other people’s suffering.

It was apparent how sensitive he was about appearing weak, based on how he reacted to one
man breaking Aang out of this so-called secure Fire Nation prison, he did not like looking
like a fool. Now Water Tribe prisoners were going to die to feed Zhao’s insatiable ego. The
whole situation made Sokka sick, well, sicker than he already felt.

Sokka only began listening again after Zhao returned to his position in front of them, his
arms still positioned behind his back, the annoying smirk displayed across his face. Spirits,
Sokka wanted to smack the shit out of him.

“So what did you decide?”

The man who did most of the question asking spoke up, Sokka decided to call his Chief
Prisoner.

“We have a few men who are willing to sacrifice themselves for the lives of the other
prisoners, all that I ask is that we are able to pray to Tui and La for a safe journey to the other
side.”

Zhao scoffed before waving his hand in a dismissive gesture, urging them to hurry it up.

Sokka half listened to the older men say a blessing for the moon and ocean spirits to guide
those who were sacrificing their lives. Sokka found the blessing frustrating because right now



he didn’t believe in spirits actually helping his people. He had witnessed too much death in
the past couple of days or weeks, to believe anything was going to magically come and save
them.

He was going to count on himself and strategy to escape, not spirits. Because honestly when
they did intervene they failed to destroy the main fucking Fire Nation ship and also failed to
kill the main fucking evil Fire Nation guy. Those seemed like two pretty large fuck ups on the
giant fish monsters part.

“- On this red road laid out for me I will not and refuse to stray, for in each and every passing
day I will keep my heart to the sky and hold my head up high, for today is a good day to die.”

Sokka caught the last few lines of the blessing. Today is a good day to die - No today was not
a good day to die, today was a good day to figure out how to get the fuck out of here.

“Alright, alright, now that your stupid chant is over those who are dying today please stand
so my men can throw you into your precious ocean.” Zhao’s voice was cold, he didn’t spare a
hint of emotion towards the death of these people. In fact, his tone sounded humored, in a
mocking way.

Sokka watched as 6 men stood proud with their chins held high and their faces neutral in
their final moments. One by one they were escorted to the edge of the ship, wrists and ankles
still bound together, ensuring they would surely drown. The soldiers threw each man into the
ocean, one by one they went over without a word.

Zhao smirked as he watched the brave warriors fall to their death, turning back to the group
and chuckled. “I know it might be confusing, all these numbers and such. But I only counted
6 men just now, I believe I asked for 10. Do I need to do the honor and hand pick the rest?”

No one said anything, the only sound was the churning ocean slapping against the sides of
the metal ship. Sokka’s throat felt dry, as the notorious lump wiggled its way back in, causing
his breathing to come in short struggling gasps.

He might just drown after all.

When no one said anything as Zhao took a slow, calculated step forward, pointing at one man
and then a second, finally a third, until he stood in front of Sokka.

There was a tense air between them as time seemed to stop when Zhao stood in front of the
panicked boy kneeling on the floor. He reached out and grabbed Sokka by the front of his
tunic, hoisting him up so he was standing on his feet.

Sokka didn’t know his heart could beat this fast, if his beating heart was to race a polar dog
puppy right now his heart would give that pup a run for its dinner. The beating was so fast the
fear of it breaking through his chest was becoming just as real of a threat as being thrown
overboard.

Sokka’s eyes shifted up until the blue met amber, thinking of his mom’s lesson, he saw
nothing but pure evil in this man’s eyes. The flames danced in the speaks of gold in Zhao’s



eyes, he looked at Sokka with malicious intent.

“Avatar’s friend, don’t worry you won’t be dying today, consider yourself one of my special
prisoners. You will be joining me at my personal prison camp, but don’t worry, you will wish
you died here today after I’m done with you.”

Sokka’s throat closed, holding his breath the pounding in his chest drowned out all the noise
around him. Zhao released his grip and moved away, selecting his final victim.

Sokka was still stuck in place, he watched the last prisoner tossed over the railing to their
death. Sokka didn’t move when the rest of the prisoners were shuffled to their feet. The world
seemed too bright, the pounding in his ears was too loud, he couldn’t breath because his
throat was closed.

Someone was yelling at him, two Fire Nation soldiers approached him. He felt the pain on his
arm, the searing heat must have melted his flesh where the man grabbed him, shoving him
forward. Sokka fell to the ground, the pounding was growing faster and louder, closing his
eyes he tried to breath.

Nose, mouth, nose, mouth, breathe, in and out, in and out…. He chanted that lie like a mantra
until everything went black.

—————————————

When Sokka finally stirred, he felt the pounding in his head before his eyes were even open.
Afraid to look, he felt out his other senses before opening his eyes. It smelled like burnt flesh
and mildew, the air was musty and humid, the slight tilting of the floor indicated they were
still on the ship.

Sokka was laying on freezing metal, his body must have instinctively curled up for warmth
because he noticed his arms and knees were tucked into his core. Cold, he was so cold, his
skin was littered with goosebumps and his jaw was tight from clenching it too tight when he
was struggling to stay warm.

Finally, he opened his eyes. Every slow moving blink was painful as his blurry vision
recognized the sinister red glow almost imminently. He was back in his cell, his wrists and
ankles still chained, slowly he moved himself into a sitting position.

Sokka’s body was stiff and painful, he wondered how long he was laying on the floor
struggling for warmth. It took him too long to realized that he was alone in his cell.

Panic set in, the rise and fall of his chest sending sharp pains radiating through his body,
where did everyone go? Did all he men in his cell die?

The pain in his chest indicated some kind of injury, moving his hands up he pulled on the side
of his tunics, moving the fabric down so he could look at his skin. He regretted looking, the
large dark bruises covered his chest.



Painful purples and pinks, resembling little rain clouds, extended over the right side of his
chest, slipping down onto his ribcage. Someone had beat the shit out of him, but considering
the fact he was unconscious and the clustered bruising, it looked as if he had been repeatedly
kicked.

That would made the most sense, if he was unconscious laying on the ground, kicking him
would be the most effective way to injure him. Sokka groaned, running his shaking fingers
through his greasy hair as the messy strands dangled in his vision. He felt itchy, rubbing his
face, he brought his hands down, palms facing up, he saw the streaks of dirt crusted into the
creases of his hands.

He wondered the last time he had a decent bath, it must have been right before the battle, he
wanted to look his best in case he ran into Princess Yue. His mind skipped to the thoughts of
the beautiful Princess and her crystal blue eyes, her deep eyes were always full of kindness
and understanding. Her perfectly tan skin fading into a soft kissable pink color as her lips
pulled into a sweet smile.

Her hair, the wonderful white color, was always so carefully done to make sure not a single
hair was out of place, signifying her important position in the tribe. Most of all he missed her
voice, the way she carefully spoke as if every word was being scrutinized by someone
lurking in the shadows. Her timid laugh, oh... how Sokka longed to make her laugh, almost
embarrassing himself in the process.

Scoffing, Sokka knew he needed to let the delusion that he would ever see Princess Yue again
fade away. The look in Zhao’s eyes haunted him, imagining the angry fire consuming him as
he helplessly sat on his knees.

Before his thoughts could get too dark he heard the familiar sound of hard boots marching
against metal flooring. The sound sent phantom pains thumping through his bruised chest.
Looking up from where he was seated on the floor in the middle of the his disgusting cell
Sokka’s eyes met with cruel amber eyes.

“Good morning Avatar’s friend, we have arrived at our destination. I hope you feel well
rested we have a bit of a journey before we get to your new home.” Zhao’s voice dripped
with sadistic amusement. He seemed to draw excitement out of mental torture, dangling the
idea of pain and suffering just out of reach. Laughing as he watched the fear flash in his
victims eyes, knowing that he was the cause of that fear.

Sokka swallowed, the light trail of saliva running down his exceptionally parched throat,
giving him no relief. More than anything he wanted to correct Zhao, to stand on his feet and
crack a funny side burn joke and remind the fucker his name was Sokka not Avatar’s friend.

But the fear of relation kept him firmly seated where he was, that is until Zhao’s men walked
into his cell grabbing him roughly on both sides of his arms and pulled his aching body to his
feet. Legs trembling Sokka was forcibly dragged down the hallway his feet stumbling to find
his footing.

No words were spoken as they pulled him up the stairs, his foot caught one of the steps and
he was able to gathering his bearings putting weight on his trembling legs. The light from the



deck was blinding again, spots danced in his vision as he forced himself to blink away the
pain.

He needed to see where he was going, he had to escape before Zhao locked him away in his
creepy ‘discreet prison’ which Sokka was convinced meant tying him up in his personal
closet and using him as a human punching bag whenever he felt like it.

Sokka’s blue eyes focused on the shoreline, tears pricked the back of his eyes at the beautiful
sight of land. The shoreline gave him hope, there was a certain security in knowing that if he
was able to break free from his captors there was a direction he could run.

Shuddering, he tried not to think of the chained up Water Tribe men being plunged over the
side of the railing, their bodies smacking against the freezing water before they sunk to their
death.

“Where… are we?” Sokka didn’t even recognize his broken raspy voice. The words clawed
their way out of his dry throat, his mouth equally as dry not able to spare anymore saliva to
sooth the burning.

Zhao turned back to look at him, standing at the edge of the ramp the two Fire Nation
soldiers held him tight, Sokka glanced up to see a familiar helmet.

“Denty…” he whispered. Zhao gave him a confused look, raising one of his bushy eyebrows
before his face returned to its normal signature Fire Nation pissed off look.

Were Fire Nation men trained to look angry?

Was it part of their version of warrior training?

‘In order to be pat of the Fire Nation army you must always keep your face set in an angry
expression. Brows furrowed like this, mouth set in a thin disapproving line, and don’t you
dare EVER smile!’

Sokka let out a humors exhale of air, too dry and tired to laugh.

“We are going to be transporting you to your new home, and after you are cleaned up you and
I will be having a little… chat. You are going to tell me everything you know about the
Avatar and where he is headed next. If you fail to provide me with the information I require,
well… lets just hope you don’t disappoint me.”

The cold feeling returned to his chest, tingling its way down his arms as he was dragged
down the ship’s ramp and loaded into the back of a metal box. There was no visibility so
Sokka would have no idea where he was going and he wouldn’t be able to try and track his
whereabouts. There was a small eye slit in the door that allowed a sliver of light to penetrate
through the box.

Curling into a painful ball, his chains ratted around his wrist and ankles, irritating the already
tender flesh. He was lucky that he was wearing pants so his ankles were not rubbed raw yet,
but his wrists were an entirely different story. He didn’t have to move around much in his cell



so the skin was not broken yet but the flesh was irritated and stung when the cool metal
rubbed too hard.

Closing his eyes he tired to push his mind into the memories of Katara’s smile, and his dad’s
booming laughter, Aang’s excitement as he floated around on his air scooter and most of all
he thought of Yue’s sparkling eyes and soft voice.

No matter what horrors were waiting for him at his destination, there wasn’t anything they
could do to him to make him forget his family and friends. They would be with him always,
and he wouldn’t stop until he returned back to them.
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Chapter 3: Home Sweet Home

Sokka came to the realization that this metal box was so much worse than the cold cell on the
Fire Nation ship.

The sun’s warmth that Sokka thought he missed so much, was now actively trying to kill him.
The sun’s rays were hitting the metal box and heating up the inside, making him sweat like a
sheep-pig in heat. He wasn’t sure if they were in the Fire Nation or not.

Aang used to tell him and Katara stories about his little friend Kuzon from 100 years ago
who was from the Fire Nation. He told tales from the times when he would visit Kuzon in the
Fire Nation and how hot the climate was.

Sokka couldn’t remember any specific details about the Fire Nation homeland at the moment,
but he did recall some of the random adventure stories Aang would tell about their
recklessness. Those two idiots provided the kind of careless adventure stories that Sokka
needed right now to help keep his mind off the trauma he had just endured, and the unknown
fear he was headed toward.

Closing his eyes, Sokka tried to recall any of the quirky stories Aang would babble about. He
called to his mind the daring tale of Aang and Kuzon trying to ride giant crab-fish.

Apparently a giant crab-fish looks exactly how it sounds, and they hide in the deep ocean
waters off the coast of a place called…

Fire Island?

Jungle Island?

Ember Island?

Some island with a stupid Fire Nation name like that.

So the two idiots would wait on this island’s shoreline, which Aang said has the softest black
sand you ever squished between your toes. If he made it out of this alive, he would make
Aang fly him to that stupid island so he could see the black sand for his own eyes. He wanted
so badly to stand on the shore and feel the soft sand between his toes as he watched the sun
rise or set over the horizon, he didn’t have a preference.

So these two dumbasses waited for these giant crab creatures to emerge from the ocean and
begin their crawl onto the beach, which they only did during mating season. Aang said the
entire process lasted an entire month and that the giant crab-fish would come onto the shore
every night during that time.

In order to ‘ride’ one, you had to somehow position yourself onto the thing’s back shell
before the giant pinches got a hold of you and crushed you to death. Once you were on the
crab-fish it would begin to move at an alarmingly fast pace and rush itself back into the
ocean, crawling itself through the surf and back into the depths of the sea.



Aang said the rush was amazing, once it got too deep you would propel yourself off the top
of its shell until you hit the surface. They would do this over and over until the sun came up.

Maybe it’s a Fire Nation thing to be reckless and do things without thinking them through.
Zhao was completely reckless, he lead a siege on the Northern Water Tribe just to kill the
fucking moon. Well… Maybe reckless wasn’t the right word for him, based on what he
witnessed from Zhao – ‘Total Fucking Maniac’ would be the best title for that psycho.

Prince Zuko almost killed himself multiple times trying to capture Aang, pretty much the first
time they met him he jumped off a 50 foot tower to grab Aang’s glider. Even 100 years ago
the Fire Nation was reckless with Kuzon trying to get Aang to ride bone crushing creatures
into the ocean, where drowning was a strong possibility.

Yeah, it was definitely a Fire Nation characteristic. All the Water Tribe did was penguin
sledding, good wholesome fun with harmless otter-penguins. The most harm they would
cause would be too many snuggles and whisker tickles.

Sokka sat in the middle of the metal container, avoiding contact with any of the four molten
death walls that wanted to melt his skin. He didn’t want to think about how he might be in the
Fire Nation right now, going to Zhao’s ‘special prison camp’ which he was still convinced
was just an alias for Zhao’s ‘torture camp’.

Closing his eyes he tried to imagine the world map he was following the entire flight to the
Northern Water Tribe. If Zhao wasn’t lying (which he probably wasn’t based on how twitchy
he got talking about the Blue Spirit) and he did capture Aang at some point, then he should
be able to guess where he was. They already had a few run-ins with the Admiral after leaving
the South Pole but none of their encounters ever ended in Aang’s capture.

It would have to had been a time when both he and Katara were incapacitated it would be the
only explanation for their complete unawareness of Aang’s capture.

“Oh shit, the frogs…” It dawned on Sokka like a punch in the gut. The time he and Katara
were so sick they were wrapped in their bedrolls with Appa while Aang left to get ‘medicine’
and came back with disgusting frogs for them to suck on. Even if they did taste delicious and
made him feel so much better, it was still disgusting. The siblings were so sick and incoherent
that Aang could have been gone for days and they would have had no idea.

That meant Zhao would have set the ship’s course south west out of the Northern Water Tribe
and passed the Western Air Temple, so they were either in the Fire Nation or Western Earth
Kingdom.

Sokka wasn’t sure where exactly Aang had them land when they were sick, most of that
whole time frame was a little fuzzy. It was after that terrible storm where Sokka almost died
in the middle of the ocean on a stupid fishing boat with a crazy old fisherman.

Good times, good times.

So that means that the Pohaui Stronghold was definitely located in the Earth Kingdom, the
only time they went to the Fire Nation was when they ended up in Roku’s temple. Which was



a very frustrating experience because both Zhao and Zuko were there, so pretty much the
worst day of his life.

Well… One of the worst days of his life. His body involuntarily shuddered at the memory of
the Water Tribe men being thrown over the railing of the ship. Squeezing his eyes shut tight,
he waited for the small specks of light to dance in his vision and distract him from the
torturing memories. He didn’t want to see the blue tunics dropping into the ocean, or think of
the prayer they said before death took their life away.

He really couldn’t allow himself to think about the man he watched die right in front of him
in the cold dark cell. Every time the soldier's fist made contact with the Water Tribe man’s
face, the sound it made was sure to haunt Sokka for the rest of his life.

Sokka felt the nausea twisting itself into his stomach, pushing the liquid emptiness inside
towards his fragile throat. Throwing up would be the worst thing for him right now, for so
many reasons.

His throat was so dry already, and the acid from his stomach would burn him something
awful. He would either have to swallow it… Or sit next to his bile while the box cooked it for
him.

The actual energy it would take to throw up would drain him further past the point of
exhaustion he was already at. Maybe he would just pass out and then slide into one of the
walls and wake up with a matching scar to Prince Zuko…

Ok… Maybe he was being a tad over dramatic at this point.

Ignoring all his thoughts, he used the ‘dumb-doesn’t-work-but-makes-him-feel-better-
technique’ of breathing deep through his nose and exhaling slowly out of his mouth. After a
few deep breaths he felt the thoughts retreat back to the darkest parts of his mind that he kept
smothered by jokes and sarcasm. The nausea faded and he felt back to normal, well… Not
about to throw up, normal.

Thinking back to his situation and trying to figure out his location, he imagined his map and
what he knew already, and what remaining questions he had. Was it possible that Zhao
dropped off the other prisoners in the Earth Kingdom and then backtracked west to the Fire
Nation?

That wouldn’t make a lot of sense, even for the ‘Total Fucking Maniac’, so he must be in the
Earth Kingdom. A huge wave of relief rushed over him knowing he was not being
transported through the evil land of fire. The Fire Nation had a vast amount of colonies in the
Western Earth Kingdom, so Sokka had to assume they were somewhere near those colonies.
Plus, the Fire Nation colonies were located on the west coast of the Earth Kingdom, which
would be where the ship docked.

No matter where he was at least he was on land, his chances of escape increased greatly
without the unforgiving ocean on all sides.



The metal box stopped moving at some point while Sokka was lost in his thoughts. The small
amount of light that was giving him clarity shifted slowly to a deeper orange color, the sun
must be setting. The caravan of soldiers must have stopped to set up camp for the night.
Sokka wasn’t sure what type of animal was pulling the wagon, he kicked himself for not
thinking to look.

If he were to escape while everyone slept, he might be able to ride the animal that was pulling
the bullock cart and out run the soldiers. The metal prison looked heavy, so something strong
would have to pull its weight, plus the weight of any prisoner that was inside.

A komodo-rhino would be strong enough to pull something like that and they were
commonly used in the Fire Nation.

He wouldn’t even know where to begin when riding one of those giant monsters, where was
Aang when you needed him? Shit is Aang were here he could just Avatar State it up and bust
him out no problem.

Sokka was interrupted when the sound of grinding metal broke his thoughts, the door was
being opened. Unable to think clearly, Sokka waited for the guard to open his door, as soon as
the orange light flooded into his cell, Sokka charged at the opening.

With all the effort it took him to launch his body at the chance of freedom, it came to a
crashing halt when he was thrown backwards like a weightless piece of parchment. Sokka
slid against the small amount of flooring in his tight quarters before his back slammed into
the wall.

Groaning, Sokka tried to push himself to his elbows, his arms shaking as his weakened body
begged for rest and food. Lifting his head slowly he saw the spine-chilling shadow of a Fire
Nation soldier standing at the open door. Focusing his vision, Sokka recognized the helmet,
Denty.

He heard a muffled groan rattling inside the soldier’s metal helmet, never really thinking
about it, Sokka wondered how hard it was to speak clearly through the face plate. None of the
Fire Nation soldiers ever spoke to him so he never wondered about their ability to speak
clearly with all that metal around their face.

“Listen-“ The Fire Nation soldier was speaking.

Sokka’s heart almost stopped.

“If you try to escape again, I am going to be forced to chain you up. Do you want to be
chained up?”

Sokka’s dry and itchy throat wouldn’t allow the words his mind was formulating to leave his
lips. He just stared at the faceless enemy, his big blue eyes opened wide with confusion.
When neither soldier nor the Water Tribe boy said anything, Sokka realized he was waiting
for an answer.

Sokka shook his head, no.



“Ok kid, I am here with some water and food, if you want to eat and drink I need you to lean
against the back wall and sit on your hands. Can you do that for me?”

Sokka’s eyes stayed blown open, his lip trembled but he complied to the man’s request.
Pulling himself to a sitting position, Sokka sat on his hands as requested.

Denty set down a bowl of rice, an actual bowl of rice….with… was that… Meat?

Sokka’s eyes began to sting as the emotions flooded to his facial expression, his chapped lips
curved into a soft smile and his eyes tried to hold back the welling tears.

He was never one to hide his emotions, he always wore his heart on his sleeve, as his mother
would say. She always told him that she could read his feelings all over his face, not that he
was ever trying to hide them from anyone. Sokka was an open book for the most part, he did
not hold deep secrets that he was afraid to reveal, if he felt a way about something he would
most definitely share it.

In this instance though, being a captive of the Fire Nation and watching such sick and cruel
actions unfold around him, he was giving a substantial amount of effort to keep quiet and
hide his emotions from his captors. The last few weeks of practice were crumbling as the
small gesture of actual food was hard to ignore. The first tear finally broke free and marked
his cheek, quickly erased by the swipe from the back of his hand.

Denty topped it off the kind gesture in a way Sokka couldn’t handle.

He slid a cup of water next to the bowl.

More tears hit Sokka’s cheek and the humiliation set in, he couldn’t believe he was crying
over food. Katara would probably believe he cried over food, but to Sokka, this was so much
more than a simple meal and some water – this was hope.

This was a gesture that said, ‘hey, I know we have been absolutely evil incarnate but don’t
worry maybe, just maybe, we won't kill you in the most inhumane way possible.’

“Eat up kid, I’ll be back in a while to collect the dishes. Oh, and when I open the door this
time, don’t try that charging at me shit again. It was embarrassing.”

Just like that, the door closed and his light was reduced to a soft glow from the setting sun. If
Sokka wanted to visualize the food he was eating he needed to move quickly, soon the world
would be lost to the darkness and there was no way to know if the moon would cast enough
light to see in his prison.

Denty didn’t give him any chopsticks, which was fine because he was ok eating with his
hands, it would not be the first time and it probably would not be his last.

Each bite was a reminder of how life was still worth living, the sweet and sour flavor of the
meat was tantalizing. Sokka wasn’t sure what kind of meat he was eating, the texture was
rough and lacking moisture. But he was not complaining as he took small, refreshing sips



from the water cup that was left for him. His mouth celebrated as the cool liquid washed over
his burning throat, reviving him from the inside.

Sokka smiled as he played the ‘eating game’ by himself, dedicating every handful of food to
someone important to him.

One bite for Katara, his wonderful sister who was probably missing him terribly and worried
sick.

One bite for his dad, wherever he was, he was staying safe and kicking Fire Nation butt.

Another bite for Aang, hopefully he mastered water bending already and was going to keep
his sister safe until he was able to get back to them.

A delicate, polite bite for the beautiful Princess Yue, oh how he hoped to gaze upon her
perfect face again.

One bite for Gran Gran, a woman who took no shit from anyone and helped shape him into
the man he was today.

He smiled to himself as he took each bite, trying to eat slow was always a challenge for him.
‘Chew every bite, Sokka’ his dad would say. Sokka felt the need to inhale his food as quickly
as possible, hoping to finish fast enough to go back to playing, hunting, or whatever other
activity small Sokka convinced himself was so important he didn’t have time to slow down
and chew his food.

So his mom (oh how he wished he could remember her smile) came up with the ‘eating
game’ (thinking back he realizes now, that even though she invented the game she sure did
choose the most uncreative name ever – Katara truly was her mother’s daughter). His family
would all sit together while they ate a meal and someone would pick a topic and before each
bite they had to say something pertaining to that topic. Usually the topics were funny, or
family related, usually branching off into stories about his mom and dad’s youth or tribe
traditions.

Sokka’s favorite topics were the fun ones, favorite activities, funniest moments, coolest
animals, and things like that. His dad always tried to pick one topic that would get him and
Katara to think about their future, or the tribe's customs… He was always trying to help
prepare them for the future, while his mom was trying to keep their childhood alive and full
of fun.

He admired her for that, even if he couldn’t remember all the things she did for him, or what
her eyes looked like when she told him she loved him.

Playing the ‘eating game’ even if it was just with himself, made him feel like he was still in
touch with his family and their traditions. It was something no one could take away from
him, he could pick a topic and before every bite he could say something. Tonight, he wanted
to think about the people he loved. Maybe tomorrow, if he was given food, he would talk
about what he was most excited for when he finally escaped the Fire Nation soldiers.



When the bowl was empty so was the cup, his heart slowly slipped into sadness as he stared
at the empty dishes. The food did wonders for his aching body, if they would only give him
another cup of water, maybe he could try and get a decent night’s rest and possibly feel
refreshed enough tomorrow to actually come up with a viable plan.

The sound of scraping metal indicated the door was being unlocked and opened, Sokka
backed up to the back of the box and sat on his hands as requested. The night sky completely
engulfed the world and the moonlight was very faint, meaning the moon must be in the
beginning stages of a new cycle. If he could recall correctly, the moon was full the last time
he looked up into the night sky, so either he has been traveling with Zhao for a full moon
cycle or somehow the cycle was disrupted when the moon disappeared.

Both options were shitty, if it had been a full moon cycle that meant that he has been
traveling a lot longer than he anticipated. If the moon cycle was disrupted then he wouldn’t
be able to even begin to track time until he could see what phase the moon was currently at.

At least Denty was back, even if he was part of the evil Fire Nation army that was hell bent
on making his life miserable, he spoke to him, which was more than any of the other ash-
makers did.

“Looks like you ate all your food, good. I am going to reach in and grab the empty
containers, don’t try anything or you’ll be sorry.”

Sokka watched him reach in and grab the empty dishes, he moved cautiously but quickly.

“Hey.”

The soldier paused, Sokka watched for any sign of aggression, the last thing he wanted was
to get his head bashed into the wall. After a breath, the soldier didn’t react with malice so
Sokka felt like it would be ok to ask him a question.

“Where are we?”

There was a long pause as Sokka braced himself for the potential need to dodge an attack. He
wondered, in the time it took to get his answer, if Denty was a bender, would he throw flames
at him? Or would he use his hands to cause pain? Maybe he carried a weapon he liked to use
to enforce his will?

“The Earth Kingdom.” He finally answered.

“Ok, thanks for answering me. One more thing, can I have another glass of water, please? I
am still so thirsty.”

The hesitation was displayed all over the armored man’s body language, his shoulders were
stiff, his arms tense by his side, but he didn’t say no. Closing and locking the door, Sokka
could hear the sound of Denty moving away from his prison, so his answer was probably a
no.



Just as Sokka was going to lay down and curl himself into a ball for warmth the familiar
sound of the door being unlocked made Sokka sit up straight. Denty was back, and he slid a
half full cup of water to Sokka, not a drop being wasted on the floor.

Sokka took the cup in both hands, his shaking was dying down now that his body had
nutrients to ingest and use for fuel. The water was just as sweet and fulfilling as the first time,
Sokka felt his eyelids growing heavy now that his body felt half full for the first time in…
Well, however long. Sokka set the cup on the floor and slid it towards the door where the
soldier grabbed it quickly.

“Thank you, can I ask one more question? Why are you being so nice to me?”

“I am only following orders, you are Zhao’s personal prisoner now, and whatever orders he
gives is what I follow. You ate what we ate tonight, tomorrow we will arrive at the prison
camp. Trust me, when you arrive there I can assure you that you will miss this box very
much.”

With those sweet parting words Denty slid the door shut and the heavy lock fell into place,
Sokka was surrounded in darkness. He curled into himself for warmth, because the world was
cruel like that and Sokka apparently never noticed that days were full of heat and nights were
freezing beyond comprehension.

It made him miss the small, often looked over luxuries, like blankets. He would give anything
for a thick tiger-seal pelt right now. His eyes closed slowly and without any effort as his last
thoughts wondered about Katara and Aang, hoping they were ok.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“Katara…” Aang’s voice barely cut through the whirling winds that were whipping past the
balconies edge. The weather had been unruly this past week, almost as if the spirits were
working against Katara as she searched every inch of this frozen wasteland for her brother.

They stood on the balcony of their massive guest room that was provided for them before the
siege, Sokka’s personal belongings were still untouched where he left them before the battle.
His bed was still a mess, Katara wouldn’t let anyone touch where her brother laid last.

Aang was trying, he really was, now that he had his energy back and put all the horrible
events from the night the moon spirit was killed behind him, he was determined to try and
‘help’ her. How could he help her? The only thing he could do for her was to go out there
again, and again, and again and find her brother.

She knew Aang felt guilty, how could he not?

He fused his body with the ocean spirit and destroyed half of the Fire Nation fleet. His
actions made a significant difference in the battle, allowing the Northern Water Tribe to stand
a fighting chance against the Fire Nation. After the moon spirit was revived by Yue’s
sacrifice, Zhao vanished, and no one was able to track his whereabouts. His men stayed and
fought until the only way out alive was to retreat, and that’s what they did.



Katara didn’t care about Zhao, or the moon, or the battle, the only thing she was concerned
about was Sokka. The last place he was seen was leaving one of the healing centers closest to
where he was supposed to be stationed. One of the warriors in his squad explained that he
was injured and left to go find healing, but never came back.

One of the men from his post had the audacity to call him a deserter. Well…. Katara made
him eat his words, literally. Aang had to intervene and coax her into stopping piling snow
down the man’s throat before he choked to death.

How dare he call Sokka a deserter? Even if the battle was too much for him, he wouldn’t just
leave the Northern Water Tribe.

He wouldn’t leave without her.

Sokka would have found her and Aang and explained that he was scared and needed them.
He wouldn’t just vanish into the ice and not leave a trace of himself anywhere. Sokka was
memorable, he was cute, funny, smart and charismatic, people liked Sokka and remembered
him.

That’s why it was so weird that no one recalled seeing him. Only one healer, who was too
young to even be out in the battle healing injuries, remembered seeing him. She spoke about
how hesitant he was to return to the fight, and how after they shared a brief conversation he
left.

No one saw him after that.

But of course, the moon died, so when the world was plunged into complete darkness how
could anyone have seen anything?

Sokka could have… He could have… He just… Something.

Something happened to Sokka, Katara was determined to figure it out.

Aang was trying to talk to her again…. She loved Aang, truly she did. But sometimes he was
too much for her and right now was one of those times. She needed to find Sokka, she didn’t
need to talk to Aang about how he was trying.

“Katara, I know you’re upse-“

“Oh you do?! You know I am upset? I am beyond upset Aang, I am devastated, my heart
feels like it was ripped out of my chest and smashed into the ice. My brother, Aang, one of
the last of my family is MISSING.”

Her chest felt tight, her lungs refused to take in any air and her throat was dry as she tried to
make sense of her situation. She just needed Sokka back, to tell her she was being so
dramatic and that everything was fine. She needed a funny joke and a goofy grin, not this
empty hollow feeling that his absence left inside her.

“I know this is hard, and I will keep looking for him as long as you think we should. Where
do you want me to search next? The entire city has been searched, every…. Dead body was



checked, the wreckage is being sorted through, and I just got done scanning the tundra for
any sign of human life. I want to help as much as I can, I just don’t know what to do now…”

Aang’s voice broke at the end, Katara knew why, he was the Avatar and things like this
weren’t supposed to happen to the Avatar. He was supposed to save everyone. He was the
hero of the story and no one who associated themselves with the hero was supposed to get
hurt or lost.

But Sokka was gone, and he had been gone for an alarming amount of time. There was only
so much more time they could spend here looking for him. Eventually the city would be
repaired, the wreckage would be collected and salvaged, and the battle would be long gone,
wiped away clean.

Katara refused to cry, not until she was forced to abandon hope. She cried enough for her
mother, she wouldn’t cry for her brother until she was sure.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The next day Sokka was jolted awake by his body being thrown into the air as his metal
container’s carrier hit a hard bump. His shoulder hit the floor and a radiating pain shot
through his chest, why was the universe trying to ruin him? After everything he went though,
to keep landing on the same damn shoulder, it was just his type of dumb luck.

The kind of luck that kisses you sweetly on the lips before pulling back and spitting you in
the face.

The bright light was pouring through the eye opening and into his container, making him
aware that the soft morning light had long passed and the afternoon sun was reeling its ugly
face. The heat would be descending onto him soon enough, erasing any memory of being
cold the night before.

Sokka was not fed breakfast, not that he was expecting to be fed. It's just the way Denty made
it sound, he would eat when the soldiers ate, so if they ate breakfast he should have been
given some.

Right? That’s how this worked, right?

Sokka groaned as he pulled himself into a seated position, letting his head rest against the
back wall as he stared up into the dull metal ceiling. Depressing, this whole situation was
depressing.

Time moved slowly, every moment spent in the metal box was a reminder of his impending
doom. Finally, but not excitedly, he felt the caravan come to a stop. He heard voices all
around him, the caravan must be surrounded by a large group of people. Mutterting voices on
all sides, until Zhao’s obnoxious commanding voice powered over all of them. Sokka wished
he could make out the words being said, but through the metal walls everything was muffled.

Suddenly his door was being opened, and a soldier, who was NOT Denty, grabbed his
forearm and began pulling him out of his prison box. His iron grip bruised Sokka’s forearm



as he was twisted uncomfortably and was dragged through the open door.

Sokka greatly miscalculated how high off the ground his metal box was on the bullock cart,
as soon as his body cleared the doorway he was being thrown to the ground. Dirt and tiny
rocks filled his nostrils as his face literally ate dirt. At least he didn’t fall on his shoulder
again, good thing he had a face to break the fall.

Sokka felt a strong grip on his forearm again as his body was hoisted up from the ground.
Spitting out the unpleasantries in his mouth his blue eyes blinked rapidly trying to decipher
through the bright sunlight so he could take in his surroundings.

His long journey took a toll on his body and mind, his brain was moving at an exceptionally
slow pace. Everything was blurry as his vision adjusted to the outdoor lighting, his ears were
overwhelmed by all the commotion around him. He tried to listen into what people were
saying but he was struggling to even stand at this point.

“- get him processed and fetch me when it's finished-“

Sokka could hear Zhao’s voice even if his eyes couldn’t see his face.

“Prepare my special prisoner and bring him to my chambers.”

Sokka swallowed, was he the ‘special prisoner’ what did that mean? He wasn’t special, fuck
he wasn’t even a bender!

“Yes sir!”

Sokka could hear footsteps shuffling away from him, so maybe he wasn’t the special
prisoner. Oh thank spirits, for once in his life he was so happy to not be special. After forcing
his eyes to get their shit together, Sokka could finally see through the sunlight and he felt that
steady lump pushing itself into his throat.

This place looked…. Awful.

The prison camp wasn’t large, but it was exactly as it sounded, a camp full of prisoners.

The prison was a medium sized dirt cleaning in the middle of a dense forest, the camp was
shaped like an L, with a tall wooden fence surrounding the cleared out area. The fence was
made of thick wooden logs that towered tall and the tips sharped to a point. The only
openings were one metal gate leading in and another gate at the far end leading out.

There were 3 long wooden buildings in a row on each side when you first entered the camp,
no windows, just a small door on the side. They appeared to be aligned in a specific order,
slanted diagonally on the sidelines, leaving an open area between buildings.

Sokka looked behind him briefly to see the gate they entered through, looking for any
weakness. The gate was crafted with thick metal bars that were also spiked at the top to
discourage climbing.

What was with the Fire Nation’s obsession with spikes?



There were two guard towers on the inside of the camp on both sides of the gate, there were 2
men in each tower wearing complex outfits and armed with crossbows.

Was that… Face paint?

They did not look like the type of men who aimed and missed.

As Sokka was forced to start walking as he was shoved deeper into camp, the guard that
pulled him from his metal box was holding his bicep tight, and two more men walked behind
him.

There was a massive rectangle tent in the middle of camp that was different from the smaller
tents his sister and he used to camp. This was more of a long term standing tent. The tan
color had a thick texture, almost like a leather and it was supported by wooden pillars, the
opening to the enclosure didn’t seem to have a way of closing off. It must be a common area,
maybe a dining hall type deal, definitely not used for people to sleep in or bathe.

Sokka was led through the camp as he finally noticed all the different styles of people staring
at him as he was half dragged through the dirt. The armored soldier stopped walking, his grip
still tight on Sokka’s bicep as another man approached them.

He wore shiny black armor with red trimming, his shoulders were broad and his posture was
that of noble birth. His hands were laced behind his back as he approached where Sokka was
being held in place.

The man’s hair was pulled into a top knot with a gold ribbon around the base, the edges were
pulled back smoothly, free of any bumps and not a hair out of place. His eyes were a light
brown, almost amber, and his skin pale and he had exceptionally strong eyebrows.

There was something not right about him. He was in charge of something, because his armor
showed he was better than the other armored men around him. As the other soldiers wore red
armor, with no special trimming and no shine.

There was a sadistic glint in the man’s eyes as he looked down at Sokka. A small toothy
smile appeared on his face revealing his crooked yellow teeth, Sokka could see the faint
shadow of stumble on his face.

The man reached out and gripped Sokka’s chin, the gloved hand digging deep into his flesh,
enough to bruise him. Sokka shifted his eyes to look his captor in the face, afraid, but not
wanting to appear weak.

“A Water Tribe boy? Was Zhao taking prisoners in the Northern Water Tribe? I expected a
complete annihilation.”

Sokka’s skin began crawling as his ears heard the new man’s vindictive voice as it slid
through his crooked teeth like a slithering snake. His voice was high but low at the same
time, his lips smacked as he challenged the fact that Sokka was supposed to be here.



“There were others, they were taken to the stronghold, this one apparently is traveling with
the Avatar and Zhao wanted him to come here. He is your problem now.”

The soldier released his grip, and in that moment Sokka realized how much he was
depending on the man’s strength to hold him in place. Stumbling forward Sokka tried to catch
himself before he hit the ground, eating dirt once in a day was enough for him. The universe
had other plans, he ate dirt for the second time that day.

“The Avatar? How interesting, I am sure he is due for a Zhao interrogation then, isn’t he?”

Sokka glanced up just in time to see the soldier shrug, “I have no clue what you people do
here, I was told to deliver, he is delivered. I am going to head back to my men, just make sure
this kid gets processed and Zhao wants him bathed before he sees him. The kid smells like
shit.”

Sokka frowned and shifted his eyes to the floor, without thinking he mumbled, “I wouldn’t
stink so bad if you people would have given me a bath at some point…”

Sokka’s words were met with a sharp kick to the stomach, the soldier that was once holding
him up was not a fan of his humor. The shiny armored man smirked down at the gasping
Water Tribe boy before he motioned for two other men standing behind him to come and
collect him off the floor.

Sokka didn’t resist, he was a lot of things, but he wasn’t stupid. He held his tongue the entire
journey here and now that he was surrounded by armed guards, who were also probably fire
benders, he wasn’t going to start mouthing off until he had a better feel on the place.

The two men gripped his arms on both sides as the leader turned to lead him into camp.

“Alright Water Tribe, I am the warden here in our lovely prison camp, your new home. My
name is Zah, but I would prefer if you just refer to me as warden. You were selected by Zhao
to be a part of this camp, and if you value your life then you will follow the rules or you will
be punished. It is a simple system here, do your work, follow the rules, don’t cause trouble,
and things will go smoothly. If not, well we have many exciting variations of punishment.”

Sokka felt the lump in his throat, swallowing he listened closely.

They were moving through the camp, past the large tent there were three wooden poles in a
line, and to Sokka’s horror there was a shirtless man chained to one on far right. His arms
were chained above his head and his long brown hair fell over his shoulders, his skin was red
and blistering from the sun exposure. The man’s eyes were squeezed shut and his breathing
shallow.

“Ahhh, here is a prime example of what can happen if you do not follow the rules. This is Isa,
he doesn’t like to follow rules, do you Isa?”

The man didn’t open his eyes or make any kind of movement at all.

“Very well, add another 3 hours to his punishment for insubordination.”



Sokka’s heart went out to the man tied to the pole, but he didn’t dare speak out against the
cruelty. At least not yet.

The warden kept moving along, past the poles, the camp took a sharp turn to the right where
at the far end was another gate. They began moving again, there were more buildings on this
end of camp, all made of wood. They were all different sizes and shapes so they must all
serve a separate purpose.

Sokka wondered why a Fire Nation camp would have so much wood, wouldn’t they be afraid
of it burning down? There was one metal building, oddly out of place in the primitive style
prison camp.

“When you walked into camp I don’t know if you saw, but those 6 buildings were the
sleeping quarters and then the large tan tent we passed was what we call the ‘mess hall’ that
is where meals are served and prisoners are allowed to mingle on their ‘down time.’

“Over here is the bathhouse, there is only one area to shower so men and women must share.
Keep your hands to yourselves or there will be consequences. As we move along, this
building here is my favorite, the coolers. I don’t know if you have ever had the pleasure of
bearing witness to their power, but they stay at below freezing temperatures. A fire benders'
worst nightmare, well I imagine anyone would probably hate to be put inside. You know, I
have never thought to ask how it was? Hmmmm, maybe if you end up taking a trip inside
you’ll let me know how it is.”

The warden chuckled to himself, and Sokka attempted to swallow the lump.

“Ahhh and over here is the healing house, it's small... I know, but to be perfectly
transparent… We really aren’t concerned with healing most of you. If you die, well you die.
Life goes on. Now over here is the kitchen, if you are lucky you might be assigned to kitchen
duty, from what I hear it's everyone's favorite job.

“We are nearing the end of our tour, I must apologize that there isn’t much to see in our
humble abode. But the building here is the guards' living quarters and this building is
Admiral Zhao’s personal quarters and where he likes to do his… Interrogations. If I heard
correctly you are to be interrogated later this afternoon? How fun.

“Through this back gate is the path that leads to the river where we gather water for the camp
and do prisoner laundry. At the end of the path is the coal mine, the prisoners rotate jobs, but
most job assignments are mining for coal. Now that the tour is over lets go ahead and get you
processed.”

Being processed was exactly how it sounded, Sokka was given an assignment to bed 4 in
building 3. There were only a total of 6 buildings in the entire camp and each building was a
very basic design. Sokka did like the fact that the roof had skylights, providing a lot of
natural light to flow in. He was disappointed there were no windows on the walls, but for
escape purposes, it made sense.

The prisoner housing had four beds on each side, with a small trunk in front of the bed for
storing items. Sokka was given 2 uniforms, they were a lovely shade of grey and made of the



itchiest material possible, but who’s complaining? He certainly wasn’t complaining about his
cloth shoes with a thin leather sole.

Along with the sorry excuse for shoes and the new clothing, he was given a bar of soap,
apparently you only get one a month – weird. Besides that he received a rather used looking
off white towel and a parchment with a long list of rules in two columns on the front of the
page.

He swore he would read it later.

“Place your items in your storage bin and we will escort you to the washroom, after that you
will wait for Admiral Zhao to summon you.”

Sokka nodded, his skin crawled at the idea of being summoned by Zhao.

The trip to the washroom was short and silent, the guards left him alone and for the first time
in weeks Sokka was free to move, think, breathe all by himself. Walking into the washroom
he was taken back by how open it was.

There were 3 shower heads on one wall and on the opposite wall there were hooks for your
towel and clothing, other than that, everyone was just naked together. Lucky for Sokka no
one was in the shower right now, probably because they were either being tortured or doing
the ‘jobs’ he heard about. When he was processed they said he would receive his job after his
interrogation, which Sokka saw as code for ‘let's see if you live long enough for us to assign
you a job.’

Sokka was lost in thought when a beautiful girl walked into the washroom, she smiled at him
as he stood under the water, naked. His hands instinctively went to cover his manhood and
the girl laughed.

“Oh don’t worry sweetie, I have seen enough dick in my life. I am sure whatever you’re
packing down there isn’t going to send me into shock.”

Her voice was smooth like honey, with a sharp sting to it when she cracked her joke. She was
a thin girl, long black hair and pale skin. She would have looked like Fire Nation if it weren’t
for her large, vividly green eyes. She was beautiful… And she was stripping, right in front of
him.

She shuffled the grey prison pants past her hips as she wiggled her toned body allowing the
garment to fall onto the floor. Stepping out of the legs she gently grabbed the end of her tunic
and pulled her shirt over her head and…. Sokka looked away.

He felt a twitch in his hands before realizing that he needed to get it under control if he was
going to ever bathe again. The water was cold, and it still wasn’t helping his situation.

“You must be new here, are you from the Northern Water Tribe? I know they were planning a
siege up North but I wasn’t sure when it was supposed to happen. But seeing you here means
that they must have gone through with it. I am surprised you are here, usually Zhao doesn’t
bring prisoners here.”



She was looking right at him, her naked body dripping under the running water. Her hair was
soaking wet, laying flat against her scalp and running down her back, her green eyes blinked,
the moisture flicking off her long dark eyelashes. She obviously wanted him to respond to
her.

“I uhhh… I…” Sokka closed his eyes and cleared his throat, opening them up again he forced
himself to only look at her eyes.

Her beautiful pink nipples- he meant beautiful green eyes….

Green eyes.

Green. Eyes.

Green.

Eyes.

He cleared his throat again before responding in a rather uncharacteristically deep voice.
Why was he determined to fuck up this first interaction so badly.

“My name is Sokka, and I am actually from the Southern Water Tribe, but I was traveling
with the Avatar and he needed a water bending master and since the Fire Nation killed all our
water benders we had to take him to the Northern Water Tribe which is where Zhao attacked
us and now I am here.”

He said it all in one sentence, without taking a breath. Spirits he was such an idiot sometimes.

The girl just laughed, Sokka looked away as she began lathering herself with soap.

Oh yeah, soap. He needed to clean himself, washing up was so much easier when he did it
alone. This really was a torture camp.

“Wow, that was a lot of words. So just to be clear, you are from the Southern Water Tribe and
you were traveling with the Avatar!? That’s amazing! What’s he like? We aren’t allowed to
talk about the Avatar here, it’s against the rules.”

Sokka nodded, yes the rules, he would read those later. He couldn’t forget to do that.

“Well if we aren’t supposed to talk about it shouldn’t we… Not talk about it?”

Smooth Sokka, so smooth.

Lucky for him, she giggled.

“There are no guards in here right now, plus, it's not a rule we usually break anyway. No one
really cares about the Avatar. It's not like he is going to come here and break us out of prison.
Even if the war ends we are so deep in the forest surrounded by Fire Nation colonies we will
be lucky if we see freedom in our lifetime.”



“Oh, well… If he knew where I was he would come for me. Aang is a great guy like that,
very caring and would do anything for his friends. He is with my sister right now, and
possibly still in the Northern Water Tribe or maybe they moved on. I am not sure honestly, I
don’t even know how long I have been away.”

His voice cracked at the end, the entire situation was still processing for him, he had been so
consumed by fear that now he wasn’t even sure how to interact with someone he wasn’t
afraid of. The only thing he thought about for weeks was how to live and not be noticed by
the guards.

Surrounded by suffering and death really took a toll on him, but seeing this beautiful girl, and
hearing her smooth voice brought a sense of comfort to his aching heart.

They both finished cleaning and rinsing at the same time, the beautiful girl grabbed her towel
as she squeezed it over her inky locks. Tasseling her fingers through the damp strands she
finally wrapped her town across her chest concealing her nudity and Sokka released a breath
he didn’t know he was holding.

Before either of them could say anything else a guard stepped into the washroom, unlike on
the Fire Nation ship, these guards didn’t wear heavy armor. They wore lighter styles of
fighting armor, keeping the same red and black theme and their faces were uncovered so it
would be easy to track who was friendly and who wasn’t.

The fact that this man had a whip curled at his hip was alarming though.

“Water Tribe, The Admiral is ready for you, I am here to escort you. Put your uniform on,
let's go.”

Sokka heard the beautiful girl inhale a sharp breath, which made Sokka’s heart plummet into
his stomach. She was scared for him.

Sokka dressed as fast-slow as he could, his eyes never leaving the floor as he slid on his new
outfit, the one he would be wearing everyday… Until he escaped, that is. No matter how this
interaction with Zhao went down, Sokka wasn’t going to give up. Nothing would stop him
from escaping this place and reuniting with Katara.

“Will I get to put my towel and soap away?”

“I will do it for you, what building and bed are you? The Admiral is not a patient man.”

“Building 3 bed 4, umm thank you for doing that for me…”

“Do not thank me, at least not yet.” The guard cracked a small smirk, his amber eyes flashing
with a hint of patronizing humor.

Sokka turned to the girl he had just bathed with, “what was your name?”

“My name is Ara, I will find you after your… Interrogation, just tell him what he wants to
know… It’ll go easier….” She spoke slowly, each word filled with hesitation and laced with



worry. It didn’t give Sokka a good feeling about what he was in store for, not that he ever
thought that it would be a smooth process.

Well, it was better to just get it over with.

Following the guard they made their way across the dusty clearing. They approached a
building with a large metal door, as it opened two guards filed out, standing at the entrance.
Both equipped with whips, Sokka was starting to wonder how much whipping was done in
the torture camp, because everyone in charge was wielding one.

“Stand by.” One of the guards at the door said.

The guard he was following stopped and stepped off to the side, Sokka followed suit. As they
waited two men walked out the metal door holding a limp prisoner by both of his arms. He
had black shaggy hair that hung in his face, his head was limp, his chin rolling across his
chest. The soldiers proceeded to drag him down the steps, the prisoner’s legs smacking
against every one until they were on the ground.

Sokka tried not to stare, but his wandering eyes couldn’t help but glance at the blood stained
tunic the boy wore, he didn’t look much bigger than Sokka was. The soldiers dragged him
along, and soon they were past Sokka and his guard, Sokka turned his attention back to the
door.

Zhao smirked as he strolled to the entrance of the building, leaning against the metal
doorframe. “Ahhh, Water Tribe, I have been expecting you. Please, come in. I will put on a
pot of tea.”

A cold prickling feeling ran down his arms and triggered little bumps in his skin, the guard
motioned for Sokka to follow him, every step made his legs feel like he was shackled to the
ground. His knees felt weak as he shuffled through the dirt. Once the tip of his foot hit the
bottom step he swallowed hard, trying to push the lump in his throat back into his stomach.
The same stomach that was tossing and turning like a violent storm.

Somehow he made it up the 3 wooden steps and now stood at the threshold of his impending
doom. Licking his chapped lips, Sokka took his final step, entering Zhao’s residents and
praying to Tui and La this wouldn’t be the place he died.
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Leaving It All Behind



Chapter 4: Oh, Hello Pain

Sokka quickly came to the realization that he did not know what to do with his hands during
an interrogation. He never really gave thought to the positioning of his hands during the day,
he just came to rely on the trust that they would be there when he needed them. Sokka had
never really been interrogated before, but he had an idea of how it was supposed to happen.

When his dad and Bato would drink fire water together and in their drunken stupor would
forget to make young Sokka go to bed, he would stay up as late as his little eyes would keep
open. He would listen eagerly to the men rant and rave about the war and what they would do
if they ever got their hands on some ash-makers.

Some of the creative ways his father suggested to interrogate their imaginary soldiers were
both commendable and terrifying. Bato’s methods would be considered more traditional,
possibly cutting off some fingers, pulling teeth, cuts and punches, the usual.

His father on the other hand, would suggest things like pulling back fingernails, plucking out
their victims eyebrows and eyelashes, he liked to imagine things that were both tedious and
painful. Sokka thought it was funny at the time, imaging an evil fire bender at the mercy of
his dad and Bato’s cruelty.

But now that it was Sokka sitting in the interrogation seat, it didn’t seem as funny anymore.

Even though he has never participated in an interrogation, on either side; sitting at a large
wooden table while your interrogator made tea just didn’t seem right. Sokka was brought
inside of Zhao’s (very tackily and overly gold decorated) cabin, where he sat at a large
wooden table with gold trimming and carved dragon leg posts.

Sokka could see directly into the kitchen area from where he was seated. He was facing
Zhao, his blue eyes watching as the Admiral moved without speaking, filling the tea pot and
collecting cups. Even though it wasn’t a large living space, it was still more spacious than the
igloos Sokka lived in back home.

Oh back home, how he missed home. He missed the howling polar-dogs, the crunching sound
fresh snow made when he would step into it, his Gran-Gran’s cooking… Oh, how he would
give anything to be back home in the Southern Water Tribe.

But even if he were- no, when he does escape from this prison camp, he wouldn’t be headed
South. No, he would have to figure out where Katara and Aang went and hopefully find
them. His father told him to keep his sister safe, and so far he was doing a terrible job, he had
to get back to her as soon as possible. It would be a tough journey, and it would probably take
a lot of guessing, but Sokka was confident that he could find them.

If Prince Ponytail can find the Avatar without any idea of where they were headed, then
Sokka should be able to find them just as quickly, if not even faster, because he was that
much smarter than stupid Zuko.



Zhao finally stopped his menacing tea making routine and sat down on the opposite side of
the table, he set down the tea pot and proceeded to pour the hot liquid into two fancy cups.
They were a polished shiny white color with gold trimming, it was as if everything Zhao
owned had gold incorporated into it.

Zhao really had a hard on for the finer things in life.

Sokka watched as the man slid over his own cup of tea, which Sokka was extremely skeptical
about. But he had nothing to eat or drink all day, and if this tea tastes half as good as it
smelled, he just had to drink it. Reaching out a shaky hand, Sokka gripped the sides of the
warm cup and brought it hesitantly to his lips, lingering his bottom lip just below the cup's
edge.

“It’s not poisoned.” Zhao’s deep voice startled him enough to spill some of the scolding
liquid onto the table. Sokka quickly took his sip before setting the cup back on the table. He
had to contain the ‘ahhhhhhh’ he wanted to let slip after taking his tantalizing sip of hot tea.

“I wouldn’t waste poison on a Water Tribe savage. You could easily be killed with a weak
attempt at fire bending, it wouldn’t take much effort. I made the tea to show you that I can be
a reasonable and gracious captor, I am not a bad guy, you see? I am sure you are hungry after
our long journey, I know all that bread you ate didn’t give you much nutrition. So you are
probably feeling pretty weak right now. If you do well during this interrogation and give me
the information I need, I will make sure you get a good meal when we are done. If not, well
then hopefully you’ll be able to eat at all after we are through. Do you think you can answer
my questions?”

Sokka’s blue eyes were fixed on the Admiral’s amber eyes. Studying him closely, he saw
nothing in the man’s eyes but anger and hostility. There was still no speck of kindness, but he
did see a fleck of stupidity and Sokka can work with that.

“So… if I tell you what you want to hear… I get a hot meal and you wont torture me?”

Zhao propped his elbows on the table as he laced his fingers together, nodding he smirked.
“Yes.”

“Ok, well fire away, but no literal fire… Just ask questions.”

“Where is the Avatar heading?”

“I’m sure he will be heading to the Earth Kingdom at some point to get an earth bending
master.” The Earth Kingdom is huge and Aang could be going anywhere, so by telling Zhao
that he was headed in that direction wouldn’t put Aang or Katara in danger.

Right?

“Does he have any connections in the Earth Kingdom that he will seek out to assist him in
mastering earth bending?”



Sokka took another sip of his tea, because he needed a moment to think and also the tea was
amazing. Obviously, King Bumi would be the best person to teach Aang. He was crazy, they
were childhood friends, he was king and a master earth bender…. But Sokka couldn’t tell
Zhao this. So he would have to continue playing dumb, but that would only work for so long.
He had to give Zhao something so he felt like he was getting information.

“Aang has a lot of great connections in the Earth Kingdom, he is a likable guy. If you people
ever stopped hunting him and tried to get to know him, I bet you would see how great he is.
But if I had to pick one of his friends that might teach him earth bending hmmmm….”

Sokka tapped his chin, how safe was Omashu? Would Aang be safe there if Zhao knew that
the Avatar would be mastering an element in the city? Possibly… Anywhere he sent Zhao,
someone was going to get hurt. He could give this guy a name and location and he would
burn down whatever helpless village he went to and probably kill all the villagers.

Or he could say Ba Sing Se…. No one has ever penetrated the city's great walls.

“I believe he will go to Ba Sing Se, he knows uh… Wang. Yes, him and Wang go way, way
back and he is a master earth bender who lives in Ba Sing Se.”

Zhao lowered his arms, his one eyebrow raised as his skepticism for Sokka’s story was
displayed all over his face. The corner of his mouth twitched like he found something funny,
but he was giving effort to hide his grin.

Sokka swallowed, he saw the type of humor Zhao had, and smiling was a bad sign.

“So, Wang… In Ba Sing Se?”

Sokka nodded slowly. “Yes, Wang is a good friend of Aang’s and a master earth bender.”

“Is that so?” Zhao reached for the tea put and held the base in both of his hands, slowly the
liquid inside started to boil. Steam was hissing out the nozzle as Zhao held his grip. It wasn’t
until Sokka glanced down at Zhao’s still very full tea cup, that he realized he was in trouble.

Before Sokka could make a move, Zhao reached out and grabbed Sokka’s wrist, because of
course Sokka had both his hands resting on top of the table. Damn his stupid hand placement.

Sokka’s brain stopped following Zhao’s movements the second he saw the tea pot approach
his hand and Zhao tipped it, allowing the scolding liquid to sear his sensitive flesh. The
howling screams Sokka released brought a full smile to the Admiral’s face. Sokka squeezed
his eyes shut as the burning tears welled up and began creeping out from the corners of his
eyes. He didn’t even care that he was crying, it didn’t make him less of a man to cry when
someone boils your flesh.

The pouring water finally stopped, the burning did not. Cracking one of his eyes open Sokka
glanced down at his hand and saw the horrific red and white blistering skin that covered his
wrist and the top half of his hand.



He could see where the hottest water touched his skin first, right at the wrist and the seering
liquid fanned out from there. Sokka couldn't tear his eyes away from the irritation as the hot
water drained off his skin and onto the table.

“You have until I grab a towel to clean up this water to pull yourself together.”

Zhao stood up and walked into the kitchen, Sokka kept his eyes on the man while he grabbed
a rag off his countertop. His gaze only broke from his captor to look back down at his hand,
the blistering was getting worse, it was going to hurt so badly whenever they popped.

As soon as Zhao turned his back to the boy, Sokka shot up from his chair, in a blind panic he
made a move towards the door. He took seven steps before two sets of hands were firmly
placed on his shoulders and his already weak body was wrestled back to his seat. Breathing
thought his gritted teeth, Sokka glared at the two soldiers who held him still.

“Where do you think you're going?” Zhao asked, his voice dripping with condescending
humor. “Do you think that this is how things work in the real world? You tell your stories and
crack your jokes and you can just stand up during an interrogation and leave? I am not going
to play games with you, Water Tribe savage. I will not be made a fool of or waste my time
playing your stupid games, and chasing your lies. Answer my questions or those men there
are going to make sure your hand is the least of your worries.”

Sokka’s brow furrowed as he glared at Zhao who sat back down across from him. He picked
up the teapot he just used to assault him and reached over to refill Sokka’s tea. Zhao acted
like these vicious acts of violence were normal occurrences, which they might be in Zhao’s
fucked up world.

Sokka’s right leg began to bounce as his nervous habits began to take over, he swallowed the
fear that was festering in his chest. This was no time to panic, he was a Water Tribe warrior,
he could handle burns, he wouldn't crack.

“Ok back to business.. So who is the Avatar actually going to learn earth bending from?”

“I don’t know.”

Zhao nodded and one of the soldiers standing next to him back handed him, which was a first
for Sokka. He and Katara would fight all the time growing up, it was a daily occurrence.

Usually it had to do with Sokka sparking her temper through his own intentional behavior
aimed towards getting her worked up. Katara was funny when she was mad, she made faces
and screamed and sometimes would throw some variation of water at him. Even when she
would hit her level 10 anger, she would never actually try to hurt him, even if she threatened
to do major bodily harm.

Hakoda was a stern father, but he loved his children more than life itself. Especially after
mom passed, Hakoda seemed to cherish them even more than before. Even after he did the
unthinkable and left them to go to war, Sokka knew he was loved by his father. Hakoda never
raised a hand to his children, even when Sokka was on his worst behavior his father would
never strike him.



So besides the few hits from battles, and the occasional accident that came from Sokka’s
unmistakable clumsiness, he has never been seriously injured. So being backhanded by a
strong adult male was first for him, and it hurt like a bitch.

“Where is the Avatar going to learn earth bending?”

“I said, I don’t know!”

Yelling probably wasn’t smart, but Sokka wasn’t thinking with his full brain because most of
it was too focused on the pain in his face and the burning on his hand. Zhao nodded again and
the same soldier back handed him again, this time Sokka saw stars.

“Where is the Avatar going to learn earth bending?”

“Is this what we are going to do? You are going to ask me the same question over and over
and then backhand-y over here is just going to keep smacking me around? You said you don’t
like to waste time so why don’t we just cut to the beating and stop asking me for information
I don’t have!”

Yelling at Zhao was defiently not smart, offering himself up to be beat the fuck out of by the
Fire Nation soldiers was really not smart. Zhao smirked and shrugged, “alright men, you
heard him, do your worst.”

Sokka didn’t register being pulled out of the chair, he didn’t recall hitting the wooden floor,
but he definitely registered when the first boot struck him in the stomach. The pain radiated
through his body, again and again, as more boots struck him in his ribs and one of the men
stepped down on his face. There was a throbbing in his body that was foreign to him, this
must be what real pain felt like.

 

Sokka had his share of painful moments in his life, he considers the 3 fish hook crisis
growing up, his most painful experience. There was also the time where he cut his hand open
on the tip of Bato’s freshly sharpened spear, when he was told specifically not to touch it. He
twisted his ankle in the snow one time, that hurt pretty bad.

But nothing, not even all those combined, even came close to what he was feeling right now.

Just as Sokka felt like he might pass out the beating stopped, the pulsing pain thumped in his
ears, his body was screaming. Every thump his heart did was a reminder that this is what his
life was now and who knows how many times he would have to endure something like this.
If he couldn’t escape soon he didn’t know how long he would be able to live this type of life.

He couldn't get lost in the dark thoughts right now, he had to focus on staying conscious. He
at least wanted to know if he was going to die, he didn't want to be killed while he was
unconscious.

Hands were grabbing him again, he flinched trying to tuck his face into his arms as he was
hoisted back into the chair. Blinking, Sokka could taste the copper tang from the blood



oozing from his split lip. He could feel the pooling blood under the skin of his face, turning
his tan skin into dark blues and greens.

Breathing past the pain, he focused his vision on Zhao again, who after everything, looked
unamused.

“Now… I will ask one more time. Where is the Avatar going to learn earth bending?”

“Ba Sing Se… That’s where he is going… That’s all I know…”

Sokka had to keep Zhao away from Omashu, he couldn’t risk Aang’s safety. Even if he died
here on the floor, his last moments were at the mercy of Fire Nation soldiers kicking him. He
would not betray Katara and Aang, no matter what.

“How long can the bison fly at one time?”

Sokka wanted to say something sarcastic, like, ‘Appa can fly as long as it takes to get Aang
away from you’. Or he could tell Zhao that Appa could fly for days, maybe even that he
could sleep and fly! Anything to get this mad man away from his sister and Aang, but he had
to tread lightly now that he knew that Zhao was not quiet as stupid as he seemed.

“It depends on if Appa has rested, and if he had a good meal, but he can fly for a really long
time.”

He wasn’t lying, he just didn’t give him specifics.

“Hmmm, so if I had a map would you be able to show me the route you have taken thus far?”

Sokka cocked his head to the side, “uhh… yeah?” He wasn’t sure what Zhao would get out of
their spastic flying pattern but if he could keep the man focused on where they had been and
not where they were going that would be great. Plus he would get more time to look at a map
and plan his escape, perfect!

“See, things go so much easier when you are cooperating. All we had to do was kick you
around a bit, if only all my prisoners were this easy. Some of them like to fight, which I don’t
mind, but it is simpler when I can just get to the point.”

Zhao stood up and nodded at the soldiers who took Sokka’s arms again and hoisted him off
his chair. His legs wobbled, weak from the beating and disoriented from the lack of nutrients,
Sokka tried to stand himself.

“Take him away from here, there should be a guard outside so they can deal with him. I will
call for you tomorrow Water Tribe, you should be ready to answer my questions or today will
feel like a blessing.”

The soldiers pushed Sokka out the metal doors and he stumbled before tripping down the
steps until he landed in a heap in the dirt. The guard did nothing to help him, he just stared
down at Sokka as he struggled to lift himself up. The sun still had a presence in the sky but it
was sinking into the horizon quickly.



“Which way is the infirmary?” Sokka asked the guard who actually laughed at him.

“You don’t get to go to the infirmary, you're just fine. Now get your ass to your bunk if you
know what’s good for you.” The guard placed a hand on his whip as Sokka stumbled to his
feet. The walk to his bed was far, and Sokka was scared to trek his way through camp as hurt
and delirious as he was. The pain was so intense his vision was blurring, but that could also
be from the lack of proper nutrition that has been missing in his diet for weeks.

Stumbling slowly, Sokka moved at a slow pace. One foot in front of another, focused on
breathing. In-through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth, he could do this, he could make it.

No he could not.

He was not going to make it, he was falling.

His body hit the ground and the air was knocked out of his lungs, squeezing his eyes shut
again. He tried to avoid the dust from scraping his retina. Tears were pushing at the back of
his eyelids once more as the labored breathing fell out of rhythm as panic settled in.

I’m going to die here, in the dirt like an actual savage. Everyone will think I died in the
Northern Water Tribe and no one will know that I was dragged across the ocean and brought
to this torture camp to die in the dirt. Katara was right, I am an idiot.

Just thinking Katara’s name brought a small sob from his throat, he missed her so much and
he couldn’t fathom the thought of never seeing her again.

“Hey you, don’t worry… I’m here, I’ll help you.”

Sokka couldn’t open his eyes, but the soft voice triggered his memory, he wasn’t sure where
he heard her voice before but he knew it from somewhere. Soft hands touched his face lightly
as they trailed over the sensitive skin where he knew bruises must be forming.

The soft touch launched his emotions into chaos, he was a touchy guy, he liked to hug and
cuddle. It had been weeks since he felt a loving touch, lately the only touch that he received
was to inflict pain. To feel a touch that was meant to comfort and show love, Sokka lost his
grip. Sobbing like a small child he curled into himself shaking from his desperation
accompanied by the pulsing pain.

He must have blacked out, or he was sobbing so hard that he didn’t register being moved by
someone strong and being placed into his bed. His stiff, small, smelly excuse for a bed. When
his eyes opened it was dark out, the faint sound of snoring could be heard and Sokka realized
he was alone again.

The silence was strangling, Sokka knew he had to contain his emotions to avoid being the
new guy who sobs in his sleep. Even thinking of crying made Sokka’s bottom lips quiver, it
was better to ignore his thoughts and the pain in his body and go back to sleep.

It didn’t take much convincing for Sokka to slip back into a restless sleep, he woke again this
time with his hand burning and two green eyes peering down at him. The soft light falling in



from the sky lights indicated to him it was morning already. Startled, Sokka sat up, almost
crashing his skull into the woman’s face.

“Woah there Water Tribe, Sokka right?”

Sokka nodded, he recognized the girl immediately, Ara from the shower. Oh man, don’t think
about her nipples. Even in excruciating pain, he was still a teenage boy.

“I waited around for you yesterday, I remembered that you were going to be interrogated by
Zhao and I know they don’t usually end well. No offense, but you’re very young to be in this
camp, and when I saw you being thrown… Well… Tripping yourself down the steps, I knew
you were hurt. I hope you don’t mind but Shen and I brought you back to your bed. I
overheard you telling the guard you were in building 3 bed 4 so that’s where we brought
you.”

Her voice was soft, she was extremely well spoken and careful as she put together her
sentences. Her black hair was dry this time, and the silky strands were pulled back in a loose
braid, some of the smaller hairs fell around her face delicately. Her big green eyes were still
looking at him with concern and worry, like he was the helpless mouse-rat stuck in the snare
and she was to decide his fate.

“It was almost dark by the time we got you to your bed, so I was unable to address any of
your wounds. Women have to be in their own bunk by nightfall and if we get caught
anywhere else it will result in punishment. I brought over my wraps and this salve that will
help reduce the swelling in your abdomen. The burn on your hand is concerning, we will
need to keep an eye on it to make sure it doesn’t get infected. That would be really bad
because I doubt Zhao has figured out if he will waste medical supplies on you. Will you
remove your tunic so I can begin working on you?”

Sokka was in a daze, his eyes watched her thin pink lips move as the words were coming out;
they were being directed at him but he just couldn’t seem to figure out what she was saying.
He just nodded ‘yes’ because so far she seemed sincere and wanted to help him.

When he didn’t move to remove his tunic, she smiled at him.

“Do you need help?”

Sokka nodded ‘yes’, obviously he needed help. He needed help with his wounds, he needed
help escaping, damn it... He probably would need help finding Katara and Aang again! He
wasn’t expecting Ara to grab the bottom of his tunic and lift it slowly over his head, he tried
to lift his arms to offer her some kind of assistance but the pain was too much.

Somehow they managed to get his arms up and she smiled at him again.

“You’re doing great! You should feel lucky too, they only beat you. That’s good, I know it
sounds strange but there are so many worse things they could do to you then just a good ass
kicking.”

Sokka frowned, “Zhao is making me come back today, he wants more information.”



“Well did you give him what he was looking for after he kicked your ass?”

“No, I am not telling him anything.”

Ara’s face shifted to a sad expression and she stopped opening the container of blue salve,
she slowly set the glass bottle down in her lap before looking at Sokka. She was sitting on the
edge of his bed, in the empty sleeping quarters, so it was just the two of them.

“I don’t exactly know what brought you here, or what information you think you have. But
let me tell you, whatever it is you have, or whoever you are protecting… Nothing and no one
will keep you safe here. If you think that withholding your information is going to protect
them, you are delusional, the only thing you can do now is protect yourself. I know you
mentioned the Avatar, that’s so great you think he will save you but I am sorry to be the one
to tell you that no one is coming for you. It's just you.”

Sokka’s eyes began to sting again, he wanted to protest and tell her she was a bitch and she
was wrong! Aang would come, Katara wouldn’t let anyone stop her when it came to the
people she loved. But no one knew where he was, and he was being squashed under the
thumb of the Fire Nation and it would only take so long before he would be squished.

Ara saw his swollen red eyes and quivering lip and a flash of guilt reflected in her eyes as she
glanced down at the bottle in her lap, sliding her index fingers across the smooth surface.

“I will help you Sokka, I will treat your injuries, but you have to promise me that if I help
you then you will also help yourself. I can’t waste my supplies on you if you will just turn
around and have worse done to you because of your stubbornness. I can show you what being
stubborn gets you, there are prisoners here that are stubborn and they stick to whatever pride
they think they have left and guess what? They bleed like everyone else, and eventually they
all die. Trust me, I have been here a long time and I have seen good men and women die
because they were protecting someone or holding onto something and it is never worth it.”

Sokka watched her eyes flicker through emotions as she stared down at the smooth bottle in
her hands. She said she has been here a long time, but she looked so young, how is that
possible?

“I can’t promise I will help Zhao, but I will do what I can to make sure I don’t have anything
worse done to me. That’s all I can do… If you want to help me then that’s great if not, I get
it.”

Sokka was trying to stay calm and make it seem like he didn’t desperately need or want her
help healing right now. But he couldn’t lie to her and take advantage of her kindness, he
wasn’t going to do anything that might lead to Aang getting hurt. They would have to squish
him first.

Ara popped the top of the bottle and began rubbing the cooling blue salve onto where the
blotchy black and blue bruises coated his abdomen, trailing around his sides and across his
back. The one’s on his face were not as bad, but everytime he moved his jaw the throbbing
intensified.



“This will help with the swelling and reduce the size of the bruises. Hopefully it will help
lessen the pain as well, but honestly there won't be much I can do for the pain. I'm sorry.”

“I can't believe you’re doing this much for me, so thank you. You said that you have been
here a while but you seem so young, how old are you?”

She smiled as her soft hand rubbed the liquid in small circles across his stomach. “I have
been in camp for 6 years, I am 22 now and I was brought here when I was 16.”

“Wow… 6 years? Why were you brought here?”

“Zhao stopped through my village when I was just a young girl, he was fascinated with me
for some reason. He would come to my village every few years and as I got older he
became… Suggestive… With the way he approached me and when I refused him, he grew
angry with me. That happened when I was 13, when I turned 16 he came back to my village
and didn’t speak to me once. I was relieved that I wouldn’t have to deal with his disgusting
advances, but if I would have known his silence was just a part of his plot to kidnap me from
my home and bring me here…”

She trailed off as closed the bottle’s lid and took a handful of what looked like used and
washed bandages and began wrapping his midsection. The silence between them was
uncomfortable, Sokka was angry for her, to be taken from her home and forced to live here.

Forced to be subjected to violence, and possibly worse.

He felt his stomach turn, “I am so sorry that happened to you.”

Ara shrugged as she took another smaller container and began rubbing a paste like substance
on his hand. He hissed in pain as her soft hands trailed over the bumpy, blistered angry skin
that covered his hand and trailed up his wrist.

“Don’t be sorry, we all have our stories and mine is just as sad as other people’s. I live my
life everyday like anyone else and if anything, what has happened to me has made me
stronger because of it.”

She smiled at him, her green eyes soft as she stared into his blue eyes for a moment before
returning her focus to his hand. “This is a weird burn. How’d it happen?”

“Yeah, he poured boiling tea on me.”

“Ouch, at least he didn’t use the fire whip.”

“Fire… Whip…?”

“Yeah, they are incredibly painful and almost impossible to stop the burns from becoming
infected. Zhao likes to use them, he enjoys causing people pain. Some prisoners he favors
over others, so just make sure no matter what, you keep him from smiling. If he starts
enjoying the torture he might do it just for fun.”



A cold shiver worked its way down Sokka’s neck and down his spine. It reminded him when
first arriving at camp, Zhao requested his ‘special prisoner’. Sokka had to make sure no
matter what he did not become a special prisoner, he didn’t want to become Zhao’s special
anything.

“All done!” Ara had wrapped his hand and the cooling sensation from whatever she put on
the burn ebbed the pain. He inspected his wrapped hand before looking at her and smiling.

“Thank you Ara, I can’t even begin to express my gratitude.”

“Why don’t you thank me by eating breakfast with me? It’s a little late so there probably
won't be much left but they shouldn’t have cleaned it up yet. I am sure you’re starving.”

Just the mere mention of the word starving reminded Sokka of how hungry he really was. His
stomach grumbled as he moved his legs slowly towards the edge of the bed. To his surprise
he was able to stand on his own and his legs seemed to have regained their strength.

He followed Ara as she walked across the clearing to the women’s bunks, her building was
straight across from his. The camp was quiet, and no prisoners were out meandering around
like they were when he arrived yesterday. Sokka waited outside while she went inside to put
her things away, when she came back she smiled and took his arm in her hands gently.

Ara was taller than he was, her thin body moved whimsically when she walked, which Sokka
found odd considering she has been locked in this torture camp for 6 years. He couldn't
imagine how that amount of time here could change someone. But somehow it seemed like
Ara found strength in her situation and was using the experience to fuel her drive to make his
life easier. Sokka could take a lesson from Ara.

“Do you need any help walking?”

“No, I think I’m ok. How did you get all that healing supplies anyway? When I got here I got
some soap and shoes and that was it.”

They walked together, Ara’s arms swinging by her sides as she moved slowly to follow
Sokka’s pace.

“When you have been here as long as I have, you get to know the different guards and other
administration and which ones are friendly and which are not. I get ‘friendly’ with a few of
the guards in return for supplies and leniency. It's not a perfect situation, but it's better than
being burned and dying from infection.”

Sokka wasn’t sure what ‘getting friendly’ with the guards meant, but he had an idea. Rather
not push the conversation past that, he switched his attention to the tent they were walking
into. Scanning the large room he saw rows of metal tables and chairs and a line of tables with
food on it towards the back. There were 3 prisoners behind the tables dishing out the food.
Sokka imagined this place would be busy but right now there was no one in line for food and
the room was almost empty.

“Where is everyone? Isn’t it still early?”



“Everyone else is at their work duty, morning starts at dawn and it is well past dawn. I’m sure
you will get a work assignment soon, they won't let you just wander around without
benefiting the camp.”

They approached the table and Sokka was given a small bowl filled with a grey paste like
food. He was excited when the next person dished him some komodo-rhino bacon and the
final stop gave him a stale biscuit. The fact that there was edible food on his tray in front of
him was enough to bring a wide grin back to his face.

There were a few scattered cups on the side of the food table with what looked like cold tea
in them. Sokka grabbed two cups and set them on his tray, he was so excited for this meal he
almost skipped over to where Ara sat down. There were a few prisoners sitting at other tables
and a few glances were shot his way but no one said anything to them.

They ate in silence for a while, the food was reviving Sokka’s exhausted brain and he could
feel the coherency returning. He was about to ask Ara a question when a really tall heavy set
man with thinning hair came up to their table and slammed his fist next to where Ara was
eating.

She didn’t even flinch.

“WHY AREN’T YOU AT WORK ASSIGNMENT!?”

Sokka jumped out of his skin as the man yelled right next to Ara’s ear, he glanced at Sokka
for a moment and paused. Sokka felt the panic beginning to rise in his chest, the fluttering
beats of his heart were stifling his breathing.

“Stop it Chang, you’re scaring him!” Ara shot the tall man a glare as he laughed. He clutched
his bulging belly as his deep roaring laughter echoed through the tent.

“I’m sorry… I just… Wait – are you a kid? Is this another kid?!” Chang leaned over the table
getting a good look at Sokka who was trying very hard to act like everything that was
happening was totally normal.

“How old are you kid?”

“Six-sixteen…”

“Are you fucking serious?! I’m going to talk to Zhao, are we running a prison or a daycare? I
already have one fucking teenager to deal with and now Zhao is bringing me another one!?
This is ridiculous. What did you do kid? Why are you here?”

Sokka swallowed the muck that the kitchen was calling conge, and cleared his throat. “I was
taken from the Northern Water Tribe during the siege.”

“Well I heard that was a shit show, but why did Zhao bring you here kid? Like why are you
sitting here in this camp with us?”

The man had light brown eyes, they were soft, and even with his harsh tone and booming
voice his eyes reflected kindness and compassion. He might act tough, but the man sitting at



the table with them was a nice person, at least that was what Sokka saw in his eyes. When he
took too long to respond, Ara decided to speak for him.

“He was traveling with the Avatar and you know how Zhao is about the Avatar.”

Chang groaned and rubbed his face, letting his large hands run over his wrinkle complexion.
His fingers lingered on the small gote on his chin, rubbing the hair lightly as he studied
Sokka.

“I am having enough problems with the one teenager he decided to lock in this hell hole, I
don’t need another one. Buddy to the Avatar or not.”

Ara shot him an unamused look. “No one asked you to babysit, you took that burden all on
your own. You can stop at any time.”

The man smirked before his face fell into a fake sad downward smile.

“Oh Ara, don’t be so mean. We all need someone to watch our back, even you. I know there
were times when you first arrived that having me watch your back helped you out. It's nice to
not feel completely alone, even if there isn’t much I can do, I can still listen when you need
someone to talk to.”

Ara’s eyes playfully glared at him for a moment longer before her face relaxed as she cracked
her biscuit in half, before offering a piece to the man sitting next to her.

“Oh I don’t eat that shit, those biscuits are awful.”

Ara rolled her eyes, “Chang, you are in charge of the kitchen. It's your job to make sure this
stuff is edible, you’re doing a terrible job.”

Chang shrugged, “ehhh, I mean Zhao isn’t really throwing out the big coins for me to go out
and buy quality ingredients and I have a lot of mouths to feed, including now TWO growing
teenage boys. If I have to buy a bag of rice that is possibly too old but I can get it for half
price, then you bet your asshole I am buying the old rice.”

“That’s a disgusting thing to say.”

“What? Bet your asshole? It works for everyone cause everyone’s got an asshole. Back me up
kid, you got an asshole right?”

Sokka was finished with his food as he watched Ara and Chang bicker back and forth, when
he was asked if he had an asshole he was caught off guard.

“Yes… I have an asshole.”

“Good, don’t tell Zhao that though, guy might try to put something in it.”

Ara reached over and playfully smacked Chang’s arm. “Stop scaring him!”

“I’m not!”



Chang slowly stood up and stretched his arms up over his head, his slightly too small shirt
rode up and some of his belly poked out. Chang brought his arms down and rubbed his gut
smiling down at the two prisoners.

“Alright kid, you be careful. Don’t do anything stupid and stay out of trouble, I don’t need
anymore gray hairs.”

“Your hair is getting very grey lately.” Ara said with a slight smugness.

“Well it's been happening over the last 5 months, ever since Zhao brought in that kid, now I
have grays popping up everywhere! Kid’s got me stressed and now look – Another one, just
now. Even talking about him gives me greys! I have a question for you Water Tribe kid… If
you were restrained, and you were bleeding from being whipped and you didn’t have any
energy left what would you do if a guard asked you if you have had enough?”

Sokka blinked, was that his future Chang was describing, was that what Zhao was going to
do to him?

“I don’t think I would say anything…”

Chang slammed his hands on the table before pointing at Sokka but looking at Ara. “SEE!
That is right! Good job kid! You don’t say ANYTHING, but you know what you really don’t
do… You don’t spit in the man’s face.”

Sokka’s eyes went wide, no he would definitely not be spitting in any guards faces.
Especially if they were restraining and whipping him.

Ara rolled her eyes, “Just because Prince Zuko has a death wish doesn’t mean that he needs
your protection.”

Sokka’s face went cold, did Prince Zuko have a twin? Another secret Prince Zuko who was
sent to this prison camp to rot while the evil twin was left out to wreak havoc on the world.

“Did you say Prince Zuko?” Sokka asked and both Chang and Ara looked at him.

Chang’s eyebrow twitched like he was going to say something different then the words that
left his lips.

“Yeah, but we aren’t allowed to call him a prince anymore his title has been stripped.” Chang
looked over at Ara, “and I would love it if he would die alright? I honestly don’t know how
he isn’t dead yet but as long as he is breathing I am going to keep an eye out for him. Just like
I did for you when you first got here and you were 16 and full of angst.”

Ara ignored him and looked at Sokka. “Do you know Zuko?”

“Yeah kind of, he chased me and my friends around the world for a while. I haven’t seen him
in months…” It all clicked slowly, they hadn't seen Zuko because he was locked up in here.
But how? Why?



Ara scoffed. “Well he has been gracing us with his presence for months now. If I were you I
would stay as far away from him as possible, he has the full attention of Zhao and you don’t
want to get caught in that crossfire. So if I were you, I would keep my distance. He isn’t the
most well liked person in the camp to say the least, both guards and prisoners have a problem
with him and if you don’t want any problems you should stay away.”

Sokka glanced up at Chang, just in time to see anger set into Chang’s face, it left as quickly
as it came, but Sokka could see there was a strong presence of anger inside of the man, under
all that kindness and good humor. It was something to keep an eye on and Sokka was going
to make sure he didn’t trigger the massive man’s anger.

“Zhao’s a monster.” Is all Chang said before he left their table and started barking orders at
the prisoners he had dishing food.

“Chang is weird, but he is really nice. He does kind things out of the goodness of his heart
and doesn’t ask for anything in return. He is in charge of the kitchen, as I am sure you figured
out from our conversation. If you get the luxury of getting a work assignment in his kitchen
you’ll be happy you did, but other people might be pissed at you. Just watch your back. Now
that Chang knows you’re so young he will probably request you and if you get assigned to
him it’ll make other prisoners mad. They don't care how old you are, they will come after
you.”

Sokka swallowed. He still needed to read his rule parchment but so far he was following his
own set of rules.

1. Stay away from Pri- no, no prince, just Zuko. Stay away from Zuko. That would be the
easiest rule to follow, ever.

2. Keep on Chang’s good side.

3. Don’t piss Zhao off, try and tell as close to the truth as possible without giving up his
friends.

 

Sokka felt a soft hand touch his shoulder, looking over at Ara she was smiling at him, it felt
familiar and comforting.

“It will be ok Sokka, you just have to get used to things, just try your best to avoid drawing
attention to yourself. The more you blend into the background, the less people will want to
fuck with you. Would you like me to introduce you to a few of my friends later?”

Sokka nodded, he tried to keep down the lump that was nuzzling itself into his throat. He
smiled at his new friend, the woman who picked him out of the dirt and helped carry him into
his bed. She dressed his wounds and has done nothing but treat him with respect and
kindness, was there any way to repay her? Right now, no. But Sokka vowed that when he
escaped out of here he would take her with him, she deserved her freedom.

“I would love to meet your friends… Thanks for everything Ara.”



“Oh no problem sweetie, it’s my pleasure. Now let’s get you back into bed, if you have to
meet up with Zhao again today you’ll want some rest.”

Sokka nodded and followed Ara’s movements as she picked up her metal tray, walking over
to another table she dumped the bowls and chopsticks into a big bin and set the tray in an
empty bin. Sokka followed suit, he was thankful to have someone who had camp experience
or he would be hopelessly lost.

The walk back to his bunk was agonizing as the pain flared up in his hand and his body ached
with every shaky step he took. Thinking to himself as they slowly made their way back to his
bunk, he wondered if his body would eventually get used to the pain. Would he acclimate to
the hot, dull ache that climbed around under his skin?

When he finally laid down in his bed, his body melted into the stiff mattress and his eyes
fluttered close without any effort. After the harsh traveling conditions, lack of proper food
and water and then suffering through an interrogation, his body was in desperate need for real
rest.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka was jolted awake by the sounds of yelling outside of his bunk, there were multiple
voices being thrown around. Two of the voices sounded aggressive, shouting at one another,
two males from what Sokka could gather. There was another prisoner in the building with
him who looked to be wrapping his arm with blood stained bandages.

They made brief eye contact, the man nodded a greeting before returning to wrapping his
arm. Sokka stood up, his legs wavered from the weight of his body, but the new found
strength he obtained from the food and rest came flooding in. His body felt stronger, even
through the pulsing pain from his still tender injuries.

The only really noticeable pain, was from his hand, it was a hot burning sensation and the
heat made Sokka’s mouth feel dry. He needed to find a place to get some water, maybe Ara
would help him out?

The yelling broke out again, this time followed by a grunt and more screaming. Sokka’s
curiosity outweighed his timidness as he slowly sauntered over to the door and peeked
outside. He saw around 15 prisoners and a few scattered guards lingering around two men
exchanging blows.

It wasn’t surprising that the guards were not breaking up the fight, Sokka assumed anyone
that would work for Zhao had to be slightly manic. One of the men fighting was thrown onto
his back, with a loud grunt his opponent took the opportunity to kick the fallen man in the
face one, two, three times. Sokka shuddered as he watched the blood trickle out of the man’s
face. Gasping for air, the sound brought a cold feeling to Sokka’s heart when the memories of
the dying Water Tribe prisoner flashed through his mind.

Sokka’s eyes caught a smaller person trying to move through the crowd, doing his best to
avoid all the commotion. The prisoner was much smaller than the other full grown men, and



he had scruffy dark hair that was an absolute wreck. He was covered in black smears, just
like half the men standing around, they must have just returned from the coal mines.

Sokka recognized the boy from the first day he was brought to camp, the brief moment when
he was waiting for his interrogation. That person was Zhao’s ‘special prisoner’ at least that’s
what Sokka was going to assume. He swore he recognized the wild jet black hair.

The boy was moving around the circle of prisoners who were watching the two men fight. As
the boy approached a guard, his head shifted downward as if to hide his face from
recognition.

It didn’t work.

The guard stopped him and gave him a hard shove and the boy’s feet slid across the sand as
he was pushed into the commotion. That’s when Sokka saw the boy’s arms were chained
together at the wrist, he held them in front of his body, bending his elbows upward to balance
himself so he wouldn’t hit the ground from the force.

Sokka winced as the fighting men tumbled closer to the coal covered person, he ducked
under one of the punches not aimed for him. He fully turned to face the attacking men,
shifting into a crouched position he began to move back slowly, avoiding the guard who
pushed him into the fight in the first place. Blood stained the dirt, as the two men were losing
momentum.

Would the guards let them fight to the death? Would anyone stop them?

“What is happening here?” Sokka’s skin crawled as Zhao stepped into the open area. The
energy was sucked from the crowd immediately as the guards pushed everyone back and kept
the prisoners away from Zhao. Even though, not a single person dared approach the Admiral.

Zhao’s eyes scanned the scene and Sokka saw the moment his eyes hit the scruffy boy
standing off to the side, trying his best to make himself invisible. Sokka watched Zhao pinch
the bridge of his nose and close his eyes shaking his head. When he lifted his eyes again
Sokka saw a sinister smile trace his lips.

“Zuko… What are you doing?”

Sokka stopped, oh shit.

“I’m not doing anything.” Zuko’s rough raspy voice hit Sokka’s ears and a warm feeling
spread through his chest. He hated Zuko, but the sound of his voice brought familiar
memories of his sister, Aang and the South Pole. With how lonely and torturous this entire
situation has been it was nice to hear a familiar voice. Even if it was Zuko’s stupid voice.

“Why are you fighting?”

“I’m not fighting.”

Sokka was surprised by Zuko’s defiance, or maybe he wasn’t. Zuko never backed down from
anything.



Zhao looked at his guards, pointing at one of them. “Speak, what happened here.” The
guard’s arms began to tremble and he spoke with a wobble in his voice.

“Chan and Ze got into it and began fighting, we were letting them work out their differences
and then Zuko decided to interfere and escalated the situation-”

“WHAT!?”

“-we were in the process of-“

“I’ll fucking show you escalating a situation!”

“-he is the reason the fight-“

“You cant possibly believe this fucking guy!?”

Zhao had moved his hand back to his nose, his eyes were closed and he shook his head. Zuko
was fuming, Sokka could swear he saw the steam radiating off the young Prince- well,
prisoner from where he was standing.

“Chan, Ze, five lashes. Zuko, cooler, and i'll deal with him later.”

“You’re not throwing me in that cooler again Zhao. Fuck you.”

Sokka’s jaw dropped, he watched Zuko shift into a fighting position, his arms still chained
together in front of him. Some of the guards had already moved in, more were arriving at the
scene every moment. Chan and Ze were covered in blood and Sokka was convinced the one
man, he wasn’t sure which one he was, was missing his front teeth now.

Zhao didn’t even glance at the two fighters, his eyes were fixed on Zuko as he still crouched
in a fighting position, his elbows bent and his arms raised to his chest. Sokka couldn’t
recognize him still, if Zaho had not called him Zuko, Sokka would argue there was no way
this guy was the former Prince of the Fire Nation.

Gone was the pony tail, the armor, the evil presence looming over them as he screamed about
catching the Avatar and honor. He looked so small next to the other prisoners, and as Zhao
began advancing towards him, Sokka could see how much smaller Zuko really was next to a
full grown man. All this time Sokka was convinced that Prince Zuko- Damn it- Prisoner
Zuko was an adult, but remembering what Chang said and then seeing him standing close to
Zhao for comparison, Sokka was beginning to think he wasn’t much older than him.

The pony tail had given him extra height, that must have been why he always looked so tall.

“Zuko, you should watch the way you address me. You are wearing my patience thin.”

Zuko straightened himself to his full height, which was still significantly shorter than Zhao.
“I’ll address you however I want and we all already know you don’t have any patience.”

Zhao’s brow furrowed as he glanced away from Zuko for the first time and nodded at the
guards. “Take this brat to the cooler and leave him there until I tell you to bring him out.”



“Fuck you Zhao.”

“I will see you soon, Zuko.”

Zhao smirked and turned his back on the fire bender who glanced at the six guards that were
closing in on him. The prisoners for the most part had dispersed but Sokka could see their
lingering eyes wanting to watch Zuko get dragged back to the coolers.

One of the guards pulled out his whip as he struck at the boy, Zuko ducked under the crack of
the leather and kicked his legs out as he spun on the floor. He took out two guards who were
close enough to him to get their ankles hooked by his legs. Using the momentum from the
spin Zuko jumped up and kicked another of the guards in the jaw, there was a terrible
cracking sound and the man fell in a fit of screaming.

The two guards he knocked down were raising back to their feet as the other three were
moving closer. Sokka was impressed with the way Zuko fought the men with both his wrists
chained together, he was quick, way too fast for the guards to land a hit. But when they
brought out multiple whips, Sokka saw Zuko hesitate.

A blow from a fist hurt, Sokka knew that now. But to be struck by a whip, that would be
agonizing. Which is why when two of the guards pulled out their leather whips and two of
the other men created their own fire whips Sokka’s heart leaped to his throat.

When the men started lashing out with their whips Zuko put his arms up to block his face, it
seemed like the movement was more instinctive vs strategy, and one of the leather whips
curled around his forearm. He let out a hiss of pain before pulled his arm back and releasing
himself from the whip. Zuko then dropped to the ground to avoid being struck by another
man’s fire whip.

Zuko balanced his body on his flattened palms and kicked his legs out, striking one of the
guards in the knee, another horrifying cracking sound echoed between the buildings,
followed by screaming.

Zuko jumped back to his feet, two guards down and four to go. Sokka found himself silently
rooting for Zuko, even though he hated the fire bender, it was nice to see someone standing
up to Zhao and his men. Even if it was his arch nemesis.

Another crack of the whip caught Zuko’s back, the boy let out a gasp and turned to face the
man who struck him. The guard’s arms were unsteady under the fire bender's angry eyes.
Zuko had to quickly shift to the side to avoid another whip attack coming from his right. The
four men were attacking faster now, Zuko ducked under another attack and this time one of
the guards whipped his fire whip out and around Zuko’s leg.

The guards were trying to break his stance, and unfortunately for Zuko it worked. He hit the
ground hard, before the guard could land a mother hit he rolled out of the way. The closest
guard advanced too quickly as Zuko kicked up his leg, catching the man in the chest. This
time there wasn’t a cracking sound, but the man’s blood curdling scream was evidence
enough that the contact had inflicted some sort of damage.



The guard fell back and then there were three. The guards seemed hesitant to approach the
fire bender who laid on his back in the dirt, his chest heaving from the energy it took to fight
these men while bound.

Sokka was wondering why he didn’t bend at the men, he knew from fighting- ok from
watching Aang fight Zuko, that the fire bender could bend with his feet.

“ENOUGH!” Sokka’s head snapped over to the Warden, his back straight and his arm bent,
hand gripping the handle of his sword while his other hand rested on the handle of his whip.
“What seems to the be the problem here? Could it be that six of my guards can not handle a
restrained, teenage, bending suppressed BOY!?”

Zuko’s back was facing Sokka, the other boy was sitting up now, Sokka could see the tear in
the prison uniform where the whip had made contact with his back. As Zuko watched the
guards, Sokka kept his eyes on the warden. The situation was tense, and Sokka was
extremely curious about what was going to happen next.

He wouldn’t get to see what happened next as his spectating was interrupted by a different
guard.

“Water Tribe, let’s go.”

“You know, Sokka would be just fine.”

The guard looked extremely unamused, “Zhao is ready for you.”

Sokka swallowed.

Oh, great.
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Chapter 5: The Flying Lemur?

There he was again, sitting awkwardly across from Zhao, this time they were not alone.
Sokka sat quietly at the familiar table, watching the Admiral have a hushed discussion with
another soldier. The soldier had his Fire Nation helmet resting between his arm and torso as
he leaned over the table pointing at a world map. There were various scrolls scattered around
the two men as they mumbled softly between themselves.

Sokka’s curiosity was stifled by the bubbling fear festering in his stomach. Of course, he
wanted to know the Fire Nation’s evil battle plans. That way, when he escaped from this
torture camp, he could bring war changing information to Aang and Katara. He would find
his sister, her and Aang would cry as they embraced him in a tight, loving, missed-you-so-
much-hug. He would tell them about the secret war information he stole from stupid Admiral
Zhao and they would be so excited.

Maybe, it would be such valuable intel they would have to find his dad and give it to the
Chief personally. Then his dad would be so obviously impressed, he would ask Sokka to
strategize with him and use the information he brought to bring an end to the war. Sokka
would stand next to his father, tall and proud, and all the horrible memories of this entire
prisoner situation would be far behind him. He would never have to think of Zhao or-

“Water Tribe savage!”

Before Sokka’s mind could finish playing out his imaginary escape with battle plans and find
Katara and Aang vision of the future, Zhao’s pleasant voice broke down his daydream.

Shaking his head, Sokka focused his vision across the dark wood that separated him and
Zhao. The Admiral was frowning at him with his arms crossed, the soldier who had been
holding a helmet was no longer standing next to Zhao. The helmet holding soldier now stood
against the side wall, three other soldiers stood proud in various positions around the room.

The Admiral stood alone and tall, the large war map still open and spread out on the table.
Zhao continued to wear his grand armor, the cape was a little much for just interrogating a
lowly Water Tribe savage, but he could always appreciate someone’s love for dramatics.

Oh how Zhao loved his dramatics.

Sokka’s burnt hand throbbed at the memory of Zhao pouring the scolding tea water onto his
unprotected flesh, an involuntary shudder crept down his spine. Zhao’s amber eyes landed on
the wrapped injury he had inflicted just yesterday.

“Who wrapped that for you?”

Sokka didn’t expect Zhao to ask him that, what was protocol for helping other prisoners?

Why didn’t he read the damn rule parchment?

Would Zhao torture him to gather information on who wrapped his hand?



The thoughts were overwhelming, there were too many questions and no one to answer them.
Zhao would never tell him if he was going to torture him or not, he enjoyed the squirming of
his victims too much.

But on the other hand. Zhao liked to pride himself on being a ‘merciful and fair’ Admiral.

So… Sokka could use that to his advantage. Or at least try.

“If I tell you who helped me, will they violate one of the hundreds of rules this place has and
get punished?”

Sokka tried not to spit out of the words too quickly as his bottom lip trembled from the fear
he was desperately trying to push away. Being afraid of Zhao wouldn’t help him escape and it
definitely wouldn’t make this situation any easier, he had to swallow the fear and use this
time to feel out his captor. He needed to gather intel, or something like that.

“Have you even read the rules they gave you during your processing?” Zhao’s hand was
rubbing his bushy brown eyebrows, flailing the hairs everywhere. He seemed annoyed, but
not hostile, as of yet. Sokka felt it was safe to continue trying to have a conversation, trending
carefully.

“I am going to read it, I have just been… A little caught up.” Sokka couldn’t help but let a
slight smile pull the corners of his lips when his eyes met with Zhao. It felt good to look his
torturer in the eyes without trembling in uncontrollable fear, hopefully it wouldn’t backfire.

Ha, backfire. Fire benders can’t bend fire out of their back… Can they?

“I’m sorry, am I keeping you from getting acquainted with your new home? I see you don’t
have an issue making friends. I am just curious which friends you decided to latch onto. You
are the only Water Tribe prisoner in this prison camp, and most of these people have probably
never met a Water Tribe savage. You have my word whoever wrapped your hand will not be
punished, I only inquire for my own personal satisfaction.”

Zhao did a hand gesture that included one hand vertically flat and open with the other hand
balled in a fist, he put both hands together to form a sign between them. Sokka guessed it was
some fancy Fire Nation hand symbol for ‘I won't be as evil as I could be for just a moment’.
The motion reminded him vaguely of the Water Tribe hand clasp, both motions involved
another person and they both included a trust between them.

Zhao could do 100 Fire Nation hand symbols and Sokka still wouldn’t trust him. The man
radiated evil, maybe this is what it was like being in the presence of the Fire Lord. If any
living man would radiate evil it would have to be Fire Lord Ozai, Zhao was a close second
and then the warden, because he was all sorts of messed up too.

“Ok, as long as you Fire Nation swear she won't get hurt… Ara helped me, she was the one
who wrapped my hand.” Sokka felt like a traitor for letting her sweet name be tainted by
being spoken in the presence of Zhao.



The man chuckled, a full smile displayed across his face. Sokka remembered Ara’s warning,
’no matter what, try to keep Zhao from smiling. If he starts to enjoy the torture he might start
doing it for fun.’

Sokka tried to think of another topic, or something else he could say to shift the interrogation
away from Ara. But the alternative topic of Aang didn’t seem like the best fallback plan
either. His mind felt like someone was stuttering, he was trying to get his thoughts together
but they kept tumbling around, making it impossible to think straight.

“Ara is a sweet girl, she tends to take pity on those who are weak. I am not surprised she took
a liking to you, look at you, a weak non-bender who doesn’t even have enough useful
information to keep himself alive. I should just kill you and save the energy that it would take
trying to gather up the half lies you spew out of your mouth. Or I could send in my most
enthusiastic guards and let them have a go at you, oh how you will wish I had killed you. Or
finally, I could give you a chance to provide me with something useful, give me something
that might save your pathetic life.”

Zhao slid a map in his direction, turning it so Sokka could see the details of the Western Earth
Kingdom and the waters surrounding it, all the way to the Northern Water Tribe. Sokka
scanned the map carefully, his eyes not daring to breakaway for a moment if this ended up
being a cruel trick of some sorts.

A well thought out trick, one that tugged on the strings of his curiosity and played him like an
instrument. Sokka could not resist a good map. No less, a map that was giving him detailed
information of the area surrounding his incarceration location.

Dead tiger-seal pups, Katara crying, Fire Nation winning the war, ummm…. He needed to
think of another sad topic so he could refrain from smiling. Sokka was struggling to contain
the sheer joy that was causing his fingers to tingle in anticipation as his hands reached out
and slid the map closer. Staring down at the details, he saw familiar town names, his eyes
landed on Pohuai Stronghold, which was located on the coast.

Perfect.

So that means they must docked at this port, and would have either traveled North or-

“Are you going to try and memorize that map?” Zhao’s chilling tone interrupted Sokka’s joy.

“Let me guess… You are trying to figure out where we are and what different escape routes
you can come up with? Are you confident enough in your strategic abilities that you will
actually escape from this place? Do you want to know what I think? I think you are a stupid
and confused boy. Because when I look at you, I see a prisoner, and when I see myself, I see
an Admiral in the most powerful nation in the world. We are in the positions we are in for a
reason, this was no mistake. You’re a weak prisoner, and I am a powerful Admiral, don’t
forget your place.”

Sokka’s throat dried as he kept his gaze fixed exclusively on the map laying on the table in
front of him. He could hear Zhao’s hateful monologue just like he could feel Zhao’s eyes on



him. The threats and aggression in Zhao’s voice were lost on a boy who was determined to
escape, he didn’t care what he had to do… He would be leaving this place.

When Sokka didn’t say anything in response to Zhao’s threatening speech, the man stood and
slowly made his way around the table. His heavy footsteps echoed in the quiet room as Zhao
strolled closer. Sokka interrupted his focus from the map to fix his blue eyes on Zhao’s
movements, and the man moved slowly around the gold trimmed table. His index finger
swirling a greasy trail along the polished surface.

Zhao settled on standing directly behind Sokka with his body leaning forward as his sharp
eyes peered over Sokka’s shoulder. Sokka swallowed a couple times to clear his parched
throat before addressing the situation.

“Is there something I can help you with?” Sokka tried to say it in the most non-aggressive
tone he could muster up. He knew it sounded sarcastic, but it really was an honest question,
what did Zhao want Sokka’s help with?

“I want you to mark up the route you and the Avatar took to the Northern Water Tribe. I want
details, where you stopped and how long you were there. Be as specific as you can, I want to
know exactly where you were before arriving in the North.”

Sokka knew Zhao would use this information for something, but as he sat in the, kind of
comfortable (but still evil) Fire Nation chair, he contemplated what Zhao would have to gain
from this information.

Was it strategy?

Aang had many redeeming qualities, but he was no master strategist, most of his travel
decisions lingered between a giant koi-fish or a snuggly moose-lion cub. Sokka could give
Zhao every stop they took on the way to the Northern Water Tribe and the Admiral would
never learn anything from it.

Sokka saved his luck for a time when he would need it more, what Zhao was asking him to
do wouldn’t help him find Aang. So Sokka nodded to Zhao and the man slipped him an
unmarked world map and Sokka went to work marking up everywhere they went on their
journey.

Luckily, Zhao moved back a couple paces and stood far enough away from Sokka that he
finally stopped sweating from the heat the larger man emitted.

Were all fire benders this hot?

Zhao still watched over his shoulder as he dipped his brush in the fresh ink, tracing the
bristles over the ocean. Sokka retold a silent story of his adventures with his sister and the
Avatar.

Once he was finished, tears gathered in the corners of his eyes as Sokka relaxed against the
back of the chair, exhaling slowly while he admired his markings. It was a clearly drawn



map, including all the loops, backtracks, and nonsense pit stops Aang made him take. He
hoped it was everything Zhao imagined it to be.

To Sokka’s surprise Zhao moved around him and took the map in his hands, lifting off the
table he held it out in front of him. His amber eyes scanned the information Sokka provided,
he calmly set the map on the table before he walked out of the room and down a dimly lit
hallway. Sokka couldn’t see exactly where the Admiral wandered off to, but he wasn’t gone
too long.

Returning with a scroll tube in hand, Zhao walked up next to Sokka and roughly pushed his
map back in front of him. Sokka instinctively reached up and put both hands on the map,
smoothing the edges and making sure the thick parchment stayed wrinkle free. He couldn't
help but send a small glare up at the Admiral for being so rough with his masterpiece.

Zhao opened the scroll’s container with a sharp pop as the lid snapped open. Zhao retrieved
another map from inside and spread it down next to the one Sokka made and the Water Tribe
boy’s jaw dropped.

The map was almost identical, of course, there were small errors and the paths over the ocean
were not as detailed. But still, almost all their stops and flight paths were clearly marked on
Zhao’s copy of the map. Sokka’s eyes continued to scan the copy-cat map, which couldn’t
really be a copy because Sokka had literally just drawn up his map only minutes ago.

“What is that?” Sokka’s curious words broke the silence.

Zhao smirked, leaning over the maps he compared the two by sliding Sokka’s map on the
table in front of him, resting it just above the not-a-copy map. The man pulled himself back
to his perfect postured military stance, his arms crossed comfortably over his chest.

“This… This is a map one of my other prisoners drew up for me after a long discussion. I
wanted to compare and I must say, he wasn’t too far off. They are very similar.”

Zhao leaned in again, his finger tracing over one of the loops drawn in the route over the
ocean between the Southern Air Temple and Kyoshi Island. It was weird that both maps
would include the very out of the ordinary, loopy motion. Sokka noticed Zhao’s gaze
lingering.

“Aang was scratching Appa’s head and he accidentally released the reins. Appa was enjoying
the scratching so much, he was flying slightly to the right and we didn’t notice until he was
all the way turned around and headed back to the South Pole! Funny right?” Sokka smiled at
Zhao who didn’t give an inkling of joy in return.

The Admiral didn’t say anything as he gathered up both maps rolling them together he slid
them into the scroll tube, pressing the lid closed with extra force. The silence lingered in the
air as Zhao left the room again, disappearing down the same hallway, leaving Sokka to tap
his fingers nervously against the table.

Zhao returned, leading himself back to his side of the interrogation table, he sat himself
across from Sokka and rested his arms on the tabletop. “So, shall we begin?”



Sokka didn’t have time to register before two soldiers changed positions, their movements
were calm and calculated as they moved to stand next to him. One on each side, their face
plates making them invisible to him, he would never recognize a face pate. Except maybe
Denty, but he hasn’t seen Denty since arriving, he doubted he would ever see that guy again.

Zhao leaned back, lacing his fingers together he gave a short nod and Sokka barely registered
the fist connecting to his right cheek bone. He didn’t hear a crack, but he sure as shit felt one.
The pain radiated across his face, stinging his eyes and nose before jolting down his throat.
Coughing, Sokka desperately tried to catch his breath before a different fist struck him from
his left. The strike landed from a downward motion, the taller men had to aim low to hit the
imprisoned teenager.

What a sick place this war has brought them to.

Would these men do this to their sons? Or their village children? Is this just who they were or
were they just playing a role during war? Was it ok to do something so horrid to him because
he was Water Tribe and not Fire Nation?

The hits kept coming, until Sokka’s face bled and his head screamed, but to his surprise his
eyes stayed open. After the strikes stopped, Sokka slid his tongue over his teeth, just to check
and make sure they were all still there. The vain person inside of him worried more about his
pearly smile then the fact that his skin was split and bruises were forming along the edges of
his eyes and jaw.

Sokka’s breathing was ragged, the blood was sliding down his face and dripping slowly off
his chin. It was a weird sensation, one that Sokka chose not to dwell on, given his present
situation. His blue eyes wobbled their way off the table and onto Zhao, who was leaning back
smiling.

Sokka has never wanted to be violent towards anyone more than he wants to inflict pain onto
Zhao.

“You looked too comfortable there, Water Tribe, I just wanted to make sure I have your full
attention. Now that it seems I have it, tell me, if I gave you a map of the Earth Kingdom do
you think you could draw me a prediction of which way the Avatar would travel?”

Sokka knew that he could fake that, but he also could be walking into a trap. Zhao might
expect him to make a fake map, giving him more of a reason to hurt him… But did Zhao
really need a reason to hurt him? He could do whatever he wanted for whatever reason,
which was a thought he would rather not think about. He decided to risk it all and try his luck
with drawing a map.

“I can try-y.” Of course, his voice cracked.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka sat there too long, trying to fake imagine Aang and also kind of remember Aang, so he
could make it believable enough to make Zhao follow, but not so believable that it actually
worked.



Sokka finally finished the insane map, full of loops, backtracks, pit stops and sight sees. If
Aang followed this route then he would still be in the massive Si Wong Desert by the time
the comet hit. It was an impossibly long journey but Sokka put thought into every stop and
made sure he listed out the different creatures Aang would want to ride along the way.

He was actually extremely proud of his map, he felt like it did Aang justice. All those Appa
rides that Sokka had to listen to Aang ramble excitedly about the big rideable thingy, those
fuzzy whats-it-called, the best place to wind surf or some other reckless air bending
shenanigans really paid off when putting together his fake journey.

Sokka leaned back away from the table to give Zhao extra space when he pulled the map
away from him. Even with the pain in his face, Sokka’s lips twitched when the Admiral’s
facial expression turned confused. His eyes scanned the map over a few times before rolling
it up and binding it with twine. Zhao set it off to the side before his gaze fixed back on
Sokka, his brow was furrowed as the older man studied the Water Tribe boy.

Swallowing, Sokka’s mind didn’t wander, he stayed present in this moment; mentally
preparing himself for the next attack. “So what are you to the Avatar?” Zhao’s question came
out of nowhere.

“Me? I am the… Uhh… I am the non-bender, you know, the guy everyone sees but knows he
isn’t that important.” Sokka says the words to cover up the idea that Zhao could use him to
lure Aang and Katara into a trap. Even though the words were exaggerated for Zhao, the truth
still lay behind them and they still hurt to say. Sokka knew he was the non bender, but he
liked to think that his badass leadership skills and all the manly hunting and gathering he did
made him play a bigger role in the group. He hoped at least.

But there was always a possibility it didn’t matter, that they would be just fine without him.
Whenever he really gave that dark idea much thought he tried not to remember when Katara
got herself sent to a Fire Nation prison, on purpose. She was so confident in her bending that
she purposely put herself in the same position Sokka was in right now. But thankfully, she
didn’t escape her prison beat down and broken, the way Sokka felt right now.

“You must play a bigger role than the flying bison?” Zhao snickered. “The girl traveling with
the Avatar is a water bender, am I right? You two are related, siblings if I remember correctly,
isn’t that sweet.”

Sokka’s heart sunk into his stomach... How would Zhao know that Katara was his sister.
Aside from the super similar complexion, blue eyes, constant bickering… Ok, so maybe it
wasn’t that hard to tell they were siblings.

“Yes, Katara is my sister, and she is a powerful water bender, the last of the Southern Water
Tribe.” He felt pride when he described his sister, she would blush if she heard the admiration
he carried in his tone for her. “Oh and I would be honored to be as important as Appa.”

“Isn’t that so sweet, no one cares about a teenage water bender, I only wish to gather
information that will lead me to destroy the Avatar.”

“I thought you people just wanted to capture the Avatar…” Sokka let his voice trail off.



Zhao smirked. “Well with the comet coming in a couple of months, if the dead Avatar is
reincarnated in one of the Water Tribes we will eliminate them the same way we did the Air
Nomads. We now have enough about the mysterious Northern Water Tribe from the
infiltration that just happened not even a full cycle ago. If we do a repeat of that and they
don’t have their precious Avatar to save them this time combined with the power from the
comet, they will all be destroyed. The Southern Tribe has already been reduced to rubble, it
will take only one fleet to slaughter all the women and children that the men left behind.”

Sokka felt the burning rage simmering in the pit of his empty stomach, this man was sick, the
Fire Nation is sick, this whole situation was fucked.

He felt the rage transform into blinding anger, his vision tunneled as he stood up from his
chair preparing to launch himself towards Zhao. How dare him threaten to slaughter his tribe
and murder his friend, the very idea of that happening pushed Sokka over the edge.

Everything that was bottled up inside of him from the murder ship, the metal box, the torture
camp… Everything was pouring out into his chest. Burning his body from the inside out as
his emotions pushed their way to his surface. A scream left his throat, coming out broken and
desperate then the anger he felt.

Before Sokka could propel himself over the table at Zhao, the two soldiers still standing on
both sides of him, pushed him onto the floor. His knees hit the ground hard, his eyes meeting
the edge of the table. His obstructed vision saw a glimpse of Zhao standing up from his seat
and moving out of sight.

Sokka turned his head to see where Zhao went but the soldier grasped his skull so easily
inside his large hand and forcefully turned his head back to facing the edge of the table.
Sokka couldn’t see Zhao but he heard him speak from somewhere behind him.

“I want you to rough him up nice and good and then bring him out to the whipping post. I
think we will make an example out of this one.”

Sokka’s body went from burning with rage to freezing in fear, his limbs started to tremble
while his lungs burned for air. There was no time find air before he felt the familiar pain that
can only be inflicted by the tip of a Fire Nation solider’s boot. The men kicked him before
grabbing him by the base of his wolf's-tail and hoisting him to his feet before delivering a
painful blow to the stomach. Doubling over, he was released and allowed to hit the floor.
They took turns pulling him up and then knocking him to the floor.

The next time Sokka was pulled to his feet when it came time for him to take the hit, he
ducked, pulling his hair out of the second soldier's grip.

The soldier scoffed and Sokka smirked, it was a satisfying moment that only lasted briefly
before the other soldier swiped his foot underneath him, hooking one of his ankles and
knocking Sokka onto the floor. They stepped on him a final couple times, their heels digging
into his flesh breaking and bruising his untarnished skin.

Sokka felt himself being lifted, his vision was swirling, sending his world into a slow dance.
When the bright-ass-sunlight touched his eyes, Sokka squeezed them shut and tried to gain



his footing knowing the steps were approaching.

He did not catch his footing, and the soldiers didn’t hesitate to drag his flailing legs over each
step until he felt the hot earth on his bare feet. His stupid shoes must have fallen off when he
was dragged down the steps, which wasn’t surprising. He hated those shoes.

Sokka’s eyes finally adjusted to the sunlight just in time to see a familiar set of 3 wooden
poles positioned in a row behind the mess hall. Sokka was knelt in front of one of the poles,
blinking at the adjustment, he looked around he saw prisoners beginning to gather. His wrists
were bound around the pole, so he was forced to hug the wood, his face close enough that he
could rest his cheek on the smooth surface.

But when Sokka looked at the wood closely, he could see all the different discoloration and
marks around the area. It was a mixture of blood, dirt, sweat, tears and desperation. Sokka
could swear there were teeth marks in the wood, indicating that someone tried to chew
through their restraints or the pole itself.

He wondered how many people had died on this pole?

What kind of suffering happened right where Sokka was kneeling?

The crippling fear he felt on the ship returned, giving him tunnel vision, as the soldiers pulled
up his prison tunic. Sokka could hear Zhao’s voice in the background but he didn't listen.
Instead, he buried his face in between his arms, resting his cheek on his right bicep. Zhao’s
voice still rang out in the background as Sokka’s world slowed down.

Everything went silent for one… two… three… breaths before the first crack of the whip.

The pain was unlike anything Sokka could have ever imagined being possible. It rivaled the
burn he received defending the ice wall, even though that pain didn’t last long thanks to
magic water. He wouldn't be so lucky this time, this time he would have to live with the
repercussions. There would not be a sweet Water Tribe healer to come make the pain go
away.

How small his problems seemed back then…

Another crack of the whip sliced across his shoulder blades, crossing over the first slash,
marking his back with a painful x. The third time the whip cracked Sokka saw stars, the pain
was so spread across his back he could barely recognize where the whip hit.

Sokka knew he was screaming, he could feel his throat ripping as the pain vocalized itself
through his screaming sobs. The fourth time the whip cracked, Sokka couldn’t hold his head
up anymore, it rolled between his arms a few times before he finally pressed his forehead
against the pole’s surface.

He was bloody and broken too, just like all those before him.

The final time the whip cracked against his back and his tunnel vision began to close and the
darkness took over.



- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

His shoulders ache, dust coats the inside walls of his throat

Finally, the pressure releases and his arms fall by his side

He can’t move them

Slumping forward, his face sliding downward against the broken-people-pole

Soft hands touch him

Strong hands pick him up

Words are spoke to him, they are muffled and deep

A smaller voice, a familiar word

Sweetie

Why does that make his chest warm?

Darkness returns

The pain wakes him

The throbbing, burning, angry pain that makes his arms and legs trash

Fight through the pain

Fight the pain

Strong hands holding him down

Green eyes

Amber eyes

Zhao

No…

Not Zhao

Pain, so much pain

Cooling creams, soft bandages

In and out, light and dark, alone and together

He finally wakes up



- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka’s eyelids were heavy as he pried them open, one at a time. Once both his eyes were
successfully open, the soft light of morning was just starting to spill down from the sky light.
Sokka tried to sit himself up, which only resulted in heavy amounts of pain throbbing through
his midsection.

Sokka noticed that when the men in his cabin began preparing for the day, no one even gave
him a second glance. It was as if he didn’t exist, the strangers ignored him like he was
already dead.

Maybe he was going to die and everyone already knew it... even though he didn’t exactly feel
like he was going to die.

He was in tremendous amounts of pain, yes. His body felt like it belonged to someone else,
yes. But he didn’t feel like he was knocking on death's door.

Sokka let his mind be distracted with ideas of how it would feel to knock on death’s door.
Would it be a scary door? Would it be attached to a death house? He wondered. Would it be
decorated with skulls and bones and rotten food?

Sokka could escape into his mind when life was too overwhelming, he did it frequently after
his mother died. He remembered Katara crying, she cried so deep for the loss of their mom.
Sokka remembered his father’s hushed sobs in the silent night, whenever Katara would stop
after she finally fell asleep; his dad would start. His dad didn’t know anyone could hear him,
he thought Sokka was asleep. But Sokka was awake and he could hear him.

Sokka would let his mind wander during those nights, thinking of fun new game ideas,
maybe an innovative invention or funny pretend scenarios, he always succeeded in making
himself laugh. It was in those moments where he withdrew into himself, that Sokka taught
himself how to cope with humor. He was always a funny kid, just like his dad, but he really
began using humor in his everyday life after his mom died.

He wanted to fix problems, he loved finding creative solutions and coming up with clever
ways to plan out an idea. Humor was his comfort zone, and relying on that gave him an
advantage, because no one ever expected his words to influence a situation. In a world raised
in war, men would often only look to violence when trying to solve their problems.

But many times, Sokka was able to talk through a situation, using humor as a distraction
while he executed his plan behind the scenes. So Sokka was trying to withdraw into himself
to find comfort, by imagining death as a real person, with a house and maybe some pelts on
his imaginary wall.

Why not.

The sun was fully shining down into his bunkhouse, which was empty now, besides himself.
Sokka couldn't help but begin to get worried and restless, shuffling around his lower body to
gage his different pain levels. It wasn’t until he saw Ara walk through the door that he



released a long needed exhale and settled back down into his flat mattress. His chest heaving
from the pain throbbing through his legs from the small movement.

Just one look at the tall girl he could see she was not happy, her brow was furrowed and her
soft mouth set in a firm line. She actually looked really annoyed at him, his heart began to
beat faster. She was at his bedside within a few steps, her green eyes blinking down at him
and Sokka could see the worry and care hiding in her expression. She wasn’t mad at him, she
cared.

“Sokka! You can not wake up and start moving around sweetie! Please!” Ara’s gentle hands
were resting on top of his chest, putting slight pressure. The feeling sent light, calming waves
of relaxation through his chest and into his stomach. His body slumped into the bed before
his eyes closed.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When he finally opened them again, Ara was gone and a tall strong man sat on the edge of
the bed next to him. Sokka focuses his eyes to really look at the man who rested his elbows
on his knees while his left foot tapped softly. He had dark hair, possibly black but it was too
greasy to tell for sure. His hair is pulled back in a low ponytail, the length ending just below
his shoulder blades.

There is a light stubble across the bottom of his pale face and his eyes were a soft brown with
speckles of gold. He looked very Fire Nation, but he wore prison clothing just like Sokka and
there were signs of healing bruises on the right side of his face.

Sokka felt better this time when he tried to move his body. This time he took his movements
slow and steady just until he could see the man better. The guy was definitely a man, he was
tall and strong with growing facial hair (not just a small patch of four hairs growing under his
nose). Sokka was still proud of his mustache, no matter what Katara said.

The man’s eyes were fixed on him as Sokka struggled to pull himself up enough to talk. His
throat was so dry and painfully raw, the price to pay when you try to scream the pain away.

The man moved, reaching down he pulled a small cup out from under the bed he sat on.
Handing it over to Sokka, he tried to lift his right arm to reach for the beautiful, sweet cup of
water. But his arm was shaking so bad he was afraid to take the cup, he couldn’t afford to
lose any of the water on the floor, he needed every drop.

Sokka did a weird, shaky arm reach towards the cup and when conflicted with the idea of
spilling the water, he just let his arm linger mid air while he decided what to do.

Surprisingly, the man moved Sokka’s arm out of the way and lifted the glass to his lips and
Sokka drank greedily. Slurping down every drop, he was tempted to cry when the cup was
upside down and dry.

After mourning the now consumed water, Sokka looked over at the stranger. He didn’t
recognize him, even though he has spent every day in this torture camp being… Tortured.



This last time didn’t even make sense, he did what Zhao wanted, even if it was slightly
skewed information. Zhao didn’t even seem to care, he just wanted to break him down. He
was playing games now, mental games with painful consequences. Zhao was most likely
trying to wear him down until Sokka gave up and told him what he wanted.

Zhao wasn’t expecting these interrogations to go anywhere, he was just looking for excuses
to hurt him and start slowly breaking him down until he gave in. Or maybe, it was all some
sick game to Zhao and this was all part of his plan to get himself off on Sokka’s pain.

He fucking hated Zhao.

“My name is Shen, since you obviously aren’t going to ask.” The man spoke to Sokka, his
voice was deep and smooth.

“S-sorry…” Sokka cleared his throat, wincing at the copper tang that mixed with his throat's
mucus. “I’m sorry, I am just confused, where is Ara? Who are you?”

One of Shen’s eyebrows twitched when his mouth formed a thin line, he took a deep breath,
as if to calm himself, before answering Sokka’s questions.

“Like I said, my name is Shen. I am a friend to Ara, the sun is almost set and she can’t risk
being seen here after dark or it will be you and me taking care of her instead. I am here
checking on you because she swore you would probably wake up tonight and I just had to be
here to give you this very important water. I hope you enjoyed it.”

“I did… Very much, thank you. There isn’t any more water, is there?”

Shen shook his head, no. “Sorry, that was it kid, but when you get out of bed tomorrow you
can eat breakfast and get all the water you want. We just can't bring food or water out of the
mess hall or risk being punished, so be thankful you got that much. I am sure as you lie here
in agony, you can see how important it is to follow the rules. Things can get so much worse
for you than this.”

Shen’s words created a heavy mood between them, but Sokka respected the honesty. “Thank
you for the water, and I will thank Ara personally tomorrow.”

“Do you want to practice getting out of bed and walking? You might need assistance the first
time and none of these fuck faces you’re bunking with will do jack shit to help you out, so
you’ll have to do it yourself. You were assigned to the worst sleep cabin in the camp, now
come on, you gotta get up.”

Shen stood up and Sokka noticed the man was tall standing at over 6ft. His shoulders rolled
back and his back was straight and he wore a similar body language to Zhao.

“Shen… Were you a soldier?”

“Yes, I was, now you have to get up.”

“How long have I been in bed?”



“3 days, that is the camp limit. You are allowed recovery for 3 days after an interrogation or
extreme punishment but after those 3 days you are expected to get back to work.”

“I don’t have work-“

“That will be over tomorrow, you will be assigned a job, just like everyone else. Don’t get
your hopes up, most newbies get the coal mines. Your job assignment is good for a full moon
cycle, and whatever you get don’t complain or you’ll be punished.”

“Does everything around here always end with punishment?” Sokka’s voice carried a bitter
tone laced in frustration. The pain ebbing away at his sanity wasn’t helping him process this
information any better.

“Pretty much kid, sorry to say but this is probably the worst place in the world you could
have ended up. But you’re here, just like the rest of us and you have to follow all the rules or
be punished, just like the rest of us. Now get up, you’re out of days.”

Sokka slowly moved his legs to the end of the bed, his muscles were stiff from immobility.
Shen was strong and his hands were comfortable as he held him steady when Sokka finally
lifted his body out of the bed. There was shooting pain bouncing around under his skin,
lighting up his nerves like little lightning bolts.

But with Shen’s help he was able to slowly begin to move. His body began to loosen up as
his limbs relaxed and his muscles found a light rhythm. Sokka knew the pain wasn’t going to
go away, especially because this was the first time he had ever experienced pain so intense.
But if he was going to survive long enough to leave this place, he had to learn how to cope
with it.

The man helped the boy practice walking up and down the long bunker, stopping every once
in a while for Sokka to sit on the end of one of the beds. Shen would patiently wait for him,
his back straight and his arms crossed over his chest.

“W-why are you helping me?” The question was burning in Sokka’s mind with every painful
step he took, he couldn’t find the right time to ask so it just came fumbling out.

Shen smiled, his eyes flickering with traces of kindness under the hardened, unreadable facial
expression and overall strength he carried with him. “I always help Ara when she needs me,
she is my most trusted friend and when you don’t have many people to rely on, you always
take care of the ones you do. So here I am, helping you get back on your feet so you don’t die
to make her happy.”

His words resonated with Sokka for some reason, and by the tenth time going up and down
the center of the room, Sokka was able to move on his own. Shen gave him a reassuring
shoulder squeeze before leaving when the other prisoners slowly started heading to their
bunks. The sun was completely set now and darkness covered the room, only the soft light of
the moon and a few lit scones gave the room any clarity.

Sokka crawled into bed, his back aching from what he was sure were still open wounds from
his lashings. He still couldn’t wrap his head around the fact he was restrained to a pole and



whipped like an animal. He was lower than an animal, he was Zhao’s prisoner.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The next morning Sokka woke to Ara softly shaking his shoulder, the gentle touch and subtle
movement didn’t jostle his wounds too much.

“Sokka you have to get up now, it's time for breakfast. Your body needs the nutrients to heal
itself, so rise and shine sweetie.”

His eyes cracked open, meeting her green stare, accompanied by a small smile gracing her
soft pink lips. Her smile grew when she saw Sokka waking up, taking a step back, she
allowed him the room to slowly pull himself out of bed. He did his best to hide his wincing
facial expressions and sharp gasps of air as he stood to his feet.

Ara gave him space to move on his own as they left the bunk together and began their walk
to the mess hall. “So, I heard you met Shen?”

Sokka nodded, “yeah I did. He is really nice, it's weird he would be here being a former
soldier.”

Ara’s head snapped in his direction rather quickly, her brow furrowed before she broke her
stare. She continued to watch the dirt as they walked, kicking small stones with the tip of her
cloth shoe.

“He told you that?” It was almost a whisper.

“Yeah, I mean it was kind of obvious from the way he stands extra straight, and his arms are
always crossed when he isn’t using them. Oh, and he speaks like he isn’t about to take your
shit. I don’t know, the whole thing just screamed, Fire Nation army.”

“Well aren’t you an observant one, I guess you are not as dumb as you look.” Ara giggled,
shooting him a playful glance. “He doesn’t usually talk about it, he was in the navy actually,
he worked on Zhao’s ship for years before he was put here…” Her voice trailed off as they
walked into the tent.

Sokka has never been here when the morning was fresh and all the prisoners were gathering.
The tables were full of grey tattered uniforms and broken faces. Sokka could see a clear
mixture of Fire Nation and Earth Kingdom, of course he was the only Water Tribe, his darker
complexion contrasting against the grey.

All ages assembled together under the canopy to eat their meals and prepare for the day. The
people sitting at the tables were clearly grouped together in some sort of organization but
Sokka didn’t give it much thought.

The smell of food tantalized his senses and the sweet aroma of meat tickled his taste buds.
His body began to move, completely out of his control, as he got in line and watched the
prisoners in front of him getting their food dished.



The very end of the line there was a man dressed all white, with cups of tea and small round
pills in a bowl behind him. When the different prisoners go to the end the man would ask for
their name and search a list for something, before giving them a pill and watching them take
it with a cup of tea.

Sokka was surprised when the prisoner had to open their mouth and lift their tongue before
they were allowed to go eat their breakfast.

Some prisoners gave their name and they were sent on their way with no pill and no tea.
Sokka curiosity spiked when he saw Zuko approach the table, the man didn’t ask for his
name he only reached behind him and pulled 3 of the black pills out of the bowl and handed
them to Zuko.

He took them quickly and washed them down with the tea before the man made him open his
mouth, unlike the other prisoners the man put his gloved hand inside Zuko’s mouth to feel
around for any hidden pills. Sokka snickered wondering if the ex prince had tried to conceal
them before.

Sokka’s eyes were fixed on Zuko as he moved around the tables staying close to the side
wall. Sokka could see why he wanted to stay out of sight, almost every person he passed gave
him a look, not a friendly one. Zuko finally settled for an empty table towards the furthest
exit, Sokka broke his gaze away only when he was asked for the third time what he wanted to
eat.

With his food ready for consumption, Sokka arrived at the man in white and gave him his
name and the man sent him on his way, with no pills. It wasn’t until Ara was at his side that
he had the chance to ask her what all that was about.

“It's bending suppressant day, once a week all the benders have to take suppressants and it
makes them all loopy and disoriented for most of the day, so all benders are allowed one day
of no work assignment. It's not fair for everyone who isn’t a bender to have to work the extra
day but Shen said he would rather work than take the suppressants.

“He said it feels like being on a raft in the open ocean and a storm is raging around you,
causing the waves to push you around and try to drown you. Then he said everything feels
numb, like you've finally been dragged into the ocean and you are drowning in the freezing
water. Shen is a fire bender so I don’t know what it's like for the earth benders but he said it's
like someone covered his inner fire. He knows it's there but he can’t feel it. It sounds awful.”

Sokka followed her until they were sitting at the far end of a table, his back facing the
direction Zuko was in. It felt weird turning his back towards his enemy but the chances of
Zuko doing something to him was doubtful. He was stupid, but he wasn’t that stupid.
Hopefully.

A young man came and sat next to Ara, his sandy brown hair was sticking up in a similar
fashion to the asshole, Jet. His eyes were hazel with a mischievous sparkle to them, his skin
was tan but nowhere near Sokka’s complexion. He sat down quickly and smirked at Sokka.



“So you’re the new guy, huh? Kind of young ain’t he?” The man took a bite of his sticky rice
as his eyes traveled across Sokka’s face.

“He is the same age I was when I was brought here, but yes, he is young.” Ara’s sweet smile
landed on Sokka as he ate his food.

“You must have shit luck kid.”

Sokka sighed, “yeah something like that.”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The day was warm, and most of the prisoners were laying in their beds or sitting outside in
the dirt. The bending suppressants really did a number on them, most of them were groggy
and unfocused. Sokka passed a man who was dry heaving on the side of the building, holding
his head like it was going to roll off his neck.

Ara led him into the L (as they called it, where the camp’s shape took the turn creating an L
shape) because apparently Sokka needed to get his work assignment before tomorrow or he
could be punished for not showing up to his job. The building the guards stayed in was close
to Zhao’s residence, which gave Sokka’s stomach a twist when they walked past it.

There were a few guards standing outside the guard building, their hands trailing up to their
whips as Ara and Sokka approached. Ara stopped a few feet away from the men and put her
hands behind her back. “He needs his work assignment before jobs resume tomorrow.”

One of the guards with dark hair rolled his eyes before nudging the other man and tilting his
head towards the door. With an annoyed sigh the second guard turned and walked into the
building, within a few minutes he came back with a sheet of parchment.

“Water Tribe right?”

“Well… It’s Sokka.”

“Don’t be smart with me or i'll break that pretty little jaw of yours.”

Sokka shut up. He was getting good at that.

“It looks like you’ll be in the coal mines for the last two weeks of the moon cycle. Then you
might get switched to something else, don’t hold your breath. Report to the South Gate at
sunrise, if you’re late then you will be punished.”

Sokka nodded, hesitating, he swallowed his fear and blurted out his request. “Can I have
another pair of shoes please.” The words tumbled out like they were racing to freedom. The
guard raised one eyebrow before turning back to his partner who huffed louder this time,
before returning back inside.

It took a little longer this time around, but the man emerged with a pair of shoes. He threw
them at Sokka’s feet. “I think they might be two different sizes but at least you won't be
barefoot in the coal mines. If you lose this pair just know there won't be any more handouts.



If you want new shoes then you will figure out what favors you can do for us for those shoes.
Got it?”

Sokka nodded before slipping on the cloth shoes, his toes curling slightly in his right one
when they hit the end. He didn’t complain though, the barrier between the dirt and his bare
skin was good enough.

Ara and Sokka made their way back through camp, Sokka was still shocked by how beaten
down the bending suppressants made the prisoners. Some of the men and women laid in the
dirt under the shade of the buildings, others sat around with their eyes closed and head tilted
towards the sun. Those ones must be the fire benders, and the earth benders would be the
ones hugging the ground.

Ara left Sokka to go find Shen and make sure he was doing alright after urging him to enjoy
his last day of freedom, he would experience the coal mines tomorrow. Sokka’s body still
hurt from his interrogation but he knew moving around would be the best way to strengthen
his body, he could rest a little later.

There was a soft breeze that made the heat from the sun almost bearable, he moved slowly
through the camp, his eyes lingering on the different prisoners who didn’t seem to notice him.
They were dirty, and scarred, they looked broken but alive. Sokka was terrified he was
looking at his own future, he would die before he grew old in this place.

Sokka’s eyes recognized a smaller prisoner with his back resting against the last of the
bunkers, his scruffy black hair hung in his eyes as his head was tilted towards the warm sun.
The angry outline of his face was proof enough that this person that Sokka had been catching
a glimpse of was in fact, Prince Zuko.

He must be the reason Zhao has that copy map, and the reason he knew Katara was his sister.
Zuko handed over all the information he had about the Avatar to Zhao and now that crazed
psycho was going to use that information to torture him and try and kill his friends.

The anger was festering inside of Sokka, and with a hasty but careful movement, he made his
way over to the boy. Sokka has never been this close to Zuko before, standing right in front
of the boy as his legs were stretched out in front of him. Sokka nudged his foot with his own,
preparing to fall back when he unleashed fire and yelling.

But Zuko didn’t stir, so Sokka tapped his foot again, this time a little harder. “Hey, jerk-
bender! Wake up!”

Sokka’s breath hitched when Zuko cracked open his good eye and the sun reflected off his
gold eye. Not amber, not brown, or hazel or yellow. Just gold. They sparkled as the fire
bender tried to focus his vision on the person standing in front of him, who was kicking his
foot.

Sokka could see the foggy and unfocused haze in Zuko’s golden eye, his left one barely
opened before he reached up an arm and used it to block out the sun. Sokka glanced at his
outstretched arm when he saw they were wrapped in bandages all the way up to where the
sleeve of his tunic started.



“What do you want?” His raspy voice reminded Sokka of Katara and Aang. He could have
almost smiled, but Zuko was staring at him in a weird way. He wasn’t being aggressive or
angry he just seemed lost and confused. The suppressants must really mess them up, and he
saw Zuko take 3 of them.

“Do you even recognize me?”

Sokka watched Zuko squint and scan him over slowly, his eyes fluttering close a few times
making Sokka wonder if he was just going to fall asleep again. By the third attempt, Zuko
seemed to be more focused and his gaze returned to the Water Tribe boy’s face.

“Oh shit… You're the Avatar's friend. The non bender…” His voice trailed off before he set
his head back against the wall. Sokka frowned, how dare he just refer to him as the non
bender and then dismiss him as if he were just some unimportant no one.

Sokka kicked out his foot again, this time kicking Zuko hard in the ankle. “OW!” Zuko
frowned and pulled his leg back, glaring at Sokka. His clouded over eyes fumbled around
until Sokka watched him tuck his foot underneath him, leaving his other leg extended.

“Go away.” Was all he muttered before closing his eyes again.

“No! You can't just call me a non bender and then ignore me! What are you doing here? Are
you still trying to capture Aang? Is this some elaborate plan that you and Zhao have put
together to finally capture the Avatar?!” Sokka was trying not to yell so no attention would be
drawn towards them. It was proving difficult as he was finding himself growing anger.

“Go away Water-boy.” Zuko’s raspy voice slurred from the grogginess.

“Do you even know my name?”

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“Mo-mo.”

“WHAT!?” Sokka yelled. A few people turned their faces towards them and gave odd
expressions. Sokka lowered his voice, glaring at the fire bender who still had his eyes closed.

“You think my name is Momo!?”

“Yes, the girl, the other one in blue… She said, ‘thanks Momo’ when she was released from
the tree with the pirates, then she said something about apples. You like apples.”

Sokka slapped his forehead, adding more pain to his already broken body. “She was thanking
the flying lemur! Not me!”

“What did the lemur do? You’re the one who got her free.”



Sokka tapped his chin, trying to recall that day, even though it was only months ago it felt
like an eternity. That was the last time they saw Zuko, that day with the pirates. Sokka didn’t
remember exact details, only that it was a mess and he was mad at Katara.

“I don’t remember exactly but I am confident that Momo- the LEMUR- chewed through
Katara’s rope. Well your rope, the one you used to tie my little sister to a tree.”

Zuko shrugged and didn’t say anything in response to that. Sokka went to say something else
when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Turning his head he saw the profile of the sandy brown
haired man who sat with him at breakfast.

“Hey kid, why don’t we move along.” Sokka felt his body being pulled away from Zuko, not
that the fire bender even noticed. Once they were far enough away the man swiveled Sokka
around so he was facing him, tilting his head up to meet the man’s eyes.

“I know you are new here, kid, but if I can give you some extremely helpful advice… Stay as
far away from that guy as you possibly can. He is nothing but trouble and if you associate
yourself with him then you are going to put a target on your back and you’ll be alone in this
place, no one will help you anymore. Especially not Ara. Do you understand?”

Sokka shook his head in agreement.

Stay away from Zuko, easy.

Chapter End Notes

Hello everyone! Sorry I didn’t have any song recommendations for this chapter. Which
you probably aren’t listening to them anyway... BUT YOU SHOULD! <3

Seriously.......... I hope you listened to mad instrumental music, it’s literally the best.

Anywhoooo, thank you to those that always comment and leave their kudos. I love
hearing from you so please comment.

DO IT. >:D

I love you all I hope you are enjoying 2021 so far, I’m still keeping my eye out.

<3



Butt Ass Naked

Chapter Notes

Hello everyone :)

So I am just going to go ahead and throw out a warning that you guys should read my
tagged triggers or whatever you call them. I’m only warning you once ;)

But seriously, if I forgot any tags you feel like I need to add, let me know, i’ll add it :)

Love you guys, fun fact this chapter was originally almost 14,000 words so I had to cut
it in two-parts-yay!

See the end of the chapter for more notes



Leaving It All Behind
Chapter 6: Butt Ass Naked

The coal mine was suffocating, the dark space reminded Sokka of what it might feel like to
be buried alive. If he were buried alive at least the guards couldn't whip him anymore.

Everything around him blurred together under the earth’s darkness. The tools and people
were all covered in soot, their only light source was a lantern strung up next to their station.
The only other light in the coal mine were the scattered lanterns being used by other pods. It
wasn’t enough light to see as clearly as Sokka would have liked, but at least they didn't leave
everyone in the cavern in complete darkness.

The mine was deep and cold, it was a steep climb down a straight and narrow path that led
them deep under the ground. The tunnel would have had to have been constructed by an earth
bender, it's the only way something so steep and straight could exist. The prisoners were split
up and worked in groups of four (people called them pods) to excavate a certain area
together, but speaking to one another was against the rules.

For the past few days, Sokka has gone to his job in the coal mine alongside a group of
strangers who never utter a word to one another. A month ago, this would have been torture
for fun, innocent Sokka, but prison camp Sokka was used to keeping his mouth shut.

There was a smaller, second cavern at a lower level, but the prisoners hardly ever mined
there. The smaller empty mine was mostly used for storage.

It wasn’t until the third day that he finally adapted to the repetition of the whole... coal
mining process, it was dangerously tedious. It was a three part system and took working
closely with other prisoners to accomplish their combined task. Each pod of prisoners was
assigned a mining section and a guard, their particular guard was pretty calm, though he
wasn't afraid to crack his whip if needed to.

In each pod, the first person would use the pickaxe to detach the coal, Sokka’s position would
scoop that coal and load it into the metal cart, and the final team of two would wheel the cart
up the steep climb out of the mine and unload it into a massive bucket cart being pulled by
two komodo-rhinos.

The large animals were stabled just outside the south gate of the prison camp. Sokka made a
mental note of their location just in case his escape plan called for the large creatures. He
wasn't ruling anything out.

The coal mine was about half a mile walk from camp, they were escorted there by multiple
guards who took their positions extremely seriously. The guards watched the prisoners like
eagle-hawks and their mean streak intimidated people from breaking even the smallest
infraction.



They warned the prisoners everyday that they would rather you be dead, than free.

It was hard to breathe at first and Sokka found himself coughing every couple of minutes
from the thick layer of soot that coated his throat and tickled his lungs. It was impossible to
be rid of, you can't wipe something away when it covers everything. Sokka tried, and tried,
even spitting on his hand to clean it first, but nothing worked.

The soot was here to stay.

Apparently, his coughing was annoying the guard assigned to his pod because the man took
out his whip and struck Sokka in the leg, the burning coil wrapped around his calf, scraping
across the flesh when it was pulled away. Hissing to himself, Sokka tried not to make a scene,
the guards loved to gang up on ‘rowdy prisoners’. He quietly returned to scooping up the
chunks of coal and avoiding the sputtering coughs that tried to claw their way free.

Sokka realized that whipping prisoners was just part of everyday life in the worst-place-in-
the-world-torture-camp. During the day, while Sokka worked, he would hear the screams of
other prisoners being punished in the darkness.

When that happened Sokka usually slipped into his thoughts while his body continued
following the repetitive scooping motion. He took this time to brainstorm how he was going
to formulate a plan to get out of this fucking place.

The walk from the camp to the mine seemed like the perfect opportunity to attempt an
escape, but the guards were on high alert as soon as the group left the confines of the prison
wall. The group of prisoners was a decent size for an escape attempt, Sokka assumed at least
30 people… large enough to misplace someone. But eyes stayed on them at all times and fire
bending was used to keep them docile. In the few days he traveled to and from the mine he
watched 3 people get burnt by the guards.

They were not given medical treatment. Sokka wondered how often prisoners died from
infections here.

Mining coal took all day, and they were only given one break to eat this lukewarm, lumpy
slop the guards brought them for lunch. The only reason it was even warm was because they
left the giant pot sitting out in the sun, while they worked the sun heated up the lumpy slosh
inside.

The prisoners were allowed to drink two cups of water during their lunch break, they were
given the cups at the same time they dished the slop out. Sokka’s stomach would start to ache
during the last part of his shift, the hollow feeling would gradually grow until everyone made
the long walk back to camp. The sun would already start positioning itself to descend out of
the skyline by the time Sokka would arrive back at the prison camp.

He had to rush to dinner so he didn’t miss it, covered in soot and other earthly particles, he
would inhale the meal of actual food (well calling it actual food was giving it too much
credit, but it was better than the lumpy slop fed at the mine) and drink as much water as he
could before his stomach hurt.



Sokka hasn’t made any friends in the coal mining group yet, most of the prisoners were too
miserable at the end of the day to talk, so he got used to eating in silence.

All the other prisoners in camp were done eating by this time, the coal mining group were
always the last prisoners around. He wanted to try and gather information from the other
people to help him formulate his escape plan but it was proving to be a more difficult task
then he originally thought.

It wasn’t until the fourth day that he noticed that Zuko was in his mining group. By the end of
the day they were all covered in so much black soot it was impossible to distinguish between
prisoners, but Sokka noticed Zuko’s messy hair and smaller form when he was standing next
to some of the adult men during break.

Sokka noticed that Zuko held himself differently than the rest of the prisoners, his back was
always straight, his shoulders strong and his head held high. He moved differently, like
royalty. Sokka could only imagine the years of training Zuko must have endured in order to
condition his body to hold itself the way it did. His movements were smooth and surprisingly
calm but Sokka saw he was quick when he needed to be.

Once Sokka discovered Zuko, he found himself watching the boy more than he probably
should. But in his defense… there really wasn’t anything else to do. Plus, Sokka had never
been around Zuko when he wasn’t throwing fire at him and screaming about capturing the
Avatar. He was very different then the person Sokka remembered with the shaved head and
roaring anger. This version of Zuko was quiet, and stayed out of the way and kept to himself
as much as possible.

Zuko didn’t notice Sokka, or if he did he didn’t say anything to him or acknowledge his
existence… so Sokka liked to assume he just didn’t see him. The only words they exchanged
were on the day, last week, when he was given bending suppressants and thought Sokka’s
name was Momo. Which Sokka was still annoyed about, he deserved more credit then
Momo, damn it.

It didn’t take long to figure out that Zuko might actually have worse luck then Sokka, if that
was even possible.

Everyone hated Zuko.

He was harassed by both the guards and the other prisoners. Sokka watched him get whipped,
pushed, punched, and tripped, all in the span of time it took the group to walk from the coal
mine to the prison camp.

He always lost sight of Zuko whenever they entered the mine, but he would look for him
again at break and then again when they made the walk back to camp. Zuko stayed away
from everyone if he could, and Sokka remembered Ara’s warning to stay away from the ex-
prince.

So that’s what he did, even if he couldn’t stop his eyes from watching him.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -



Almost a week has passed since the last brutal interrogation with Zhao, and every time a
guard made their way towards Sokka, his heart would begin to race. His chest would heave as
his lungs failed to fill with air, panic blurring his vision. He always expected the guard to tell
him it was time and that Zhao was ready for him again. But each passing day resulted without
a guard summoning him, but it didn’t stop Sokka from panicking anyway.

It was the day bending suppressants were distributed again, Sokka learned they were given
out once a week. He could use the day to track the passing weeks. Whenever bending
suppressants day came around Sokka would know it was the beginning of a new week, so no
matter how messed up he got he in here, he would always have the ability to recount time.

Whenever bending suppressant day came around the benders were excused from certain job
assignments deemed too dangerous or some shit. Coal mining being one of the jobs deemed
too dangerous. Of course it's dangerous, everyone knows that! Rumor was, the guards did not
want to keep scraping bodies off of the ground whenever one of the high prisoners fatally
wounded themselves, so they banned certain jobs.

Which kind of made sense, but it was still annoying. Another wonderful advantage of being a
non bender - you don't get a day off. Yippie.

So today, his mining group was much smaller as a result of all the missing benders. Sokka
found himself paired up with new people in a different pod, he was just thankful to keep the
same stupid scooping position. He kind of, sort of, didn't mind the coal scooping, it was
significantly better than either of the other choices.

There was a young guy with them, he didn’t seem too much older than Sokka. The young
man was in charge of using the pickaxe. He kept trying to start a conversation with Sokka,
turning around while swinging the axe and asking questions. After a warning, the guard in
charge of their pod whipped at them 3 separate times. One of the lashes hit Sokka in the
shoulder, the burning sensation brought a mixture of heat and anger to his face.

Sokka leaned forward and glared at the man’s back in front of him.

“Stop talking to me!” he hissed, his shoulder burning from the new, blistering welt that was
forming on his body from the whip. Most guards never aimed at anything in particular when
they struck, usually they just hit the prisoner wherever the braided leather landed. Sokka
created a bad habit of raising his arms to block the whip, mimicking the motion he saw other
prisoners do and it was tearing up the flesh on both his forearms.

He was finding himself growing more familiar with his pain, it was a constant reminder that
this was not home for him. The pain was a signal, reminding him that he needed to continue
on and search for a way out of here. He could not accept that this was his future, he would die
trying to escape from here before he accepted this was his life.

The whistle accompanied by the shouting guards signaled that break was finally happening.
Sokka dragged himself out of the coal mine, his arms throbbing and his body was aching
from his still healing injuries from Zhao.



The stupid prisoner who insisted on speaking to him and gained him a new whip mark,
approached him and decided to stand besides him in line. Not behind him, or even trying to
cut in front of him, he just stands right next to him - almost shoulder to shoulder.

“Hi! You’re the new Water Tribe guy right?” He was out of breath and his arms were
trembling from the strain it must take to continuously swing the heavy pickaxe. Something
told Sokka that this guy probably wasn't usually the pickaxe guy in his original pod, which is
why he was so out of breath.

Sokka turned his head so he could fully see the stranger awkwardly standing side by side
with him as they waited for their bowl of... whatever the stuff was, pretending to be food. The
man next to him was thin and and only a few inches taller than Sokka, he had long sandy
brown hair pulled back in a wolf tail and his eyes were a soft brown, in color and expression.

Sokka only looked at him for a moment before returning his gaze to the back of the balding
man’s head who was standing in front of him. He really needed that cup of water and the
food for energy, he was exhausted, but he answered the man anyway.

“Yeah that’s me apparently, I prefer to go by my name, Sokka. What can I do for you?”

“My name is Reho, I heard there was a new prisoner and that you are from the Northern
Water Tribe and you know the Avatar. I have been trying to meet you for days but we keep
missing each other and now look, we are at the same mining pod together! What luck.”

Sokka took his bowl from the guards hands, the water cup felt so small in his hand compared
to the larger bowl. He would give anything to have a big bowl full of water instead of the
slop.

Sokka knew he needed to respond to the guy who was now following him to where he
usually sat for break. Sokka liked this grassy slope that was next to mine's entrance. It was far
enough away from the smelly komodo-rhinos that their stink didn’t mix with the already
smelly slop-food he was served.

Sokka allowed himself to look for Zuko, before he remembered he wasn’t with them today,
he was back at camp all jacked up on bending suppressants. Whatever they were, they could
not be good for benders. He couldn’t imagine Katara being forced to take them. She would be
completely helpless, thank goodness the prison she snuck into didn’t give her something like
that. She might not have gotten out…

Sokka’s mind shoved that thought far away, his focus was on his situation here and now. He
is the one in prison now, he is the one who is trapped this time and no Avatar was coming to
save him. Katara is safe, she is with Aang and they will continue to be ok… Sokka is the one
who needs to stay focused on his escape plan.

Because Sokka might not be ok… Ignoring that thought. Turning his attention back to Reho,
the nice guy sitting next to him that wants to talk.

Who knows? Maybe this guy will be able to help him out. You never know until you take the
time to get to know someone you learn what kinds of things they know. Sokka turned to his



sandy haired stalker and smiled.

“So…. Reho, it's nice to meet you. Thanks for uh, finding me.” Sokka cleared his throat
uncomfortably. It has been far too long that has had a normal conversation with someone, he
was rusty.

“Sorry, I don’t have the best conversation skills, I’m not really a people person. How long
have you been here?” Reho asked, matching Sokka’s awkward with his own.

Sokka tapped his fingers on the edge of his bowl. How long has it been? “A little over a week
I think, maybe two? The beginning is a little fuzzy for me.”

Reho nodded before shoving another finger full of the pretend food into his mouth, chewing
on the lumps casually as he watched Sokka closely. The man’s brown eyes looked so young
and sheltered, despite living in this prison camp and working tirelessly in the coal mine all
day.

“Is it true you traveled with the Avatar?”

Sokka smiled, “yeah it's true. Aang is a friend of mine, we were in the Northern Water Tribe
together when I was taken by Zhao and now...here I am. I’m originally from the Southern
Water Tribe.”

“I’m sorry you ended up here, I know this isn’t the best place to be.”

“The best? Oh, I have a few words I’d like to use to describe this place and they don’t include
the word best. Unless it's used with the other words like… ‘This is the best place to burn
down because it's so awful.’ Why are you here?”

Reho cracked a big smile at Sokka, and it warmed the Water Tribe boy’s heart. He forgot
what it was like to bring someone joy by being funny. He should try and do that again…

“Oh, me? I was caught sneaking onto Zhao’s ship and trying to steal... ya know, the usual.
Valuable stuff - gold, coins, gems, anything that I could trade or cash in for food. I was living
on the streets in a small colony town, my father went off to war for the Fire Nation and my
mother got sick when he left and passed away. When Zhao caught me trying to steal from
him, he locked me away and sailed off to sea, I was left with no food or water for a week.
When he came to visit me for the first time, I told him to kill me and he said he had a place
worse than death for me, and he brought me here. I have been here for 3 years now….”

Sokka closed his eyes trying to chase away the memories from his own voyage to this place,
and the prayers his people said before their death. He wants to forget, he can't allow himself
to remember what a man being beaten to death sounds like. He doesn’t want to think of all
the different faces around him, locked in the prison, each of them having their own story of
how they ended up here.

“That’s awful Reho, I’m sorry that happened to you.” Sokka didn’t look up when he said the
words. The bowl in his hand felt smaller as his hands gripped it tightly, staring down at the
sticky grey goop inside.



“I keep thinking that maybe one day something might change, but all I see everyday are more
people being dragged into this place. I have watched so many people die, they get sucked in
and spit out, nothing but bones. People forget them, their stories vanish and another new face
replaces them. Look at you, you’re so young… How old are you?”

“I’m sixteen. Old enough in my village to go off to war and die for my people. I know I am
young but I am a capable warrior, I will survive this place.” Sokka felt the words beat in his
chest with his heart, they were strong and full of life. He wouldn’t let this place swallow him
whole, he was more than just bones.

“I’m glad you are so strong, I was so scared at sixteen, I am 23 now, but I can still remember
sixteen living on the streets. You're not the only teenager here, the Fire Prince, well ex-
whatever, Zuko, he is sixteen too. I don't know if you knew, but he is locked up here with us.
The youngest prisoner was 20 before you two got here.”

Sokka blinked, Zuko was his same age? That was impossible, he was deeply scarred, a
captain on his own vessel, a commander of his own men, plus he was out on his own with an
important mission from the Fire Lord to capture the Avatar. There was no possible reality that
they shared the same age.

“Do you mean Ponytail-Prince Zuko?”

“Maybe? He doesn't have a ponytail, I don’t think. We are supposed to just call him Zuko
now, but yes maybe?”

“Yeah... I have had the great honor of meeting him.” Sokka hoped his sarcasm was
understood by his mining companion, and it didn’t go over his head.

Reho didn't pick up on Sokka’s humor, he just smiled at him like he did before. “Yeah, I think
it's crazy there are two kids here. No offense, but I have been here 3 years and there were
only adults and then suddenly, in the last 6 months you two get dropped here. Kind of crazy if
you ask me.”

“That's interesting… You do know the Avatar is 12 right?”

Reho’s jaw dropped. “So he is a kid too?! What is going on out there in the world now? Are
we fighting children?”

“Yeah well… Yes. If you mean we like the Fire Nation then yes, you are fighting children. So
when you have a bunch of grown ass men fighting children and may I add, being BEATEN
by children… They get a little desperate, I guess. Zhao must want something from me,
probably information on Aang so he brought me here. I don’t know why Prin-Zuko is here,
any ideas?” Sokka’s natural curiosity couldn't help but ask.

“They say he is a traitor to the Fire Nation, I am not exactly sure what he did. People say all
sorts of crazy things about him in here. Some of the rumors are too wild to be true but from
what I have gathered he did something traitorous like... freeing the Avatar from the Pohuai
stronghold, they say he is like a one man army. That’s why they keep his wrist chained
together so he can't fight.”



Sokka’s breath hitched, that wasn’t true, it couldn’t be.

“That can’t be right, the Blue Spirit did that.”

Reho leaned closer and spoke with a hushed tone, keeping his eyes on the guards.

“That’s the thing, he is the Blue Spirit.”

“But-“

“BACK TO WORK!!” The bell rang out as the prisoners hurried to their feet and lined up to
be escorted back down into the mine. Sokka and Reho didn’t say anything else to each other
the entire time they worked, once the final bell rang and it was time to head back to camp
both boys were too tired to talk on the painstakingly slow march back to camp.

That was fine with Sokka, he was brewing a plan.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The mining group made their way back through the South Gate, the guards looked
particularly annoyed with the miners today. Everyone was moving slower than usual and the
guards were having a hard time getting the older, tired prisoners moving faster. Sokka used
the slower than usual pace to really collect his bearings outside of the prison wall. He needed
to know where everything was.

The north entrance was the main gate utilized by the camp, mostly because it was the only
entrance connected to a stable path that led towards civilization. Sokka knew that he had to
see a map again to figure out exactly how far into the wilderness Sokka would have to
wander through before finding a town.

He couldn’t risk being out in the wilderness too long without supplies, his injuries would
slow him down, not including the new ones he might acquire from trying to escape. He
would need a map before he could decide if heading out the North Gate or the South Gate
would be a better choice.

The weird part of his plan was the possibility of including his enemy, Zuko. If he really was
some Blue Spirit guy, and he could move like a one man army, then maybe he can help Sokka
escape. He could come up with the plan and Zuko would just need to follow his direction and
be part of the muscle behind the escape.

Based on observing him the past couple of days, Sokka knew the guy probably wanted out of
here as much as he did.

The sun was still high enough in the sky when Sokka finished dinner and the camp was
covered in a heavy orange glow. It would have been beautiful if it didn’t create a memorable
eerie feeling in his gut. The heavy orange glow from the setting sun triggered memories from
the cell in the Fire Nation ship and the flickering red glow from the lanterns.

Sokka shuddered as he moved through the camp, once the sun was completely set he would
need to be in his cabin, so he had to find Zuko quick. He just needed to confirm he was the



Blue Spirit and then he could come up with a real plan. It would only take a minute.

Zuko wasn’t in any of the cabins, or the mess hall, he wasn’t leaning up against any of the
buildings, Sokka was completely stumped. He moved towards the L, trying to keep out of
sight by pushing himself up against buildings and crouching in the shadows. He was almost
proud of himself for being so sneaky when he heard Zhao’s voice cut through the silence.

“Stop him!”

Sokka squeezed his eyes shut and froze, he was caught.

He wasn’t sure what he was caught doing, but he knew he had to be breaking some kind of
prison camp rule. The sun was still in the sky, the earth was painted orange as proof. He still
had time to make it back to his bunk before the sun was completely set so he knew he wasn’t
breaking that rule at least.

Sokka didn’t feel any rough hands on him, no one was shoving him or restraining him…
Cracking one eye open he peeked on the situation. From where Sokka was hidden in the
shadows he could see Zhao standing in front of his residence. Soldiers stood off to the side
while two guards were escorting the man who wore all white over to where Zhao was
standing.

Sokka could see the nervousness in the man’s face as he chewed his bottom lip and his brown
eyes shifted around. Now that Sokka was really looking at the strange, grey haired man, the
all white uniform became clear to him; he was the prison’s healer. The all white clothing was
clearly a medical uniform and the man was the one dispersing the bending suppressants.

It all made sense now.

“What is the meaning of this!?” Zhao was angry, his posture was stiff and his shoulders tight.

Zhao pulled his right arm forward and Sokka finally found Zuko.

Zhao had the fire bender by the hair and was dragging him forward while the boy stayed in a
kneeling position, his knees scraping across the dirt until he was kneeling in front of the
healer. His arms were still chained in front of him, just like they were every time Sokka saw
him, even in the mine.

The healer stuttered, “I-I don’t know…”

Zhao scoffed, “When I saved you from the Ba Sing Se the Fire Nation gave you shelter,
correct? Did we not help you hide you from the Dai Li? For all those favors, what was it that
we agreed upon?”

The healer shifted his weight from one foot to the other, an obvious nervous habit. “I-I was
told that I would be e-expected to continue the research I was conducting in Ba Sing Se.”

“Ahhh, I am so glad you remember! Now... I will ask you again… What is this?!”



This time Zhao shook the hand that was wrapped in Zuko’s inky hair, the boys pale face
shaking as he grit his teeth.

“I still don-“

Before the healer could answer Zhao reached his other hand around and grabbed the sides of
Zuko’s mouth, squeezing his cheeks roughly, the boy’s eyes glared up at the Admiral. Sokka
sucked in a sharp breath, he wasn’t sure what was going on but he was frozen in place
watching.

Sokka pressed himself up against the building as close as he could get, hoping the shadows
gave him enough cover to not get caught. He knew he was not supposed to be here right now.

“Do it, now.” Zhao growled down at Zuko. The boy narrowed his eyes further before taking a
deep breath and releasing a small puff of flame.

Sokka’s jaw dropped, if Zuko could bend too… They were definitely getting out of here.

“That’s not… It’s just not… Possible.” The healer stuttered looking between Zuko and Zhao,
his eyes blown wide by shock. “It has to be his royal blood, I told you it might be difficult to
suppress the bending of someone in the royal family. This is the son of Fire Lord Ozai, a
direct descendent of Sozin… I can not be expected to control the power inside him!”

Zhao didn’t say anything at first, he just looked down at Zuko and Sokka saw something
sinister flash in the man’s eyes. Sokka felt a cold chill climb its way down his spine, the small
hairs on his arms and legs stood up at full attention. There was something not right about the
way Zhao looked down at Zuko.

“How many pills did you give him?”

“Three… But-“

“Give him another one. Up his weekly to four.”

“But sir…”

“I said, up it to four.”

“Sir, the effects of giving someone so young that large a dose of a drug that we are still
testing could send him into cardiac arrest, his body might shut down… Sir, he could die.”

Zhao released Zuko’s hair, throwing the young fire bender into the dirt. “He’s already dead.
Just do it.”

Zhao nodded at the guards and they moved in as the Admiral sauntered off. “Bring him back
to me when its done!”

Sokka used Zhao’s departure to make his own escape, the sun was completely hidden behind
the distant mountain range, the orange glow faded into the beginning stages of dusk.



Sokka winced as he pushed his body to move faster through the emptied prison grounds.
Everyone was retired in their bunks, Sokka could see his own building just up ahead. A guard
was making his way around the buildings, conducting the nightly bed check. Sokka waited
for him to turn his back and he slipped quietly into his cabin, his heavy panting caused a few
of his bunk mates groan and mumble insults at him.

Sokka realized he was still covered in his daily layer of soot, sweat and overall grime. He
never took his nightly shower before getting distracted by the whole Zuko situation, so now
he would have to wait until tomorrow afternoon to feel clean.

Refusing to get his sheets dirty, Sokka laid on top of his thin blanket and rolled onto his side,
his mind pulsating with images of what he witnessed earlier. He felt a small sting of pity, if
he didn’t know any better, he might think it was directed towards Zuko. The last thing he
thought about before closing his eyes was something sinister flashing in Zhao’s eyes – this
time directed towards him.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Zuko wasn’t in their mining group again the next day, Sokka checked, thoroughly. Even
though the rest of the benders had returned to their job assignments Zuko was missing. The
day was long and the coal was extra heavy for some reason. Sokka could have swore that the
sun was stuck in the same spot all morning.

Sokka was never so happy to walk out of the suffocating underground prison and feel the sun
again. His thoughts were swirling in his head all morning, he felt distracted, and even the
mundane task of scooping coal was proving difficult. The sun’s rays licked across his face,
wiping at the heavy layer of soot with his short sleeve, he allowed some of his skin to touch
the sunlight.

Reho found him again during break, even though they were no longer working side by side
together with the benders returning. Well, almost all the benders.

“Sokka! Hi!” The young man sat down on the grassy slope next to Sokka, a repeat motion of
yesterday.

“Hi Reho, how are you doing today?” Sokka wasn’t sure why it was so hard to have a
conversation right now, but he appreciated the distraction.

“I’m good, just ready to be done working for the day, but its nice to have my old coaling crew
back.”

Sokka finished his food and smiled. “Coaling crew? I’ve got to say, I’m pretty impressed
with the nickname, I wish I had more time to use it. I can’t say I will miss this place, the coal
mines fucking suck. It’s so exciting that next week the job assignments switch.”

Reho scoffed. “I have been stuck in the coal mines for a year straight, I don’t think they ever
actually switch occupations. They just tell you that to stop people from asking for an
assignment switch. Sorry to be the one to tell you… But we can always pretend we are
getting a new job next week? If I could have any job... I think I would want to be in laundry



detail, they get to go down to the river everyday, they do all the camp’s washing. They get to
be outside in the sunshine and the water all day, with the wind and the waves… Oh man, I’d
love to get laundry duty.”

Reho’s eyes sparkled with the idea of being arms deep in the fresh river, enjoying the sunlight
for hours instead of being trapped in a glorified hole in the ground. Sokka wondered what it
would do to a person…. To make them mine for coal from sunrise to just before sunset every
single day, it might make them crazy. He was counting on being moved to a new work
assignment, if he stayed in the mine all day every day, he would die from exhaustion,
especially after he had to see Zhao again.

Sokka couldn’t seem to shake the mental imagine of Zhao screaming at the healer as his
fingers twist into Zuko’s hair while he kneeled in the dirt. Part of Sokka smirked at the image
of the arrogant Fire Prince kneeling in the dirt at the mercy of his own people.

But the more reasonable and compassionate part of him watched the situation unfold and
found the entire thing uncomfortable and cruel. Zuko or no Zuko, people deserved some level
of respect and so far all Sokka had witnessed here were prisoners being degraded and
tortured. Almost everyone in camp carried some mark from their captivity, Sokka has seen
them.

The ugly red skin that peeked out from under the washed out grey prison tunics, the cuts that
run too straight across people’s faces and neck. The bruises that paint their skin to look like a
sky full of storm clouds, he saw it when prisoners trembled at a guard who moved too close,
or the moment a person loses the ability to make eye contact.

Oh, and the whips. They curl up and wait for the perfect moment to strike, Sokka’s arms are
littered with welts and cuts from the lashing that never seemed to end. His back wore the
worse of his pain, the ugly scabs scaling across his back from where the bullwhip ripped his
flesh the deepest.

Sokka withdraws, his mind thumping too loudly to hear the rambling words Reho is saying
besides him. Truth be told, he liked the guy even though he acts so young and naïve, but
that’s probably because it’s easier to pretend it's all ok; rather than face the truth of their
reality.

“I’d like to work in the kitchen…” Sokka doesn’t know if he said that in the right context, he
just said it. Reho responds, something about how great that would be and something else
about his favorite food.

But Sokka just imagines himself in the kitchen, not covered in dirt or trapped in endless
darkness. There would be less guards in the kitchen, there would be less exhaustion after the
long day, maybe he could think straight again. Oh, and the food, he would be surrounded by
food and possibly never have to put this grey slop back in his mouth.

Sokka lets himself get lost in the rest of the day’s work, his body moving through the motions
while he mind continued to build ideas.

Visions of climbing tall spiky walls and grasping the freedom on the other side.



- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka ate quickly before heading to the washroom, usually he waited until right before
sunset to take a shower, when the least amount of people were there, but he didn’t want to
risk missing out on taking a shower for the second day in a row.

Stepping into the freezing water cascading down from a pipe in the ceiling, Sokka began the
long process of removing the heavy layers of soot from his skin. His skin tingled as the fresh
water rained over him washing off the layers of grim from the past two days.

He was almost done cleaning himself when he felt a heavy hand grasp his shoulder and push
him forward. Sokka had never been attacked when he was naked before and the entire
endeavor was extremely uncomfortable. Instinct made his hands reactively reach down and
cover his manhood, turning to face the person who pushed him Sokka was greeted by 3 taller
older men.

The one in front had a burn going across his right forearm and was missing his left eye.

“You’re the new Water Tribe boy aren’t ya?” The eyeless man snarled.

Sokka nodded, “yes, is there something I can do for you… uh… gentlemen?”

Sokka was trying to be polite, but also ‘what the fuck’ at the same time, but his words just
came out unsure and naked. That’s how he felt right now, very naked.

“Gentlemen? Are you such a savage you can’t tell we are a bunch of low life prisoners, not
gentlemen? Look-y here boys, he thinks prisoners are gentlemen.” The man kind of, sort of,
laughed/gagged at his own joke.

“I must disagree with you, I am a low life prisoner and I still consider myself a gentleman.”
Sokka smiled at the men, as he continued to guard his manhood.

One of the men besides the one eyed leader spoke up, “what's wrong with yer penis boy?”

Sokka’s face flushed red, “nothing, my penis is perfectly fine.”

“Well why you holding it like that?”

“Oh…” Sokka moved his hands, there was a weird feeling of his private area being exposed
in front of 3 complete strangers who felt the need to push him in the shower.

The men whooped and hollered at him when he finally revealed himself to them. The man in
front took a step forward and the other two moved around him to block Sokka’s escape.
There were a few other people showering around him, but when they saw the 3 men enter the
washroom most of the other prisoners began to leave.

It became clear that these men were not here to make small talk, and he probably should have
left his penis covered up.



“Well, it was so fun showing you guys my junk, that was a first for me... so…. I am just
going to….” Sokka went to move around their leader when he shifted his position to block
Sokka’s weak attempt to walk around him.

“Where do you think you’re going, Blue Eye’s? We wont hurt you, I promise… We can make
you feel good.”

“I appreciate the offer but I think I have had enough uhhh… ‘good feeling’ stuff happen for a
while…. I think I am just going to move around you just real quick….” Sokka went to step
around the man once more, but he felt a strong hand grab his shoulder and force him back.

Sokka’s back hit the slimy shower wall, the stone was always moist and covered in various
colored molds and mildews from the constant moisture. Sokka’s eyes skipped around the
three men, they all carried lustful looks in their eyes with a smirk to match, they moved
closer.

Panic set in, Sokka could fight them, and he would – butt ass naked or not. He would fight
tooth and nail before he let these disgusting men touch him. He wasn’t sure exactly what the
men were going to try to do to him, but he had a pretty good idea based on their comments.

There was no way that he was going to let that happen.

The man reached out again to grab Sokka, this time the Water Tribe boy fought back.
Shoving the man’s arm away he pulled his fist back, trying to intimidate his attackers and
show them he would throw some punches if needed. When he brought his fist back the two
men flanking their leader moved closer, aware of the potential fight about to happen.

Sokka’s heart was hammering inside his chest at an alarming pace, he was sure the men who
stood a few feet away from him could hear the pounding. If he did, he didn’t care, his eyes
were fixed on Sokka’s eyes, occasionally scanning their way down to take in the full sight of
him.

“Don’t make this difficult, it will be less painful if you just-“

The man stopped talking and all three of his attackers looked at the door as of fucking course,
Prince Zuko walked into the washroom. Sokka all of a sudden realized how naked his was all
over again and his free hand (that wasn’t in a defensively raised fist ready to strike) moved
back over his exposed manhood.

“What do you want?” The leader snarled at Zuko, who glared at him in return.

Zuko didn’t say anything, but Sokka saw his golden eyes scanning the scene before him, and
he obviously wasn’t stupid enough to not know what was happening here. Sokka was curious
if he would help him or not, he didn’t have a reason to. Its not like any of the other prisoners
that were in the shower when the three men approached Sokka did anything to help. Ara was
right when she said that in order to survive this place he had to put himself first, it was clear
that is what everyone else was doing.



When Zuko didn’t move or say anything, the leader stopped glaring at the fire bender and
turned his attention to the man on his right.

“I thought you had Ze watching the door?!”

“I did!”

“He did.” Zuko’s raspy voice broke up the bickering and everyone turned to look at him.
Sokka blinked, his eyes fixed on Zuko whose eyes were on the leader. “I mean, he was. He
was there, he is still there. He just isn’t watching anymore.”

The men fully turned away from Sokka, leaving the boy to exhale quietly in an attempt to
slow down his heart rate. They still blocked his escape and now Zuko was standing in front
of the door, so Sokka was still stuck where he was. Naked and starting to get cold.

Which was even more of a reason to keep himself covered, because that could get
embarrassing.

“Listen, you little scarred up bastard, if you don’t get the fuck out of here I will-“

“What? You’ll do… what?” Zuko’s tone was scary, his voice was dry and angry. His gold
eyes flickered between all three of the men who hesitated in front of him. He didn’t look at
Sokka.

“We wont do shit if you leave now, we don’t have any issues with you!” The prisoner on the
right yelled at Zuko.

“I’m not leaving. You leave.” Zuko always stood so straight with his head held high. Zuko
made sure his body language screamed I’m better than you. He couldn’t cross his arms with
them chained in front of him, but his body language emitted enough attitude he didn't need
his arms crossed.

The man standing on their leader’s left took a step forward, “I'll give you a taste of what we
are going to give to your friend if you don’t shut that sharp little mouth of yours. But I won't
be gentle with you, I know you like it rough.”

Zuko smirked, shifting into a fighting stance. “Then do it, old man.”

It happened so fast Sokka almost didn’t register the fight happening at all. The man on the
left moved towards Zuko just as the man in the middle said something along the lines of “no
don’t!”

The next thing Sokka knew, the man who lunged was on the floor, his mouth hanging open
and his eyes rolling in the back of his head as he either slipped into death or unconsciousness.
The man on the right let out a scream and this time, Sokka paid very close attention – careful
not to even blink.

Zuko shifted slightly to the right at the man brought down a heavy fist, trying to put his full
strength into hurting the young fire bender. Zuko ducked as the man’s other arm came
swinging up across his left side. The amount of force the attacker put into his assault threw



him off balance when both fists missed their mark. Stumbling forward, he gave Zuko the
perfect opportunity to land a direct hit. The fire bender twisted around, pulling his right leg
back he kicked into the stumbling man’s face, his leg smashing against the man’s jaw with
impeccable force.

There was a cracking sound when Sokka saw the kick land against the older man’s jaw, he
saw the bone slide unnaturally to the side. The man began to scream and Zuko swept his leg
out again, snagging the man’s calf, he dropped him to the floor with no hesitation.

The leader put his hands up in surrender, “We’ll leave, just don’t. We’ll leave.”

He turned for just a fleeting second to look at Sokka, his eyes burning with anger at the naked
Water Tribe boy still pressed up against the moist washroom wall. He then stepped over his
broken friends on the ground and left the washroom with haste. The hopefully unconscious
man laid on the floor next to his friend, who moaned quietly and covered his broken face
with his hands.

“Thanks…” Sokka managed to mutter at Zuko who finally looked at him, blue meeting gold.
His brow furrowed and the fire bender scoffed before turning around and leaving the
washroom. Which was weird because he just made a violent stand on why he wasn’t going to
leave the washroom, and then turned around and left the washroom.

Sokka threw on his clean clothing as fast as he was capable of moving before grabbing his
belongings, wrapping his dirty uniform and soap into his towel. He took one last glance at the
two men laying on the floor and his skin prickled with the thought of what those men had
wanted to do to him.

He rushed out the door, his eyes frantically searching the area, trying to catch a glimpse of
the direction Zuko went. He still needed to talk to him about the escape plan, especially after
he saved him from whatever assault those men intended to do. He fought them without even
trying, and Sokka saw him fire bend yesterday, he needed to find out if he would help.

Sokka caught sight of Zuko’s back, he would notice that arrogant strut and scruffy hair
anywhere. Sokka picked up into a slow trot when Shen stepped into his view. “Where you
headed so quick? It better be back to your bunk considering the sun is almost set. Wouldn’t
want you out here past dark so you can get punished.”

Sokka slid to a stop and sighed in annoyance that the man was right, “yeah I am heading to
bed. Just had a uh… situation in the washroom.”

Shen frowned, tilting his head to the side. “Situation?”

“Yeah… Uhh… There three guys they uh-“

“Did one of them have a fucked up eye and a burn on his arm? Walks around with 3 other dip
shits?”

“Yeah, that was them. They cornered me in the washroom and uh… tried to… Ya know.”
Sokka didn’t want to say the word, he didn’t want to admit what might have happened. Was



he so weak that if Zuko didn’t show up those men would have taken advantage of him?

Was he that weak now? Or was he always this weak he was just always surrounded by strong
people...

Sokka felt a strong hand grip his shoulder tight, “did they… hurt you?” Shen was trying to
ask him in the most vague way possible if those men had sexually assaulted him.

“No they didn’t. Uhh.. Zuko showed up and beat the shit out of two of them and the leader
left after that.”

“I would imagine so, Zuko is the reason that guy has the burn on his arm. He is - well - he
was, an Earth Kingdom General in their army and he was brought here by Zhao years ago.
His name is Hou, and he is a cocky son of a bitch. Some of the other Earth Kingdom loyalist
stick with him and help him do his… bidding. He might come after you again kid, so just
watch your back. Try not to shower alone.”

Sokka’s jaw dropped, “that burn is pretty big… How would he have gotten burned by Zuko?
I thought everyone who was a bender has had their bending suppressed?”

“Zuko is a powerful bender from an even more powerful bloodline, even with his titles
removed he is still the rightful blood heir to the Fire Nation. There are legends about how the
Royal Family are direct descendants of the sun, and their bending is the most powerful
demonstration of Agni’s power. I mean, just look what Fire Lord Sozin did to the Air
Nomads, it was an extreme display of the royal bloodlines power.

“Members of the Royal Family are the only fire benders who can successfully generate
lightning as well. I heard the young Princess was training with lighting at 13. While I am glad
he helped you out, I am not entirely sure what his intentions were. He is surely going to get
punished for fighting with other prisoners but at least you didn’t have to be subjugated to
Hou and his men’s ‘welcoming party.’”

Shen escorted him back to his bunker just as the last of the sun’s light was slipping behind the
mountains. That night Sokka laid in his bed, the darkness covering his vision, unable to sleep.
His mind was a whirlwind of images from one of the longest days he has ever had the
pleasure of living through. The coal mines were exceptionally dark and stifling today, the
interaction in the washroom was haunting him, he kept thinking of Shen’s conversation with
him and finally he couldn’t stop thinking about the encounter with Zuko.

Why did he help him today in the washroom?

What did he have to gain from hurting those men and preventing them from attacking him?

Would he really knowingly help him, even with the risk that he might be punished for it?

Sokka rolled onto his other side, being very careful not to let his back touch the thin mattress
below him, he really didn’t want to deal with a throbbing back and head. Sokka wrapped the
thin blanket around him just below his chin, tucking his head down he hid his mouth in the
blankets, breathing warm air under the cover.



He was finally beginning to heal, the sharp pain that once racked his body was fading into a
dull ache which he could easily push to the back of his mind. Sokka was acclimating to his
environment, even though the longer he stayed in this prison, the closer he got to visiting
with Zhao again. The Admiral seemed distracted with something as of late, which gave
Sokka the time to heal from their last encounter.

It was too dark to see the scarred flesh that covered the top half of his hand and trailed up his
wrist. He tried not to look at it during the day, the memory of the incident still made his
stomach clench in anticipation. In the dark he would touch the burn, now almost completely
healed, the skin was tight and ridged. His hand strained to perform the smallest motions,
Sokka knew he would need to practice with his new hand to re learn how to fight properly.

He couldn’t risk not being able to raise a weapon, he might as well roll over and die if that
happened. If he couldn’t bend, or wield a weapon he was useless. Closing his scarred hand
into a tight fist, Sokka ignored the slight pain he felt from his still healing skin stretching with
the motion. He didn’t care. Sokka finally fell asleep after a while. The lingering eye contact
with Zuko was the last thing he thought about before he closed his eyes and fell asleep.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Another day, another wonderful trip to the coal mine.

The sky was grey today, as the weather was shifting into spring the rain storms were rolling
onto land from the open ocean. Sokka could feel the moisture in the air as the wind whipped
through group of men eating their lunch. Sokka and Reho sat together, it had become a
regular thing at this point and it was an interaction Sokka found himself looking forward to.

“ – so there we were, me and my sister, and the guy looked at us and said… ‘cabbages!? I
thought you said savages!?’” Reho laughed and slapped his knee. Wiggling his eyebrows up
and down the way he did when he thought something he said was funny. His soft brown eyes
fixed on Sokka as he waited for a reaction.

Sokka hesitated because he knew Reho was trying to be funny and relatable but honestly…
telling the only Water Tribe joke you know to a Water Tribe person, when the joke is at their
expense, isn’t the best idea. He should have known when the punchline included the word
‘savages.’

Sokka let out a fake laugh, accompanied by a knee slap before taking another bite of his
lump-pretending-to-be-food. When he knew Reho wasn’t looking his eyes slowly and
casually roamed over to where Zuko was sitting, lotus style in the sun.

His head was tilted towards the sky, probably trying to soak up all of the sun’s rays while he
still could. The clouds were moving in faster now as the wind had started to pick up. The
once soft, grey clouds were gathering moisture fast, their color growing into a darker grey as
they swallowed more water. The trees were starting to whip around as the wind ran rampant
through the land. A crack of lightning caused some of the prisoners to startle.

Half of the guards were hunched together, discussing something, as they took momentary
pauses to look up at the clouds. The coal mine was built at the bottom of a small hill, the



tunnel leading under the earth was a long walk down an angled path. If they made them go
back into the mine they could possibly get trapped when the rain started, mud slides were a
big concern.

“Breaks over! Back to work!” The guard’s voice was lost in the wind. The trees were
brushing into one another as the wind pushed them over with ease. When the wind raced into
a strong gust the tree branches began to break away, flying through the air at dangerous
speeds. Sokka groaned knowing that at any moment the clouds were going to break open and
the world would be covered in a torrential downpour.

But he learned weeks ago to just shut his mouth and follow the direction he was pointed in.
He wouldn’t win this fight and he really didn’t want any more lashing for as long as he could
avoid it. Reho frowned looking up at the sky one last time before entering the mine, he
leaned over and whispered to Sokka.

“If we die in here today, I just wanted to say it was nice having lunch with you the past
couple of days. For what its worth, you don’t deserve to be here.”

Sokka swallowed the lump in his throat and smiled at his friend, “thanks Reho, I liked having
lunch with you too. Even with your poor taste in jokes.” He gave his new friend a side eye
smile just before they were plunged into darkness.
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Leaving It All Behind



Chapter 7: Not Again

Sokka swore he could hear the rain beating against the earth above him, even though he knew
it was impossible, considering how deep underground they were.

Time passed slowly after lunch.

Sokka noticed that everyone seemed to be on edge, people knew there was a strong
possibility that the coal mine could flood and everyone inside would probably drown. Other
than that... the day was passing by as usual.

It wasn’t until he heard people beginning to argue towards the front of the large cavern that
Sokka noticed the ground was growing increasingly more wet. He could feel the moisture
soak into his stupid cloth shoes. Sokka was towards the back of the coal mine, of fucking
course. This meant that the water must have already accumulated into the front section as it
was making its way back. They needed to get out of here.

Sokka stopped scooping coal and looked around, he watched as the other pods huddled
together around their burning lanterns. The soot covered prisoners were waiting for the
evacuation and turned to face the exit - the mining process had ended.

The guards weren’t cracking their whips as they met together in a circle huddled around a
dimly-lit lantern in the middle of the cavern; they mumbled softly to themselves. Another
guard appeared, walking down the steep path into the deep mine. The bottom half of his body
was soaked, splatters of mud and soot sprayed across his normally red and black uniform.

“We got to go! Get everyone out of here!” Sokka could hear the urgency and unsureness in
his voice.

Prisoners began to panic, and that’s when the whips came out. Sokka stayed back as people
pushed past him and crowded towards the trail up to the exit. The guards began striking
anyone they saw acting rowdy and the crowd of people quickly calmed down. The prisoners
and guards together made their way carefully up the narrow path towards the outside. Sokka
ended up at the back of the group

The guards moved quickly, followed by the prisoner group with a few guards at the back to
make sure there was no chance to escape. Sokka couldn’t even imagine trying to escape
during weather like this, he might just be safer back in the torture camp.

Sokka couldn’t recognize anyone or anything in the darkness as the group moved their way
through the mine towards the exit. All the prisoners and guards were covered in layers of
grime and mud, the water was rising faster than before, causing the floor to become slick and
mud started to accumulate. He just followed the noises the guards made as they ushered
everyone forward.

The water on the ground was getting thicker, turning the earth into a mushy, slippery mess.
Prisoners were falling over each other as they tried to climb their way uphill and out of the



coal mine. Water was flowing freely down the path and into the mine, if they didn’t make it
out in the next hour both caverns could be filled with water and drown them all.

Sokka was crawling his way up the path on his hands and knees, keeping his mouth closed so
the murky water didn’t splash inside. He heard a scream behind him, turning his head he saw
a female prisoner slip, she slid back down the path into the black water below.

She screamed again and cradled her arm close to her chest, Sokka figured she must have
injured it when she hit the ground. There were a lot of tools hiding in the rising water that
could potentially hurt or kill someone, it was likely everyone just abandoned their equipment
when they fled. She could have possibly fallen directly on the edge of a cart or worse, a
pickaxe.

Sokka couldn't see exactly what she fell on from where he was stopped on his hands and
knees, unless he turned all the way around. He was about to decide if he was going to have to
go down there and get her... when he saw a guard slide down the incline and step into the
water next to her. He tried to pull her up but she flinched away, shrinking back in fear she
held her arm close, screaming something Sokka couldn’t understand.

The guard was now yelling at her, reaching down and grabbing her aggressively once again.
Sokka had to look away so he could continue moving toward the exit, but he could still hear
her screaming.

He was about halfway up the steep path out, even with the water pouring in which was
making things more difficult the further up he crawled. He has resulted in crawling on his
hands and knees and he was still struggling to hold his grip as the rushing water eroded away
the earth beneath him.

Sokka couldn’t help but look back again, only to see the guard frantically shaking the girl as
he tried to forcefully pull her to her feet. The aggressiveness only made her shrink further
into the water, Sokka could barely see her but he could hear she was sobbing. Finally, the
guard threw up his hands in frustration and turned to leave ,the woman still screaming into
the darkness.

Sokka looked away, his arms trembled, feeling weak as his stupid mind wanted to focus on
the girl in the black water. The girl who needed help… and Sokka couldn't even help her, he
was so weak. He wondered if the guard even looked back, Sokka couldn't help it, he looked
back.

He saw the guard making his way back up the path, the boots he wore gave him the proper
grip he needed to fight against the rushing current of mud. As he approached Sokka, the man
grabbed the back of his tunic and started pulling him along, which actually helped him a lot.
The guard pulled him until they were finally out of the mine, the man dropped him to the
ground and Sokka let out a quiet sob.

He was so weak and scared he couldn’t even save that girl… She was going to be left there to
suffer and die alone in the darkness. The rain created a thick barrier around him, smothering
the choking sounds people were making from swallowing all the muddy water. His vision
was blurred as the wind drove the stinging rain droplets into his eyes.



Sokka was not surprised that water could be so painful, Katara had pelted him with enough
water in his life that he was aware of just how painful the innocent looking water could be.
The guards were gathering the prisoners together, using their whips as motivation to get
everyone moving back towards the prison.

Sokka stumbled forward, his stupid cloth shoe slid off his foot and became lodged into thick
mud, he started falling and in a last attempt to stay out of the extremely wet and muddy
ground below, he reached out and grabbed on to whoever was in front of him for support.

Of course, of all people... it had to be fucking Zuko who he grabbed and both boys went
tumbling down to the ground, ending up in a pile of limbs.

“What the fuck!” Zuko did not sound happy.

“S-sorry.” Sokka rubbed the back of his head, wincing.

He felt the fire bender start to kick himself away from the pile they were tangled in, shoving
himself forcefully away from Sokka. They were both soaking wet and covered in the slick
soot but Zuko was on his feet before Sokka even recognized he had broken free.

The fire bender shot him an angry glare before turning towards the rest of the group, a guard
made his way towards them as Sokka tried to pull himself up.

“Get up prisoner! Get with the rest of the group!”

“I’m trying, I’m trying!”

“NOW!”

Lightning cracked through the sky, muffling the sound of Sokka’s pained gasp when the
guard struck him in the ribcage with his boot. He slid around in the mud until he finally
pulled himself to his feet. Sokka didn’t dare look back for his missing shoe, it was a lost
cause. He picked up the pace until he was walking with the group again, in the corner of his
eye he saw a smaller prisoner, Zuko.

Sokka moved a little closer, “sorry again, I didn’t mean to pull you down.”

Zuko didn’t say anything, he didn’t even acknowledge that Sokka was speaking to him. It
was getting frustrating, the whole... being ignored by the arrogant jerk-bender. He didn’t care
at this point if he saved him from the scary shower molesters or not, he couldn’t just pretend
he didn’t exist whenever he tried to talk to him.

“You’re an asshole, you know that?! I am just trying to be nice and say I was sorry for pulling
you down into the mud! What? Am I not good enough to speak to the all mighty Prince
Zuko?! Ohhhhh buddy I think we are way past those kinds of titles, it looks to me like you
and I are in the same spot!”

Zuko’s dark hair was covering the top half of his face while they walked along. Sokka
couldn’t see his eyes at all. The heavy rainfall plastered his inky hair against his skin, it only
moved when the wind would burst into a strong gust and push itself through the prison group.



It was extremely weird to see Zuko with hair, it humanized him in a way that Sokka couldn’t
explain. At this angle, Sokka could see the bottom traces of the scar raggedly cutting across
his face, just below his cheek. His scar looked a lot different then the one on Sokka’s hand.
His own skin turned to a rough, stiff, leather like feel. But it only turned a few shades lighter
than the original skin color, you might not notice it at first glance.

From what Sokka could see, Zuko’s scar was not like his at all, it was deep and the layers of
flesh before were carved away with actual fire. The deep shades of red were a result of the
extensive damage caused by the direct heat emitted from the fire when it melted the skin
away from the rest of his face.

Sokka couldn’t imagine the pain that must have caused, and how hard the recovery would
have been. His own hand seemed minuscule in comparison. It didn’t give him an excuse to be
a jerk though, there was no excuse for that.

“Hello… ZUKO!?” Sokka yelled his name, trying to lift his voice over the wind. The rain
was pouring out of the sky in heavy sheets of water, Sokka was sure he had never been so wet
before and he grew up with a water bender.

Zuko must have heard his name that time because he turned his head enough to see Sokka
making a rather perplexed face at him. Sokka’s face was a mix between anger and confusion.
Mostly because now he thinks that Zuko couldn’t hear him over all the wind and the rain. He
couldn't remember exactly... but he was pretty sure that Zuko’s scar covered his ear, so there
could be some hearing loss.

Which was good - well not good like yay for hearing loss - but good because that means
maybe Zuko didn’t hear his little outburst. Sokka was stressed, he just left someone to die
alone in the flooding mine and he guessed that Zuko ignoring him was the last straw.

“Go away.” Zuko picked up his pace to leave Sokka behind him. But Sokka had legs too, he
could also walk fast. Picking up the pace he matched his speed to Zuko’s, one shoe and all.

“I just wanted to say sorry!”

“You’re welcome.”

“I didn’t say thank you.”

“Oh, well never mind then.”

“But... thank you, also… for earlier.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“But I really appreciate-“

Zuko turned sharply so he faced Sokka full on, he approached Sokka and a familiar feeling of
fear slithered down his throat and into his stomach with a swallow. He was always afraid of
the idea of Zuko being Fire Nation and a bad guy, but the Prince never seemed to actually try
to hurt them. He just wanted to capture Aang.



This Zuko though, standing in front of him... was different.

Zuko might be significantly smaller than the other adult prisoners and guards, but he still
stood taller than Sokka. Not by much (Sokka felt proud of that) but enough that it was
noticeable. Zuko was stronger, even with his hands chained together in front of him, Sokka
has already seen him take down multiple guards and prisoners. He didn’t hesitate to fight and
Sokka really didn’t want to fight Zuko… in the rain, or at any other time.

“I said, don’t mention it. Please, just shut up.” Zuko growled at him before turning towards
the rest of the group and continuing the march back to camp.

Sokka felt the nervousness in his stomach settle when Zuko turned sharply to walk away. The
guard trailing the back of the group, where Sokka was the last prisoner in line, made a noise
with his throat which Sokka took as a ‘hurry up’ warning. They were almost back to the
prison camp and Sokka never thought he would be so happy to be back through those gates.

The work day was cut short because of the coal mine flooding, which meant that Sokka had
extra time tonight to work through his escape plan. Maybe Shen and Ara would help, he was
sure they would want out of here as much as he did. He was having second thoughts about
involving Zuko now, he might be too unpredictable.

The South Gate never looked so inviting, the prisoners quickly dispersed when they entered
the compound. Everyone was eager to put distance between them and the stressed out guards.
The entire situation was difficult for the prisoners, but Sokka knew the guards were also
really stressed about the flooding, while also making sure no one escaped during the chaos of
the storm.

The rain didn’t seem to be letting up anytime soon, it still beat down on the earth like an
angry water spirit. The rainwater soaked the camp’s dirt, mixing together to make a slippery,
messy mud pit. Sokka’s one shoe didn’t give him any protection against the splattering mud
and the deep puddles.

He just wanted a nice hot shower, well… a nice cold shower, any kind of shower really. Just
something that would get the layers of whatever-the-fuck was all over him, off. Sokka was
fantasizing about his shower when he felt a strong hand grab his shoulder and a different
hand grip his arm.

“What the…” Sokka turned to see two guards holding his arms, his eyes darted between them
frantically, “I didn’t… I didn’t do anything!” His voice felt like it didn’t belong to him, fear
gripped his throat while he cried out in desperation.

Struggling against their grip, he was too tired and weak from his journey back to camp to
even attempt to do any physical damage. If anything, he would just make the guards more
irritated then actually escape their grip, and if he did escape, where would he run to?

Nowhere... because he was trapped.

Sokka let his head fall as the guards brought him to Zhao’s cabin, keeping his eyes locked on
the muddy ground he didn’t dare look up. He didn’t want to see the evil man right now, he



could barely get the image of the woman holding her injured arm in the dark water out of his
head. He couldn’t face Zhao right now, he could admit he was too weak.

Instead of being led up those three steps, he was forced to kneel outside the residence, in the
rain and mud, facing the covered porch. Lifting his head up, there were 5 other people
kneeling in line with him. Sokka’s eyes went wide when he recognized the 3 shower
molesters, plus one other.

And next to him was one disgraced Fire Nation Prince.

If they were all here then that means that they were probably here for… Oh fuck...

Punishment.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“I heard about an incident in the washroom, we are here to get the facts and determine the
correct punishments for the people deserving. Now…. Who wants to start. Hou? Water
Tribe? Any takers?”

The warden circled the prisoners, his hands gripping and twisting the coiled up whip he held
behind his back. It was still raining, but the wind was calmer and the rain was more of a
steady pour then an angry waterfall. The thunder still rumbled in the sky hidden behind the
clouds, the lightning had stopped for now. Sokka wished lightning would come back and
strike the warden then ricochet off his body and strike Zhao too.

Sokka saw the frayed and knotted tip of the whip wiggle as the warden twisted his hands
around the coil, his fingers digging into the braided leather. The warden was the one in
charge of the washroom situation because he was the one in charge of the prison camp.

Apparently this was strictly a prison incident – or so he said. He probably just wanted to get
off on his own twisted games, just like Zhao.

Stupid Zhao and his mind games, even now the Admiral stood on the porch, his arms
crossed. The man stood close to the railing as he watched the prisoners.

No… As he watched one prisoner – Zuko.

Sokka saw Zhao continuously stare at the fire bender to his left. Zuko’s unscarred side was
facing Sokka as he kneeled with his chained together wrists resting on his lap, staring at the
ground. His facial expression was blank, but if Sokka had to give him an emotion he would
have to say it would be – unamused.

“I’ll start.” Hou was the first to speak, “I think I can speak for my three friends and I when I
tell you what really happened… We were headed into the washroom and when we went
inside it was just the Water Tribe boy in there. He was almost done and we were waiting for
him to finish, when all of a sudden that scarred up ex prince came in and beat the shit out of
these two –“ he pointed at the two injured men sitting next to him.



Hou was not a tall man, but he was sturdy. His face was older, even though he was around the
age of Hakoda, he wore a more seasoned face. His left eye was missing and there was a nasty
scar running parallel with that eyebrow. He had long grey hair that he wore pulled back in a
braid. Sokka came to the conclusion he was definitely a scary looking man.

The other man, whose jaw was surely broken, had the most makeshift head bandage Sokka
has ever seen. Even Katara’s most beginning, primitive, healing-botch-jobs, she had never
put something together quite like this. Sokka might put something together like that, the idea
of combining inventing and healing together to see what kind of fucked up shit popped out.
Because that’s what was wrapped around this guy’s head – fucked up shit.

The other man (who Sokka assumed died, but hoped he didn’t die… for some weird reason,
maybe because he was a good person) didn’t have any bandages on his face but looked like
he needed… a bunch of something.

The man’s nose was black and blue, literally, dark splotches of black colored skin overlapped
with deep purple spots. The bruising spread out, trailing the same deep discoloration under
the man’s eyes. The entire left side of his head looked swollen and there was dried blood on
his neck from a gash that had been closed with a shaky hand stitch job.

“He came at us with his fucking flexibility and shit, he kicked this guy’s jaw clear off his
face! Then he kicked Rito’s nose into his skull, look at it - it's all sorts of fucked up. Just
‘cause we were talking to his little Water Tribe friend.”

Sokka saw Zhao glance away from Zuko for the first time and much to his own disparity his
eyes landed on him. Sokka hated the way Zhao’s amber eyes traced over his face and down
his body before he took his chilling stare somewhere else. Sokka didn’t dare let his eyes
wander over to Zuko, he didn’t want to give Zhao anything more to look into.

The warden looked at Sokka just as Zhao looked away, their eyes met and Sokka swallowed
the lump that was wiggling its way into his throat. He has never encountered the warden
before, besides the first day he was processed, hedidn’t know what to expect from the man.

“Either of you two have anything to add?” The warden looked over at the two defeated
looking prisoners. The warden’s eyes grazed over the two injured men one last time before
turning his attention to the last prisoner who was apparently also with the shower molesters
that afternoon. “What about you? What were you doing while your friends were being
assaulted in the shower?”

Zhao chuckled.

The lanky framed prisoner had a bump on his head, but other than that, he looked like a
normal, older, Earth Kingdom man. All four of the men had to be in their 40s, their hair
tattered with grey and they all carried scars from a life of fighting.

Sokka frowned at the thought because they all carried scars, and it was no excuse for
becoming a monster.



“I was the look- I was looking for my soap. I -uhh, dropped it and was just going to go in
when that kid over there shoved my head into a wall and knocked me out. When I woke up
my friends had been attacked.”

The warden moved over to where Sokka and Zuko kneeled next to one another, the man’s
devious eyes sparkled with humor as he enjoyed the chase for the truth. Even though the
display in front of him had to be pathetic and easy to see through, still the warden was
enjoying himself and Zhao was watching. Sokka glanced over at Zuko again and the boy was
glaring at the warden, his lip twitched, probably trying to hold back a snarl.

“Ahhhh Zuko… Now, you and I… we have had our issues in the past but I like to believe we
have moved past that… So please, fill me in on what happened in the washroom yesterday?”

Sokka turned his head so he could clearly see Zuko’s unscarred side of his face, his eye was
so gold as they searched the warden’s eyes for something. Sokka saw when Zuko made his
decision of what he wanted to say, his shoulders relaxed just a hair and the corner or his
mouth twitched like he wanted to smirk. Other than those small details, his face was
unreadable.

“Like they said, I was just itching for some violence so I decided to fuck these guys up for no
reason.” Zuko’s raspy voice sounded threatening even though there were no threats being
shared.

The warden’s brow furrowed and his mouth shifted to an unamused line, both his lips sucked
in just slightly as he stared down at Zuko.

“You may be a traitor to your nation and a disgrace to your name, but you are not one for
senseless violence, it's not your style. So what were these men doing that angered you enough
to attack them…. Hmmm. Water Tribe, you have been awfully quiet, in your own words what
happened?”

Sokka’s face paled as the warden moved to stand in front of him, his arms still resting behind
his back while his hands twisted his whip. Sokka’s skin itched from nervousness, but mostly
it itched from the smeared mud and splattered soot that coated almost his entire body. The
rain wasn’t washing it all away, which was really bumming Sokka out.

He stared at the warden, Sokka was finding it hard to maintain eye contact when he could
feel Zuko glaring at him. Zuko was always glaring at people, Sokka included.

But in this moment Sokka wasn’t sure if this glare was a don’t you dare fucking tell them the
truth and just agree with me right now glare or if it was more of a I fucking hate your face,
you peasant glare and Zuko didn’t even give a shit what Sokka said.

But what if it did matter, and what if Sokka fucked it all up?

“Well you see, I had soap in my eyes…. So I didn’t really see what happened. You know, the
prison should look into some better quality soap… When this stuff gets in your eyes it really
stings. It took me so much extra time under the water, where I couldn’t hear or see anything,
trying to wash this stuff out of my eyes. They still sting!”



The warden just blinked, and Zuko turned his head back to the ground and continued his
intense staring contest with the mud. Sokka rubbed his eyes with the back of one of his
hands, hoping to use the gesture to validate his ‘soap-in-eye’ story.

It was unfortunate that all these weeks of being too-scared-to-talk made him rusty, or maybe
Katara was right and he just was an idiot. But when he went to wipe his eyes with the back of
his hand, he ended up smearing the thick collection of disgusting substances that coated his
hands, directly into his eyes.

He imminently felt the scraping sensation of the tiny particles rubbing against his retina. With
a sharp hiss, Sokka wiggled his wrists limply in the air before bringing his arms down and
clenching his hands into fists. His eyes involuntarily started to water, pushing the sand and
other scratchy particles out and they dripped down his face as they quickly washed away in
the rain.

The warden made a scoffing sound accompanied with a deep undertone of disgust. Sokka
tried blinking rapidly to speed up the process of his eyes clearing up so he could see what
was happening. The warden took a few steps, the noise sounded further away than before.

“Alright, well since this is the story you all wish to stick with, then that is what we will go
with. Zuko, 10 lashes tomorrow morning for the use of excessive violence. Water Tribe, 5
lashes for being the most annoying person I have ever had to be around. We would do it
tonight but this just isn’t good whipping weather, we want everyone to be able to come enjoy
the show! So you have tonight to enjoy yourselves and tomorrow morning we will carry out
the punishment. Dismissed.”

Sokka’s stomach was too tight to stand, his legs felt like his Gran-Gran’s boiled lion-seal
blubber, they wouldn’t be able to support his stomach full of rocks. He was going to be
whipped… again, in front of everyone while he was restrained to that pole-of-sadness.

He feared for himself and now part of him felt a small amount of guilt for Zuko too. Sokka
felt like he might be the main reason why Zuko was getting double his lashes.

Which in Sokka’s opinion, he shouldn’t be getting any lashes, his story was completely
believable and it was supposed to keep him out of the entire situation. It’s the classic, soap-
in-my-eyes excuse! The warden was just being a fuck face.

The rain was still spilling across the world when the wind picked up again. The relentless
wind pelted the rain droplets horizontally, stinging Sokka’s cheek as he tucked his head and
moved towards the mess hall. He heard the shower molesters saying something, possibly
directed at him but he was too hungry to listen.

He was getting whipped tomorrow, because of them... because he didn’t want them to do
disgusting things to him against his will. Because Zuko stepped in and helped him out when
he didn’t have to… and now he was getting hurt because of it. Sokka felt the rocks in his
stomach shift when the seed of guilt sprouted a I feel like shit about this situation plant.

Sokka saw Zuko walking ahead of him, Sokka wanted to rush forward and tell him thank you
and apologize for being such a jerk back at the mine. Even if the fire bender didn’t hear him



being a jerk over the wind. Or because Sokka was talking into his bad ear, but did he have a
bad ear?

His burn was large, and it must affect the vision in his left eye, somehow, but not enough to
notice during the multiple fights they have had. Sokka never looked at Zuko’s burnt ear when
his head was shaved. (Which made sense because that would be extremely creepy for past
Sokka to stare at bald Zuko’s ear).

Sokka watched Zuko disappear into the middle cabin, and Sokka dipped into the mess hall,
hoping there was still food left from dinner. The time he wasted spending time with the
warden, which only earned him more lashings, took up the precious time he needed to get to
dinner before all the food was gone.

When Sokka stumbled into the tent he was startled to see no one was there, except a few
people playing cards at the empty tables. What was most notable to him was the fact that
there was no food was set out. He must have been standing there like an idiot for a while
because one of the prisoner’s playing cards called out at him.

“Kid! You ok?”

Sokka blinked and looked over at the middle aged woman, her grey and auburn hair was
spiraling wildly around her face, trailing down her back. She held cards in her hands but her
green eyes were fixed on him. The man who sat across from her was also holding cards, did
not seem happy about her distraction. He shot Sokka with some intentionally annoyed looks.

“Yeah, sorry… I must have missed dinner…” It was painful for Sokka to say those words, he
needed every meal he could get so his body would have the strength to recover from the
whipping and be strong enough to escape. His plan might be set back a few days now that he
is getting whipped tomorrow. The stupid bright side was at least he knew what to expect.

“Are you on bending suppressants? It's early afternoon and dinner isn’t for hours. Now go
wash up, this might be a prison but we don’t need to roll around in the dirt and walk around.
Now get out of here, you’re so dirty, this is where we eat.” The woman literally shooed him
with her hand of cards.

Sokka couldn’t help but smile at her feisty tone, it reminded him of Gran-Gran and her
constant struggle to keep the village's greatest warrior and last water bender, under control.

“Yes ma’am.” Was all Sokka could muster up before pivoting his way out of there. The rain
continued and Sokka ran to his cabin and gathered what he needed for the shower. His cabin
had two men he didn’t recognize chatting as they sat leaned up against the back wall. They
must have also gotten off their work assignment early, they looked freshly cleaned and like
they were enjoying their time off.

Sokka couldn’t wait to be clean, he almost skipped his way across the deserted mud pit that
was once their prison camp. Sokka approached the L, his eyes focused on the washroom in
front of him. Skidding through the front door, he almost slipped and fell onto the slick stone
beneath his feet. The washroom was a disgusting mess of filth that everyone rid their bodies
of and left scattered across the floors and walls.



Sokka found a clean spot to set his towel and fresh outfit before stepping under the freezing
pipe, his eyes closed and for just a moment he was back home.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Ara was waiting for him at his bunk when he returned. It was impossible to not get at least a
little dirty on the walk back to his cabin. The whole, one shoe thing, was really going to get
annoying fast. He might as well ditch the abandoned shoe and just embrace the whole
savage-shoeless-look he had going.

“Sokka!” Her voice always brought a pink tint to his cheeks and made his heart smile. She
looked so beautiful laying there in his bed, her black hair was tied back in a loose braid, just
like the last time he saw her.

She always tucked in the front of her prison tunic to show off her tiny waist, she smiled at
him as he got close. “Hey Ara! What are you doing here?” He put away his toiletries and
shoved his dirty uniform in his laundry bag setting it on top of his trunk.

“Oh sweetie... I heard the miners and laundry workers got the afternoon off, and I haven’t
seen you in days so I wanted to come find you! Shen and a few of our other friends are
hanging out in my cabin around my bunk, I wanted to come get you so you could join.”

Her smile was inviting, even though all Sokka wanted to do was curl into bed and wait for
dinner, he knew that turning down Ara’s invitation would be rude after everything she did for
him already. Plus… He wouldn’t mind sitting on her bed.

“Of course, lead the way.”

Through the rain and across the mud, Ara led him into the first cabin in the row of female
bunks. Sokka could see right away the difference in the woman’s cabin and his own. Their
cabin was clean, and the women seemed to have decorated, in a sense. There were various
objects scattered across the walls and next to people’s beds, he assumed they must signify
something. Ara had a collection of healing supplies, and other various items Sokka didn’t
look at too long, stacked in the space between her bed and the floor.

Shen’s eyes reflected something sweet when Ara came into his view, Sokka couldn’t help but
feel a tang of jealousy. Even though he knew that he was a 16 year old boy, who never had a
chance with a beautiful adult woman like Ara, it didn’t mean he couldn’t pretend that he was
the one who Ara wanted to spend all her time with.

The raindrops made a soft clinking clatter as they bounced off the cabin’s metal roof, the
skylight was clouded over by the storming sky outside. Sokka found it the perfect
background noise as he stood next to Ara.

Sokka recognized Shen, of course. He also remembered the guy from lunch the other day, the
one who had hair like Jet. There was a female that Sokka had never seen before, she was
slender but her breasts were very full and her hair was a deep red color, cut short like Suki,
but the woman’s hair was crazy curly. The woman resembled Suki, actually, but her age was
far past Suki’s age and the scars of her time in battle were viable across her arms and neck.



Sokka wondered if that was how people would see him now? When their wandering eyes
landed on his lashing scars, or the flinch he had at sudden movement... Would they roll their
eyes, or assume the worst? Sokka wasn’t prepared for what life after prison would be like, all
he knew was it would be better than being trapped here where death was imminent.

“Guys, this is Sokka, the Water Tribe boy I told you about. He was caught traveling with the
Avatar and now Zhao has him here with us. Sokka, this is everyone.”

Sokka smiled and waved before cocking his head to the side as he rubbed his hand against
the back of his neck. “Hello everyone.” Thank spirits his voice didn’t crack, and even though
he missed Katara, he was sure glad she wasn’t here to make comments about his obviously
nervous voice.

Ara sat down on her bed, patting the seat next to her, which Sokka happily sat down. He was
close enough to her to possibly brush against her on accident, but far enough away that he
was strictly the ‘kid at the adults table’. For the first time in over a month, Sokka felt
completely relaxed, he was actually comfortable.

“So, Sokka, what's the Avatar like?” The other female sat on the floor, her back resting
against the bunk beside them, she had her legs spread out in front of her. The woman had
grey eyes, similar to Aang, and there was a sweet innocence in them. The innocence was
similar to what he saw in Ara’s eyes, it wasn’t a surprise they were friends.

“Aang, that’s his name, the Avatar; his name is Aang. He is a great, nice, funny, all around
good guy. Last air bender, which is sad because air bending is extremely useful. If you ever
get out of here and get to travel with an air bender you will wonder how you ever survived
without one. I know I am…” Sokka laughed nervously before clearing his throat and
continuing. “Aang wants to save the world, the entire world, every little tick-roach sitting on
a leaf. I believe he can do it too, he just needs people’s support. He is our last hope.”

There was bitterness in his tone, but it was smothered by the hope he had in the little
vegetable eating monk. He did believe in Aang, and he knew he was the world's last hope,
but after experiencing some of the people in the world… Sokka wasn’t sure there was much
of a chance to save it.

“I support the Avatar, even if he doesn’t come to save me directly, if he can actually create
peace in this world, well… then I will die supporting his cause.” Ara looked so determined,
she nudged him in his arm with her elbow and gave him a wink.

The busty female rolled her eyes, running her fingers through her curly hair, one finger
getting trapped in the knotted end. “Ok Ara, we get it, you believe in the Avatar but what I
believe is that the Fire Nation is going to win the war and eventually we will all be set free
because prison camps will be eliminated after the fighting finally stops.”

Shen scoffed and the red head shot him a glare.

“Do you honestly believe that, Opal? Or do you just enjoy hearing yourself spew nonsense?”
His voice was unforgiving as he sat on the edge of the bed next to Ara. Their knees were
touching. It was cool… Totally cool.



“The Fire Nation has already won the war, all they need to do now, is defeat the Earth
Kingdom cities and Fire Lord Ozai is king of the world. I’m sorry you don’t like that idea,
but that is the truth, there aren't enough 12 year old boys in the world that can take him
down.” Opal ended her little speech with a smug smile.

The entire group nodded, even Ara. There seemed to be an invisible tether attaching people
who grew up in the Fire Nation or the colonies to the idea that the Fire Lord was all powerful
and the rest of the world was weak. Sokka didn’t want to share too much about Aang, but it
was good to know people were going to be completely shocked when Aang kicked Fire Lord
Ozai’s ass.

“If the Fire Nation is so powerful then why is the heir to the Dragon Throne being strung up
against a whipping post alongside some common thief? Doesn’t seem to be the strongest
family lineage, does it?” The sandy brown haired boy cut in this time, he sat on the floor next
to the busty girl, his smirk reminded Sokka too much of Jet and he had to look away. Opal
(he was going to use her name now and stop referring to her as the busty girl) elbowed the
Jet-look-alike and he made a fake hurt face and whined.

“One weak link doesn’t affect the chain if it's removed in time.” Opal crossed her arms,
pushing her bust up higher and making Sokka look away. Was he so unaccustomed to being
around people that he couldn’t handle some boobs?! He was a mess.

“Wow, if that isn’t some Fire Nation propaganda at its finest. Did you have to memorize that
for brainwashing school back home, Opal? Are you a good little Fire Nation citizen?”

“Fuck you Shen, says the Fire Nation soldier. Don’t give me shit when you're covered in it.”

“All I am saying, Opal, is that you sound pretty unoriginal over there with your chain-link
bullshit. But what should I expect from a halfbreed-“

“SHEN!” Ara sat up suddenly. She was leisurely leaning back on her elbows and watching
everyone talk until Shen and Opal’s conversation took a heated turn. “That is absolutely
enough of that, if you two can’t talk about this like civilized people then drop it and let's talk
about something else.” She turned to Sokka and whispered. “-and they call your people
savages.” She made an exasperated sound before turning her attention back on the group.

“All I am saying, Ara -“

“No Shen. All your saying is nothing more about the topic. You can’t be nice to Opal, calling
her a half breed... what a mean thing to say.”

Sokka looked at Opal, and now that he really looked at her (and stopped looking at her
breasts) he could see the mixture of nations in her features. She had pale skin like the Fire
Nation, but red hair and grey eyes like the Earth Kingdom and Air Nomads. It was common
in the Earth Kingdom colonies for people to be mixed, the entire village was essentially a
mixture of Fire Nation citizens on Earth Kingdom soil anyway.

“If she is a half breed, well... what am I? Aren’t here and I the same? Is it because I look, Fire
Nation? With my dark hair, and my pale skin?” Ara’s voice was growing more desperate as



she spoke. “It’s a very hurtful thing to say and you know it, I’m sorry we aren’t all pure bred
fire benders like you and the precious ex prince.”

“Ara I’m sorry.” Shen really did sound sorry. He didn’t seem to realize the way his insult to
Opal was almost the same as insulting Ara. Sokka watched Ara pull her leg back so their
knees were no longer touching, Sokka smiled.

“Any-way let's change topics! How about we talk about the new guard, whats is name
again?” The Jet-look-alike actually did something useful and took the conversation in a more
positive direction.

Ara slowly let her leg back out and before the end of the conversation her and Shen’s knees
touched once more.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Dinner was amazing. There was no other way to describe it, there was meat, a vegetable that
was still green, and the bread didn’t have mold on it. Plus, the tea was almost warm, which
was exciting.

Sokka felt relaxed after the afternoon of lounging around and hanging out with Ara and the
rest of her friends. They loved to gossip, no one was safe from their brutal opinions. Sokka
heard them rant for way too long about a guard named Zen Se, they both seemed to have an
issue with him and they really ripped apart the man’s physical appearance.

Sokka was now on the lookout for a short, potato shaped, unibrow, cross eyed guard who
really rubbed Ara and Opal the wrong way. Opal grew on Sokka after her outburst about
being a total and complete Fire Nation loyalist. Apparently, generations of her family on her
father’s side served in the Fire Nation army, and usually rose through the ranks, having life
long military careers. Opal’s father was apparently some general in the army, but yet she was
here in Zhao’s torture camp, something did add up.

Ara didn’t share much about herself, she mostly just talked about the guards and other
prisoners. Sokka tried to steer the conversation to talk about Zuko but every time the ex
prince was brought up Ara would change the subject or just scoff and roll her eyes and ignore
it completely.

Ara really had a problem with Zuko and it was tickling at Sokka’s curiosity and he
desperately needed to scratch it.

Speaking of stupid, (ahhh don’t say that he is taking 10 lashes because of you) Zuko, he saw
the familiar fire bender still covered in mud and soot, sitting at one of the very back tables
with a tray of food. Sokka was able to clearly see him without turning his head, which was
extremely convenient considering if Ara saw him staring at Zuko she would surely say
something about it. Plus, Sokka still needed to tell her about the whipping he was going to
get tomorrow morning.

“Did you hear about the whipping tomorrow morning?” Jet-look-alike sat down at the table
with his tray of half eaten food. He apparently ate half his meal with other people before he



decided to join them.

Sokka’s face paled, how did people already know?

Jet-look-alike smirked at Sokka, spinning his utensils around his vegetables, the little green
pieces shifted around the swirling motion. “Sokka… Do you have something you want to tell
us?”

This was it, time to face the reality of what was going to happen to him tomorrow. “Yeah… I
uh, I am being punished tomorrow morning. 5 lashes.” He kept his eyes fixed on his try the
entire time, his own vegetables were half gone and he hesitantly picked up another one and
popped it into his mouth. It actually crunched, which was a huge step up from the normal
disintegrating vegetables they were usually served.

“What did you do?!” Ara looked so concerned when he finally looked at her. He couldn’t
stand Jet-look-alike he decided, and no... it wasn’t just because he looked like grass mouth,
fuck face, Jet. Or that he had the same ‘please someone punch me’ personality. He just hated
him, ok?

Sokka explained the entire story of the washroom and the shower molesters and Zuko’s weird
way of not saving him, but saving him, and how they were both being whipped because of it.

“Isa too, he is getting whipped with you guys.” Stupid Jet-look-alike added.

Ara shook her head and didn’t say anything, her hands cupped her face as she stared down at
the table. “What did I tell you Sokka? I told you to stay away from him, he is nothing but
trouble.”

“But it wasn’t his-“ Sokka was cut off by Ara, her green eyes were slanted while she frowned
at him.

“I don’t care if it wasn’t, or isn’t, or he didn’t, or I didn’t know - none of that. I have been
here for enough time to know how this place works. He is bad news, even if he didn’t do
anything, if he is around... then someone is getting hurt. I need you to understand that Sokka,
if you get yourself in trouble on purpose by not following the rules I won’t waste my time or
supplies on you. Remember when I told you that? Well this is one of those moments where I
see you being reckless with your safety.”

Sokka frowned this time, “what did you expect me to do? Let those men… do whatever to
me!?” Sokka didn’t mean to get loud at the end of that, but he did. A few prisoners looked
over in his direction but they’re eyes didn’t linger and they looked away as fast as they came.

“No Sokka, but handle your own business or come to myself or Shen and we will try to help
you. If Hou and his gang of thugs are bothering you, just tell us and we will take care of it.
Don’t ever look to Zuko for anything, it's my last time telling you.”

Sokka just nodded, he didn’t feel like arguing with her about it. The whole thing was stupid.
It was stupid that he was washing in a room with other people, it was stupid that men his



father’s age wanted to fuck him, it was stupid that he was locked in this place with fucking
Prince Zuko, and it was really stupid he couldn’t escape the guy.

As if on cue, he looked over to where Zuko was eating just minutes ago.

But he was gone.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Dawn was stupid.

Fuck dawn.

He was really using the word fuck a lot more now that he was prison Sokka. No more
watching his mouth in front of little Aang, he was going to say fuck all the time now. Just to
show how much of a bad-ass hardened criminal he had become.

Well…he was as badass as someone could be as they were being chained to a pole that was
covered in other people’s blood and snot. Sokka was at a new pole this time, he was in the
middle of the three poles instead of at the end . To his right was Zuko, and to his left was a
man who looked familiar, but Sokka wasn’t sure from where.

All 3 of them were chained with their arms around their poles, and prisoners were slowly
filling in as they prepared for the day. Sokka saw the warden standing in front of them,
talking to Zhao as they both glanced at the restrained prisoners for a breath before returning
back to their conversation.

Sokka looked over at Zuko, he was on his knees just like Sokka and was resting his head
against his arms. All Sokka could see was the scraggly pieces of black hair draped over his
arm, while his face was hidden from view. His arms were still wrapped in bandages from his
wrist up to somewhere under his prison tunic sleeve.

“Alright, let's get this over with so you people can start your day. Just an update, the coal
mine is still flooded, so those who usually work the mine will be helping get that shit show
cleaned up. Now, I will go over each of their infractions before we begin. Isa, 10 lashes and 5
hours chained to the pole for tampering with the coolers. Water Tribe, 5 lashes for
insubordination. Zuko, 10 lashed and 3 hours in the cooler for excessive violence against
another prisoner. Guards, prepare your whips.”

Sokka squeezed his eyes shut, the quiet calm before the first strike was always the worse. The
anticipation itself was almost as painful as the actual lashing, his heart felt like it was beating
too fast and too slow at the same time.

He heard the whip snap, the cold feeling that spread through the skin on his back was only a
preparation for the burning that followed. It was such a cruel trick, the soothing cold feeling
reminded him of lying on his back in the snow with Katara as they watched the clouds
together.



Snap, the second strike chased the memory of Katara far away, ripping her small fingers out
of his grip as he ran after her, chasing the cool feeling she had with her. All he could feel was
the burn, the never ending burn that he would always feel the longer he was a prisoner of the
Fire Nation.

Sokka was sure he didn’t start screaming until the third whip strike made contact with his
back, but apparently he was screaming the moment the whip hit his flesh the first time.

The sobbing started by the fourth strike. This particular hit must have ripped open one of his
older wounds because it felt like lightning was coursing down his back as his flesh was
ripped open once again. He could feel the tickling blood trickling down his back, that didn’t
happen last time.. great.

The last strike was lost to Sokka’s screaming, crying mess of a person who clung to the pole
he was chained to for dear life. His snot and tears happily mixed onto the pole where they
belonged, leaving his own mark from this horrible experience.

Sokka stopped his loud, whimpering sobs when he heard the whip crack again, but he felt no
pain. It was then when he realized that Zuko and the stranger next to him still had 5 more
lashes, and then the Zuko had the cooler, which was apparently actual torture to fire benders.

Sokka blinked, tears poured out of his eyes in heavy streams, his vision was blurry from all
the liquids strewed across his face. He tried to use his sleeve to wipe his face and his eyes
caught Zuko. The boy he shook from the pain but he didn’t make a sound. Sokka watched the
guard bring down the whip and he saw the leather rip across the Prince’s back, but yet he
didn’t make a single sound. His face was buried in his arms so Sokka couldn’t see his
expression.

Sokka slowly looked over to the other man, Isa, and saw him gasping for breath and trying to
hide his moaning. Sokka then realized where he recognized that man, he was the guy who
was tied to the pole in the sun with all the blisters the day he arrived. Isa was his name and
apparently... he was tampering with the coolers – Sokka needed to try to talk to this guy.

The final crack of the whip got Sokka’s attention again, he looked back over at Zuko whose
back was a bloody mess. Sokka couldn’t see too much at his angle but he could definitely see
the heavy bruising that covered Zuko’s ribcage, and the blood that was freely dripping down
his back. The fire bender's arms trembled, but not too noticeably, which was extremely
impressive for someone who just took 10 lashes.

Sokka could see Zhao approaching the place where Sokka was kneeling at the pole, his own
intense shaking increased as the fear of the Admiral approaching pushed the pain aside.
Sokka’s stinging eyes looked up, long enough to see Zhao not even look at him and go over
to Zuko.

Of course.

“You know I hate it when you don’t scream for me…” Zhao’s voice was deep and dripping
with amusement as he stood over the broken boy. He crouched down on his knees to say
something he thought only Zuko could hear, but Sokka heard.



“Don’t worry… I know exactly how to make you scream the way I like. I will see you after
your trip to the coolers, try to stay conscious this time.” With a light touch across the top of
Zuko’s hair, Zhao lifted back to his feet. The Admiral’s eyes shifted over to Sokka and he
smiled one of his sinister, malicious intended lifts of the corner of his lips.

“I'll see you soon, Water Tribe.”

Sokka was starting to feel light headed as the pain came back in throbbing, stinging waves.
He could feel his mind being overwhelmed by the intensity of Zhao’s words, accompanied
with the pain. The faint darkness in the corner of his eyes signaled him that he wasn’t going
to be conscious much longer. The last thing he remembered was the sound of Zuko’s body
hitting the ground when he was released from his bonds.

Chapter End Notes

OHHHHHHHH. NO! Damn it Sokka, leave Zuko alone! But... Just don’t leave Zuko
alone, please.

Now for all of you that say “listen bitch make them talk” *Knife at throat*

Well guess what!?

*does twisty motion and escapes!*

AHHHH! Next chapter, they talk I promise!

So get-outta-here!! Just kidding, stay here with me, forever - please.

Again, please comment because I need them, and I love them, and I willrespond. So
yeah, thank you everyone who shows me their love. <3 :D



Prince Dishwasher
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Leaving It All Behind



Chapter 8: Prince Dishwasher

When Sokka opened his eyes, he was laying on his stomach in his uncomfortable prison bed.
He could feel the tight pressure from the bandages that wrapped around his torso and chest.
Shifting his weight, Sokka lifted his head to try and take in his surroundings. The rain had
started again, or it was continuing to rain? (He really wasn’t sure what day it was) The pitter-
pattering of the raindrops on the metal roof of the cabin was soothing. His blue eyes caught
the sight of Shen sitting on the edge of the bed next to him, his arms were propped up on his
knees, exactly like he had the first day they met.

“Good morning, Water Tribe.” Shen’s deep voice rattled around inside Sokka’s head. It
wasn’t until he stopped listening to the rain and started to listen to Shen’s voice that Sokka
realized he had an excruciating headache. The pounding in his head rivaled the burning in his
back, the sharp intensity of the pain made Sokka’s stomach turn. Sokka’s empty stomach - oh
shit, he was also starving.

“How long… was I out?” His voice didn’t sound like his own, it was gritty and dry.

“A day and a half, it’s almost lunch time on the day following your punishment. Ara wrapped
you up and put some salve on the areas that needed it. Hopefully, it will keep your cuts from
getting infected. If you don’t want horrific scarring you might want to lay low for a while. I
don’t think your back can take another lashing, at least not in the condition you are in now.”

Sokka watched Shen as the man spoke to him, he could see the concern in his eyes and the
subtle hint of compassion. Shen truly was a good guy. The guy just had to look full blooded
Fire Nation, with his amber eyes, pale skin and long dark hair. The stubble on his face was
growing darker and fuller so less stubble, more hair-like? Maybe he was going to try growing
a beard? Hmmmm… Shen would look weird with a beard, he was such a clean-cut-soldier
type.

“Thanks for taking care of me, uh again…” Sokka’s words scratched against the inside of his
dry throat.

“Thank Ara, I am just here while she is at her job assignment. Which she actually went to
today, surprisingly, I honestly think she only went there to clean her bandages for you. You
bled through an entire wrap before we got the cuts on your back to stop bleeding. The new
lash marks opened up your old lash marks and it's just a mess back there. Most of it won’t
scar too bad as long as you take care of it, but you are going to have some unavoidable
scarring, sorry kid.”

Sokka shrugged, what did it matter anyway? Scars were inevitable in here, his body would be
proof that this entire part of his life had been real. This horrific nightmare he was living in
was not just a bad dream, it was his reality. In a way, he was glad some of it would scar, he
had earned those scars - the hard way.

“I am not planning on getting whipped again… ever, I mean it. I just don’t know what I did
to get punished this time, I can't figure out what their game is or how to play. I’m just so lost



and I keep having to deal with this never-ending feeling of fear that something else horrible is
going to happen to me or someone around me. I saw a woman die, Shen… and I could have
helped her, if I had tried. But I didn’t. I just kept crawling my way out of the flooding coal
mine… I feel like I am turning into a bad person. I don’t know how to stop the fear, I just
want to get the fuck out of here.”

His shaking body didn’t help ease the pain in Sokka’s back as he unloaded his thoughts onto
Shen. He wasn’t sure what hurt worse, the pounding in his head or the throbbing in his back.
It did start to ease his mind a little to share the burden of knowing he left that woman
screaming, alone, in the black water to die. He didn’t know if he could ever unsee that image,
her screams will forever play as a soundtrack in his mind.

“Sokka.” Shen stood up and walked over to sit next to him on the bed resting his head against
the wall behind the pillow. Sokka turned his head so he could see him better, he was still
laying on his stomach. The position was a little awkward for Sokka, as he craned his neck to
see Shen’s face better.

Now that Shen was closer, Sokka could see the various small white scars on his face, likely
obtained from his life before being locked away. His amber eyes were strong, there were
golden flecks hiding under the light brown. Sokka could see them when they reflected off the
soft light pouring down from the skylight, breaking through the rain clouds outside. Sokka
has never been this close to a fire bender before and even though he knows Shen is a friend, it
still puts his nerves on edge.

“Listen to me, this happens to every new soldier when they experience their first real taste of
war. I am going to give you the same advice that I gave them – suck it up. I know, it’s harsh
and this is not going to make you feel any better about the entire situation… because guess
what? It’s fucked, it’s so fucked that you had to see a woman die, it’s fucked you’re a
teenager and you have the scars of a grown soldier, it’s fucked that you’re here and not back
home with your family. The whole thing is... fucked. But you can’t do anything about it, so
you might as well suck it up and get over it. You’re going to see more awful things here than
anyone could ever imagine, but you are young and you will adapt and you will get over it.
Don’t let it get to you, because once it does it's hard to get it out.”

Sokka stared at Shen, the man’s eye color was different from his dad’s own blue eyes, but
something was oddly the same. Sokka liked to think his dad would like Shen and his
‘doesn’t-give-a-shit’ way of looking at things. Maybe it’s how the Fire Nation has done so
many terrible things? They train their people to block out all emotion and just say fuck it.

But Shen was a soldier, and now he was a prisoner, how did that happen? Sokka’s curiosity
and new found confidence prompted a question he has asked himself since the first day he
met Shen.

“Shen, how did you end up here?”

Shen looked away, his amber eyes closed suddenly and his hands traveled to his face as he
rubbed his forehead, a small bead of sweat was forming on his hairline. He exhaled slowly,
leaning back, his head hit the wall and he didn’t down at Sokka when he started speaking.



“I was a naval soldier under Admiral Zhao, actually, back when he was a Captain. I started as
a new recruit on his ship when he was only a lieutenant, we sailed under Captain Ogodei.
Ogodei was a great captain, he followed the rules of the sea and treated people, enemy or not,
with respect. Unfortunately, Zhao was promoted to captain just before Captain Ogodei retired
– the guy was really old, I can’t believe he was still allowed to serve as captain. But that’s the
Fire Nation for you, fight until you can’t fight anymore, and that’s exactly what Captain
Ogodei did. Captain Zhao took over the ship after that. His methods were… different than the
way things were done before, but who was I to question my captain?”

Shen scoffed and went silent. Sokka looked at Shen and then up towards the skylight, his
eyes had to adjust to the soft brightness, the extra light wasn't helping his headache. Blinking
and looking away from the light spots, Sokka waited for the man to continue if he was
comfortable. To Sokka’s surprise after another long exhale, Shen did continue.

“Under, at the time, Captain Zhao, I was promoted to petty officer which was more
responsibility for me. After a few years and a few more promotions, I was a command
master. I really enjoyed leading people, and I liked serving under Captain Zhao, as crazy as
that seems, he was a damn good leader to his men. He always rewarded hard work and
loyalty when you served under him. But if you were not loyal to him, or if you said
something or did something to question his leadership, well… you were in for a world of
twisted games and manipulation until he broke you or you were transferred, or worse... Of
course, I saw it happening, but it was just who Captain Zhao was and he never did it to me.”

Shen glanced down at Sokka, something in his eyes was relatable and Sokka could feel the
man’s shame mirror his own. Shen carried a deep pit of regret and shame hidden behind his
confidence and strength.

“I have seen a lot of things Sokka and I have allowed a lot of things to happen that were not
ok. I did nothing, I stayed quiet and I held my position. My career was always more
important than people’s lives, and I accepted that about myself a long time ago. When
Captain Zhao stepped across that line, the one I didn’t even know I had, that's when I finally
stepped in, resulting in severe consequences. By disrespecting my superior office and
refusing to follow a direct order I was considered a traitor to the Fire Nation and was to be
executed. Captain Zhao saved me, in a sense, and sent me here instead.

“He told me that he sent a personal message to my family telling them I went mad and
jumped into the ocean off shore of the Western Earth Kingdom. I think he did it to give them
hope that I was still alive, or it could be another one of his twisted mind games, but like I said
before – Captain Zhao never played those games with me.”

Sokka nodded, “Can I ask… What did Zhao do to cross your line?”

Shen closed his eyes again. Sokka could see Shen’s own ‘crease of frustration’ in the same
spot his dad had his. Sokka named the line on his own dad’s forehead years ago, the one that
etched itself directly between his eyebrows. It was most noticeable when he was
contemplating something, or frustrated at something. Shen was probably deciding if he was
going to tell Sokka about what Zhao did, or if he wasn’t. Sokka just sat in silence and waited.



“We were in a small village…” Shen chuckled, “we weren’t even doing anything there except
staying overnight on our journey back to the ship. We had to assist another squad inland
eliminate a small rebellion happening in a new colony and we stopped at an inn for the night.
It was a cold night despite the summer weather, I always remembered that. The innkeepers
had a daughter, she was young, maybe 14? Anyway, Captain Zhao took her with us when we
left, and threatened to burn down the inn if her parents followed us. I’ll never forget her
parents crying and begging for us to leave her and every soldier ignored them, including me.”

Shen sighed, a long defeated breath. The breath signified his knowledge that he was already
this far into the story, and he might as well finish. Sokka really needed him to finish the story,
he was literally so tense, it was hard to breathe.

Sokka decided to pull his strength together and move himself into a sitting position, it hurt
like a bitch, but it was worth it to sit up. Shen watched him struggle the entire time and didn’t
offer any assistance. Once Sokka was clearly situated, Shen continued his story.

“He brought her back to the ship and he was going to keep her locked in his chambers and
do… spirits-know-what to that girl. She was so young… Too young to be taken from her life
and forced to bed an old man for no financial or political gain. It’s slavery and it’s wrong, I
couldn’t let him do that to her. So in the middle of the night, the first night she was on the
ship, before we left port. I created a diversion in the boiler room just big enough to irritate
Captain Zhao out of his bedroom and I picked the lock. Don’t ask me how I know how to pick
locks because it's another story for another day. But I got her out, I couldn’t stop him from…
hurting her already but I saved her from years of assault and she probably would have just
ended up here anyway, until she withered away and died.”

Sokka frowned, “how did Zhao know it was you?”

“Zhao always knows… He is observant. Years and years and years of practice, probably from
when he was a small boy, until today. He watches and listens before he slithers like a rat-
snake around his victim, until he is close enough to sink his teeth into their neck. He has
crawled his way through the military rankings enough to have an entire fucking prison camp
to himself, where he can stash the people he wants to torture. I mean for fucks sake he has the
Agni-fucking Prince of the Fire Nation in here, it’s seriously fucking crazy…”

Sokka saw an opening, and he went for it.

“What does Zhao have against Zuko anyway?”

Shen frowned, his eyes flashed with an emotion that Sokka couldn't place. He was afraid
Shen might not answer his question, but Shen must have woke up in a sharing mood today
and Sokka was going for it.

“Honestly, I wouldn’t call it hate, I don’t know what I would call it. Envy? Obsession? Zuko
was born to be everything Zhao was not, and could never be, no matter how much he slithers
and strikes - he will never be royalty. I think it drives him slightly insane to know there is a
position in life he can never reach, he will never be royalty. Zuko was born a prince and is
now heir to the throne of the most powerful nation in the world, he is the direct bloodline of
‘The Great Fire Lord Sozin’, rich, powerful, all the things that get Zhao’s dick hard.”



Sokka frowned, “so he hates Zuko, because he was born a prince?” Sokka’s tone was
confused, it didn’t seem to add up. Shen groaned and let his head lightly bounce against the
wall behind his head. Sokka watched him try to collect himself and contemplate what to say
next.

“Hang on, I’m trying to figure out where this stupid-waste-of-time-story is going to go next.”

Sokka crossed his arms, the motion pulled painfully at his back, but he hid the wince because
he needed the attitude to be there.

“It was around three years ago when Captain Zhao was called to the capital for a week of war
meetings, which don’t usually involve captains, but Captain Zhao has a way of working his
way into those kinds of situations. I was extremely excited because I’m from Capital City and
I loved going home and seeing my family and my sweet- my good friend. While Captain
Zhao was in meetings all day with his right hand, the rest of the crew got to take it easy.
There isn’t much to do on a ship that’s docked.

“While we were in the capital Prince Zuko did something to piss off the Fire Lord or
something happened where he said something he wasn’t supposed to… I honestly don’t know
the whole story, but he was challenged to an Agni Kai – uh, a public fire duel. Rumors spread
after the Agni Kai, but I didn’t pay any attention to them. When it was time to leave I said my
goodbyes and returned to the ship to prepare for cast off.

“When Captain Zhao came back to the ship he was… different… He told us about the Agni
Kai he was invited to watch between the coward Prince and the Fire Lord who showed him
mercy. All I heard was a story of a father who took his power too far and purposely injured
his own son or possibly killed him, as he begged for his life. I had a weird feeling in my gut
and I didn’t like when I saw a twinkle in Captain Zhao’s eyes when he repeated the story over
and over. It wasn’t until 6 months after leaving the capital that I realized Captain Zhao’s
obsession had grown past the story he told us.

“He purposely trailed the banished prince’s ship completely off our course and made us send
him a messenger hawk requesting permission to board. In all formalities, of course he
accepted the request and I was one of the soldiers asked to escort Captain Zhao to Zuko’s
ship. The boy was young, honestly, younger than I have ever seen someone out at sea,
especially the captain of his own vessel. The boy had fire in his eyes and a painfully fresh
burn scar across his face, my ignorance to the story vanished, I knew everything Captain
Zhao said was true.

“General Iroh humored Captain Zhao for the majority of the visit, entertaining him with his
old war stories. He was nice, he even offered us tea which was very informal, but I accepted
and the tea was very good. Prince Zuko was forced to stay with us, him being the actual
captain of the ship at.. I don’t know… 12? I swear Captain Zhao never took his eyes off the
boy, he would ask Zuko questions every now and then to try to keep the boy involved. Zuko
didn’t like Captain Zhao, and he didn’t waste any time humoring the man. In fact, he was the
only person I have ever seen that has outright disrespected Captain Zhao with no hesitation.
Zuko hated Captain Zhao as much as the man was infatuated with him.



“It went on for years after that I suppose… If Captain Zhao knew Zuko was nearby he would
go to extensive lengths to end up at the same port as the boy, or request permission to board
his ship whenever he saw an opportunity. Zuko grew to hate, now Admiral Zhao, and I know
that they had some heated discussions in the past but Captain Zhao has always been a patient
man and he somehow found a way to get Zuko here so I guess in the end… Zhao won.”

Sokka frowned, his arms still crossed. “I’m confused, Prince Zuko said something wrong or
upset the Fire Lord and was challenged to a fire duel, where he was allowed to get his face
burnt off? ”

Shen nodded, his head still resting on the wall. “Yeah, he said something against a battle plan
and he wasn’t even supposed to be in the meeting, so I heard. He was young, 12 or 13,
something like that. He was challenged to an Agni Kai and accepted and the Fire Lord
himself is the one who burnt his face off. I don’t know much about the rules and regulations
of the Royal Family and how they’re supposed to do things, but in normal-people-land we
don’t mutilate our children.

“Now he is here because The Fire Lord disowned him and stripped away his birthrights and
told Capt- just Zhao to do whatever he wanted to do, but make sure he received a traitor's
death. Kind of a sick thing to do to someone, especially your own teenage son. But I guess
that's why I am not the Fire Lord.”

Sokka’s mouth was as dry as his throat. The pounding headache was barely noticeable over
the way his brain twitched as it tried to work through the information Shen just handed him.

Zuko was 12 or 13 when he was burned by his own father. Sokka couldn’t imagine his own
father doing anything harmful to him, he barely even raised his voice at his children. Zuko’s
father had burned him, banished him, and then gave him to Zhao…

Empty bile tickled in the back of his scratchy throat, a heavy feeling of pity was settling in
his stomach. Yep, full on pity - he pitied Zuko. The guy was an asshole, he wasn’t
questioning that, but maybe it wasn’t entirely his fault. Maybe, just maybe… He has a little
excuse.

Sokka uncrossed his arms to push his index finger and thumb into his eyes, circling the index
finger he rubbed and rubbed until he saw the swirling specks of white light.

Opening his eyes again the world was too bright, but after a few blinks his eyes adjusted
back. The onslaught of information Shen just gave him was everything Sokka asked for, but
too much for his brain to handle right now. But still… Sokka always wanted more.

“So… If Zuko’s supposed to get a traitors death why is he still alive?”

Shen shrugged, “Zhao isn’t done with him I guess.”

“Done doing… what?”

“Zhao likes to refer to himself as ‘Zhao that Conquer’ so I believe that is what he is doing to
the ex-prince. He trying to conquer him, and he wont stop until he does.”



Sokka shuddered, for some reason the words Zhao said to Zuko just before Sokka passed out
drifted through his mind. The sickening way he spoke softly to the injured fire bender as if to
try and draw him into a false sense of security.

“Don’t worry… I know exactly how to make you scream the way I like.”

“That’s… weird. What does it mean? To conquer him?”

Shen stood up from the bed, stretching his arms over his head and started shaking them
around to loosen up. The man leaned over and touched his toes, making Sokka wonder if he
could touch his own toes? Shen continued to do some type of stretching routine and Sokka
just watched him, thinking about how he should probably get out of bed and stretch too.

Much to Sokka’s surprise, Shen continued talking.

“Zhao will keep Zuko around until he breaks him, which he will, eventually. Zhao breaks all
his toys. Zuko is lasting a lot longer than I originally thought he would. It’s been 5 months
now and the fucking kid still bites back whenever Zhao tries to play with him. I’ll give it to
the kid, I haven’t met anyone who is fueled by sheer spite but he has to be. You could do
whatever to that kid and he won't back down until he literally loses consciousness, it’s crazy.
I don’t know if you noticed, but when you and Isa were screaming and crying while being
whipped, Zuko didn’t say a word. It’s fucking freaky.”

Sokka remembered the silent fire bender who didn’t look up or make a sound the entire time
he was being struck. It was freaky that someone could experience that much pain and not cry
out, but honestly what are a few lashes compared to having half your face burnt off?

“Can I ask you a question?”

Shen laughed, his arms poised behind his back, his hands together, fingers laced. “Why not?
You’ve already asked me 10 questions, what's one more?” Shen was being sarcastic but
Sokka has gotten this far in their casual conversation so he was going to keep it going if he
could.

“Why does Ara hate Zuko so much?”

Shen frowned, his shoulders went stiff and Sokka could see the uncomfortable way his
muscles tightened. His funny one footed-half bent-stretch ended and he went back to standing
straight, like a soldier.

“It's not my story to tell, let's just say they haven’t gotten along since day one. Ara doesn’t
talk much about her feelings, or her past, she just tends to stay wrapped up in this prison
world and she will do what she has to do to survive. Including… her not helping you
anymore if you don’t stop messing around with the damn Fire Prince.

“I’ve caught you staring at him more times than I can count and I keep catching you
following him. I’m hoping that by me telling you all this stuff about him it will stop all this
curiosity you seem to have for him. If you want to buddy up with him that’s your choice, but



Ara will stop speaking to you and then so will I… We will leave you to deal with all the pain
that comes with being around that walking disaster.”

Sokka swallowed, his throat was still dry and his tongue had a weird taste on it, almost like a
rock. Yes, Sokka has licked a rock before because it was necessary to see if rocks tasted
different then dirt. It was for science.

“I’ll stay away from him… I just knew him from outside of here and it’s weird for me to see
him and not remember all the people I left behind. My sister, Aang, Gran-Gran, my dad… It
just hurts sometimes when I see him, I can’t help but remember.”

“I understand, but there isn’t anything you can do to change what happened. I get it, I see
people I used to know and I remember my old life, but that’s not my life right now. All I am
telling you is Ara has a problem with the guy and your standing dangerously close to the line
with him. So back up or she will pretend like you don’t exist.”

“But why? Are her and I not friends?”

Shen groaned, Sokka could hear the annoyance in his tone. Katara often did that, her
‘annoyed groan’ when she was done talking to him but we probably going to answer him
anyway. He assumed Shen would be the same way.

“Yes, you two are prison friends. Prison friends are there for you until they aren’t, I’m sure
Ara has already shared with you that at the end of the day everyone was going to look out for
themselves. It’s the truth. Ara has been here for 6 years, from when she was a young girl.

“She practically grew into her female adulthood away from her family in a mad man’s prison.
She adapted, and now she survives here without looking over her shoulder or fearing for her
next beating. She just lives and she spreads kindness where she can, she is a good person
Sokka. But she has her issues just like the rest of us, and Zuko is one of her issues. Take it or
leave it.”

Sokka nodded, looking down at his scarred hand, the skin wasn’t as tight as it was when he
first woke up, all the scooping in the coal mine helped him regain his movement and strength,
but it still felt… off. Sometimes he imagined it was someone else’s hand and he was just
borrowing it, counting down the days until his old hand returned. But scars were forever.

“I think you’re a good person Shen… I don’t know where I would be without you and Ara
and everything you guys have done for me. The last two times I woke up from being
whipped, you were here and I appreciate it. I will listen to your advice, for real, I promise.”

Shen smiled, “thanks Water Tribe, I’m glad cause I’m kind of starting to like you. I mean, I
just talked more here with you then I think I have in the entire last few months combined.
Now I bet you’re hungry, lunch should be ready, can you walk on your own?”

Sokka shrugged. When he tried to walk on his own, much to his surprise, he could.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -



Sokka and Shen ate lunch together, they didn’t say much, but Sokka enjoyed the company
through the silence. Sokka had never really been around strong men since his father and the
other men in his tribe left for war, right after his mom died. He was 12, too young to know
how to be a man, so being around Shen who was in his early 30s was nice. Not as old as his
dad, but older than anyone else he has ever spent a long period of time with.

After lunch, Sokka and Shen sat outside as the sun finally peeked out from the clouds, it had
been overcast and raining all day, but Sokka didn’t care. The mix of cool weather and pops of
the sun’s warmth was better than it being blazing hot all day, or the torrential downpours.
Shen was a fire bender, so he must love being in the sun, it was their energy or something.

Sokka closed his eyes and listened to the soft gusts wind rustle the trees just behind the wall,
there was a singing owl-finch somewhere close by. Aang taught him that whenever he heard
a song that can only be described as a dying bird, that an owl-finch was close by and they
gave off such a call to lure predators close before it struck them down with their massive
talons.

Aang knew so much about animals, Sokka is realizing this more and more as he recalls tales
about Aang’s ‘fun animal facts’ on Appa’s back.

“How far away is bending suppressant day? I can feel my inner fire flickering under the sun.”
Shen’s eyes were closed, his back flat against the side of the last man’s sleeping cabin. Sokka
sat next to him with his eyes closed as well. They both sat in the muddy puddles that littered
the vacant space between sleep cabins.

“I think we have 5 days until the next time you guys have to take your pills.”

“Pills?”

“Yeah, aren’t the suppressants little black pills?”

“Yeah, but we all only take one.”

“Oh, I heard the healer talking about giving Zuko four of them.”

Shen’s eyes opened wider then they were before, but his gaze didn’t leave the sky.

“Four? They’ll kill him. One of those damn things makes me feel like someone stuck me in a
laundry basket and took me down to the river to clean me.”

“Sounds kind of nice actually.”

“Oh it’s not, it’s fucking awful. You feel like you’re in a long empty tunnel and when
someone says something to you it takes so long for you to hear what they said and when you
do it's like an echo bouncing off the inside of your eardrum.”

“Oh damn, that does sound awful…”

“Yeah, it’s not good. At least my fire comes back after one, I don’t know what they’re doing
to that kid by giving him four. Zhao must finally be done with him and they plan on killing



him.”

Sokka almost felt sad, not that he cared if Zuko lived or not, which was a terrible thought, for
the terrible person he was becoming. But Zuko wasn’t a good person either, proof of that was
in all the encounters that they have had outside of this horrible place. Zuko chased them,
threw fire at them, tied his sister to a tree, burned down villages – yeah, fuck Zuko.

“So you can’t produce any fire?”

Shen shook his head no, his eyes were closed again and the back of his head was resting
against the wooden wall.

“Nope, not even smoke. It feels like the fire is there but it doesn’t want to move and I can’t
summon it. The pill makes it feel like the chi stops just before I am able to pull on my fire,
like there’s a block. It’s frustrating as fuck.”

“That’s interesting, I heard the healer say that they were drugs from Ba Sing Se, and the Dai
Li or something. They must be new because my sister was in a Fire Nation prison and she
wasn’t given any suppressants and she was a water bender, in a prison, in the middle of the
ocean. Which I guess thinking back, they didn’t know she was a water bender, they thought
she was an earth bender… So I guess they just took away the earth? I don’t know where I am
going with this anymore…”

Shen laughed, Sokka grinned.

“You’re funny kid, did the Avatar keep you around to tell him jokes?”

“No… actually I was kind of the leader, I guess.” Shen snorted and Sokka glared at him. “I
was! I read the maps, I told them when and where we needed to stop - I was the one who
made my sister angry enough to even crack open the iceberg the Avatar was hiding in!”

“I believe you, jeez. Don’t get all upset.”

Sokka rolled his eyes and crossed his arms, his back was stinging from being in a seated
position, but he was having too much fun to go back and lay in his bed alone. He was being
extra careful not to lean against the wall like Shen, even if it did look super comfortable.

“I was… I am an important part of Team Avatar, and I will get back to them as soon as I
escape this awful place.”

“Good luck with that, don’t let them catch you trying to escape. You’ll end up like Isa.”

“That’s the guy I was whipped with, right?”

“Yeah, that guy has lost his mind. He talks to himself and is always tampering with things
around the camp. He has tried to escape over 100 times and I think Zhao only keeps him here
because he thinks it’s funny. I think Zhao uses Isa as an example of why people shouldn’t try
to escape, the guy’s all fucked up from all his punishments.



“One time, they chained him to a pole during a thunderstorm and stuck a metal sword in the
top of the pole and it was struck by lightning. After that, Isa started talking to himself.
Another time, they flogged him for so long he caught a sickness only derived from excessive
water inhalation and he was going to die but then he didn’t. Now, he has a horrid cough, but
yet he still tries to escape.”

Sokka sighed, so the guy who he thought was a genius innovator, who could help him come
up with an escape plan, was really just a crazy person. It was disappointing, but expected.

Sokka could get used to not having to go to the horrible coal mine, it would be easy to heal if
he was allowed to rest all day. Sokka was enjoying the break in the rain when a guard began
to approach him and Shen. He noticed Shen’s posture shifted from relaxed, to on edge, his
eyes narrowed just slightly but as the guard moved closer Shen began to relax. The guard
stopped a few feet in front of them and smiled.

“Afternoon fellas, Water Tribe, this is for you.” He handed Sokka a wrinkled piece of
parchment.

“What’s this?” Sokka flinched, expecting to be hit because he completely forgot to not talk to
the guard directly. Damn it Shen, for making everything so relaxing.

The guard didn’t strike, he didn’t even move to strike, he actually…. leaned against the wall
next to Shen.

“It’s a work assignment change, you must have someone watching your back because you
were pulled from the coal mine and put in the kitchen. Some jobs are supposed to switch next
week, but your assignment starts tomorrow at sunrise.”

Sokka’s mouth gaped, his hand trembled as he reached out and shifted forward to grab the
parchment, his vision was blurry when he tried to read what it said. Blinking, he saw small
water droplets begin hitting the top part of the page.

Oh, he was crying.

“Oh man, Zen Se, you made him cry!”

“What?! Awww I’m sorry kid. I’d probably cry too if I didn’t have to go back to that fucking
shit show coal mine. It’s going to take them weeks to get that shit cleaned out, even with
pulling in more prisoners. Plus…” Zen Se leaned in closer to Shen and Sokka, lowering his
voice. “I heard that female prisoner, you know the one with light hair and the broken front
tooth, Nizi. I heard she drowned down there during the storm, Yiron couldn’t get her out of
the mud, she just wouldn’t stop screaming. He was getting stuck in the mud himself and he
had to make a call, him or her. So he left her, he said he helped some other prisoner get out,
but he left Nizi behind. They haven’t found her body yet but they know she’s in there… They
said you can smell her.”

Sokka shuddered, pulling his legs up his chest he leaned into himself, even with the strain it
put on his back. He needed to feel some kind of comfort, thinking of her… and now she had
a name…. Nizi. She was left there, to die alone and he did nothing. Now she was buried deep



and the other prisoners would have to work to find her, only to probably just throw her body
away.

Sokka rest his head on his knees watching Shen and the guard (which was really weird) talk.
Both of them seemed relaxed, like old buddies.

“How do you two know each other?” Sokka finally asked, he assumed at this point the guard
wasn't going to try to beat the shit out of him.

“Oh, me and Shen?! We sailed together under Captain Zhao for I don’t know… 3 years? 4
years? Something like that. Shen was sent here and a year later I decided I was sick of the sea
and wanted to put my feet back on the earth and I put in a request to come here. I knew my
good pal Shen was here and I figured eh, why not? I was granted the transfer and here I am.
It’s a pretty sweet gig besides all the torture shit, other than that it’s fun.”

Sokka wanted to scream, rip his hair out, slam his face into the dirt and cry because this guy,
Zen Se, just described the living nightmare that was Sokka’s life - ‘fun’. It was all just
another day for these people, they whipped two teenage boys into unconsciousness and he
says ‘other than that it’s fun’. Sokka didn’t say anything, fearing the words that would come
out, so he just continued to listen.

“Yeah, Zen Se and I have had some crazy adventures…” Shen and Zen Se began to babble.
Sokka tuned them out because frankly, he didn’t like Zen Se. He did like Shen, but when they
were together it was like two Fire Nation soldiers reminiscing, and Sokka could do without
all that. As soon as Zen Se’s story started with, ‘so we were colonizing this village you see…
and Shen here thinks it would be a good idea to…’ Sokka had to tune them out.

So casual, and what did he call it? Oh, colonizing. Not pillaging, not raping, not killing, but
sweet, innocent colonizing. Everything about the Fire Nation made him sick, and Shen…
Shen was so great and he was punished for doing the right thing and being a decent person.
The rest of them were awful, especially Zhao, he was the worst.

Sokka half listened to their stories for the rest of the afternoon.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Dawn still sucked, but a little less now that he was walking towards the kitchen rather than
the coal mine. The sun was barely present in the sky as Sokka strolled past the mess hall. The
kitchen was up against the back wall behind the mess hall. The kitchen was on the small side
for a kitchen supposed to feed some many prisoners, but Sokka has never been inside so
maybe it was bigger inside.

It was not bigger inside.

The kitchen was shaped like a rectangle across the back wall of the prison, the entrance faced
the back entrance of the mess hall so they could easily bring the food and supplies in for
meals. There was an emergency exit on the far side left, facing the back gate of the prison,
there was also a pantry and freezer. In the middle of the building was the actual kitchen area
where the food prep and cooking happened.



Sokka stepped through the main entrance and a fun mixture of breakfast smells hit his nose
instantly. There were already people working in the kitchen, they worked in chaotic harmony
as they talked over one another and rushed around preparing the next round of food to go out.

Breakfast was served right before dawn to give people a chance to eat before their work
assignment. Sokka wondered how early these prisoners had to get here to get the breakfast
done in time to be served at dawn. He was suddenly extremely thankful he didn’t have to get
here in the middle of the night, dawn was looking a lot better.

“There you are! Shit, I thought I was going to have to send someone to get you!” Chang’s
voice boomed over the hustle and bustle of the kitchen. No one even flinched when his voice
rang out over the clanging pots, rattling dishes, and of course the shouting kitchen workers.

“Sorry, I just-“ Sokka felt the nervousness in his stomach stuttering his voice.

“I don’t really care, get your ass over here with the other new people!” Chang waved Sokka
over to where he was standing with 3 other prisoners, 2 male and 1 female.

“Alright shit heads, I’m going to first off, welcome you to the kitchen. This is my kitchen, so
whatever shit you do out there –“ he pointed towards the emergency exit door. “That’s your
business, but in here there will be none of that nonsense. I am a pretty decent guy to work
with as long as you shit heads act like decent human beings – if you can even still remember
what that is. Now, I will be splitting you up into your own jobs, you will keep this job the
entire time you are here. So get good at it, and fall in love with it, because it’s all you!”

Sokka glanced quickly at the other people standing with him around Chang. There were two
men and a woman, the two men were around Shen’s age and they seemed acquainted with
one another. The woman was in her 40’s and she looked really tired, her sandy brown hair
was long and tied in two braids wrapped together down her back.

Sokka’s focus went back to Chang when he heard the larger man start laughing.

“His Highness! Your loyal dish subjects missed you in your absence!”

Sokka groaned internally, because without turning around he knew the only person who
Chang would call ‘His Highness’ would have to be Zuko. Sure enough, the boy came into
Sokka’s view as he walked over to Chang, and the man happily reached behind him and
grabbed an apron off the wall, tossing it playfully at Zuko.

Zuko glared at Chang, but Sokka couldn’t see the fire in his eyes like the way he burned
when he looked at Zhao.

“Your kingdom awaits….” Chang bowed playfully, leaving one arm out extended towards a
system of sinks up against the very back wall of the kitchen. They were secluded enough that
you could still hear the yelling in the food area, but it wouldn’t sound like they were
screaming directly in your ear. The spot Zuko stood at had his back to the front entrance and
the kitchen line. Sokka watched him flip on the water and pour some liquid in the basin, like
he had done it 100 times.



“Alright, now that that’s over. Quick tour, so this here is the apron wall, obviously. You have
to wash your own apron out back before you hang it back up. You put back a dirty apron,
well… I’m going to punch you in the face or something.”

Sokka blinked, Chang moved on. Walking passed the sinks and moving towards the open
area just before the emergency exit. There was a metal door on one wall and on the opposite
wall there were two double doors.

“Here is the freezer” Chang’s larger hand smacked the metal door with a slamming thump,
“or just a bigger cooler, for those of you that might have taken a trip to it’s mini me down the
road for punishment. That- there is the pantry, and then down this whole area is the food prep
and kitchen itself.” The entire front half of the kitchen was all stoves, burners, prep work
space, it was a pretty large kitchen for the size of the building.

“Things are HOT, things are on FIRE, things are BOILING, so just be fucking careful. I don’t
have a lot of salve and I don’t really like using it on morons who don’t know how to be
careful.” Chang motioned for them to follow him and the group went behind the cooking area
and passed behind Zuko and the dish washing area again. Chang stopped, rather abruptly.

“This is the dish washing area, Water Tribe, you will replace the last guy and be our dish
dryer. Once this rack here is full of dry dishes you will run them and put them back where
they come from. I know you don’t know where anything goes, but ‘Friendly Pants’ over there
will help you out, as will the rest of the kitchen. You’ll figure it out fast.”

Chang moved on and Sokka followed, his eyes still watching the back of Zuko’s head as the
fire bender didn’t take his eyes off the bubbles that decorated the top of the rising water.

“Well, we are back where we started, that’s my office, stay the fuck out of there. I set up tea
for you asshole on that table right there, next to my door. Why do I give you dirty prisoners
tea you ask? Well because I’m not a monster, I don’t even know where my whip is, but bet
your ass I will find it real quick if you step out of line. Like I said before, if you leave that
shit out there, we will be two cool cucumber-radishes. Now you two – “ Chang pointed at the
two men who were standing with Sokka.

“You two will go into the pantry and find Lyn, she will walk you through your assignments,
cause I have to be honest – I can’t remember what the fuck I told you two to do. You, ‘Sad
Eyes’, you will go to the chop station to find Riza. She'll show you what to do. Now get away
from me.”

With a wave of his hand the three other prisoners fled to go find Lyn and Riza, Sokka stayed,
standing in place waiting for his direction. Chang watched the other prisoners vanish into the
chaos of the kitchen and he turned his head, staring down at Sokka. Chang’s eyes were still
soft like he remembered, he could see the twinkling amusement dancing through his face as
the man chuckled at Sokka and shook his head.

“Come with me, idiot child.”

Sokka followed Chang until they arrived at the sink, Zuko took his hands out of the water and
Sokka could see they were still chained together. But his wrappings were gone, though right



now his arms were covered in a thick layer of bubbles, Sokka stopped when Chang did.

“This is former Prince Zuko.”

“Yeah I know.”

“We know each other.” Zuko’s voice sounded raspier than usual and now that Sokka was
looking at him, he realized that Zuko looked like absolute shit. His hair was still completely
unkept and wildly sticking up in places it shouldn’t, but that wasn’t the worst of it by far.
There was a strong ring of bruises around his neck that looked like someone tried to choke
him to death. His golden eyes looked tired and there was a healing bruise covering up the
side of his good eye. Sokka couldn’t even see Zuko’s scarred eye under his hair.

“Well fucking fantastic, I forgot all the children of the world knew each other. So just to be
clear, you two will be working side by side all day, everyday. So no fighting, no conspiring,
no antics of any kind. Got it?”

Both Sokka and Zuko nodded.

Chang shifted his gaze to Zuko. “Can I trust you to help him out?”

Zuko nodded, and Chang rolled his eyes before looking at Sokka.

“And you, Water Tribe, you look like a guy who might be up to some antics. You’re not
going to do any of that shit in here, right?”

“No sir.”

“Ok good, now it’s not fucking hard brain work, he washes the dishes and rinses them, you
dry them and fill this cart, right here. Once the cart is full, you run the dishes back to their
spots. If my kitchen gets backed up because you can't remember where things go then i'll
have to find a simpler job for you and I promise you this drying-putting-away shit will look
like freedom. Now get to work!”

Even though Chang’s words were full of hostility and his tone was rough but playful, Sokka
could hear the kindness that Chang had for people just based on the way he ran his kitchen.
No whipping, actual human work, and tea… Sokka could see the tea from where he was
standing awkwardly behind Zuko, but decided to wait until later to go and take a cup.

Sokka stepped up to what he assumed was his spot on Zuko’s right and saw the glistening
damp dishes in the big basin in between him and Zuko.

“So… These are the rinsed off dishes I’ve been hearing so much about?”

Zuko nodded.

“Got it. Ok… So I just use this towel - oh ew - this towel is disgusting! Where do I get fresh
towels?”



Zuko stopped moving his arms around in the soapy water, he tilted his head toward the
ceiling and mumbled to himself. “Please, Agni kill me now.”

Sokka frowned and crossed his arms. “I’m soooooo sorry you find my disgust for this dirty
dish towel, death worthy.”

Zuko shot him a glare, when he turned his head Sokka could see some of the left side of his
face, the scar almost looked different now that Sokka knew more about it. A small feeling of
sadness blossomed in his chest, quickly stomped on when Zuko decided to speak back to
him, finally.

“Why are you following me?”

Sokka frowned, “what!? I’m not following you.”

Zuko kept glaring at him. “Yes, you are.”

“Whatever man, I don’t have time to argue with you about this. This towel is disgusting and
I’m going to ask Chang for a new one.”

Zuko shrugged and turned his attention back to the soapy water. “Go for it.”

Sokka, with the towel still gripped tightly in his hand, walked over to where Chang’s office
was, he knocked on the door a few times before hearing the irritated man’s muffled voice.

“- WHAT!?”

Sokka cracked open the door and peeked his head in, he didn’t look around at all, he strictly
kept his vision on Chang’s face. Even though Chang was nice, he was still a guard? Or
whatever he was - he still had authority over Sokka and could inflict any kind of punishment
he wanted.

“I… Uh… I need a new towel, this one is dirty…”

“Do you have brain damage? Is something really fucking wrong with you?”

“Uh, no sir…”

“Then why the fuck are you standing in my doorway with a dirty dish towel asking me stupid
fucking questions when you should be asking ‘Prince Dishwasher’ for help. Now get the fuck
away from me and shut the door. Thank you.”

Sokka nodded and shut the door, quickly he made his way back over to where Zuko was, still
in the exact same spot. Sokka could see the small smirk dancing on his lips.

“You did that on purpose.”

“No, you made all your own decisions, I’m just washing dishes.”

“Where are the clean rags, Zuko?”



“In the crate over there.” Zuko pointed at the big crate of towels next to the sink that was
labeled ‘clean’ there was another basket next to it labeled ‘dirty’.

“You could have just told me that before.”

“You wanted to ask Chang.”

“Well Chang told me to ask you!”

“I know.”

“UGH!” Sokka stormed over to the stupid rags and threw the dirty one in the basket, and of
course, in his frustration, he completely missed the basket and the rag fell on the floor. Sokka
mumbled any curse word he could remember as he picked up the rag once again and placed it
gently in the dirty basket. Grabbing a new not-so-clean rag he took his position next to Zuko,
once again.

They were silent for a long time. Sokka didn’t mind drying dishes, it reminded him of being
back home. The chores were mostly done by the woman in the house, so his mom and
Katara, but his mom always made him dry the dishes. She said that when men know how to
take care of themselves, women are more attracted to them. So Sokka never minded drying
the dishes for them, he always imagined his future wife complimenting him on what a great
dish dryer he was.

Sokka blinked away his day dream when he tried to find a spot for his now-dry bowl and
noticed his drying cart was completely full.

“My carts full.” He looked over at Zuko.

“Then put the dishes away.”

“Where?”

Zuko groaned and turned his head to look at him, like looking at Sokka was the biggest
fucking deal in the entire world. Zuko washing dishes was so important to him that he
couldn’t even stand being broken away from it to help Sokka do his own super fucking
important task.

Zuko pulled his arms out of the water and flicked them a few times to shake off the bubbles
before taking the whole five steps over to where Sokka was staring at the cart.

Sokka’s eyes went wide when he saw Zuko’s arms.

They were covered in bruises, deep cuts, patches of skin that looked like burns. Both of his
arms were covered in marks, some of them were scars and others were fresh. Sokka
wondered how long Zuko had been here and if everyday he got hurt? How long could a
person hold out before they broke? Would he give in, and like Shen said, let Zhao conquer
him – whatever the fuck that even meant?



Sokka’s eyes trailed across Zuko’s arms until he got to the boy’s wrists, which were chained
together with a single medium sized chain. It looked like someone just wrapped a small
stretch of chain around his wrists a few times and put a deadbolt on it. Sokka wondered when
the last time Zuko had the chains off was? He had been wearing them the entire time Sokka
had been here. The skin around his wrists where the chain rubbed against his pale skin, was
red and irritated. Zuko’s blistering wrists looked really worn down, so the chains must have
been rubbing him for a while.

Zuko frowned at Sokka (well he was always frowning) but there was a small flicker of an
emotion in Zuko’s face, a faint hint of shame. Why would Zuko feel shame? It’s not his fault
everyone in the camp hated him and wanted to beat on him. Well… Maybe it is kind of his
fault, he wasn’t very friendly.

“If you are done gawking at my arms, can we look at the disaster of a cart you stacked? Did
you really balance the bowls on top of the cups?”

“What’s wrong with that? I thought it was clever! Fits more dishes.”

“But if someone knocks into your cart, even a little, they will be on the floor and could
break.”

“Well…. I will avoid people with my amazing cart maneuvering abilities.”

Zuko pinched the bridge of his nose, which Sokka found funny because he had to use both
hands to do. But also not funny, because he got another eye full of Zuko’s mangled arm skin,
the pain in Sokka’s back ached at the sight. He couldn't imagine what it felt like, the small
pool of pity swirled in the pit of Sokka’s stomach.

“That’s…. you’re… fucking stupid. Do whatever you want.” Zuko turned back around and
stuck his arms back in the sink.

Punching that feeling of pity in the face - Sokka stomped his foot. “You are… NO HELP!”
Sokka shot Zuko one last glare before he moved his cart towards the pantry area to go find
this Lyn lady who would help him put his dishes away.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

It took so long to put the dishes away. Zuko was right (though Sokka will never ever admit it
out-loud) he had to stack the dishes less-like-an-idiot and more like a person who understands
how gravity worked.

By the time Sokka got back, Zuko had filled the middle basin almost completely full again
with rinsed dishes. If he heard the crash of the dishes falling off the cart earlier, he didn’t say
anything about it. So Sokka continued to mess with him because he knew Zuko wasn’t going
to whip him or burn him and it felt good to act like his normal self for once.

“Oh man! So many dishes… Why are there so many dishes!?” Sokka groaned but slid Zuko a
side eye, hoping to gage his reaction.



Zuko didn’t answer him, he might have been pretending that he couldn’t hear him – but he
can’t fool Sokka this time. He knows the burnt ear is the one he probably can’t hear out of,
this perfectly normal ear should be able to hear just fine.

“Zhao’s in the courtyard right now shoving pickles up his nose and singing a song about a
rabbit-owl.”

Zuko’s head shot up. “What?”

“AHHH HA! You can hear me!”

Zuko rolled his eyes and returned his glaring gaze back to the sink. They were silent again
but Sokka was determined to talk to Zuko, because no one could get mad at him for asking
Zuko questions about their work assignment, right? It was necessary for his survival in the
prison, Ara and Shen would understand.

“How’d you end up in the kitchen with me? Seem’s like we were a couple of coal-buddies
just a few days ago.”

Zuko didn’t say anything again, he just kept his golden eyes fixed on the soapy water, he was
weirdly washing the dishes under the water. Which was a kind of annoying way to wash
dishes… but Sokka didn’t want to get into anything like that right now.

“It wont kill you to talk to me, you know.”

Zuko stayed silent.

“Whatever, Zuko, my fellow prisoner. I’m sure you’ll talk to me eventually, while I wait, I’m
going to sing you that song I lied about Zhao singing, it’s a song about a lonely rabbit-owl
and how he made some friends, you’re going to love it – try to listen to the words maybe
you’ll learn something.”

So Sokka proceeded to sing the song about the rabbit-owl and how she had no friends
because all the other animals were awake during the day and she was only one awake at
night. As the song goes, the rabbit-owl decides to only stay up half the night and spends the
other half sleeping. So now she has more energy to stay awake during the day and she gets to
meet all the other woodland creatures and make some friends.

The woodland creatures like the rabbit-owl so much that they too, sleep half their day like
she does, so they can spend half the night with her. They all become best friends and the
children listening to the song get to learn about compromise and how people need to make
compromises in their lives for others.

It was a sweet song Gran-Gran used to sing to Katara when she would complain about not
having any friends. She always had such a strong personality, it was hard for her to make
friends, mostly because the only other kid her age in the village was Sokka... but it still
bothered Katara. Gran-Gran would pull Katara on her knee and sing her that song and Katara
would smile, while Sokka listened from his secret hiding spot. It was a children’s song and he
wasn’t a child (or so he thought at the time).



Looking back at small Sokka, prison Sokka envied the lack of fear and anguish small Sokka
had back then. He was headstrong and didn’t fear death, he didn’t even know what death was,
he just knew what people told him about death. Well, Sokka feared death now, he had seen
death all around him and watched the light from a man’s eyes slip away into the darkness.
Sokka wished he could go back to that simpler time and this time he wanted to leave the
hiding spot and sit on Gran-Gran’s knee and have her sing him the song.

Zuko’s voice snapped him away from his quickly darkening thoughts.

“That’s a stupid song.”

“Of course you find flaw in a children’s song. It’s a song about making friends, how can you
poke holes in a sweet story about a rabbit-owl?” Sokka continued to dry the small stone bowl
in his hand.

“I just don't get why the only option for the rabbit-owl was to make friends with the day time
animals? Why couldn't they rabbit-owl find some night time animals to talk to? Where are all
they?”

Sokka stopped drying his dish and looked over at the ex-Fire-Prince who frowned into his
water, his shaggy black hair brushing across the top of his eyelids. His mouth was still pulled
into a tight line but his top teeth just barely gripped the tip of his bottom lip. He was
obviously annoyed, but not to a level of hostility. Sokka made a mental note that Zuko was
capable of communicating with slightly less hostility.

Sokka smiled, it felt refreshingly normal to bicker with someone about nonsense.

“Maybe the rabbit-owl lives far away and she has to make friends with the day time animals
because no other night time animals live there?”

“That's not possible. There has to be other uh… night-time-animals. There isn’t only one
rabbit-owl in any forest, what would she eat?”

“Well I’m sure she isn’t chatting up the cricket-squirrels she intends to eat.”

Zuko groaned, clearly growing more annoyed. His frustration made Sokka’s small grin grow.

“Oh, why are you getting so upset? Is it that hard to believe?”

“It’s a stupid song. That’s all I was saying.”

“I think you said a lot more than that, Prison Pal. I heard the passion you had against the
night and day animals mingling, typical Fire Nation.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“Ahhh - that’s what you choose to dwell on, but isn't that what we are? Prison Pals?”

“No.”



“Didn’t you call me your stalker just moments ago?”

“You are stalking me, I have started to see you everywhere and you are always looking at me.
It’s fucking creepy.”

“Wow, such a foul mouth for royalty.”

“I’m not a prince anymore.”

“No… Zuko, no you are not. Prison Pal.”
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Leaving It All Behind



Chapter 9: Well... Fuck.

The kitchen was a fucking dream come true.

A few days had passed since Sokka’s work assignment was changed and he was given the
pleasure of working in Chang’s kitchen. He half expected it to be some sick form of torture
and one day he would walk into the kitchen and Zhao would be there, smirking the way he
did just before dragging him back to his quarters, kicking and screaming.

But that hasn’t happened yet, and Sokka is starting to suspect it actually might not ever
happen.

He didn’t mind the drying dishes part and now that he finally had an idea of where things
went in the complicated, slightly disorganized kitchen, he was able to take less time putting
everything away.

Now, if only he could get Zuko to loosen up around him. Sokka had successfully avoided
Zuko at every turn outside of their work assignment. Ara seemed happy with him and he fell
into a habit of eating dinner with her, Shen, Jet-look-alike (he really needed to learn the guy’s
name) and Opal. He was learning more about each of their personalities as they fell into a
nightly rhythm.

They were eating dinner together again tonight and Sokka watched out for Zuko (like he
always did for some stupid reason) who would spend an entire 6 minutes in the mess hall. He
never stayed over 6 minutes but sometimes he would make it under, that is, if he didn’t draw
any attention to himself.

Sokka would watch Zuko stand in line to get his food, usually another prisoner in line would
either make a comment or shove him. But Zuko never engaged with anyone in the line, he
seemed to expect the harassment and dealt with it.

Sokka watched as Zuko always sat at the table closest to the exit and he would eat quickly,
but weirdly polite, with his princely manners. He never ate the pathetic cracker-cookie or
dried-up-cake-thing they made for dessert. He must not like sweets or he was too stuck up for
the prison dessert.

Either way – it didn’t really matter – he just never ate it.

Zuko would dump his tray, usually timing it during a lapse of people headed to the trash bins,
before quickly slipping out the exit. Tonight, Sokka watched Zuko finish his food quickly and
slip out almost undetected, once Zuko was gone he turned his attention back to the
conversation the group was having.

Sokka looked around at his friends and made mental notes on each of them. If he was going
to successfully build his escape plan, he would need some help. This place was too big and
too guarded for just him, he needed other people’s assistance.



Especially people who have lived here so much longer than him and would know more about
the prison’s inner workings. The conversation they were having was not interesting to Sokka
so he retreated into his mind to go over what he knew about each of his new friends.

To start, there was Shen. Sokka really liked Shen and he was easy to talk with. Shen was
opening up to Sokka more and more each time they spoke. He was a fucking ex-Fire Nation
soldier which sucked, but Sokka thought he could look past that because it seemed to have
lead to him having a few friends who were guards.

Now Shen is loyal to Ara and the man had a huge crush on the girl, he basically worshiped
the ground she walked on. It was painfully obvious even though no one ever mentioned it.
Sokka sighed because they honestly did make more sense together than Sokka and Ara ever
would, even if it did sting a little. She was just so damn beautiful and amazing…

Sokka’s eyes drifted over to the beautiful bright eyed girl sitting next to him. Of course she
was giving her opinion on something Opal said based on the sour face she was making.

Ara was clearly the leader of her friends and what she said was final. Ara had been in the
prison camp the longest and she somehow danced around all the rules. Sokka doesn’t know
too much about her past, but from being around her, he knows she is strong and clever; she is
good with her words and she lives by her own set of rules.

Ara somehow obtains a variety of items ranging from food to medical supplies, Sokka has no
idea how she acquires the items, or why the guards allow her to keep it all stacked under her
bed. But Ara never gets in trouble, she seems to talk to a majority of the guards and
prisoners, everyone seems to generally like her.

Except Zuko – Sokka circles that one in his mind, there is a mystery there he would like to
get to the bottom of.

Then there was Opal, who was rough around the edges and had die hard Fire Nation loyalty.
It seemed to have been cultivated into her subconscious from when she was a small child
because it bleeds from her pores now. Though… some of her stories don’t add up, Sokka
noticed that right away. He wasn’t sure if it was because she was a liar and wanted to fit in, or
if she was hiding something about herself. Either way, she was a prisoner, locked in here like
the rest of them - but it was something to keep an eye on.

Jet-look-alike didn’t hangout too much or stay around too long, he was shifty. Sokka didn’t
like him, and Jet-look-alike didn’t seem to care for him either. Good, fuck that guy. Sokka
wasn’t going to let him anywhere near his escape plan.

Then there was good ol Zuko. Who, impressively, for the last 3 days has only spoken a
handful of words to Sokka, no matter how much Sokka pressed him with conversation.

Oh, and Sokka has conversed, even if it was just by himself. He talked about anything from
his childhood, to the weather back home, he told stories from his tribe’s history and loved to
talk about his favorite foods. Sokka babbled about anything and everything, only pausing to
put away dishes.



Once in a while, Zuko would make a comment, like he couldn’t help but say something, even
though he still wanted to pretend he wasn’t listening. Sokka knew he was listening because
Zuko is the focus of the new game Sokka made up the first day into dish-duty when he
realized that Zuko’s stubbornness knows no bounds and he actually will stay quiet all fucking
day.

So now, Sokka plays the ‘How Far Can You Move Zuko’s Mouth’ game. He will pick his
best stories, and tell them to Zuko, and watch to see if his mouth twitches, and how far
upward.

Sokka swears, once, he almost pulled his lip into the beginning of a small, half smile - but
Sokka couldn’t be sure. Usually, Zuko was stone cold and just did his job and left.

Once a day, Zuko would get two cups of tea off the table and knock on Chang’s office door
and Chang would let him in every time. Zuko would stay in the office for a short period of
time and then come out without the tea cups and go right back to washing dishes, without a
word.

Today would be different though, because today was bending suppressant day. If Sokka
remembered correctly, the first time he ever spoke to Zuko he was all fuzzy from the pills and
he was a little friendlier then he was being currently. So Sokka was excited to see if Zuko
would be nicer today, he had a mental list of questions to ask him if he was.

Dawn came and went while Sokka waited at the dishwashing table. The familiar sound of
someone pushing a full cart of dirty dishes from the mess hall rattled it’s way around the back
of the building towards their station. The girl pushing the cart frowned, looking at Sokka and
then back at the empty dish washing spot - as if she was so stupid she couldn’t understand
what was happening.

Just like lighting a lantern, Sokka watched the girl's expression change, her once confused
face reconstructed and she looked surprised. One of her arms went up and gave a weak point
to the empty spot by Sokka “Oh! The other guy isn’t here.”

Sokka nodded slowly, watching the strange girl’s behavior was like watching someone live
their life in slow motion.

“… he isn’t here.” She repeated again.

“No… No he is not, he must be late.” Sokka finally responded, one of his eyebrows raised
slowly as he spoke.

“Ohhhhhh nooooooo… He will get in trouble…” The girl's words slurred at the end of her
sentence and it finally clicked for Sokka – she had taken bending suppressants. That’s why
she was acting this way, she was all loopy and disoriented.

“Why don’t you just put the dirty dishes in the sink and I’ll run his water and get it ready for
him, he is excused from being late today, so you don’t need to worry, no one is getting in
trouble. Here, let me help you.”



Sokka smiled at her, he watched the woman’s pale cheeks flush a pink color. He moved over
to her cart and helped her load the dirty dishes into the sink, her hands were shaking as she
helped him move over everything into the empty basin. Sokka turned the handle and freezing
water came pouring out, he put the amount of soap he saw Zuko add and let the basin begin
to fill.

The girl finished moving the last of the dishes over and smiled at Sokka, her hazel eyes
hiding behind her greasy dark brown bangs as she tilted her head forward. “Thanks…” she
mumbled, her teeth chewing lightly on her bottom lip.

Sokka smiled at her, “no problem at all, glad I could help.”

The woman left, and then came with more dishes. She left again, only to come back with
more dirty dishes. At this point there wasn’t anywhere for her to put the 3rd round of dirty
dishes. Sokka had started to wash the piling dishes himself after she brought the second cart
of dirties, but now he was falling really behind and the rinsing bin was starting to fill. This
was a two person job and his second wasn’t here.

“Just… uh, stay here.” Sokka held out his hands towards the girl, trying to make her
understand the word ‘stay’. He wasn’t entirely sure why he was treating her like a polar-dog,
but he wasn’t going to put too much thought into it now because it was working. The girl
cocked her head to the side and nodded slowly.

Sokka walked to Chang’s office and knocked on the door.

“ - WHAT!? Open the door!”

Sokka cracked the door open, looking inside he saw Chang reading a scroll and a few other
open scrolls lay scattered and an ink set was out on his desk.

“Can I fucking help you Water Tribe?”

“Uh… Yeah, my dish washing partner isn’t here.”

“What do you mean, he’s not here? Well, where is he?”

“I don’t know, sir. I just wanted to tell you because the dishes are piling up and-“

Chang stood up abruptly. His stomach popping out of the bottom of his stained red shirt,
pulling it down with force, Sokka could see the shirt’s collar was loosely crumpled from
constantly being yanked at. Chang pushed the desk out of his way with his body, moving it
easily, he made his way around the tight space.

Chang was a big guy to have such a small office. He pointed at Sokka and made a hand
motion pointing back in the direction of the sink. “You, go wash until I find your partner.”

Sokka nodded as Chang walked past him and out the office door. Sokka turned and looked at
the scrolls laid out on Chang’s desk, the temptation to dig through the man’s stuff was strong.
He could look through his office while he was off looking for Zuko and maybe Sokka could
find something useful.



Or… Chang could find out, and he could get sent back to the coal mine and die alone in the
dark. Sokka sighed and shut the door behind him as he walked out, his head hung down
loosely as he stepped back into the open space outside the office.

“Good choice, kid.”

The hairs on the back of Sokka’s neck stood up while his heart seized in his chest from the
surprise. He was also sure his body startled all the way off the ground, at least a few inches.
Whipping around, Sokka met Chang's eyes. The man stood just outside the door, moving
around Sokka, he locked the door shut.

“I may be a nice guy, but I am not an idiot. I know we are in a prison and at the end of the
day… you want to escape and I don’t blame you. But, I won’t help you, so I wouldn’t get too
comfortable with me if I were you.”

His voice was steady, like a strong undertow, tearing just below the surface of the calm sea. It
was capable of dragging you down to the ocean floor before it hauled you out to the open sea
to drown. Sokka knew they were dangerous, even if you couldn’t see them on the surface. He
liked Chang, but he made a big mental note not to underestimate him, because just under the
surface was something dangerous.

“Yes sir.” Sokka scurried back to the sink and dunked his arms into the freezing water. The
girl with the cart was gone, but the full cart remained. Sokka hoped she didn’t wander off and
get into trouble, but he took a piece of advice from Ara and minded his own business

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

It was forever before Chang came back, and for some weird relief to Sokka, he had Zuko
with him. Chang walked behind the fire bender with both his hands tightly gripping the boy’s
shoulders as he led him to the sink. Sokka moved over quickly, happy to go back to his dish
drying spot. He hated washing dishes, the water was fucking freezing and gross.

“Stay here. Don’t move. Wash the dishes.” It was nice to hear Chang talk to Zuko like he was
a polar-dog too, it didn’t make Sokka feel as guilty for the way he treated cart-girl.

Zuko’s good eye went wide when he saw the mess of dishes everywhere and the disgusting
sink that Sokka had slopped water all over. The soggy food, that Sokka didn’t know to scrape
off into the trash can first, was stuck to the metal and floated all throughout the water, making
it look almost like a thin soup.

“There are so many dishes…” Zuko muttered up at Chang. The large man cracked a smile
and ruffled Zuko’s hair, like he was an innocent child, instead of the fucking fire prince who
burned down Kyoshi Island.

“You’ll survive, you have some help too. Water Tribe here will help you.”

Zuko turned around sharply, his eyes were foggy and his pupils were blown so wide that only
a small halo of gold remained. Sokka’s suspicion was vilified, Zuko was definitely fucked up.
His foggy eyes narrowed slightly at Sokka.



“I don’t like him.” He moaned to Chang.

Chang groaned in response before spinning Zuko around to face the sink, the giant man made
Zuko look… really small. Zuko was always so big in Sokka’s mind, he was supposedly this
older Prince of the Fire Nation in his layers of armor, with that intense hair-thing going on.

But now that Zuko was in prison with him, his hair all grown out and shaggy with his slightly
too big prison uniform on. Sokka knew that Zuko was around his own age, which made him
look even smaller and standing next to Chang he looked like a straight up child.

“I don’t like you either.” Sokka cut in, trying to help… maybe. “But we are a dishwashing
team, so just help me with the dishes and you can hate me the whole time.”

Zuko didn’t say anything but he slowly started to clean up the area around the sink. Chang
stayed and watched for a few minutes as Zuko’s shaky arms and hands tried to hold various
items, but he would shake so badly after too long he would drop whatever he was trying to
hold.

Sokka watched him out of the corner of his eye as he grew more frustrated trying to pick up
the soapy dishes out of the water. Sokka looked back at Chang, the man noticed his stare and
met his eyes, Sokka could see the worry hidden in his gaze.

“I can help him Chang… I’ll keep him out of trouble.” Sokka cracked a small smile to try
and reassure the man. The cook frowned just as someone in the kitchen yelled his name, there
was a sound of dishes hitting the floor and someone screamed out FUCK. Chang rubbed his
eyes with one hand, his fingers were probably pushing down a little too hard on his eyeballs,
but Sokka didn't say anything.

“Fine.” He turned away from them and moved his way towards the sound of people yelling
over each other. “What the fuck!?” Chang yelled into the chaos before he vanished out of
sight.

Turning his attention back to Zuko, Sokka watched the fucked up fire bender trying to pick
off a dried piece of soggy bread from the tip of the faucet.

“Hi Zuko… We have a lot of dishes to wash... so maybe you should start washing some.”

“Oh, ok, yeah good idea.”

Sokka blinked, and blinked again, stunned as he watched Zuko start fumbling with the dishes
and attempt to start the washing process. Sokka was completely taken back that not only did
Zuko not ignore him, or argue with him but he just did what Sokka requested.

Oh yeah. He was going to like bending suppressant day.

Sokka started taking the dishes he had placed in the rinsing bin and began drying them and
loading his cart. He noticed that when Zuko’s dishes started arriving in the rinsing bin they
were all still pretty dirty… But Sokka didn’t think it mattered. If they wanted to give people



pills that fucked them up so bad they can’t wash a dish, well then they will just have to suffer
with dirty dishes.

After enough silence Sokka started feeling out the potential for conversation.

“So… Where were you all morning?”

Zuko didn’t answer right away, perhaps he was thinking over if he was going to engage with
Sokka or not, or maybe his brain was just moving that slow. Who knows? But as another
surprise to Sokka, he eventually answered.

“I uh… I was sick. I threw up… a lot.”

Now that he mentioned it, Zuko did appear a lot paler than he usually did and the dark circle
under and around his good eye looked deep and heavy. Sokka watched closely as the fire
bender took shallow, almost gasps of breath quickly while he tried his best to focus on
washing the dishes.

“Oh, sorry you were sick.”

“It’s fine. I always get sick on bending suppressant day.” His raspy voice was slow, he was
crawling over every word.

“Well that’s not good, how many did they make you take today?”

“… four.”

“Oh shit. Shen said they all only take one.”

“Lucky them...” Zuko slurred the m in the word them. His body swayed to the left just before
his hands grabbed the edge of the sink and collected himself. He quickly pulled his body
back into his usual tense stance.

Zuko’s good eye was always facing Sokka, he watched as the other boy’s eyelids struggled to
stay open. The drugs were trying so hard to get Zuko to close his eyes. Just watching Zuko
struggle to stay awake made Sokka suddenly exhausted.

“Why do they give you so many?”

Zuko brought his chained arms up out of the water, one of his arms was wrapped halfway, but
not the other. Sokka could see the soaked bandages on his left arm were spotted with fresh
blood. Zuko was injured recently and someone had wrapped his arm. There was no way he
could have wrapped his arms himself, not restrained the way he was.

Zuko waved his arms in a circle before letting them drop back into the water, bubbles and
water splashing everywhere because of his dramatics.

“Agni.” Was all he said after all that ‘flare’.

“The Sun Spirit? That Agni?”



“Yes.”

“What does Agni have anything to do with more pills? Please, tell me it’s not because of that
stupid rumor that the royal family are direct descendants of Agni? I hope you know that’s a
lie, you're no more special than the rest of us, sorry to be the one to tell you.”

Zuko nodded, “oh, I know. Agni hates me.”

“Why does Agni hate you?”

Zuko scoffed. “… cause everyone hates me.”

“Chang doesn’t seem to hate you.”

“Yeah, maybe…”

“I don’t hate you...” Sokka wasn’t sure why he said that.

It wasn’t technically a lie, but it wasn’t also completely true either. Sokka didn’t hate Zuko,
he didn’t like the fucking guy, but he didn’t hate him. When he saw how beaten down his
arms were for the first time, there was a sting of sadness in his chest, he didn’t like to see
Zuko injured like that, so he must not hate him.

He would love to see Zhao injured worse than anyone, but that was because he was
absolutely sure he hated Zhao.

Zuko was as surprised as Sokka was by the declaration of his not-hate. The fire bender just
stared at him for a few long breaths, his blown out pupils staring directly at Sokka’s face –
which was a little uncomfortable.

Eventually, Zuko slowly relaxed his shoulders enough to turn his head back to the sink. They
were silent for a while, Zuko kept sliding dishes into the rising bin that looked like they had
only been swished around in the dirty water before he dumped it over the edge.

“You should hate me.” He finally mumbled.

Sokka glanced over at Zuko while he tried to rub away a speck of food that was still clinging
to the tray with his drying towel. It was all he could do at this point and he honestly didn’t
know why he was taking it so damn seriously.

Who fucking cared if this dumbass tray had some dried jook from who-knows-when glued in
the corner. Sokka tossed the still-dirty tray into the bin on his clean dish cart and moved on to
the next one of the dish victims of Zuko’s travesty wash job.

“Why should I hate you Zuko? Because you chased me, my little sister and the Avatar all
over the world? Or because you tied my little sister to a tree? Maybe it was all the fire on
Kyoshi Island? Or maybe it was you trying to capture the last hope for the world so the evil
Fire Nation can win the war? I could actually continue with more reasons if you’d like me
to.”



Zuko didn’t look over at him but Sokka saw his only eyebrow narrow slightly, there was a
strain in his face that was unfamiliar to Sokka from the few days working next to each other.

“Yeah… Uh, no, that was enough reasons, I think.”

Sokka rolled his eyes as he picked up another dirty dish, this one was too disgusting to try
and dry the food particles away, so Sokka just slipped it back into Zuko’s water. That’s when
Sokka paused. He slowly reached back towards Zuko’s water and slipped the tip of his
fingers into the grey sludge.

It was fucking warm.

Sokka retracted his hand so fast it would appear as the water burned him. Sokka’s eyes went
wide and his mouth gaped open at the fire bender who was making the water warm. The fire
bender who wasn’t supposed to be able to fire bend right now, but the evidence was
conclusive; Zuko could still fire bend on a small level on four bending suppressants.

“You…”

Zuko blinked and his eye brow was still narrowed from earlier, but his eyes were fixed on
Sokka. Their interaction in the last hour was the most Zuko has ever made eye contact with
Sokka and probably ever spoke to him at one time, usually he avoided looking and speaking
to him at all.

“… are fire bending?”

Zuko shook his head. “No I’m not.”

Sokka leaned over again, Zuko instinctively moved back the opposite direction of Sokka’s
forward lean. He slipped his two fingers in the water again, feeling the warmth he narrowed
his eyes and moved back, crossing his arms in Zuko’s direction.

“Move over.” Sokka moved towards Zuko and the boy scooted out of his way with a slightly
defensive posture that Sokka chose to ignore. Zuko watched him as Sokka cleaned up the
disgusting sink. Mostly, because it was kind of Sokka’s fault that the soggy food was
everywhere and the water was growing thicker by the minute.

Zuko didn’t move from where he stood just off to the side, his eyes watching Sokka drain the
water out of the basin before dry-heaving his way to the trash with handfuls of soggy-dead-
smelly-food. It was probably one of the top 3 most disgusting things he has ever had to do,
and gutting an elk-moose was a pretty gruesome task.

Finally, the skin crawling experience of cleaning out the sink was complete and Sokka was
filling the basin with a fresh pot of freezing water and soap. He handed Zuko a clean drying
towel and motioned for him to come to where Sokka usually stood.

To Sokka’s continued amazement, Zuko followed his direction, his body still moved with the
subconscious grace that princes must have bred into them, or trained into them. Though he
also moved as if he were unsure and confused, hesitating slightly before standing in place.



“Listen Prison Pal… you are doing a fucking terrible job of washing these dishes and people
have to eat off this stuff. I think it’s best that I wash and you dry. You can’t really mess up
drying, and I’ll help you load them onto the cart. Sound good?”

Zuko scowled, “don’t call me that.”

“Prison Pal? What? Drugged up Zuko still doesn’t like his Prison Pal nickname? I thought
you’d find it charming.”

“No, it’s a stupid name and I don’t like it.”

“A stupid name, for a stupid situation.”

Zuko mumbled just loud enough for Sokka to hear, “a really fucking stupid situation…”

Sokka eye’d the fire bender until the water reached Sokka’s pre-determined spot of
appropriate fullness. He tapped Zuko’s shoulder to get his attention and directed him towards
the water.

“Warm it up, please.”

Zuko looked mortified, his eyes shifted around before landing, not very gracefully, on the
water.

“No way.”

“Yes way.”

“But-“

“Listen, no one will know, just do it quickly and I’ll leave you alone.”

“Forever?”

Sokka frowned, annoyed, but holding his composure. “Sure, forever.”

“…ok.”

Zuko reached his hands into the water and they stood together in silence as slow, steady
rising wisps of steam began dancing out of the soapy water. Sokka couldn’t pretend to be
annoyed at Zuko right now when the joy and anticipation of feeling warm water was
thumping through his veins. Zuko finally pulled away and Sokka greedily shoved his arms
elbow deep into the toasty, clean water.

Sokka spent an embarrassingly long time with his arms in the water, letting his fingers comb
through the pleasant warmth. It was soothing in a way that was hard to put into words, it was
comparable to the feeling of crawling into a warm bed full of furs at the end of a long, cold
day.



Sokka glanced at Zuko who was standing in place with his eyes closed, of course. The dish
towel lay unmoved on the cart next to him. Even with his eyes closed, Sokka could tell he
was glaring.

“Pst, Zuko.”

“Hmmm.”

“You should probably open your eyes and start drying.”

“You should probably stop playing in the water and start washing.”

“… ok. Good point.”

Sokka pulled his arms out of the now only half-warm water and began actually washing the
dishes, this time scraping the old food into the bin under the sink before placing the dish in
the water. It made the water a lot less soup-like.

Zuko was moving slower than before(if that was even possible) the pills must have begun to
really weigh him down because the severe shaking in his arms was growing more consistent,
rather than in spurts like earlier.

“So….” Sokka trailed off.

Zuko didn’t say anything in response.

“Are you really the Blue Spirit?”

Zuko paused, just long enough for Sokka to get the answer he needed. Zuko was definitely
the Blue Spirit and he was not a very good liar, his sudden pause accompanied with his
tensed shoulders said everything his words didn’t. He would have to test Zuko’s lying skills
when he wasn’t fumbling around, very unlike himself.

“Why did you save Aang?”

“Who?”

Groaning and rolling his head around, Sokka shot Zuko an annoyed face. “You know the
Avatar’s name, don’t you?”

“Oh. Yeah. Yeah, I knew that.”

“Hey - did you really think my name was Momo?”

Zuko just shrugged and set a dry cup onto the cart, in a very unorganized way. Sokka would
have to fix it later.

“Ok, so I am going to just say that you did know my name was Sokka, just another reminder,
it’s Sokka. And you were just saying my name was Momo to be mean, right?”



Zuko shrugged again and moved another cup over, his trembling arm knocking down the last
3 cups he had just dried and placed on the cart. The clattering sound they made when they hit
the floor startled Zuko enough for him to flinch.

“I’ll get them.” Sokka sighed and took his arms out of the water and moved over to where the
cups laid scattered on the floor. At the same time Sokka went to bend down, Zuko decided to
completely not listen to Sokka at all and also moved to bend down and gather the cups.

Resulting in a painful clash of skulls when the two boys collided. With a hiss, Zuko shot back
up, stumbling backwards from the momentum, his hands reached out to grab the rim of the
sink instinctively. His slick fingers missed the edge barely as he fell back and hit the ground.
Sokka rubbed his throbbing forehead and smiled at Zuko who just left himself laying with his
back on the ground, staring up at the ceiling.

Sokka laughed, because for the first time since left the Northern Water Tribe, he wasn’t the
most miserable person he knew. He was looking down at the only person who outmatched
him in every category when looking at their overall level of pathetic.

Zuko slowly sat up and Sokka could see his eyelids fluttering again, the fire bender reached
up a hand and rubbed his forehead under his hair. Sokka could only imagine the intense
headache Zuko must have from the pills, he could almost feel the throbbing from here.

Sokka decided to be a decent person and reached down to help the guy off the ground. He
knew that sober Zuko would probably have snarled at him and possibly made an attempt to
bite him at the gesture of kindness, but foggy Zuko didn’t seem to notice and accepted the
help.

Back in their positions once again, Sokka resumed washing the dishes while Zuko slowly
dried another cup. Sokka knew soon he would have to pause his dish washing to help Zuko
dry in a minute, the rinse bin was almost overflowing. Zuko’s one-at-a-time-turtle-frog-speed
was just not going to cut it. Sokka wasn’t going to miss dinner because the fire bender was
too messed up to dry at a decent speed.

But for all of Sokka’s extra effort to help Zuko get through the day, he was going to get some
answers.

“Why did you free Aang?”

“So Zhao didn’t have him.”

“How did you get him out?”

“I went in, found him and we broke out.”

“By yourself?”

“Yeah.”

“How?”



Zuko shrugged, “skills?”

“That has to be some crazy intense skills, pal.”

Zuko smirked, “yep, they are.”

“So why haven’t you escaped from here yet?”

“I have tried.”

“How many times have you tried?”

“A lot…”

“So... is there any way out?”

“No, I don’t think so, at least I haven’t found it yet.”

“Hmmm…. So you can fire bend?”

“Shhhhhhh… No.”

“Ok, ok. No. But kind of?”

“.... maybe, kind-of-sort-of, I don’t know.”

“Ok, we can come back to that one, any other useful skills you have?”

“Swords.”

“Swords?”

“I’m good with swords.”

“Well… that’s good to know too. Like multiple swords?”

Zuko nodded, yes.

They fell into a silence again, Sokka stared at Zuko for a lot longer than he probably should
have, but he needed to study the guy for a second. Zuko was on the opposite side he usually
stood on when they washed together so Sokka was getting a full view of Zuko’s scar, which
was making it hard to read him.

He needed to decide if he would use Zuko to help him come up with an escape plan, if the
guy did try to escape all those times then they could bounce ideas off each other. But would
Zuko even want to bounce ideas about escaping with him? Tomorrow, would Zuko even
remember talking to Sokka at all?

It was a risk, but Sokka wouldn’t know for sure until he talked to sober Zuko. So Sokka filled
the silence by asking Zuko some stuff about himself that would be useful in the future…
possibly.



What was his favorite food: Fire Flakes, whatever the fuck that was.

Favorite color: Red, duh.

Favorite animal: Turtle-duck – surprising, and he stuck with that answer too, even after
Sokka gave him the chance to pick dragon, for a one time, no penalty, switch.

Sokka learned Zuko liked to read, he enjoyed reading plays mostly – again, surprising. He
didn’t know any of Sokka’s favorite games, so he must not have played games as a child.

He confirmed – he did not play many games as a child.

When Sokka tried to pry into his childhood at all, Zuko shut down like a snuffed out flame. It
took Sokka a long time to coax Zuko back out of his reclusive silence. Sokka stayed around
the safe topics and once Zuko was too out-of-it to answer, Sokka went back to telling him his
own life stories. Sokka found himself some-what… sort-of… kind-of… enjoying his
morning.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The day was slipping into the second half when Zuko’s shaking began to increase to the point
where his fingers couldn’t curl around the dish towel anymore. Sokka looked over to see
Zuko’s entire body was trembling as the fire bender’s chest began to rise and fall rapidly.

His skin was losing color by the second as the veins in his neck were turning a deep
blue/purple color, matching the ring of bruising around his neck. The trembling was only
getting worse as the shakes were becoming more violent. The darkness in his veins was
traveling down his neck as it began to spread out. Some of the small veins on the side of his
face were starting to tint grey.

“Zuko?” Sokka’s voice was laced with concern, his own arms trembling at the sight of
Zuko’s condition.

“I-I-I…” Zuko’s legs buckled and the boy came crashing down, with a sharp cry, Sokka’s
suspicions of Zuko’s body also being in bad shape were confirmed. He laid on his side, his
body curled into itself as he trembled and jerked.

Sokka dropped to his knees next to Zuko, he made sure not to touch the boy who was
withering on the floor in pain. “Zuko!? What’s wrong? Can you hear me?”

Zuko didn’t respond verbally, his jaw was tight and his teeth were grinding together as he
puffed short, rapid breaths out of his nose. Sokka didn’t know what to do, this had to be some
kind of reaction to the pills. Pulling himself back to his feet, Sokka looked towards Chang’s
office, maybe he should go get help.

Would Chang help though?

Of course, Chang would help, he liked Zuko.



“S-stay here!” Sokka stood and fast-walked to Chang’s office, his scarred hand trembling as
he knocked on the office door once again. There was no answer and Sokka knocked a little
harder, his brow furrowed as he glanced over his shoulder to make sure Zuko was still laying
on the floor. He was.

“I swear to Agni, Water Tribe if that’s you – “

“I need your help!” Sokka yelled through the door, suddenly too fearful to open it, just in
case Chang really would lash out at him.

“What do you want!?”

“Zuko’s sick!”

There was silence followed by a rustling sound and the scraping of the desk against the floor,
not even a minute later Chang swung the door open.

“Sick?” Was all he said.

Sokka nodded and they made their way over to where Zuko was shivering on the floor, his
skin too pale and his veins too dark. The fire bender had his eyes squeezed shut and the
unscarred side of his face was pressed firmly against the metal floor. Sokka got a close up
view of the scar and the back of his throat began to tickle as he tried to swallow away the
newly forming lump.

Zuko’s scar was unmistakably in the shape of a hand. The center of the palm, where the fire
was the hottest, must have hit right above his eye. The effect of the blast was intense, the scar
spread out from the spot of impact, covering half his forehead and most of his cheek before
spreading out into his hairline. Zuko’s forehead was covered in sweat and his inky colored
bangs were stuck tightly to his skin, staying in place from the sweat, even with the jerking
movements.

Sokka felt sick looking at Zuko’s scar and had to avert his eyes away and try to think of
something else. He needed the mental vision of his own father coming towards him with a
want to cause him intentional harm.

Sokka pushed the thought away, he wanted to keep his father’s image pure. Hakoda was
nothing like Zuko’s evil father. The Fire Lord was a sick fucking man for so many reasons,
and burning Zuko’s face and leaving him here to die was actually low on the list.

“How long has he been like this?” Chang was on the ground next to Zuko, pushing the hair
off his forehead and placing the back of his hand against Zuko’s sweaty skin. Sokka watched
Zuko flinch away from the touch and try to pry himself away from the human contact. Chang
placed his free hand on Zuko’s chest and held him down almost effortlessly, Zuko was too
weak to fight back at the moment.

“Fucker is burning up, I gotta go get the medic… ahh… fuck….” Chang rubbed his chin as
he stood back to his feet. Looking down at Zuko, the cook was contemplating what to do



next. Sokka knew they needed the healer, they needed him a while ago, but there had to be a
reason that Chang was hesitating so much.

“Ok, I have a plan. I’ll make him throw up and maybe it’ll purge some of the shit out of his
stomach.”

Sokka frowned, “are you sure that will work? He said he already threw up today.”

“I don’t know, I am not a medic! He might need to throw up more.”

“Well… shouldn’t we go get the medic? Just to know for sure.”

“No… I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

“Just, trust me. I’ll go get you someone to help you with the dishes. I’m going to take him
into my office to uh... rest.”

Without another word Chang scooped Zuko up into his arms like he was a small, sick child
and turned his back on Sokka, carrying the struggling fire bender into his office.

Sokka saw Chang emerge once more, (without Zuko) he locked the door and hustled himself
towards the food prep area. He vanished from Sokka’s sight and the Water Tribe boy let his
eyes trail back to Chang’s office door. Lingering his sight for a breath, he turned his attention
back to the unorganized mess in the sink area.

It didn’t take long for an older woman to join him at the sink and Sokka moved back to his
drying position without a word. They worked in silence for the rest of the day, the other
prisoner didn’t even glance at him the entire time she worked. Which was fine, because
Sokka couldn’t stop looking across the room at Chang’s office door anyway.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The end of the day routine after each shift took longer than usual because of the multiple
messes that Zuko created. Sokka might have helped create some of the mess too, but it was
mostly Zuko.

Speaking of Zuko, Sokka couldn’t get what happened today out of his head. He was trying to
distract himself with other thoughts, carefully skipping over the unpleasant dark areas he
liked to avoid. Leaving only… Well honestly, leaving nothing really behind, because
everything he thought of linked back to something unpleasant.

Food, for example, is one of his favorite things. Food reminded him of his favorite food -
stewed sea prunes, which caused his mind to remember that they were also his dad’s favorite
food. When he thought about his dad, he found himself consumed with a cold sense of dread
and the prickling idea of never seeing him again. Or, his dad’s reaction to finding out Sokka
was dead, thought to be lost in the battle of the Northern Water Tribe; just another casualty to
war.



Instead, he was trapped in this fucking living nightmare, watching ex-Prince Zuko convulse
on the ground because psycho maniac Zhao was slowly torturing him to death. Some crazy
conquer complex, too weird for Sokka to spend any time thinking about it. He just slid that
thought back into the dark place of his mind he was constantly ignoring.

Shaking his head, Sokka wrung out his apron, dirty water trickling out after he scrubbed it in
the outdoor wash station and hung it up carefully to dry. His temporary dish washing partner
still didn’t say a word as Sokka gave her a friendly wave goodbye. She gave him a confused
head-nod-acknowledgment-motion before she left. Sokka followed close behind… until he
started to pass Chang’s office door.

The cook went inside hours ago and hadn’t been out since.

Sokka lingered… slowly, before hesitating to approach the door. It really wasn’t any of his
business… They were only acquainted because of the mutual task of dish washing. It’s not
like Zuko and him had developed any kind of relationship over the last few days, Zuko made
damn sure of that. But still, Sokka always had a bad habit of being overly curious.

Gulping a deep breath of air, he knocked on the door, this time there was no screaming as
Chang opened the door and moved sideways for Sokka to enter.

“I was wondering when you would stop by.” Chang didn’t seem surprised to see him.

Sokka entered the man’s office and was surprised to see the room had very limited décor. The
office was standard, four off white walls, no windows, but a small skylight. There was a
wooden desk against the back wall, the same desk Sokka heard scraping across the metal
floor every time Chang stood up.

On the desk there was a lantern and a few scattered scrolls, some were even lying on the
floor. A Fire Nation banner hung proudly on the back wall, looking awkward next to the tall
green potted plant in the corner.

Sokka’s eyes were trailing down the wall when he saw Zuko. He was curled up, laying on his
side facing the door where Sokka now stood. He was on the floor squeezed between the side
of the desk and the side wall, close to the corner plant.

Sokka saw Zuko and wondered for a split second if he was dead, but after watching him for a
minute Sokka saw the soft rise and fall of his chest. He was still terribly pale and his eyes
were closed but his veins were no longer stained black.

“Is he… alright?”

Chang huffed and crossed his arms, staring down at Zuko who laid there, so still. Sokka
looked at Chang and then paused, the man had a split lip and the beginning of a black eye.
Glancing around the room Sokka’s eyes saw (what was first assumed to be just a messy
office) was actually the scene of a struggle.

“What… uh, happened?” Sokka tried to hide the humor bubbling in his chest. “Did you have
a little scuffle?”



“Yes, actually – we did! I don’t know how to get a person to throw up except… ya know,
punch them in the gut. So that’s what I did, and he did not like that. Fucker hit me back, and
then we fought it out.” Chang rubbed his jaw and his pudgy finger lightly grazed over the
split in his lip. “Not that it was a contest… But I won. He threw up a bunch of black shit in
my poor plant before he passed out. He has said some weird things in his sleep, but he
stopped shaking and the weird changing color thing stopped, so I think he will be alright.”

“Ok, well good. I just wanted to check on everything… just making sure it was all ok, which
it looks like it is… so I am just going to go.” Sokka couldn’t have made that sound more
awkward, even if he tried.

Chang’s eyes watched Sokka in a way that made him feel vulnerable, like Chang was seeing
the part of him that he was trying desperately to bury away. The man didn’t say anything, he
just smiled and watched Sokka shift uncomfortably before deciding to turn and leave.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka met up with Ara, Shen and their friends and enjoyed a rather normal dinner to end his
very unusual day. He participated in some of the conversation they were having about the
weirdest food dishes they have ever come across. Sokka was sure he had the weirdest with
his cougar-eel-noodle-surprise he ate at one of the small villages Aang made them stop in,
but then Shen took it home with his giant-bugs-on-a-stick.

Sokka’s stomach turned at the thought of eating a massive, winged, bug-eyed creature as a
meal. When Sokka asked where the fuck Shen was served a giant-bug-on-a-stick, Shen said
somewhere close to the Foggy Bottom Swamp.

When he asked why a Fire Nation naval crew was so far inland, in all places, a disgusting
swamp for fucks sake. Shen just shrugged and said that apparently the swamp is spiritual and
Zhao was always visiting spiritual places, even though the man didn’t have any spiritual
beliefs.

Sokka just lumped it together with Zhao's need to ‘conquer’ things. Of course the man was
probably itching to do something seriously fucked up to a spirit. He did after-all, try to
murder the moon spirit. Maybe he was originally trying to kidnap the poor fish and bring it
here to torture with all his other helpless victims. Sokka sometimes wondered whatever
happened with that entire situation.

Dinner was over just as quickly as it started and Sokka felt the day’s exhaustion take over his
jumbling mind and lead him straight to bed. Sokka decided to skip his shower and just crawl
under his scratchy blanket and let the sleep win this round.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Zuko was at the sink already when Sokka arrived the next day, approaching slowly – Sokka
peeked over his shoulder to get a good look at the dying-yesterday-alive-today fire bender.
His color was back to being his normal pale color, and his good eye seemed to have a more
human-like black to gold ratio. Sokka decided to test the water, one toe at a time.



“Uh, good morning.”

Zuko paused before actually answering. “Morning.”

Sokka was surprised, he has said ‘good morning’ to Zuko almost everyday the last 3 days and
he has never once said it back. So this was a very interesting turn of events, Sokka wondered
if it might have something to do with the events from yesterday. Maybe the pills melted the
part of his brain that was an asshole all the time and replaced it with a new friendlier outlook
on life.

“Someone is in a good mood.” Sokka tried to make his tone playful, careful not to scare off
the newly speaking fire bender.

“I uh…. Chang, uh… told me about yesterday and how you helped me. So, uh… thank you.”

Sokka’s jaw dropped, the slack muscle wouldn’t respond when his brain sent the signal to
shut it before Zuko thought he actually was an idiot, standing there with his mouth wide
open, unable to blink.

Finally composing himself, Sokka grabbed an actually clean dish from the rising bin and
cleared his throat, making sure to keep his voice manly.

“Yeah, no problem. You were kind of a mess…”

“... I’m sure. I have never taken 4 pills before. I don’t remember much about yesterday, just
that I woke up under Chang’s desk.”

Sokka laughed, and he saw Zuko’s mouth form a line, which was a pretty big movement in
Sokka’s game. So maybe, just maybe, Zuko’s complete breakdown yesterday opened up a
possible door to him not ignoring Sokka anymore.

“Yeah, you turned really white and your veins did this gross blue, black color thing which
was really kind of scary. That was right before you hit the ground.”

Sokka continued drying dishes and stacking them on the cart, he kept his eyes to himself as
he waited for Zuko to say something else. He felt as if he were trying to coax snow-
mongoose out of a snuggly laundry pile in an elder’s igloo. Snarling and hissing, the animal
would bury itself in the warm clothing and the goal was to calm the animal down and usher it
out safely. If you made any sudden movements, especially if it was a male snow-mongoose,
they would charge at you or bury themselves further and you would have to end up killing it.

Zuko was like that, he always stayed far enough back and either buried himself in silence or
snarled and attacked.

“That sounds… intense, but I am glad you went to Chang.”

Sokka nodded, “yeah, he seemed to handle it well and I know you and him get along, so I
figured he was the best option.”



Zuko paused, if only for a moment before continuing his washing. The bandages were off of
his arms completely and Sokka could see the new burn mark that was wrapped yesterday, it
was clearly in the shape of a large hand. The sight of the blistering flesh popping in and out
of the water as Zuko washed his dishes made Sokka’s own burnt hand ache.

“It was the best option.”

“Yeah you… don’t seem very popular here. No offense.”

“It’s fine, no, people don’t seem to like the idea of sharing their prison with a traitor.”

“I mean… I don’t really mind that you are a traitor.” Sokka attempted a weak laugh to try and
lighten the mood, but it fell on deaf ears.

“Oh great, the Water Tribe peasant is the one person who doesn’t hate me. Thank you so
much.”

“Hey! First of all, I kind of still hate you because you called me a peasant which is very
uncalled for. But like I said, I don’t mind if you are a traitor. As far as I am concerned,
anything you do to help the Fire Nation lose the war, I am completely cool with. So you
saved the Avatar from being tortured by Zhao? You should be proud of that!”

Sokka made a determined motion with his fist, lifting the cup he was drying in a victorious
stance before grinning over at Zuko. The fire bender glanced at his stupid pose for a second
before rolling his eyes and looking back into the sink. But Sokka was sure the corner of his
mouth twitched up from his firm pressed line.

“Second of all, everyone here calls me Water Tribe this, Water Tribe that, the least you can
do is call my by my name. If you think you owe me anything for my help yesterday, or
however your honor code works, you could use my name. It’s Sokka, just in case you forgot.”

“Ok, fine, for your assistance with my weakness yesterday… I will refer to you as Sokka,
instead of the appropriate Water Tribe label you should be referred to.”

Sokka wasn’t sure what instigated his arm to move on it’s own, and he really wasn't sure
what possessed it to whip the drying towel he was holding across the rinsing bin and smack
Zuko on the shoulder with it. But he did it, and Zuko just stared at him with his eyes wide.

For a moment, Sokka thought that he might have just really fucked up and the guy who
never-really-actually-burned-him during any of their fights was going to attack him and
probably severely injure him.

Instead, Zuko surprised him again and splashed him.

The soapy water splashed across the clean dishes resting in the rinse bin, though a majority of
the water landed successfully on Sokka’s face. There was a brief silence between them and
Sokka decided it was better to not instigate the ex-prince of the Fire Nation and just leave
things where they lay. (No matter how annoyed it made Sokka)

“Ok.. now that we are done with that-“



Sokka was a little surprised when the water hit his face the second time, this time the
disgusting liquid landed in his open mouth. Shooting his blue eyes to his left, he shot Zuko a
glare, the boy ignored him and continued to wash his dishes like nothing happened.

Sokka had not expected that either, so he added that to his mental notes about Zuko.

“ANYWAY –“ Sokka wiped his face with his sleeve before snapping the towel with as much
attitude as he could muster and continued drying the now soapy dishes. “I know you don’t
remember yesterday, but we did have some nice conversation and I learned a lot about you.”

He watched another surprise appear when Zuko flushed at the statement. Sokka smirked and
dried his bowl a little faster, it was fun having the upper hand again. He waited and when
Zuko was clearly not going to comment on it, Sokka threw more bait.

“Yep… you were like an open book. You know, I might not hate drugged Zuko because he
was so much friendlier than not drugged Zuko. I mean, the Blue Spirit Zuko, really…”

Peeking over, he saw Zuko’s flush deepen as his brow furrowed. Sokka was sure that by
mentioning the Blue Spirit, Zuko would react, and it seemed like he was almost there.

“Also, who knew that you would rescue the Avatar of all people, while you were out doing
your midnight vigilantly activities. But hey – I am not complaining. All I am saying is
someone who breaks into prisons would probably be really good at breaking out of prisons.
So imagine here I am, wondering why you are still here?”

Zuko stopped washing and looked over at Sokka. He was frowning, like usual, but this was a
frown accompanied by the unfamiliar look that Sokka noticed earlier. His raspy voice was
low when he spoke, making sure his words were only for Sokka.

“My hands are chained together, they are giving me four of those awful pills now and I
basically get punished every other day for some kind of infraction. I can’t get out because this
is Zhao’s personal prison, not a standard Fire Nation prison. This place is Zhao’s design and
all the guards are ass-face-Zhao’s men and they expect me to try something so they watch me
so they can punish me.”

Sokka shuddered at the very brief thought of what kind of punishment would be inflicted for
getting caught trying to break out of the prison. The dark thought was interrupted by a half-
snort-half-laugh and Sokka didn’t even realize he was laughing until the sound was coming
out of his throat.

“Ass-face-Zhao? Is that what you called him, seriously?” He asked once he finally got his
laughter dialed back. It was astonishing to feel his body…laugh.

Was it so strange for him to laugh that he couldn't even remember the last time he really
laughed? Sokka was laughing and it felt good, like a strange dark cloth was lifted off his
shoulders and things felt a little lighter. Of all people to make him laugh like he did with
Katara and Aang, was grumpy Zuko, staring at him like he was an idiot.



Zuko watched him laugh, and when Sokka stopped and looked at the fire bender, Zuko
quickly turned his attention back to the sink and started scrubbing dishes again. He responded
with all the seriousness Sokka expected.

“I fucking hate Zhao, he is an ass-face.”

“You’re not wrong, but damn Zuko, you have quite a mouth for someone who refers to
people as peasants. I don’t remember you being so vulgar when we ran into each other
before.”

Zuko snorted, Sokka watched his mouth, maybe – maybe - nope. Zuko’s mouth stayed turned
downward and Sokka signed in defeat, returning to filling his cart.

“I’m not a prince anymore, I don’t have to be dignified.”

“Ahhh, all the new luxuries of ex-royalty.”

“I guess.”

“So, back to our little chat yesterday, and a bit today… if I told you I had a few ideas would
the Blue Spirit want to add ‘Zhao’s torture camp’ to his list of prisons he broke out of?”

Zuko paused, he seemed to need to look at Sokka when he was going to talk to him about
something important. Sokka wasn’t intimidated by the fierce eye contact, it was just…
different, the molten gold eyes were so exotically different than anything Sokka has seen all
his life.

Zuko was also extremely difficult to read, which was frustrating to Sokka. Zuko never
seemed to be sure what he wanted to say, but when he was sure he got very determined. His
eyes didn’t give away any hints to how he was feeling, or maybe Zuko didn't feel any
emotions besides anger..

“Do -” Zuko paused and Sokka saw a flash of something appear in Zuko’s eyes. “Do you
really think you can come up with a plan to escape out of here?”

“You’ve never caught us have you?”

Zuko seemed to take that as a serious answer and he looked back down at the soapy water.
Silence fell between them and Sokka decided this was a good time to break away and unload
his cart.

“Well, think about it.” Sokka left him with his parting words hoping it was enough to sway
Zuko to help him.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka took his time unloading the dishes in the kitchen, gaining himself many glaring eyes as
he stood in multiple people’s way and caused them to make all sorts of annoyed sounds.
Sokka strolled his way back over to where Zuko was still standing in place, straight back and
arms deep in (probably warm) soapy water.



Sokka pulled his cart back to position and turned to see Zuko staring at him.

“Are you sure you can get us out of here?”

“I’m sure I can give it everything I have and see how far we get.”

“…ok, I’ll help.”

Sokka grinned, one step closer to escaping.

- - - - - - - - - - - - -

The next few days taught Sokka things about Zuko that made him contemplate everything he
knew about the guy.

Sokka was actually having a difficult time adding everything to the mental notes he was
keeping on the guy. Plus, he was getting whiplash from all the surprising things that kept
catching him off guard.

To start, Zuko was actually kind of intelligent, but not overly clever. When going over how
he tried to escape previously, Sokka was impressed at the intelligence behind the ideas, but
clearly saw flaws in the follow through. Zuko had only ever been focused on getting out not
really what he was going to do when he got out, or what he would do if he was discovered
before getting out. Nope, his plans mostly started with the goal to escape and ended with him
being caught.

Sokka was going to make sure they had a full plan when it came time for them to escape.

The next important fun-fact he learned about Zuko was that he was part man, part some kind
of animal, because the things he described himself doing during his escape attempts were not
humanly possible. Zuko claimed he ‘scaled the spiked wall and balanced on the tip before
being spotted’. It wasn’t possible. He also claimed he crawled through one of the sky lights in
the middle of the sleeping cabin, which is also impossible he could not have jumped up
there.. it’s just too high.

Sokka also learned Zuko was completely reckless and had absolutely no regard for his own
safety. (also confirming his idea that all Fire Nation people were reckless) Zuko apparently
spent over a week getting himself thrown into the cooler so he could try and loosen the bolts
with his bare hands and crawl through the back and escape. He claimed he almost removed
all the bolts before he was caught.

Sokka never asked what his punishments were for all the attempts, the scars littering both his
arms and the ring of bruises around his neck were enough to guess. Zuko was extremely
determined, he knew this from his nonstop hunt for Aang from the day he emerged from the
ice and waved ‘hello’ to Sokka. His determination and full forced attacks were scary and
intimidating to be the victim of, but when it was on your side, it was empowering.

Zuko tried to escape 5 decent times, Sokka decided, but none of them were that well thought
out. If Zuko did actually escape, he might have died in the forest before ever knowing what



he was going to do next. But Sokka didn’t need Zuko to be good at planning, he just needed
his determination, knowledge of the prison, and crazy ninja skills.

Which was another crazy thing, apparently Zuko was a ninja, and a spy. He listened to all the
guards talk without them knowing and somehow snuck around enough to know the blueprints
to some of the buildings. He also took everything extremely seriously, or not serious at all.
There was only those two extremes.

“Damn it Zuko, I wish you could draw me up an inside map of some of these buildings. I am
really curious about the generator room and how the pipes connect to the coal burner! These
are important details I need!”

Zuko groaned and rolled his eyes, like he always did when Sokka went off on a tangent about
needing the details Zuko didn’t have.

“How was I supposed to know two months ago that I should look at how the fucking steam
pipes connect to the generator because the Avatar’s Water Tribe friend is going to get thrown
in the same secret prison camp as me and he will want to know?”

Zuko’s dry humor was sometimes hilarious, mostly because it always caught Sokka off
guard, but other times it was exhausting and today Sokka just wanted the information that
Zuko didn’t have.

“Well… could you look?”

“No fucking way.”

“Why not? Sneak, or whatever.”

“I can’t sneak or whatever, if I get caught they will probably chain me to the whipping post
forever.”

Sokka felt a small chill when Zuko said that, mostly because there was a grain of truth to the
words he spoke, Zhao would very possibly chain Zuko to the whipping post, indefinitely.

“What if you try, really, really hard not to get caught.”

“…I can try.”

“Thanks, Prison Pal!”

“Please... stop calling me that.”

“If you get the information about the generator and the pipes, i’ll never say it again.”

“Deal.”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -



Sokka waited for Zuko the next morning, eager to see if he was able to pull off sneaking
around the generator area and finding out how the pipes connect. Sokka really hoped he took
detailed notes about how many pipers there were and the different sizes. One thing he learned
from the Machinist was that the Fire Nation used a lot of firepower to create electricity, and
when it came to their technology they were far more advanced than the other nations.

Sokka spent enough time in the Northern Air Temple tinkering with the Machinist’s
inventions that he had a pretty good idea how to possibly manipulate their power source to
help them escape. It wasn’t guaranteed to work and wasn’t even an option at the moment, but
it was a damn good place to start.

The kitchen shift changed and Sokka tied his apron string around his waist, he hated that one
of the strings was shorter than the other, it was annoying in a way that bothered only Sokka.
The two different length strings always made an awkward knot that always sat too far to the
right.

Sokka heard the familiar rattle from the guard’s metal arm-plates when they shifted against
the chest piece of their armor. Turning his head towards the kitchen door, Sokka saw two
guards making their way through the kitchen and directly towards the back wall.

Either the men were just cutting through the kitchen and were going to walk out the back
door, or they were coming to the sink area, those were their only options. The two men
stopped in front of Sokka, one of the men narrowed his eyes and set his hand on the curled up
whip at his side.

“Come with us, Water Tribe.”

Sokka tried to give them a sweet smile, “what did I do?”

“It doesn't matter, get your ass moving!” The guard who had his hand on the whip reached
his free hand out and grabbed Sokka by the shoulder, pulling him forward he pushed Sokka
between them so he was forced to walk in front of them.

“I don’t know where I’m going…”

Sokka felt a sharp pain in the back of his leg before he heard the crack of the whip, he hissed
and stumbled forward, only causing his legs more pain.

“Get up!” The guard yelled, this time only cracking the whip next to him, sending Sokka
flinching to the side.

The flinching huddle earned him a snicker from both guards as he stumbled to his feet and
began moving forward, he knew to get out of the kitchen at least. When they did finally hit
the morning light, Sokka slowly turned and looked toward Zhao’s cabin.

“Yep, that’s where we are headed, keep it moving savage.”

Sokka’s stomach dropped, he instantly felt like he might actually crap his pants. Seeing Zhao
again had always been in the back of his mind, but it didn’t seem as likely considering how



decently things had been going lately. His nightmare life was fading into a bad dream with all
the talk about escapes when the fantasies about leaving this fucking place behind danced in
his head all day.

Now, he was slowly making his way towards the place where his nightmares always ended
up, climbing the steps into Zhao’s evil lair where the man would torture and kill him. Sokka’s
stomach squirmed as he thanked the spirits who hated him that he didn’t eat that second
helping of breakfast. If he threw up in Zhao’s cabin the man might just murder him on the
spot.

Sokka’s feet felt like heavy stones as he pulled his shaking legs up the steps and onto Zhao’s
cabin's porch. One of the guards grabbed his arm to hold him steady as the other moved in
front and knocked on the door.

A Fire Nation soldier opened the door and moved to the side, allowing the guards to pull
Sokka through the door. There was probably more pulling than there should have been, but
Sokka was fucking terrified and didn’t want to go in the scary fucking building.

When Sokka entered the front room, his world bottomed out. The fear he felt for himself
doubled when his eyes landed on two, undeniably gold eyes, kneeling on the floor restrained
between two soldiers.

Fuck.
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Chapter 10: From Tortured to Torturer

Sokka’s tongue felt fuzzy as he rolled it across the roof of his mouth, he was trying to
generate some kind of moisture so that he could finally swallow something wet to keep his
throat from drying up and sticking together. He knew, sooner or later, he would have to speak
and he wanted to make sure his voice didn’t crack under the heavy blanket of fear he was
feeling smothered by.

Zhao stood near the middle of the room but close to the wall, Sokka almost didn’t notice him
when he first entered the cabin, his eyes immediately went to Zuko. The boy was kneeling on
the floor in between two armored soldiers who were wearing their gut-twisting face plates. It
looked like Zuko’s arms were restrained behind his back now, but what Sokka found most
disturbing was the muzzle-type-contraption they had secured around his head, covering his
mouth.

The muzzle (Sokka decided it had to be some type of muzzle) was mostly made of leather,
with a few pieces of metal sewn in. The thick leather strap almost covered the entire bottom
half of his face, only the very tip on his chin was visible.

There were a few pieces of metal around the mouth area, but it was covered with a thick layer
of rough leather which buckled together with metal clasp on the scarred side of Zuko’s face.
Sokka felt that was intentional, he could see how tightly the muzzle pulled against Zuko’s
skin where it pinched together and buckled shut.

Zuko’s eyes were blazing with anger, Sokka swore he could see actual fire burning in his
gold iris’s. The fire bender’s gaze was fixed on Zhao, but Sokka only let his blue eyes linger
on him for a second, before turning his attention to the admiral as well.

Zhao, after all, liked to be recognized as the leader of his shit-show-circus and Sokka didn’t
want to draw any unwanted attention to him and Zuko’s.. uh, relationship. Zhao wanted, and
probably needed, to be reminded he was in charge. He would inflict any type of physical or
mental torture to ensure he received the recognition and fear he craved so badly.

Sokka was not afraid to admit that he was truly terrified of Zhao. He was especially afraid of
the kind of games the admiral liked to play with his prisoners, and how much he
enjoyedinflicting pain on people. Zuko looked uncomfortable where he was kneeling, Sokka
could only imagine what they had already done to him before he arrived.

“Welcome Water Tribe, it has been some time. I hope you didn’t think I forgot about you.”

Zhao’s voice brought involuntary goosebumps to his skin, instantly dropping his core
temperature a couple of degrees, bringing on a shiver. Sokka was scared to look into Zhao’s
amber eyes, the maliciousness in them was frightening and brought back memories of Water
Tribe men kneeling on deck and the way their bodies sounded when they hit the ocean –

No. Stay out of the dark thoughts. Keep your attention focused on the present situation and
keep your mind sharp. Now respond to Zhao in a way that isn’t embarrassing.



“I didn’t think you forgot about me, Admiral Zhao. I just figured you found more important
things to fill your time with.” Sokka was surprised how smoothly the words flowed off his
lips. The small amount of bantering he did with Zuko, and the constant talking Sokka had
been doing in the kitchen, must have really helped him regain some of his smooth-talking
ability.

He wasn’t going to push anything too far... yet. At least until he knew more about what
Zhao’s angle was, because based on the entire situation… There was definitely an angle
somewhere. There wouldn’t be 2 guards, 2 soldiers and Zhao, all here together if he wasn’t
planning something. He also had Zuko, who was supposed to be collecting information for
Sokka last night, so this whole thing just... wasn’t good.

“Anything in the world is more important than you, Water Tribe, but I am forced to have this
conversation with you after I found out you were teaming up with the ex-banished prince of
the Fire Nation. I thought you had made better friends than this?”

Zhao’s voice was steady and confident, he had a calm but smug look on his face with his
arms crossed. He moved from where he was standing and stopped directly in front of Sokka,
blocking his view of Zuko.

“Friends?” Sokka asked.

“Maybe friends is a little too strong of a word. Perhaps, allies? Partners? Either of those
words getting through to you?”

Sokka had put in extra effort to stop himself from glaring at Zhao, he was so accustomed to
freely glaring at Zuko all day, he needed to remember that this was not the same situation.
This situation would end in severe pain if he didn’t keep control of himself.

“Zuko and I are not friends.”

Zhao raised an eyebrow the stupid smirk was still planted across his smug face. His side
burns were looking extra groomed today, he must have prepared for this, he probably wanted
to look his best for his sick morning torture games.

“Oh really? That’s not what I hear. I hear you two have been rather chummy during work
assignment lately. Plus, poor Zuko here thinks you guys are friends, he told me all about it.”

Zhao smirked and turned to the side to look behind him at Zuko, who sat motionless on his
knees between the two soldiers. The fire bender gave Zhao the angriest eyes Sokka had ever
seen, before he shot Sokka a look that was intense but calm. It actually really freaked him
out.

Zhao moved and he was, once again, blocking Zuko from his view. The man’s pointy Fire
Nation boots slid across the floor as he shifted his stance into something more rooted. Sokka
was still standing, which was new – usually Zhao had him sitting at the table, where he
usually liked to play his games.

Today must be a different game.



Sokka glanced around the room, there was an audience, Zuko was muzzled, Zhao seemed
excited and Sokka wasn’t being restrained. All these things meant something and worked
together in some way, Sokka just needed a little time to put them all together so he could try
to play the game without getting himself and possibly Zuko, hurt.

Sokka decided his best bet right now was to play along with what he started already and not
admit to anything, especially when he wasn’t sure what… exactly, Zhao thought he knew.
Sokka forced his blue eyes to meet with Zhao’s amber eyes and the Water Tribe boy stood tall
and crossed his arms, a posture dripping with defiance. If he was going to perform, he was
going to perform well.

“I don’t know why Zuko would say we are friends when we are most definitely, enemies.
You do know this guy chased my little sister and I across the world, right? He invaded my
home, manhandled my Gran-Gran and burned down my girl-friend’s island. Well… might be
my girlfriend... we didn’t actually talk about that – “

“Shut up.” Zhao cut him off and Sokka realized foolishly that he had rambled on just now.
Last time the warden gave him 5 lashings just for being annoying… Sokka held his breath
and went silent.

The admiral closed his eyes and rubbed his eyebrows, which seemed to be a habit for him
when he was annoyed. With both him and Zhao standing closer to each other than ever
before, Sokka realized what a large man he was. He was tall and broadly built, with a rather
large head, even if he did shave off the sideburn-beard-thing he was growing, which he
needed to do...desperately.

“Listen Water Tribe, you are just making your situation more difficult. You see, I already
spoke to Zuko when we caught him sneaking out last night after dark and when he was
interrogated he told us all about you and your little escape plan. So why don’t you stop with
the little act you have going on and worry about saving your skin.”

Sokka’s heart plummeted into his stomach, his urge to poop vanished, along with all the other
feelings lower than his waistline. Why… Why the fuck would Zuko do that!?

Why would he tell Zhao that!?

Wait… Why was a really good question.

Sokka frowned (mentally) because it would make no sense for Zuko to tell Zhao about their
secret escape plans. There wasn’t even enough of a plan to tell. So what Zhao was saying was
that he caught Zuko last night and then Zuko just told him all about their scheming… just
like that.

No fucking way.

Zuko didn’t seem like the kind of guy who spilled secrets... In fact, Zuko seemed more like
the kind of guy who would die protecting secrets. So Sokka decided to tread very gently
through Zhao’s torture circus by pretending like he hated Zuko and had no idea about any
escape plan.



If Sokka has learned anything about Zuko, the last week or so, it was that he was extremely
determined to escape. He took the planning very seriously, sometimes to an obnoxious level.
He also hated Zhao with a burning passion that Sokka could only compare to his same level
of passion for meat. Knowing this made it very difficult to believe Zuko would tell Zhao any
information at all, not even useless stuff, like his favorite food (fire flakes).

So no, that had to be a lie and Sokka could exploit the fact he knew Zhao was lying. Squaring
his shoulders the young Water Tribe boy cleared his throat and did his best to muster up some
of that smooth talk he was apparently so good at.

“Do you have His Highness taking too many pills? Because he must be delusional if he
thinks I would ever come up with any ‘escape plan’ with him. If I was, which I am not
formulating an escape plan, why would I break out the guy who has been threatening me for
months? No way, it doesn’t make any sense.”

Sokka tilted his head up and away in an act of disgust, his arms still crossed tightly across his
chest, it helped hide the light trembling happening in his arms. Zhao seemed to find Sokka’s
answer amusing, which made his stomach do a weird hollow-feeling-thing, accompanied
with the feeling of wanting to throw up.

“Is that so? I just want to make sure I am getting the story right, you hate Zuko and there is
no way you would ever plot an escape with him because you hate him so much. Am I
gathering the right information from you?”

Sokka nodded slowly, Zhao’s eagerness to accept his answer didn’t feel like a press for
information... but more like a stranger guiding a small child away from their parents. There
was an uneasy feeling in Sokka’s stomach that was screaming at him, telling him not to fall
for the trick - don’t follow the stranger… but he was too far away from his parents at this
point.

“Yes, I –“ Sokka swallowed, keeping his voice steady. “I hate Zuko and I would never help
him escape.”

Zhao’s smirk morphed into an evil grin, “I am still feeling skeptical about the whole
situation, but hopefully you can help put my mind at ease. Especially, now that I know you
hate Zuko so much. I am sure you would be eager to gather your revenge, wouldn’t you?”

Sokka swallowed, his breathing began to quicken when Zhao moved towards the familiar,
dimly lit hallway. Sokka took the opportunity of Zhao’s departure to look at Zuko. The boy
must have been staring through Zhao’s back the entire time he was talking, because they
made eye contact quick.

He didn’t know Zuko that well, or at all really, but in that brief moment of eye contact Sokka
felt like he had known the fire bender forever. Zuko’s gold eyes were surprisingly calm and
his steady gaze helped Sokka catch his breath and return his breathing back to a normal
speed. They held steady, calming eye contact until Zhao came back into the room. Sokka’s
eyes instantly went to the man, only to see him holding a long skinny wooden cane.



Zhao struck the pole out in front of him a couple of times with a striking motion, the sound
the skinny weapon made as it sliced through air, sent a wave of cold chills down his spine.
Zhao smirked and admired the simple weapon, holding it up to look at it against the soft
morning light that was streaming down from the sky light. The sadistic man’s eyes sparkled
with excitement, his attention turned to Sokka as he held out the weapon and pointed the tip
at him directly.

“The cane is such a simple tool, but it delivers a rather effective punishment. Now, I am
giving this to you because you shared with me that you hate Zuko here, and would never
conspire with him. So in order for me to believe you, I will need to see you deliver his
punishment for trying to leave his bunk after dark. After all, you assured me there was no
way he was leaving his bunk to assist you in any plans. You don’t have a problem with that…
do you?”

Zhao didn’t even try to hide his eagerness when he revealed his intentions to Sokka, the idea
of striking someone with the cane that made such an awful noise when it sliced through the
air, made Sokka want to turn and run out the door.

But there was no option of turning and running out that door, he couldn’t even turn his body
around if he wanted to, much less make his legs corporate. Even with his best efforts, the
chilling bumps dotting his skin and the trembling in his arm were visible to Zhao. Sokka saw
the man basking in his discomfort.

It was just more games, and Sokka had tried playing the game, and this was his prize.

“Men, fetch the triangle and prepare the prisoner.”

Sokka watched with chest-tightening anticipation, as the two guards moved away from him
and dragged out a wooden fixture from the hallway-of-doom. The fixture was around the
height of a tall man, it opened up in the shape of an a-frame, both sides separated from the
top to stand on their own, it looked like a ladder with no steps.

Both sides had a single horizontal bar running across the middle, Sokka watched, speechless,
as the soldiers dragged Zuko over to the fixture and unlocked the chain wrapped around his
wrists.

The fire bender’s shoulders slumped forward when the restraints were removed, it was
probably a brief relief from how painful it must be to have your arms pulled behind your
back for so long.

Sokka watched as Zuko’s relief was short-lived when one of the soldiers pulled his arms up
over his head and turned his body so that his chest was facing the side of the structure, they
securely fastened his arms together above his head.

After they were finished securing the top half, each soldier took one of Zuko’s ankles to lock
them in on the ends. When they lifted his pant legs to secure the restraints, Sokka could see
the raw flesh wrapped around his ankle, which indicated this was not the first time Zuko was
probably restrained to this thing.



Once complete, Zuko was tightly stretched across the one side of the fixture; he didn’t make
a sound or resist at all when the men were pulling him. A sick cold feeling in Sokka’s
stomach knew this was going to end very, very badly.

After the soldiers moved away from the wooden frame, they took their stiff positions on each
side and waited for their next order. Zhao didn’t say a word when he turned around and
walked towards the kitchen, the only sound in the room was the heavy footsteps clanging
against the metal floor. The man had the thin wooden cane in one hand as he lightly slapped
the tip in the opposite hand’s open palm.

Sokka couldn’t see Zhao after he moved into the kitchen, Sokka was stuck facing Zuko,
while the kitchen was behind him. He did hear water running and a sharp snapping sound
before Zhao returned with the, now wet, cane in his hands.

The man stood in front of Sokka once again, this time he reached out to actually hand him the
weapon. Sokka’s heart was pounding in his ears as a trembling hand (that he swore couldn’t
be his own hand) reached out and took the thickest end of the cane.

He has never seen a weapon like this before, Water Tribe punishment didn’t usually include
such aggressive acts of physical punishment. Even holding the skinny cane felt weird in
Sokka’s hands, the smooth cold surface was tinted a light brown color from the water it had
been soaked in.

Sokka looked at Zhao and saw the man’s eyes twinkling with delight as he took a step back,
leaving Sokka alone with the cane.

“I am going to assume you have never participated in a caning, have you?”

Zhao’s voice was heavy in his ears, breaking through the muffled sound his slightly-beating-
too-fast heart was making. Sokka’s eyes stayed on the cane in his hand, shaking his head no,
he was afraid to speak any words. Just in case, his voice sounded the way he felt. He still
needed Zhao to believe he was going to enjoy this, which maybe a few months ago, Sokka
would have.

Nothing would have thrilled Sokka more than the idea of Prince Zuko being strung up by his
own nation and them giving Sokka the weapon to beat him with. The very idea would have
brought a huge smile to his face – he was sure of it. But now, after everything, it just felt…
wrong.

Zuko didn’t deserve this, and Sokka didn’t want to be the one to do it, but sacrifices had to be
made. Just like when the Northern Water Tribe men made their sacrifices on Zhao’s murder
boat when they offered themselves up to be sacrificed, in order to save the younger men.
Sokka had to look at it that way, Zuko was sacrificing himself to keep Sokka’s mouth shut, so
they could still plan an escape.

“Well, Water Tribe, it’s simple really. The harder you swing, the more damage it does, the
areas to aim for would be the buttocks and the lower thighs. If you want to venture further up,
the shoulder blades would be the best area to strike. Anywhere in the middle section, you risk
damaging internal organs and anything directly across the back, you risk injuring his spine.



I’m not going to tell you how to deliver your punishment, but that is the overall idea of
caning. I will tell you when to stop, you are free to start whenever.”

Sokka nodded, instinctively, because he couldn’t remember asking his mind to move his
head. He hated when his body did that, but maybe his brain was just looking out for him,
because his brain was at least smart enough to know that he couldn’t have a freak out right
now. If he didn’t do this, then everything would be for nothing and fuck, Sokka would
probably be the one strung up there after they beat the fuck out of Zuko anyway.

Sokka gripped the cane tighter, twisting his fingers across the smooth surface as he mentally
grounded himself. He didn’t remember his first swing of the cane, only the horrible sound it
made cutting through the air before it sliced across Zuko’s body. Sokka managed to hit him
mostly on the thighs, he thought, it was kind of hard to tell with the baggy prison pants on.

Sokka was extremely happy that Zhao kept Zuko’s pants on, Sokka wasn’t sure if he could
handle seeing the marks the cane left on Zuko’s bare skin. Sokka aimed to stay down towards
the second half of Zuko’s body, that is where he felt the safest, he really didn’t want to cause
the boy any internal injuries or damage his spine. The thought of doing that to anyone made
Sokka feel even more nauseous then he already was.

Zuko didn’t make a sound, Sokka saw his shoulders flinch when he accidentally struck the
same area twice, or the lashes crossed over each other in some way, but other than that he
didn’t react. Sokka could see the muzzle’s strap wrapped around the back of Zuko’s head,
most of his dark hair was trapped underneath the large leather strap, but some of the top
pieces stuck out and fell over it. Sokka was sure that the muzzle was not the reason Zuko was
silent, he remembered the fire bender refusing to make any sound when he was whipped just
the other week.

After 25 hits from the cane, Zhao held up his hand, signaling Sokka to halt. A fluttering
feeling of relief tickled under Sokka’s ribcage and the corner of his lips tugged at a smile. It
was finally over, every strike of the cane made Sokka cringe and the pressure of having to do
this horrible act to another person was finally over.

“Why did you look so unhappy, Water Tribe? I thought you would enjoy inflicting
punishment on someone who you were so passionately sharing about how much you hate
them?”

Sokka held in the cringe when he heard Zhao’s voice and the taunting tone the man used as
he lured Sokka further and further away from sanity to try and trap him in his sick world of
insanity. Sokka was resisting as much as he could, but he was trapped in between what he had
already done... and what Zhao would want him to do next.

He already beat Zuko with a cane, what more could Zhao want him to do? If he didn’t do it…
then would everything have been for nothing?

Would Zhao still get his way and figure out that they actually were planning an escape plan?
Then Zuko’s suffering would have been for nothing and Sokka was sure-as-shit that Zhao
would be stringing his ass up against that wood fixture next. He probably wouldn’t be
watching out for the safety of his internal organs or spine either.



Sokka cleared his throat quietly and used the type of voice he might use when he saw his dad
again… if he saw his dad again.

“Sorry, after being whipped myself, stuff like this bothers me. So, if it looks like I am not
enjoying it… Well, uh, it’s because of the whole… being whipped myself thing, it just makes
me cringe, kind of.”

Zhao frowned, his heavy brows narrowed closer and closer until Sokka was sure they would
touch. His eyes searched Sokka’s own blue eyes for hints of a lie, which Sokka was confident
he wouldn’t find. There was truth to what he said, though it was only a small part of the
reason Sokka didn’t want to continue to strike Zuko with the cane.

Zhao’s face began to relax, his eyebrows lifted as a slow, steady smile crept across his face.
The man had positioned himself near the wall between Sokka and Zuko, watching as the
Water Tribe boy as he struck the fire bender, over and over.

“Well I don’t know why you wouldn’t just have said that. We can change the form of
punishment. Guards, bring the prisoner down and position him on his knees.”

The guards nodded in compliance as they began to unstrap and pull Zuko down, the boy was
limper than when he was when they first strapped him up, but he was still conscious. The
guards hoisted Zuko to his feet before slamming the boy’s knees down onto the metal floors,
hard. Zuko hissed under the muzzle, his breathing was stifled from the thick leather pushing
against the bottom of his nose, but somehow he still managed to suck in enough air to not
pass out.

Zuko’s head tipped forward and the guard standing on his left side reached down and grabbed
a fistful of Zuko’s hair and yanked his head up so he was looking at Zhao. The other guard
moved quickly as he brought Zuko’s arms back together in the front and wrapped the chain
around his chafed wrists a few times before locking it in place.

Sokka was convinced that if pure anger alone could fuel fire bending, then Zuko would have
been able to burn this whole building to the ground, metal and all. Sokka was almost scared
himself by the glowing anger coursing through Zuko’s bright gold eyes, his one eyebrow was
narrowed tightly, though the only sound he made was the short puffs of air moving through
his nose.

“Oh don’t look at me like Zuko, this is all your own doing. I am just here to facilitate the
punishment. You apparently lied to me about working with him on an escape plan and you
were caught sneaking out. What would you do if you were in my position?”

There was a short pause before Zhao chuckled and moved his eyes away from Zuko and back
to Sokka.

“Don’t worry about answering that Zuko – oh, wait.” Zhao laughed a little louder at his own
joke. One of the soldiers shifted uncomfortably, but no one else joined in Zhao’s not-so-funny
moment. The admiral cleared his throat, before he continued with his little speech. “Water
Tribe, I will change the style of punishment for you, I was not aware you would be so upset



by the caning. We could have always started with the burning, guards, remove the prisoner’s
shirt.”

Sokka swallowed, both his hands twisted the cane tightly within his grip, he felt the light
tremors rippling under his skin when the guards began to tear Zuko’s shirt off his body. Just
as Sokka’s fear was rolling into something stronger, he remembered to breathe, in-through-
the-nose-out-through-the-mouth…

In-through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth, slow and steady, Sokka gained control over the
fear. Shoving it way, way down, just like he had to do every day of his life. The tremors
slowed down, before stopping completely as the cold feeling of fear dissipated, leaving an
empty feeling in his chest.

Sokka’s eyes opened up wide when he saw the front of Zuko’s broken body, he couldn’t hide
the utter shock he felt when he saw the amount of physical damage the other boy’s body had
sustained. Bruises littered his sides and around his chest as well as the ring of bruises
wrapped around his neck. Systematic and intentional gashes ran across the top of his chest
and across his stomach. There were burns all over him, hand prints, finger prints, places
where he was grabbed and places where it looked like just random burning.

Sokka felt sick, he had to swallow back the bile that was pulsing in the bottom of his throat,
threatening to choke him if he didn’t release it. Sokka had to stay in control of himself and
not let the weird feelings he was getting from seeing Zuko hurt so badly. It was really
bothering Sokka the way Zuko’s eyes were slanted down towards the floor… like he was
embarrassed.

Sokka felt a sudden unfamiliar surge of anger that Zuko would be embarrassed of his injuries,
it wasn’t entirely his fault he was in here with Zhao. Well.. It was kind of his fault, sort of, but
he still didn’t deserve that kind of abuse... Never mind, Sokka needed to stay focused on what
was happening now.

Though part of him couldn’t stop himself from noticing how muscular and strong Zuko
looked despite all his injuries. Zuko had much more muscle mass than Sokka, by kind of a
lot… Though he was extremely lean, his abs looked like they were cut sharply into his
stomach. It was annoying… Sokka was going to work out or… something.

Sokka’s eyes only cut up when he noticed the movement in the room.

Zhao was on the move, he was on his way towards the hallway, this time Sokka listened
closely to try and gather some intel. His ears picked up what sounded like a hinge scraping
and a door locking, he wondered how many rooms were in that hallway, the building itself
didn’t look that big from the outside.

Zhao returned with a long metal rod with a couple inch flank end anda black rubber handle.
The man smirked as he tossed the rod back and forth between his hands, in an almost playful
gesture. It was sick how much enjoyment Zhao was receiving from the entire situation, the
man seemed almost giddy, in a controlled Fire Nation sort of way.



“Alright, Water Tribe, no excuses now. You said you were his enemy, and you hate him, so
therefore you should enjoy seeing him punished. I want to see some real enjoyment on your
face this time, or I might just believe that you two are working together, and this is just a way
to make sure I don’t find out about your little conspiracies.”

Sokka nodded in understanding, the cane was still in his hands and he was beginning to panic
on what to do with it now.

Should he set it on the floor? Or maybe just keep... holding it? Maybe he should try and hand
it to one of the guards?

Sokka thought about the last time he interacted with a guard during his interrogation and he
received a sharp backhand to the face, so for now… he was going to just continue holding the
cane.

“Good, I am glad we understand one another, so what is going to happen now is that I am
going to heat up this metal rod until it becomes nice and hot and then you are going to stick it
wherever you want. I will warn you, he is a little sensitive about his face... which I am sure
you can understand why.” Zhao chuckled again. This time two of the other men in the room
snorted along with him.

Sokka schooled his face to hide any reaction, he was surprised to still feel the anger from
before festering inside him. The jab about Zuko’s scar made the anger feeling flare up for a
moment, which Sokka thought was odd.

Sokka watched as Zhao held a flame in his open palm, the fire danced in it’s new found
freedom, so happy to be out in the world. Too bad that little happy flame was being used to
heat up a metal rod that Sokka was going to have to use to brand the guy, his own fucking
age, kneeling on the floor in front of him.

The rod didn’t do anything at first as Zhao twirled the flat end slowly, inside the fire. Sokka
watched as the metal gradually began to increase in temperature and the once smooth, grey
color faded into a bright orange, accompanied by a faint red and deep yellow.

When Zhao snapped his hand shut, the flame vanished. The entire flat part of the iron rod
was a bright orange color. Zhao took a few steps closer to Sokka before handing him the hot
weapon.

Sokka’s hand accidentally brushed against Zhao’s own hand in the transfer and Sokka had to
work really hard to hold it together and not drop the hot metal and jump back, as far away
from the man as he could get.

“The next part is easy, you just stick it anywhere, just remember… fire benders are hard to
burn, so you’ll need to hold it there for a while. Now hurry up, before the metal cools too
much.”

Sokka moved towards Zuko, his pace was slow until he heard Zhao huff and Sokka moved
through the next few steps a little faster. When he moved towards Zuko he could clearly see
the gold eyes watching the hot metal as Sokka moved it closer to his skin.



The fire bender tried to move his head to watch Sokka, but the guard still held tightly to his
hair, forcing his head up and making him stay still. Zuko closed his eyes, his breathing started
coming out in short rapid puffs as Sokka decided to lay the metal across the left side of
Zuko’s chest. In his mind, the burning lasted for hours, Sokka could hardly stomach the smell
that came from the scorched flesh.

At first the metal made a strong hissing sound when he placed it against Zuko’s bruised chest,
but the skin itself didn’t react. After a few stupidly long seconds that made Sokka
contemplate if Zuko was fireproof. (Before remembering the burn scars all over his body and
of course, the massive one that covered his face.) Slowly his pale skin began to boil and
blister into a soft pink before bleeding into a deep red color as the skin completely melted
away.

When Sokka saw the raw bloody patch, he pulled the metal back quickly, his eyes transfixed
on the rapid rise and fall of Zuko’s chest and the raw burn that Sokka had just inflicted,
resting just under his collar bone. Sokka took a few steps backwards as his blue eyes stared
intently at the burn, his mind echoed the hissing sound that came from that first contact. He
couldn’t seem to shake the smell of burning flesh.

Zuko’s eyes were now fixed on Zhao, as the man smirked right back at the fire bender
struggling to breath, the large muzzle firmly in place. Before Sokka could say or do anything,
Zhao ripped the weapon out of Sokka’s hands and began to heat it up again. While the man
was heating up the metal again, his amber eyes stayed locked on Zuko as the boy gave him
murderous glares.

Sokka remembered the threat that Zhao made about him ‘enjoying it’ so Sokka inhaled
deeply before exhaling a smile onto his face. He crossed his arms in defiance and smirked at
Zuko. “I hope that hurts, your highness.”

Zuko’s gold eyes moved over to Sokka and he shot him an angry glare, though the heat he
had for Zhao made the glare he gave Sokka seem weak and lifeless. Sokka stuck out his
tongue (because he was an adult and in times of stress and panic you don’t revert to acting
like a child) before returning his expression to a fake smirk.

When Zhao was satisfied with the metal’s temperature he handed the rod back to Sokka,
which was interesting that Zhao wasn’t afraid that Sokka wouldn’t turn around and use the
hot rod against him. He wondered how long the rod would actually stay hot enough to burn
someone, and if he could use something like it to escape?

Sokka tried to sneakily glance around the room as he approached Zuko. After taking in the
entire room, Sokka decided that trying anything right now would be extremely foolish and
probably end in his death, but it was a nice random thought.

Sokka pushed the hot metal up against Zuko’s chest once again, a few fingers length under
the original burn, which looked angry and hot. The next burn he did was on Zuko’s arm,
Sokka only burned the front of his body. He was too scared to see what Zuko’s back might
look like, and he just couldn’t handle anymore suffering right now.



Zhao continued to heat up the metal rod and Sokka had to continue to hold it against Zuko’s
skin… again… and again… and again… until Sokka was sure that he would never be able to
smell anything ever again, except burning flesh.

Finally, Zuko looked as if he were going to pass out, his neck and top of his heaving chest
were flushed and his eyes were struggling to stay open. The 6 new burns across his body
looked bloody and puffy, Sokka was sure they had to hurt to the point where they throbbed.
Sokka’s own hand was throbbing with phantom pains from the time Zhao boiled his own
flesh.

Zuko’s eyes were doing the rolling thing they did when he was going to pass out, Sokka had
watched it happen once already. Zhao approached Zuko and Sokka held his breath when the
man reached out and grabbed a fist full of Zuko’s hair, ripping it away from the guard and
hoisted the fire bender’s face uncomfortably close to Zhao’s own face.

Speaking just above a whisper, Sokka could hear the threat clear as day.

“Don’t let me catch you again, Zuko, or this will seem like a pleasant memory.”

With a rough snap of his wrist, Zhao ripped his hand out of Zuko’s hair, letting the boy’s head
drop forward. Sokka slowly released the stress-induced-death-grip he had on the handle of
the metal rod. Zhao stared down at Zuko, for what Sokka felt like was an uncomfortably long
amount of time, before the man turned towards him and nodded.

“You’re dismissed, Water Tribe, but let me want you - if I find out you even breathe the word
‘escape’, I will string you up in front of the entire prison camp and let each guard on duty
take a turn whipping you. Ara doesn’t have enough salve in her possession to help you after
something like that. Now get back to your work assignment before I decide you’re in need of
punishment as well.”

Sokka didn’t mean to drop the thing, but the weakness he felt in his arms made his fingers
numb... which caused the metal rod to roll right out of his grip. Not even waiting to see if
there would be any repercussions for that, Sokka turned and moved as calmly but as quickly
as he possibly could out of Zhao’s cabin. Sokka kept his head down and his eyes on the
ground the entire time he hustled his way down those three stupid steps and headed in the
direction of the kitchen.

His heart rate had been out of control almost the entire time he was in Zhao’s presence, the
stress had taken its toll on his chest, causing a deep ache. Sokka’s body slowed, his heart rate
was running rampid again and he couldn’t seem to get control over the ache that carved it’s
home deep inside his ribs.

Slowing down even further, Sokka began to feel dizzy, the colors of the world swirled
together as his vision began to blur. Sokka saw a bleary image in front of him, someone
rushing towards him, his knees hit the dirt.

Hands were on his shoulders, soft, delicate fingers and big green eyes blinked down at him,
right before Sokka felt the darkness creep over his world.



- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“Sokka.”

What?

“Sokka, you have to get up.”

I don’t wanna…

“Sokka.”

There was a shaking that began rattling his unconscious world until it broke open and the
light of reality shone brightly in his eyes. Sokka sat up slowly, there was a small, sharp pain
in the back of his head from where his skull connected with the ground.

Other than that, the ache in his chest had lifted and the beating of his heart had slowed back
down to what he considered an appropriate pace.

Opening his eyes further he realized the sun was brighter than blinding, blinking his eyes,
Sokka lifted an arm to block the light from his sensitive vision. Peering through the pain, he
saw Ara sitting on her knees next to him, her beautiful pale face was twisted into a concerned
expression.

“Come on Sokka, you can’t just lay here, if one of the guards sees you outside of your work
assignment they are going to punish you. Now get up!” She pushed his shoulders with some
force, urging him to stand to his feet.

Sokka complied with her request and slowly staggered to his feet, swaying from the light
headedness he felt.

“Sorry... I don’t know what happened…”

In all honesty, Sokka really didn’t know what happened. One minute he was free from Zhao,
and the next moment his chest felt like it was collapsing into itself and then he must have
passed out.

“I looked you over and didn’t see any new injuries, what happened? Why aren’t you at your
work assignment? Did you just come from Zhao’s cabin?”

Ara’s tone was different than usual, her soft voice carried a certain edge, coating her words in
a very ‘not-at-all-like-Ara’ vibe. She was always so steadfast with her approach to things and
the slightly frantic tone in her voice didn’t sit well with Sokka. Her dark hair was loose today,
the silky strands fell over her shoulder as she tucked them back behind her ear. Her big green
eyes were as beautiful as always, her long eyelashes dusting her cheeks with every blink.

Once on his feet again, Ara offered him her arm (which he more than happily accepted) and
locked herself in next to Sokka, allowing him to lean some of his weight on her for the first
few steps towards the kitchen.



They walked in silence for a few strides before Ara broke into it with another, more
unexpected question.

“So... How do you like working in the kitchen? I know we talked about you switching jobs
but I don’t remember us talking about how you were enjoying the transition. How do you like
working with Chang?”

Her voice was back to her usual tone, soft, sweet and full of kindness. Her smile was
radiating good feelings into Sokka’s chest, his heart always fluttering at the sight of her thin,
soft lips pulled back in her signature side smile.

“I love it.” He answered. “But honestly, I would probably like scooping komodo-rhino poop
more than I liked being down in the coal mine.” Sokka gave a short half laugh and felt his
cheeks crimson with embarrassment when he heard his joke fall flat. He attempted to correct
himself.

“So.. uh, yeah Chang is the best, I like him a lot. It’s going great for the most part.”

Ara nodded as she listened to him talk, her eyes facing forward as the kitchen came into view.
It wasn’t too far from Zhao’s cabin, just across the L and behind the mess hall. Ara seemed to
slow down slightly.

“That’s so good Sokka… but I have to know... what were you doing coming out of Zhao’s
cabin? I mean, you don’t look like you were interrogated, so I am just a little, curious.”

Her voice did a weird thing at the end of her sentence, almost like a stumble. Sokka knew
there was more to Ara’s question, but he also knew better than to ask. Ara was a gentle and
sweet girl, like Katara, but also like his sister, she carried a wicked temper and did not like to
be questioned.

Sokka knew he had to answer Ara carefully, because as soon as Zuko’s name came into their
air she would get all huffy, like she always did, and say nasty things about him until she
changed the subject and everyone dropped whatever it was they were discussing. So Sokka
knew better than to poke the polar-leopard, it’s a great way to get your finger bit off.

“Yeah, he actually just wanted to talk about my work assignment, and how everything was
going.”

Lie, lie, lie, lie, lie.

No! Not a complete lie, a partial lie, there was some truth to it.

Ara’s brow creased a single line in between her eyebrows, her chest heaved upward as she
took a deep breath and let out a long exhale.

“Well, that’s odd. Do you know why he would ask you that? What are you doing... exactly, in
the kitchen?”

“I’m just drying dishes, it's no big deal, really. I don’t know why he wanted to know, but as
you can see, I am injury free.” Sokka smiled at the rhyme.



Ara seemed to trust his answer, which made Sokka feel a sharp sting of guilt. She liked him,
and she looked out for him… she only asked a few simple things from him and here he was
lying to her. The girl who picked him up out of the dirt the first day he arrived and treated his
injuries without knowing anything about him except that he was a skinny kid who needed
help.

She didn’t deserve to be lied to, and if he wanted her help escaping, it was time she knew that
he was getting close to coming up with an actual plan and he wanted her to come with him.
Sokka glanced over at Ara, he could see her mind working while her green eyes stayed
planted firmly in front of them.

The kitchen was getting close and the guilt Sokka felt from intentionally hiding things from
Ara was beginning to gnaw at his already tender stomach. The knots he was carrying around
in his gut from today’s events made him wonder if he would ever be able to eat again.

Now, with Ara right here, he felt like he needed to tell her the truth to try and alleviate some
of the guilt he was carrying.

To Sokka’s surprise, Ara led him towards the back of the kitchen, even though it was against
the rules for prisoners to enter their work assignment through the back. All entries and exits
must be made through the front door. The only time the back door was used was when they
went outside to clean their apron before hanging them to dry.

Sokka stopped and turned to look at Ara, he decided to come clean about everything.

“Uh, I um… Ara I just wanted –“

He was interrupted by a very-loud and very-familiar voice. “WATER FUCKING TRIBE!
WHERE THE FUCK HAVE YOU BEEN?!”

Both Ara and Sokka snapped their head sharply to see Chang wiping his hands off on his
apron, which was the first red flag. Chang had an apron on, which meant he might actually be
doing some kind of work.

Sokka watched the man cross his arms over his gut, his eyes fixed on the two prisoners
standing a few meters away. Ara broke away from Sokka and stepped towards Chang, she
pulled her smile bigger and gave the man a happy wave.

“Hi, Chang!”

“Shut up, Ara!” Chang held up one hand at the same time he shook his head in annoyance.
“That is my dishwasher you are keeping from me! He is hours late to his shift and when I
finally decide to try and figure out what happened to him, I find him out back with you! You
need to go somewhere girl, before I find somewhere for you to go. You, Water Tribe, you
better have a good fucking reason, get your ass inside – NOW!”

Sokka shrugged at Ara before quickly moving himself through the back door, his arm hairs
standing on edge as he slid past Chang. The cook seemed extra annoyed today and Sokka
was sure that he and Zuko not coming to work was probably a big reason for that.



As soon as Sokka was through the back door, a heavy hand landed on his shoulder and
stopped him short. Chang managed to single-handedly-spin Sokka around to face him. The
man looked down at him and he looked very… worried?

Where Sokka expected anger and frustration, he only saw worry and compassion, Chang’s
eyes trailing over him slowly, probably looking for injuries.

“I’m not hurt.”

“Well that’s fucking good. Come with me, to my office.”

Sokka looked over at the sink line to see two prisoners he didn’t recognize standing where he
and Zuko usually stood. Sokka followed Chang to his office door and waited for the man to
unlock it. Once the door was unlocked Chang held it open for Sokka to enter first.

If Sokka was a wiser man, he wouldn’t have shown any weakness, he would have walked
into that situation and looked for a way to exploit the enemy.

But Sokka wasn’t a man, he clearly recognized that now, after everything that has happened
to him, he knew he was still a scared boy... he was so fucking scared. Sokka’s eyes welled
with tears and the salty streams began running down his face before Chang even got the door
shut.

Collapsing on the floor, Sokka wrapped his arms around himself and sobbed, his fingers
gripping the prison tunic’s rough fabric until his knuckles turned white. It was all too much,
he couldn’t handle this anymore, this couldn’t be his life. He couldn’t do this forever, his
insides felt like jelly after everything he had to do to Zuko today.

Fuck… Zuko. Sokka’s sobs carried added weight when he thought about the wide gold eyes
watching him approach with that fucking hot metal... he couldnt shake the amount of
pressure and time it took to melt his skin... and the fucking awful smell that he couldn’t rid
his nostrils of.

Sokka wasn’t sure how long he sobbed on Chang’s floor, or when he fell asleep. But when
Sokka finally opened his eyes, the office was dimly lit, the only real light was from the
flickering lantern resting on Chang’s desk. Sitting up slowly, Sokka tried to blink the sleepy
coating of haze out of his eyes. Standing up, he saw Chang working over an open scroll on
his desk.

The man looked up when Sokka’s standing form came into view, he looked the boy over and
snorted a deep laugh.

“You look like fucking shit, kid. How do you feel?”

Sokka rubbed his eyes, his vision finally clearing as he stretched his arms up above his head.
“I feel like I cried for hours and then fell asleep on the cold, hard, metal office floor and just
woke up.”

Chang chuckled, “funny, I forgot that’s why the Avatar kept you around, the jokes.”



Sokka decided not to argue that point, he was too delirious from his long-ass-nap to get
involved in any witty banter.

“Yeah, yeah.” Was the only response he gave Chang. There was a lapse of silence before
Chang spoke again.

“Whatever happened kid... I don’t want to hear about it. I gave you a safe place to deal with
it, but in return I want you to leave whatever it is outside of here and come to work tomorrow
and do your fucking job. Do you understand?”

Sokka just nodded that he understood and Chang gave him a single head nod in response.
The man then gave him a ‘go away’ hand motion and Sokka took his leave. The sun was low
enough in the sky for him to have to rush into his cabin, suffering another day with no shower
and now no food - though for the first time in his life, he really wasn’t hungry.

Even with the long-ass-nap he took earlier, his body surprisingly accepted sleep with very
little fight.

The last thing to float through Sokka’s mind was surprisingly his sister. He usually tried not
to think about her, pushing any thought of her out of his head as quickly as he could. But here
in the darkness, with his mind wrapped thick in a layer of emotional vulnerability, he let her
face slip into his mind.

Sokka felt the silent tears run down from the corners of his eyes, the darkness hiding his
weakness from the other prisoners.

Wherever you are Katara, I hope you are safe and you never have to endure anything like
this. I love you, I miss you.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka was at the sink surprisingly early, at first light he went to the bathhouse and was very
pleased with how empty it was. Perhaps before the butt-crack-of-dawn would be his new
shower time, he was done and changed with food in his belly all before the sun was
completely up and over the horizon.

Sokka wasn’t sure if he should fill Zuko’s sink (or the replacement prisoner Chang selected to
work today’s sink) with warm, fuck - scratch that, with cold soapy water. Sokka was focused
on fidgeting with the impossibly fucked up knot on his apron, when someone slid into the
dishwashing spot next to him. Sokka looked up and his jaw dropped.

Zuko stood in front of the empty basin, tying the apron string around his waist a few times
before pulling the ends together in a half-assed knot. After he was satisfied with the knot,
Zuko turned and looked at Sokka and gave a small, awkward wave.

“Uh, hi.”

Sokka blinked himself back into the present moment, his mind was desperately trying to pull
him back into the darkness... where he was watching Zuko’s skin boil under the burning rod



he held against him. Shaking his head vigorously, Sokka snapped his jaw shut, only to open it
once again. The words just started tumbling out of his mouth and before he knew it the sorrys
were crashing into Zuko in one massive wave of emotion.

“I‘m so sorry Zuko, I’m so fucking sorry man… I would never have done that stuff to you…
fuck. Fuck, I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry Zuko… Are you ok? I just can’t believe I did that to
you… I am so so so sorry…”

Sokka realized his breathing had increased, and his heart was starting to beat too fast again,
he tried to follow his breathing exercise and took a few deep breaths to try to regain his
control. He stared at Zuko, waiting for the other boy’s blank expression to reveal some kind
of truth to how he was feeling about everything.

Out of all the things Sokka might have been expecting, he did not expect the fire bender to
furrow his brow and glare at him. Ok... so maybe he expected that, but he didn’t expect him
to say -

“Sorry, for what?”

Sokka’s jaw dropped again, this time he let the slack bottom jaw hang there like an idiot,
because what the fuck was wrong with Zuko? Did he not remember everything that happened
yesterday? Was there another Zuko running around that was caned and burned less than a full
day ago?!

“Zuko… Prison- uh… I mean, pal. I mean… I just can’t believe what happened yesterday. I
honestly didn’t expect to see you here today, you kind of went through a lot yesterday, don’t
you need some rest?”

Sokka wished that Zuko was easier to read, he thought even his mom would have a hard time
getting a read on the expressionless ex-prince. His eyes stayed neutral and cold, with only
small flashes of other emotions that appeared every now and then, usually too fast for Sokka
to catch.

Zuko shifted his weight from one foot to another, in a nervous kind of way. “Sorry… I uh,
worried you?”

Worried? Sokka almost scoffed, but something stopped him, because yeah – he was fucking
worried. Even though Zuko wasn’t his ‘friend’... but fuck it, he was helping him try to escape
and he wasn’t that awful… all the time.

“Yeah, I was worried. Ok? It was my first time torturing someone and it was very
traumatizing leaving you there and not knowing if you were ok or not.”

Zuko seemed to find whatever part of what Sokka said funny because a small smirk appeared
on his lips, he quickly corrected it and turned his attention back to the water that was pouring
into the large basin.

“Well… you did really fucking good Wat- Sokka. You did everything exactly right, I was
surprised. Uh.. no offense.”



Sokka smiled, even though it was an awful scenario, at least Sokka didn’t fuck it up worse
than it was already fucked. Plus Zuko just stopped himself from calling him Water Tribe and
called him Sokka instead - win.

“So… you’re not mad at me for all that, uh, torture stuff I did to you?”

Zuko shut off the water and frowned at Sokka, dunking his once again chained together arms
into the water as he sighed, in an annoyed kind of way.

“No, I’m not fucking mad at you. Zhao was just trying to play games, like he always is, who
the fuck knows if he actually knows anything. There isn’t even a plan so he can’t know about
something that doesn’t exist. Fuck Zhao.”

Sokka smiled again, staring at Zuko, the other boy finally looked over at him before stepping
away from the sink and motioning his head towards the water for Sokka to ‘check it out’.

Sokka knew what was happening and his body instantly stepped to where Zuko had been
standing and dunked his arms into the sink almost shoulder length as he tried to fully
immerse himself in the watery-warmth-goodness.

“When fire bending is used for good instead of evil it is soooo much better, please Zuko...
create warmth, not war.”

Zuko scoffed, but Sokka pretended it was a laugh, maybe a full body one with shaking
shoulders and a wide grin. He couldn’t imagine a full body laugh and Zuko in the same room,
both ideas were too opposite.

“Alright, enough. Move” Zuko’s words alone moved Sokka back to his spot, soaking up the
final warmth from the water that was rapidly cooling against his dark skin. Using the clean
towel, Sokka dried off his arms and looked over at Zuko who had begun to wash the first of
the dishes.

“Thanks, Zuko.”

Zuko made some kind of grunt noise in response and for the first half of the day Sokka and
Zuko worked in silence. It probably stemmed from the looming fear that someone was
watching them and reporting their movements back to Zhao.

Sokka decided that after hours of looking around at every inch of where they were stationed,
accompanied by the fact that they were in a pretty small space between the kitchen area and
the back wall. There was no place for anyone to hide. It just didn’t seem possible that
someone was spying on them.

Zhao had to have been lying, it was the only logical choice.

After the morning turned into afternoon, which then turned into late afternoon, Sokka finally
finished analyzing the room and all the possibilities of how someone could be listening in on
them and deemed it safe to discuss things with Zuko.



“I think Zhao was bluffing, I have spent all day looking around this entire place to see if there
was a place for someone to hide and spy on us and I just can’t find anything, I seriously think
he was lying about knowing anything.”

“Probably was.”

“So we need to talk about our next move.”

“I agree, first I have something for you.”

Sokka wasn’t sure if he heard Zuko correctly, but the other boy looked around, very sneakily,
before pulling out a rolled up piece of parchment he had hiding in his waistband and handing
it to Sokka.

The first thing that Sokka noticed was the roll of parchment was warm and it was amazing. It
took a level of will-power Sokka didn’t even know he had to not rub the little warm bundle
against his face.

But that would be really fucking weird.

“What is this?” He finally asked after he chased away the weird thoughts he had about the
warm pants parchment.

“Uh, it’s what you asked for, plus a few other blueprints of different buildings, to help with
uh, whatever.”

Sokka’s eyes went wide as he scrambled to unroll the small bundle, which was actually
smaller pieces of parchment rolled together. The top piece was a complete drawing of the
coal burning generator set up, including the smaller details Sokka might have asked about. It
was much more effective than having a casual conversation about it. Sokka flipped through a
few other of the parchment pieces to see simple, but specific drawings of the guards cabin,
Zhao’s cabin and the infirmary.

“How… what… um, Zuko. How did you get these?”

“I drew them?”

“How?”

“With coal?”

“How do you have coal?”

“How do you not have coal? Didn’t you work in the mine?”

Sokka rubbed his eyes, what was this conversation?

“Ok, so you drew these, I will admit that is impressive, but how did you get the schematics
for the generator? I thought you got caught?”



Zuko frowned, “I didn’t get caught they were waiting for me to leave my cabin. I didn’t even
make it out the door before they were on me.”

Sokka smirked, “I dunno, it still sounds like you got caught.”

“It’s not caught, it was ambushed.”

“Ambushed... and then caught.”

“Whatever…”

“Ok, ok, I’m sorry, you don’t deserve for me to nag you because seriously, you did a nice
job.”

Sokka was surprised to see Zuko flush and scrub his dish a little harder, Sokka wondered the
last time the other boy received an actual compliment. He certainly didn’t get any in here,
unless it was in a weird way that was probably for unpleasant reasons.

The thought hit Sokka like a heavy boulder dropped directly on his head. “Wait…. Did you
sneak out last night?”

“Well, yeah, I thought we just established that.”

“What the actual fuck Zuko!? What if you had been caught?! They would have killed you!”

“But... I didn’t get caught.”

“That doesn’t matter!”

“Apparently it does, because you claim I was caught, even though I was ambushed, but if
people aren’t sitting there waiting for me, then I wont get caught.”

The seriousness in Zuko’s voice made Sokka realize that though he was poking fun at Zuko
for getting caught, Zuko actually took it very seriously. He was proud of his secret Blue Spirit
abilities and didn’t want to be discredited for what he felt like was an ‘ambush’. Sokka
decided to just leave it alone for now, maybe come back to it later if Zuko got too quiet, or
too grumpy.

“Ok, sorry! You weren’t caught, you were ambushed. So, what? You go out… literally the
next night and risk your life to get me the information? I have to say... I am angry at your
reckless behavior, but I am also impressed by the information you gathered. You did all this
in one night?”

“No, I only went to the generator last night, these other ones I did a while ago, I just saved
them.”

Sokka flipped one of Zuko’s parchment pieces over in his hand, he saw the faint numbers
followed by words clearly written on the back. Sokka stared closely at the words, reading
them silently to himself he burst out in a hearty laugh, immediately bringing his voice down,
trying to hush his laughter.



“Oh shit, Zuko, did you use the back of the list of rules?!”

“Yeah. It was the only parchment I had at the time.”

“Clever, just… if you got caught with this… damn, you would get in so much trouble.”

“Well yeah, that’s why I waited until the end of the day to give it to you. Hide it somewhere
in the kitchen and that way neither of us will get caught with it.”

Sokka’s brain skidded to a stop and demanded to go back over what Zuko just said... ”That’s
why I waited until the end of the day to give it to you.”

So what Zuko was saying, if Sokka was understanding it correctly… was that he
acknowledged the risk and took precautions to try and keep Sokka from getting caught with
the contraband drawings. He was surprised, but also… he wasn’t. Zuko had crazy intense
loyalties, Sokka knew this from all the wonderful time they had to bond before they were
washing dishes next to each other in a prison camp.

Now, that loyalty was directed at him and Zuko was using all the qualities that Sokka always
found aggravating and exhausting, to completely back him up. Seeing those qualities in a
new light brought Sokka relief knowing that Zuko was fighting on his side… for now at least.
He could appreciate Zuko’s headstrong recklessness when it was being used for good, instead
of capturing Aang.

He still didn’t trust him completely, and who knows how things could change in the future.
But for now, Zuko was helping him try to escape and he had some crazy cool Blue Spirit
skills that would help tremendously with that.

“Damn Zuko, with all your Blue Spirit-ness, how come you haven’t successfully broken out
of here yet?”

Sokka saw out of the corner of his eye, Zuko stopped washing his dish and exhaled loudly...
but also could have been a groan, Sokka wasn’t sure.

“I can do all the things needed done to make a plan happen… but I am not good at coming up
with the plan itself. All my plans don’t end… uh… well, as I am sure you have noticed in our
time spent together, uh - before we were here.”

Sokka snickered, because he could think on multiple occasions that the ex-fire prince was
being thrown through the air by Aang and one of his classic air bending blasts. But this was
no time for thoughts of innocent, happy, wonderful Aang (who he found himself missing a lot
more than he thought he would). This was a time for escape plans.

“Yeah, you lost... a lot.”

“That’s because I am not good at plans.” Zuko managed to mutter through his grit teeth.
Sokka got the impression Zuko spent a lot of his life defending himself, he seemed resistant
to criticism, even in a joking manner.



“Alright, well… how about this? I will come up with the plan and I will exploit all of your
secret skills and implement them into my idea and all you will have to worry about is
following the instructions. Sounds easy enough?”

Zuko looked over at Sokka, they caught eyes before Sokka could turn away fast enough.
There was a hint of something in Zuko’s eyes, something that was softer, but it was gone as
quickly as it appeared.

“That, uh, sounds good. As long as we get out of here, I don’t care what it takes.”

Sokka felt another sting of guilt, this time because of what he did to Zuko and how he might
be suffering because of the choices that Sokka made yesterday morning.

Yeah, Zuko was happy with how things turned out, but it didn’t change the fact that Sokka
had beat and burned the boy standing next to him. The worst part was the lack of
acknowledgement that Zuko gave the whole situation.

But that might just be the way Zuko coped with everything, so Sokka decided to leave the
topic alone and if Zuko decided to bring it up, he would gladly keep apologizing.

“Oh, we are going to get out of here. I can feel it.” Looking down at the drawing of the
generator, Sokka felt a strong burst of confidence for the first time in all these weeks.

“Well good, but feel it faster... because now that Zhao found a new game, he will want to play
it a few more times. So I’d rather get out of here before our next round.”

Sokka shuddered at the thought of what would happen the next time he, Zuko and Zhao were
all in a room together. He would like to live the rest of his life and never get the answer to
that question. Sokka knew he would have to come up with something fast, but it also had to
be an extremely well thought out plan that would guarantee they’re escape. If not, he could
end up leading everyone straight to their death.

Sokka could feel the pressure, but he always performed well under pressure.

It was game time and Sokka was finally playing.
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Leaving It All Behind
Chapter 11: Moving On

The day the Fire Nation raided Katara’s village and took her mother from her, was the first
time she ever felt a piece of her heart die.

The second time, was when her and her brother stood on the highest ledge at the edge of their
village and watched their father’s fleet disappear into the horizon, too soon after their
mothers death.

She will never forget the way Sokka’s smeared warrior paint stained her favorite parka after
he buried his face deep into the polar-dog fur lining her hood. She never teased him about the
sobs that racked his tiny chest as they watched their only remaining parent sail away from
them.

The third time a piece of her heart died, was the day she left the Northern Water Tribe,
delivering the final blow to her already crumbling emotional state. Katara would never forget
the way it felt when the deep familiar agony returned after she turned away from the search
for her missing brother.

She had spent the last 2 moon cycles searching every possible place that Sokka might have
been trapped, or where his… body… might have fallen. Katara and every other able bodied
water bender helped her scour the waters surrounding the Fire Nation wreckage.

Every evening, when the sun began to slowly descend behind the ice mountains, off in the
distant tundra, and the wind chill would dip below freezing, Katara’s heart would crack a
little further when they came up empty handed.

In her soul, she knew her brother was alive, she could feel him, in an unexplainable way…
Aang said he understood, he said he felt that way about the Air Nomads, which was not the
right thing to say. The Air Nomads were all dead, killed by the Fire Nation… her brother
was… he was…. alive. Somewhere.

Poor Aang, he was relentless in his efforts to be there for her in any way that he could. His
once sparkling grey eyes dimmed, the dark circles from the sleepless nights nestled
underneath them. The guilt she knew he felt was overwhelming him at night, he would wake
up several times, accompanied by panting breaths and cold sweats.

Katara always pretended like she didn’t hear him.

She was battling her own nightmares. The kind of where she stood out on an empty field of
ice, the snowy wind whipping around her like an angry spirit, howling and cursing her name.
Her hair was loose, the long brown strands twirled behind her as she used her arm to shield
her eyes in an effort to peer through the pelting sleet.



She could see the faint outline of a figure in the distance.

Katara would take a step forward, her boots felt too heavy as they dragged across the ice,
creating a small path in the snow that was slowly rising to her ankles. Her body felt stiff, as if
she were slowly freezing.

Through it all, she pushed on, ignoring the numbing cold as she tried to take a second step.
At this point, it was a struggle to even move her legs, the snow had now risen to her knees.

Katara would remember squinting her eyes, trying her best to see out in the distance at the
figure in blue. The outline of a man – no, a boy… He was about her brother’s height, thin…

“Sokka!” She would call out to him.

“Sokka!”

“Sokka!”

She would scream his name, her shrill voice filled with desperation, lost in the turmoil of the
skies. The boy never moved from where he stood... off in the distance. He never answers her
calls, no matter how much she pleads and cries… she never even finds out if it’s reallyhim.
Every time she has the dream she wakes up whispering his name and feeling a little bit more
hollow than before.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Master Pakku approached her in the early morning of the day after the newest moon cycle
began. Katara had honestly lost count of the days at this point, her mind only left the search
for her brother to bathe, eat and sleep. If it wasn’t one of those 3 things, then Katara was out
searching, completely consumed by the need to know what happened to Sokka. Her
desperation could be compared to the way a mother would search for her missing child.

When Katara saw Master Pakku gesture for her to sit with him, she knew what type of
conversation he wanted to have. Everyone had been walking on eggshells around her, mostly
because her temper was hard to control these days. But Katara knew the day was coming
when someone, would say something to her about it.

Master Pakku was not a man of many kind words, he preferred his method of delivery to be
upfront and honest, saving his compliments for truly deserving moments. His eyes were
always cold, like his frozen element, the wrinkles of time etched into his forehead and around
his eyes.

Surprisingly, in the morning light, Katara thought he looked warm and inviting – maybe it
was because she was the cold one now.

Katara hesitated, she didn’t want to have a late start today, searching for Sokka, but
ultimately she respected her master’s invitation to sit with him. So with an exhausted huff she
sat, her body language withdrew as her arms crossed tightly over her chest in a defensive
gesture.



Pakku started into the conversation slowly, she was surprised at the gentleness he was using
with her, but as the conversation moved into more uneasy waters, Katara could see his cold,
serious demeanor return.

They were at war he said, and people die during times of war... he made sure to clarify that
he wasn’t implying that Sokka was dead, but that there were people, right now, dying because
of the war. The world’s last hope was here, in the North, almost having completely mastered
water bending, waiting for her. It was well past time for Aang to move on with his journey
and begin mastering earth bending. In order to do that he would need to head to the Earth
Kingdom.

Pakku made an attempt to place a hand on her shoulder, meant to be a gesture of comfort, but
his unfamiliarity to gestures as such, made the experience awkward and cold. Never-the-less,
he made sure his words were clear and that she understood.

The Avatar was to leave the Northern Water Tribe and head straight to Omashu to learn
earth bending from King Bumi. There would be no more time to waste in the search for
Sokka, if Katara wished to continue her search then she was more than welcome to stay. But
Aang would be leaving, with or without her.

He informed her about his communications with General Fong and his eagerness to assist
them in their efforts to use the Avatar to end the war. He was originally supposed to escort
Aang and his group to Omashu, but because of the extra time Aang insisted they spend in the
city, searching for Sokka, the General was forced to move his troops further into the Earth
Kingdom after hearing about Fire Nation troop movement towards Omashu. The General was
planning to meet them outside the city and would provide escort from there.

Katara didn’t feel any guilt for messing up the general’s plans, she would have made the
same decisions over and over again if given the chance….

If given the chance to do it over… She would never let Sokka out of her sight.

Her eyes began to well with heavy tears, she reached up her hand and delicately pulled the
droplets from her eyes before throwing them to the icy floor. Master Pakku seemed to think
her tears were a result of what he shared about Aang leaving. When the reality was that her
tears were for her brother and how she failed to protect him and now she was having to
decide if she would abandon hope or not.

“I know this is a difficult situation, Katara, but these are the types of sacrifices that have to be
made during war. It’s the type of sacrifice that your brother made after he received Chief
Arnook’s mark, he made his choice, now it’s time you made yours.”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Katara did make her choice, as much as it broke her inside, she made the choice to leave with
Aang and continue their journey to end the war. There was a relentless drive inside of her to
help put an end to the suffering, to keep anyone else from feeling the utter hopelessness that
she felt after experiencing so much loss. The only way to do that would be to defeat Fire
Lord Ozai and end the war.



The day before their departure they were called into a council meeting with the elders, who
insisted they needed someone older to accompany them on their journey. Someone who was
skilled with reading maps and would be an experienced hunter, so they would not risk
starvation while traveling.

But Katara refused, she would not allow these men, these strangers put some other Water
Tribe boy in their group to replace Sokka. She assured them that she was more than capable
of reading a map and with her water bending she could catch fish, anywhere and Aang didn’t
even eat meat.

With Aang’s support, Katara was successful in derailing the idea of someone replacing
Sokka. Though Aang did express he liked the idea of having another person to help them out
on their journey… but Katara insisted they would be in Omashu within the week, so it would
be alright with just the two of them.

Aang agreed and they were packed and ready to leave bright and early the next morning.
Some of the members of the Northern Water Tribe had already left for the Southern Water
Tribe to help them rebuild. Pakku decided to stay behind to make sure that Aang and Katara
made it on their way alright. He prepared his own vessel as they all bid their farewells, Katara
was happy that she was able to keep her tears away this time.

When he gave her the spirit water as a farewell gift, she gave him a hug with a muffled thank
you into his parka.

It wasn’t until she was sitting in Appa’s saddle that the tears erupted and her shoulders shook
violently from the heavy sobs heaving through her chest. Aang took Appa into the air, letting
the wind drown out Katara’s crying, giving her the privacy she needed to let go.

Her blurry eyes watched the ice kingdom fade away as they soared higher through the clouds.
She said a silent prayer to Tui & La, begging them to keep Sokka safe, wherever he was. She
prayed he was thinking about her as much as she thought about him, she wanted him to know
that she would never give up on him.

She would never stop thinking about him, she would never stop looking for him, and after
Aang defeated the Fire Lord she was going back to the city and continuing her search.

She would never give up on her brother.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“What... is that?”

“It’s Appa!”

“What’s Appa?”

“The bison? You know, the one we fly on?”

“It has a name?”



“It is a HE, and yes, HE does have a name, his name is Appa.”

“Well… This, Appa, doesn’t look anything like the real Appa. Where is his head?”

“It’s right here, duh.”

“Oh… then what are these things?”

“Legs…”

“Hm.”

Sokka frowned, holding the small piece of parchment out in front of him, he studied the
crude drawing he did of his buddy, Appa. Zuko was kind enough to give him some
parchment and a small piece of coal that he had heated into charcoal a few days ago.

At first, Sokka was using the small bits of parchment for strictly-escape-plan-business-only,
but then he was lonely one afternoon, and he was feeling especially reminiscent of his days
flying free on Appa. So after dinner, he laid in bed and decided to sketch his good pal Appa
and show Zuko.

… who instantly destroyed any excitement Sokka once had for his Appa-sketch.

“You’re an asshole, you know that?”

He earned himself a way too familiar Zuko-grunt in response, right before he dumped another
dish, a bowl to be exact, into the rinse bin. Sokka stuck out his tongue in Zuko’s direction,
before adding the small drawing to their secret roll of parchment.

The boys had been rolling together all the information they gathered for the escape plan
together and hiding it in the kitchen. Sokka found a useless dry pipe under the rinsing bin that
connected to the outside, so he had been hiding the parchment roll in there for safe keeping.

Four days had passed since the last time he was in the same room as Zhao and as the days
carried on, Sokka noticed that Zuko would grow more fidgety and irritated. Well… more
irritated than he usually was. The more time that went by, the closer they were to having
another round with Zhao, and neither boy was looking forward to that.

Sokka was slowly learning more about his fire bender ally, and not in the normal-person-way
of having a conversation with someone and learning things, but in the sense that he was
becoming more acquainted with Zuko’s body language and facial expressions and they were
becoming easier to read.

The smile game was getting more interesting now that Zuko was growing more familiar with
him too. The guy had a weird way of deciding how much he was going to trust Sokka. But
Zuko did start to trust him more after the bending suppressants incident. Sokka was there for
Zuko when he was vulnerable, so logically, he earned him a little of the boy’s trust.

Then there was the torture. (Which was currently haunting Sokka’s nightmares, to the point
where he felt like he was seeing burning skin whenever he closed his eyes… which was



great.) After that terrible fucking incident, the next day Zuko seemed even more trusting than
he did before.

They were small, tiny, itty-bitty pieces of a much larger trust that they would need during the
escape and… after. But in ‘Zuko world’ his tiny pieces of trust were monumental deals to the
fire bender, who still barely spoke about himself or shared anything about his life. Which was
fine for now, they needed to stay focused on the escape plan anyway, it was imperative that
nothing went wrong.

Sokka was determined now, more than ever, to escape from Zhao’s torture camp, all his free
time was spent brainstorming and calculating. Sokka had to make sure he went over every
single detail and what possible outcomes every scenario could have. He couldn’t risk all the
lives he was carrying on his shoulders, if something went wrong it was his fault… the
consequences would be dire.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Afternoon rolled around and Zuko returned from his secret tea in Chang’s office.

“What do you guys do in that office everyday? Make out?”

Zuko scrunched up his face in a disgusted expression that Sokka had never seen before and
was oh-so-happy he had discovered it. Zuko’s neck also turned a little red too, which Sokka
found even more entertaining. Zuko was easy to embarrass, he hated being the bunt of a joke
or the center of any attention, even if it was just coming from Sokka.

“That’s disgusting, you pervert. No, I do not go into Chang’s office and make out with him, if
you must know.”

Sokka smirked, “well if you aren’t making out, what are you doing?”

“Drinking tea.”

“Why do you drink tea in Chang’s office… alone? Seems rather suspicious if you ask me.”

Zuko stopped washing dishes and turned to face Sokka, startling the Water Tribe boy, Zuko
had never done something like that before. Blue eyes met gold and there was a sternness in
the fire bender’s eyes as he struck his gaze deep into Sokka’s confused expression.

“Do you not trust me?” His raspy voice didn’t waver.

Sokka swallowed, licking his lips slowly as he contemplated the question. Of course, he
trusted Zuko, after everything they had been through in here, there wouldn’t be a single
reason he wouldn’t trust Zuko right now. But he trusted this Zuko, he didn’t know how to
trust the Zuko he knew before.

The angry (well more outwardly angry), shouting, Avatar chasing, ponytail swinging, Fire
Prince Zuko. He didn’t know how to trust that guy, but this Zuko – the quiet, sneaky, helpful,
map drawing, kind-of-a-decent-artist Zuko... he liked.



They were just two very different people, apparently living in one body.

“I do trust you Zuko. I was just curious is all. Do you trust me?”

Zuko seemed caught off guard by Sokka’s reverse of the ‘do you trust me’ question, Sokka
smirked even bigger because sometimes... Zuko was intelligent and sometimes... he was
straight-up-dumb.

How he hadn’t been expecting Sokka to ask him the same thing, was baffling.

Zuko seemed to be taking his time answering the question, his gold eyes trailed over Sokka’s
face in a way that made him feel uncomfortable, like Zuko was trying to look for cracks.

“Yeah, I suppose I trust you.” Zuko finally answered. “So... since I trust you I will tell you
that I go into Chang’s office once a day and he helps me with my injuries, so they don’t get
infected. I hope you are satisfied… and it was everything you hoped it would be, but
obviously don’t tell anyone.”

Sokka caught Zuko’s golden eyes just before he looked back into the sink, he made sure to
flash the fire bender a genuine smile to thank him for his honesty. Even though it didn’t seem
like a big deal to share that about Chang, Sokka knew better than to discredit the effort it took
Zuko to share the information with him.

Sokka’s smirk morphed into an actual smile as he loaded up the last of his cart and headed off
to put away his dishes.

Who would have thought, Prince Zuko and Peasant Sokka, trusting each other and practicing
honesty.

Sokka laughed to himself, how much crazier could his life possibly get at this point?

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The end of the day came quickly and tomorrow was the dreaded bending suppressant day, but
the day after would be… the escape.

Sokka was nervous, but not because of the escape plan, he felt really good about the plan. He
was nervous because he was going to tell Ara and Shen about his plans for escaping. He had
yet to decide if he would include Opal yet, she was still giving him weird vibes and usually
he wasn’t a big ‘vibe-listening’ kind of guy, but in this fucking place he would take a heads
up from anywhere he could get it.

He also… may or may not have told Zuko about involving Ara and Shen in the escape plan.

In his own defense, Shen had guard connections and Sokka needed information about their
system of shift changes and who would be on guard that night. He figured Shen, being an ex-
soldier, would have information like that, for some reason. Shen was also a trained Fire
Nation soldier, so he would know how to fight if needed, and he would be familiar with
Zhao’s strategies, which might give them an edge while they are on the run.



Who was he kidding? It wasn’t Shen he was worried about telling Zuko about, it was Ara.
Their weird don’t talk about why we hate each other thing was eating away at his curiosity
like a hungry locusts-beetle on a honey-flower. He almost couldn’t stand it anymore and was
thinking of just demanding an explanation.

Zuko was wiping down his sink, Sokka winced when he saw the raw, chaffed skin around
where the chains were rubbing against his pale skin. Sokka was excited to finally get the
chains off Zuko, he was sure it would be a huge relief to no longer carry that heavy thing
around. Not including the freedom it would finally give him to move.

Sokka cleared his throat in an awkward breaking-the-silence kind of way. “So.”

Zuko paused and glanced over at him, his one eyebrow raised a small amount.

“…so.”

“Tomorrow is bending suppressant day.”

“I guess... Chang said when I get in tomorrow he was going to help me throw up. Hopefully
that will make it so I’m not so… uh… loopy.”

Sokka smiled and whined, “but I like loopy Zuko, he is so friendly!”

He wasn’t surprised when that comment earned him a light flush, Zuko had no idea what to
do when someone complimented him. Even if it was a smart-ass compliment.

“I need to tell you something.” Zuko’s slightly rushed and elevated voice startled Sokka as
much as the words did.

Sokka paused, because he needed to tell Zuko something, not the other way around. His chest
was feeling a little fluttery from the nervousness that was creeping its way into his mind.

“Oh-kay… what do you need to tell me?”

Zuko seemed… kind of nervous too, which was feeding Sokka’s anxiety about the entire
situation. Zuko tossed the dirty dish rag in the bin and turned to face him again, his weight
shifting very lightly from the back of his heels to the ball of his foot. Sokka was about to
explode with anticipation as Zuko took his sweet-ass-time answering him.

“So… back before, I was here, when I was still chasing you guys… I heard about a prison
break, involving incredible bending, some claimed it was air bending. So naturally I thought
it was the Avatar. It was, because when I arrived at the prison rig, the entire place was
practically destroyed. The prisoners had all escaped on stolen ships and apparently two Water
Tribe kids escaped on a giant flying bison-”

Sokka nodded with a bit of annoyance because he clearly remembered the stupid Save-Haru-
Prison-Break-Plan Katara had insisted on. It’s where she lost her mother’s necklace... she
was completely devastated… Sokka found himself a little upset as well, it was all they had
left from their mom after she died. His mind wandered, for only a second, to his sister… and
the stupidly brave, stupidly selfless way she lived her life… He hoped she was being safe.



“- so when I got caught by Zhao I had the necklace on me and he took it. He likes trophies, so
he has it in his study, I think- in one of the drawers of his desk... unless he moved it already.”

Sokka paused, he must have missed an entire part of Zuko’s story because he was talking
about Zhao’s desk. Which again… how Zuko knew so much about Zhao’s cabin gave Sokka
the cold wet feeling he got when he thought about Zhao and Zuko, so he just went ahead and
pushed that thought right along.

Damn it, the one fucking time the guy tells a story and he lets his mind drift to Katara and
Zhao, so stupid.

“Wait… what necklace?”

Zuko shot him an angry-er look, “were you even listening?!”

“YES!” (NO)

“I found your sister’s betrothal necklace and Zhao took it.”

“You could have just said that… wait, was it blue with a little stone pendant?”

“Sounds right.”

“That…. That’s my mom’s necklace. She was killed in a Fire Nation raid, and that’s all we
have left of her… Katara lost it when she helped a bunch of earth benders who were being
imprisoned by the Fire Nation.”

Zuko had a weird flash of guilt in his golden irises, clear as day, Sokka wondered what the ex
Fire Nation Prince was planning on doing with the necklace that he felt so guilty about. Or…
what had he already done? Most likely something to do with capturing Aang, but with how
long Zuko has been locked up in here, the plan must not have worked.

“I uh, I didn’t know it was your mom’s necklace… and I didn’t know she was killed by the
Fire Nation. I’m sorry.”

Sokka just blinked, Zuko was continuing to surprise him. He didn’t think the other boy had
any compassion, but based on the shake in his voice and his hushed words, Zuko felt some
type of compassion for Sokka’s situation.

His mother’s death was a sadness he was accustomed to, he barely even registered the
constant ache anymore. It was all the newaches and pains he had endured recently that was
threatening to send him into a mental breakdown.

“It’s alright… I mean… At least you didn’t do anything horrible with it, so that’s a good
thing. Too bad the most evil person in the world has it now... wait, scratch that Zhao is the
second most evil person in the world, sorry, but your dad still holds the title for number one
most evil person in the world… but now fucking Zhao has it… Fuck.”

Sokka rubbed his face with his hands, before picking up the towel he was using to dry his
cart before throwing it towards the dirty towel bin. And just because the universe hated him,



he missed the bin and the stupid floppy towel fell into a pathetic heap onto the floor.

Sokka groaned before dragging his feet over to where the towel had landed, he picked up the
annoying little fucker off the ground and shoved it angrily into the dirty pile. He began
untying his apron, stealing a glance over at Zuko, he saw the boy was standing awkwardly
next to the sink with his apron in his hand, his fingers fiddled with the tie.

“I… might have done something horrible with it.”

Sokka exhaled long and slow, his face shifted into an unamused expression.

“What… Zuko, what did you do with it?”

“Remember when… with the pirates?”

“Yes, I remember the time you tied my little sister to a tree and then threatened her with a
group of dirty pirates. Yes, I remember that fun night very clearly.”

“Yeah so… I might have um, dangled the necklace in front of her. But that was it, nothing
else, just a little um… dangling, and some light taunting.. a couple threats. I don’t remember
exactly, but I’m sure there were probably some threats.”

Sokka’s jaw dropped, but at the same time, he wasn’t surprised. Zuko did awful things, he
was an awful person… or he wasn’t really an awful person – or he was?

He was fucking confusing, that’s what he was.

“I don’t have time for this Zuko, thanks for telling me, but I don’t think I can get it back in
two days. So, maybe after the war, or something…. I’ll come back for it.”

His eyes finally met Zuko’s, he had been trying to avoid the other boy’s stare through the
entire conversation, only meeting his eyes once or twice. But as they stared at each other
Zuko did something, again, surprising – he made his fist into a ball with one hand and
straightened the palm out flat with the other. Connecting them together he pulled the gesture
closer to his stomach and gave a half bow, almost completely hiding a wince.

“I apologize for taking your dead mother’s necklace and threatening your little sister with it.
It probably… uh, wasn’t the best thing to do. Though, it did seem like a fool-proof plan at the
time.”

Sokka smirked, “it wasn’t that fool-proof if you still managed to fuck it up.” He laughed at
his own joke and as Zuko raised back into his uncomfortable looking posture, Sokka saw a
faint lip-twitch that he counted as the closest thing to a smile he has ever seen.

“Anyway pal, I appreciate the honesty and now I have to tell you something.”

Zuko’s expression instantly went back to his unreadable, stoic, kind-of-pissed-off-who-
knows-is-he-glaring? Facial expression.

“What?” Venom shot through his words, trying to poison Sokka where he stood.



“Jeez, one minute we are bowing and the next we are demanding, you are giving me
emotional whiplash.” Sokka started rubbing his neck and smirked when that got a reaction
from Zuko. “Anyway, so I know we talked about me possibly involving other people into the
plan… remember me telling you that?”

Zuko grunted, and Sokka knew he remembered because that particular conversation hadn’t
gone very well and Zuko got really frustrated and shut down the rest of the day and wouldn’t
talk to him no matter what he did.

He even threatened to find turtle-ducks out in the wild and give them awful names before he
ate them. Then Sokka spent the next hour coming up with truly terrible names for these poor
innocent turtle-ducks. Doing THAT… didn’t even get a rise out of the fire bender.

Even when he came up with some creative one’s that he was sure Zuko would protest to.

Ozai’s Fart Duck

Poop Deck Duckie.

Pony-Tail Freak Duck (Zuko almost protested to that, but he kept his mouth shut)

Zuko had an amazing ability to ignore someone, it absolutely blew Sokka out of the water
with how good he was at completely shutting down. It was kind of scary though, Sokka
would watch him sometimes as his eyes would glaze over and his motions became very
robotic. It was a concerning thing for someone to do, but what did Sokka expect? He did the
same thing in the coal mines, anyone who lived in this awful place would probably
disconnect from their lives sometimes.

Sokka understood, even though it was annoying sometimes.

“I recall.” Was all Zuko said in response. Sokka took the response as an opportunity to tread
forward, lightly.

“So… tonight, I am going to talk to Ara and Shen about the plan, alright?”

Sokka waited for some snide comment about Ara, or something to trigger Sokka to ask him
WHY he just wanted to know why they hated each other. But much to his discontent there was
no snide comment, or rude statement, Zuko just got quiet and stared at the ground.

Both boys were standing where they usually would for their work assignments but they were
facing each other, awkwardly. They both held their dirty aprons tightly in their hands, as if it
were a lifeline, keeping them from drifting away.

“Does Ara know you have been planning this… with me?”

“No, no one knows anything, except me and you… and possibly Zhao. Though... I think we
came to the conclusion that it wasn’t possible for him to know anything, so maybe not.”

Zuko’s mouth twisted to the side, his top teeth gently sliding against his bottom lip in a
weird, nervous habit. Sokka found himself staring at Zuko’s mouth until it started to move



and words began coming out, breaking Sokka’s daze.

“Ok, well, good luck with that.”

Opportunity.

“Why does Ara hate you so much?”

Zuko frowned, rolling his shoulders, his mouth formed a tight thin line, he looked a lot more
like himself now. Sokka stopped staring at his mouth.

“She’s fucking crazy, that’s why.”

Zuko turned sharply and moved hastily to the back door to finish his nightly duties, with
Sokka right behind him. Sokka hated washing his apron, the water was so cold, not like the
warm water Zuko had. Plus, the outdoor sink was not as much of a sink as it was a broken-
down, rusty, metal bin that had been welded together so many times it didn’t even have an
exact shape anymore.

The water came out of a long pipe protruding from the ground, the water shot out so fast it
was as if the water were trying to wash the skin right off your bone. Of course, the water
pressure was so great that when you did put your hands and apron under the water flow you
would inadvertently soak yourself. Every time.

Zuko turned on the water, the roaring sound made it hard for Sokka to talk over it, which was
most likely Zuko’s petty way of trying to get him to shut up.

But Sokka could hold a conversation on top of a fucking sky bison with all the wind and shit
whipping around, so take that Zuko.

Sokka raised his voice over the roaring water, turning his head so the water ricocheting off
Zuko’s hands wouldn’t pelt him in the eyes, possibly blinding him.

“So… why is she crazy?” Sokka yelled over the water.

Zuko pulled his apron back and Sokka took the opportunity to dunk his own apron in the
water, half-assing the scrubbing while he half-watched Zuko walk over and hang his own
apron on the drying line.

“She just is.” He mumbled, just loud enough for Sokka to hear.

He turned to leave, retreating from the conversation like a coward. Zuko was moving faster
than usual, Sokka hurried himself along and threw his apron over the clothes line for the next
person to hang. He knew they would be pissed, but once Zuko left the kitchen they wouldn’t
speak anymore and tomorrow he wouldn’t even be himself.

“Zuko!”

The fire bender twirled around, very inelegant-like, his brow was furrowed and his teeth grit,
the usual. He responded with the most vicious whisper Sokka has ever heard. He didn’t even



know it was possible to speak with a jaw clenched so tight.

“What!?”

“I just wanted to make sure you knew I was telling them today. Ok? After dinner. I just
wanted you to know.”

“Wanted me to know what? Do whatever you want.”

Sokka wasn’t sure where all the frustration was coming from, but whatever, Zuko knew and
that’s all he cared about.

“Alright, see ya tomorrow.”

Zuko nodded as Sokka moved past him towards the door.

“- wait.”

Sokka stopped and turned to see Zuko still standing there, the look on his face made Sokka’s
stomach tighten. He looked confused, or conflicted, like he wanted to say something... he just
didn’t know how. Zuko was such a bad communicator.

“…yes?” Sokka tapped his foot, not intentionally, just nervousness finding an outlet.

“Just… be selective… uh, who you tell. Also be careful what you share. You just… never
know. Alright?”

Sokka was surprised by the warning, but he took it seriously, especially coming from Zuko.

“I will, I won’t risk something happening, we’re getting out of here. I promise.”

Zuko nodded once in response and Sokka turned back around and headed out the door, he
inhaled deeply, taking in the smell of the late afternoon.

The Earth Kingdom had a nutty, pine smell that took Sokka some time to get used to when he
first came to the new land. Being from the South Pole, there weren’t many smells unless it
was an animal being gutted, or a collection of waste needing to be disposed of. Ice didn’t
carry a scent, not like the Earth Kingdom at least.

Sokka looked around at the other prisoners making their way into the mess hall, each of them
looked beaten down and broken. He was thankful that he wasn’t looking at his possible future
anymore when he looked at them. Sokka inhaled deeply, hoping this would be the second to
last dinner he would ever again have in this horrible place.

He lingered outside the mess hall long enough to see Zuko walk by, Sokka averted his eyes
which was unnecessary because Zuko didn’t even glance his way. He moved quickly,
avoiding the other prisoners until he slipped into his cabin and away from Sokka’s wandering
eyes.



Sokka was lingering outside of the mess hall and he wasn’t sure if it was just nervousness, or
what, but he was extremely fidgety and his heart felt like it was beating a little too fast. In-
through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth he followed the simple instructions until he felt
himself collect himself, he hated how his body reacted to his fear now. He had to figure out
how to get better control of his emotions, he couldn’t keep freaking out every time he felt a
little fear.

Puffing out his chest, Sokka was the son of Chief Hakoda of the Southern Water Tribe, he
received the mark of the wise during his ice dodging with Bato and he could do anything he
put his mind to. Standing tall, Sokka walked into the large tent, immediately making eye
contact with Shen who waved him over as Ara smiled beside him.

They were his friends, it would be ok.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“This… This could work.”

Shen rubbed his (fuzzy) chin, obviously going over the details of Sokka’s plan in his head
again, his head tilted towards the sky with a small smile on his lips. Sokka sat between Ara
and Shen, using a stick to draw out some of the details of the plan in the sand, Sokka wiped
the evidence away with his foot. The only foot that had a shoe, damn it... he really needed
another fucking shoe.

Ara had been quiet, ever since he muttered the words, escape plan Ara had not spoken a
word, and usually she was a woman of many words and opinions. Sokka turned to look at
her, he could see something in her big green eyes as she stared at the spot Sokka had just
finished dusting over.

“Are you ok, Ara?” Sokka asked, trying to be gentle. He respected Ara, but he knew that after
spending 6 years trapped in a prison for no reason, it might be difficult to imagine yourself…
free. Sokka struggled thinking about it sometimes and he has only been here for 2 moon
cycles.

The three of them sat together with their backs against the last cabin on the boy’s side, Shen
said it would be the safest place to talk about something this punishable. The guards didn’t
usually go back there much and it was a blind spot for the guard tower. It was the exact kind
of information Sokka was looking for, which is exactly why Sokka wanted to involve Shen.

This was the type of stuff an ex-soldier would know, it’s just how they operated. Shen
seemed genuinely interested in the idea of an escape, and he seemed excited about Sokka's
plan; he felt like it could possibly work. The compliment made Sokka’s chest swell with
pride, it was a pretty-fucking-awesome plan.

New plan name: Super-Fucking-Awesome-Plan. It was the perfect name for the perfect plan.

“I just don’t really know what to say right now, it’s a lot to take in.”



Ara’s voice broke up Sokka’s stupid thoughts and he smiled softly at the girl sitting next to
him, even though she was older than Sokka, in this moment with all her hesitation and the
way she sat with her knees pulled up against her chest, she seemed so young and scared.

“I know it’s a lot, and the last 6 years have been hard, but with your help we can stand a
chance when we get out of here. You have medical supplies and so much experience healing,
we could use skills like that to survive in the forest until we found the next village. You have
saved so many people during your time here, isn’t it time you saved yourself?”

Sokka impressed himself, and he knew his words resonated with Ara, she looked up at him
slowly. Her green eyes blinked a few times as she held his gaze, she leaned forward and
looked past Sokka and over at Shen.

“What do you think about the plan, Shen? Do you think it will work.. because if we get
caught...”

Shen nodded quickly, “we can’t get caught… this either works or we die. Zhao will kill us if
he catches us, or worse.”

Ara’s face seemed to pale when faced with the reality of the severity of the consequences if
they were caught. She swallowed, her smooth, thin neck muscles flexing from the movement.
Sokka tore his eyes away from Ara to look over at Shen, he figured it was time to discuss his
role in the plan, and what questions he might have.

“You’re right, we can’t get caught, which is why I wanted to ask you for your help. Both of
you, and in return, we can all escape together and finally be free of this place. Do you have
any questions so far, Shen?”

The man nodded, “a few. First off, how are you going to make the generator overheat and
explode? You won’t make it through the door and after that you’ll never generate enough heat
to get the temperature high enough, plus someone will have to remove the water source as
well.”

Sokka knew this was it, the moment. The one he was nervous about. It was time to tell them
about Zuko being… involved.

“Zuko is going to take care of that.”

Ara’s brow furrowed immediately. “Zuko? Like… ex prince Zuko?”

Sokka nodded, “the same.”

Shen sighed loudly, “come on Ara, this is something serious. Can we not have an argument
about fucking Zuko right now? Please.”

Sokka often wondered about Shen and Ara’s relationship, and how it worked, or if it was
even considered a ‘relationship’ or more of a heavy friendship. Usually, Shen followed Ara’s
orders like a well trained polar-dog… but it seemed like with the idea of escaping, Shen
suddenly found his backbone.



They all sat in an awkwardly thick silence and when Ara didn’t say anything, Shen finally
broke the silence.

“Alright, how will Zuko generate that much heat? This is the biggest part of the plan, without
this little stunt, you won't have the opportunity to follow through with the rest.”

“He can fire bend.”

Shen laughed, “of fucking course he can. Alright, well that’s a big advantage for us. My next
question, once the power is gone, how will you move the gate?”

“We won’t move the gate, we will only make them think we moved the gate.”

Shen nodded, “ok, ok, hmm… So let’s say, yes, we get out. Then what? Leaving through the
south entrance is really risky, the closest village is over 2 days walk through thick forests, not
to mention the fact that we will be hunted by the most powerful nation’s most powerful
admiral. You are clever, I will admit that, but no amount of cleverness will help us when we
are out in that forest with the Fire Nation hot on our ass.”

“I understand that, and that’s why Ara, you have a good supply of healing supplies and I
know you probably have some other useful things that we could use until we find a village.
You also know a lot about different herbs and you have extensive healing practice, you could
make a huge difference out there.”

Ara spoke up. “What happens when we find this village? Do we all just walk up, in our
prison attire, and fucking Zuko’s wrists in chains and say, ‘hi do you have any food we can
buy? Oh, wait we have no money and yes, we are wearing prison uniforms. How nice of you
to notice! Oh, yes sir, you are correct, that is the banished prince who is supposed to be dead,
please don’t call the soldiers over here I swear we are really good people.’ How long do you
think it will take us to get caught?”

Sokka huffed, she was right… but that was a bridge that Sokka wasn’t at yet, and he really
didn’t have enough time to plan out that bridge when he wasn’t sure how successfully he was
going to get across the first one.

“I haven’t gotten that far yet, I have a two day walk until I have to figure out what to do at the
far away village. Right now, I just need to know if I can count on you both, please, you both
have done so much for me, let me help you escape.”

Shen and Ara exchanged looks across Sokka, he glanced between them, hoping to pick up on
their unspoken conversation.

“Fine.” Ara spat out reluctantly. Sokka smiled, if she said it then she meant it. “I’ll come
along with you guys, but I don’t want to talk to Zuko at all. Keep him away from me.”

Sokka nodded eagerly, “I can pinky-promise you that Zuko will not speak to you and I
guarantee that he will stay far away from you.” (Sokka knew Zuko would avoid her
completely without having to be told, but she didn't need to know that.)



“Ok, well… I guess I will go and organize my stuff and get ready.” She stood slowly,
brushing off her wrinkled prison pants. She looked back down at Sokka and Shen and smiled,
it wasn’t her usual, bubbly smile but it was honest. She turned and walked across the open
area back to the women’s side of the barracks.

Shen relaxed his shoulders as soon as Ara was out of sight, “I can’t believe she is going to
come…” his voice was more of a whisper.

Sokka nodded, both boys stared up at the sky as the afternoon slipped into dusk. The dark
traces of night licked at the ends of the blue sky that refused to give up it’s spot in the day.
The night would have to be patient, they still had daylight left to enjoy.

“I’m glad she is coming, she doesn’t deserve to be here, neither of you do. But now that it’s
just us I do have some questions about some of the guards and how the shift rotations work,
do you know anything about that? Also… if I needed some specific information on the
guards working that night in certain areas, can you ask some of your guard friends…
discreetly?”

Shen nodded, “I should be able to do that, I can tell you what I know now and then tomorrow
after dinner I can give you the rest. It’ll give me a day to gather the info, the closer to the shift
the better just in case they switch it up or something, it happens sometimes.”

Sokka smiled. “Perfect, so… tell me everything you know.”

They sat there together until the darkness of night finally pushed the last of the blue sky out
of it’s way. They went over everything Shen knew about how the prison camp operated and
the different guards he knew and their weaknesses. Sokka was hoping it wouldn’t come to
having to kill anyone, but he wouldn’t let anyone stand in his way of escaping, even if it had
to result in someone’s death.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

That night, Sokka dreamed of running through a never ending forest, only to run into Zhao’s
main room in his cabin. There he saw Ara, Shen and Zuko on their knees. Zhao would repeat,
“it’s all your fault” as he slit each of their throats one by one. Saving Zuko for last, his gold
eyes glazed over like he wasn’t even there as Zhao brought the thin blade to the boy’s neck
and dug it deep into the flesh.

Sokka woke up panting, earning himself a dissatisfied groan from the guy in the bunk next to
him. After a few deep breaths, he setted back down, Sokka closed his eyes once again. He
wasn’t sure when sleep took him, but he was sure that the last thing he saw were Zuko’s
golden eyes staring into nothing.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

It wasn’t until mid afternoon the next when Sokka finally saw Zuko again. Chang already had
a temporary dishwasher set up in Zuko’s spot when Sokka made it to the kitchen the next
morning. He had almost overslept and made himself late, with a deep yawn and a heavy



rubbing of his eyes, Sokka ran his way to the kitchen. Unfortunately, he had to skip breakfast
and his shower, he even forgot one of his shoes.

His stomach was aching when it was finally time for lunch, he happily ate one of the small
pre-made meals Chang left out for the prisoners. Some of the prisoners would sit in the open
area outside of the pantry/freezer area to eat and chat, but Sokka liked to sit out back and
enjoy the sunshine and some silence.

When he returned to the sink, he saw that his pal Zuko had finally returned. Sokka found
himself rushed with relief and even smiling at the sight of his shaggy haired fire bender…
friend? Maybe… in a broody, kind of an asshole, friend-ish way.

“Zuko!”

Zuko flinched, but he turned enough to see Sokka step into his usual spot next to him. Sokka
stared at the other boy, he could see the larger than usual pupils smothering the vibrant gold
color of his eyes, the eyes that Sokka found himself growing more accustomed to as the days
went on. Zuko looked extra pale, the dark circles under his eyes looked heavy, overall he
looked like shit.

Sokka furrowed his brow, he could see the new bruises on the fire bender's neck, mostly
hidden by the prison tunic, but he could still see some of the dark spots trailing down the left
side of his neck before slipping under the scratchy grey fabric.

They were darker than the fading yellows and greens that still surrounded his neck. Sokka
found himself filled with concern and for some reason that faint tingling feeling of anger
seemed to roar up under his skin, sending his arm hairs to stand up in recognition.

“You ok, Zuko?”

The fire bender just nodded, his expression was lifeless, like someone had scooped Zuko out
of his body and put him somewhere else. He was at least washing the dishes this time, not
just dipping them in the water before sliding them into the rinsing bin.

Sokka didn’t like this, he knew Zuko was on drugs but something else was off about him, he
wondered if he was interrogated last night without Sokka there. That would explain the new
injuries and the broken down feeling Zuko was carrying around.

“Did you get interrogated by Zhao last night?”

Zuko paused, his arms shaking, he nodded yes and didn’t say another word. Sokka felt the
feeling of guilt wash over him again, Zhao must have done something horrible to Zuko if he
was this distraught about it.

“I’m sorry, can I help you somehow?” Sokka made the terrible mistake of reaching out to
touch Zuko, it was meant to be a comforting, friendly gesture. Zuko must have trusted Sokka
enough to not watch him constantly, or maybe he was so drugged he didn’t have any
awareness right now. Either way, he felt Sokka’s touch before he saw the touch coming and
Zuko reacted hard.



He flinched and threw himself back, away from Sokka, losing his balance, Zuko hit the
ground and Sokka heard the low groan come out of the crumpled person on the floor. Zuko
twitched one, probably from pain, before he went limp and made another weird agonizing
sound.

Sokka sighed and squatted down next to the boy.

“That was a bit dramatic, don't you think? Now, come on, you’re obviously hurt, I’m sorry
for touching you without permission, but in my defense… I didn’t know you’d do all this.”

Sokka tried to throw out the joke, but it fell flat. Zuko struggled to push himself up and
Sokka cursed, hoping the fall didn’t actually hurt him too badly. Sokka didn’t try to help
Zuko to his feet, he knew it was better to just keep his hands to himself at this point.

Sokka couldn’t keep his eyes to himself though, he couldn’t help but notice the neckline of
the boy’s too-big-tunic was handling loosely around his neck, giving him a full view of the
bruises trailing down the ex prince’s neck.

Sokka’s stomach turned when he saw the small welts that had been sucked into the left side
of the fire bender’s neck, they looked painful, trailing down the side of his neck before
stopping at his collar bone. Sokka quickly averted his eyes so he was no longer staring at the
other boy's exposed neck, he felt like he was invading his personal business by staring at
the… unique marks.

Swallowing down the bile that tried to make a quick escape, Sokka coughed a few times to
try and alleviate the burning in his throat. He ignored every dark thought that tried to cross
his mind. He pushed and shoved all the dark, sick things pulsating in his mind far away -
where he would deal with them… never.

Tomorrow was the escape, everything went great with Shen and Ara… and Zuko would be
fine, he always was. They would all escape from this horrible place and all their horrible
experiences would become memories that would fade with time and maybe one day slip from
their mind completely. One could only hope.

Zuko was finally on his feet and Sokka watched to make sure the boy wasn’t limping, if he
sustained an injury that bad, the plan would be in serious jeopardy. Sokka needed ‘Blue Spirit
Zuko’ and a limping Zuko would be very bad news.

To Sokka’s relief, Zuko walked just fine, well… except for the drug induced sway he carried
with him. After what seemed like forever, they finally returned to a simple rhythm of
washing and drying. Sokka felt… odd… he wasn’t sure why, but he had a cold tickling
feeling in the pit of his stomach. The feeling could be compared to a bunch of tiny, swirling
balls of icy anxious feelings, bouncing around inside his stomach.

Sokka felt the best way to deal with anxious feelings was to work through the nerves. Talking
over the plan with Zuko again, even if the boy was drugged and incoherent, would be better
than nothing.

“Do you want to go over the plan again?”



“If you want to.”

“Ok, so... what are you going to do tomorrow night?”

“Sneak around.”

“Where are you going to go?”

“The generator.”

“What happens when you get there?”

“Kill the guards.”

“Um… actually you don’t need to kill them. I spoke to Shen and he said that both guards they
put on the generator aren’t strong fighters and simply knocking them out and gagging them
will work.”

“…so… don’t kill them?”

“If you can avoid it.”

“I wasn’t going to, but I will now. Anything else.. change?”

Sokka could hear the hint of bitterness in his voice, Zuko didn’t like that he wasn’t in the
loop and now that he was under the influence, he wasn’t that good at hiding it. Sokka found it
kind of humorous.

“A few things changed, if I tell you, do you think you can remember? Or should I wait until
tomorrow?”

Zuko grunted, which in this instance, Sokka considered it a Zuko version of a laugh, maybe –
he wasn’t entirely sure yet. He was still working on learning Zuko’s wordless
communication.

“Tomorrow… Tell me tomorrow, I don’t know… talk about the South Pole or something, and
the ice-otters-umm… the ones you ride.”

Sokka smiled, stealing a glance at the fire bender who was extremely focused on holding the
soapy tray in his trembling hands.

“You mean penguin sledding?”

“Sure.”

“But I thought you didn’t like my stories.”

“Just shut up and tell me your stupid stories.”

“I can’t shut up and tell the story at the same time, Zuko.”



Zuko groaned and shook his head side to side, his dark hair tasseling back and forth before
hanging loosely in his eyes. His head tilted up and he groaned a long (very purposely
annoyed sounding) groan while mumbling something that Sokka just knew he should be
offended by.

“I don’t know what you said, but I will let you know that my Gran-Gran is a sweet old lady!”

Zuko frowned and gave Sokka an extremely confused face. “What are you talking about?”

“Nothing, never mind. So, you want to hear about the crafty art of Southern Water Tribe
penguin sledding, do you?”

Zuko groaned again, but with less angst this time. “Sure…”

Sokka smiled and spent the next hour sharing… slightly exaggerated stories of heroic rescues
on the backs of penguins and village races that got so heated they were banned. (No, they
were not banned because no one was old enough to penguin sled, or they were too old to
penguin sled. They were banned because of the vicious brutality that went along with the
penguin sledding races.)

Zuko listened quietly, like he always did. Sokka did catch his eyelids fluttering shut for a
pause before snapping back open in a startled ‘I’m awake’ kind of motion. Sokka watched
him do that a couple times before he thought it might be time for the guy to go lay down in
Chang’s office.

“Zuko… You should probably go lay down.”

“You’re right.”

And that was how Zuko ended up curled up on the floor next to Sokka’s cart in a drug
induced sleep. Sokka went to let Chang know, but all the man did was laugh and send Sokka
away.

Shortly after his talk with Chang, the random dishwashing woman came back and picked up
where Zuko left off. She didn’t even spare Zuko a glance, Sokka was baffled how she still
never spoke, even after all the times they worked together and all the small efforts Sokka had
given to be friendly. Whatever, he would be out of here in a day anyway, fuck this place.

Sokka was extra careful when he pulled his cart away from the drying table, he didn’t want to
accidentally bump Zuko’s back and hurt him. Of course, being fucking Zuko, he had to lay
inconveniently in Sokka’s way. He was on his side and Sokka liked to think he faced his back
towards him because he trusted the Water Tribe boy to watch his back and not because he just
passed out randomly.

Sokka kept an eye on Zuko as he twitched in his sleep and curled into himself a little tighter
at times. There were other times he laid so perfectly still Sokka had to check to make sure he
was breathing.



He was happy when the day was finally over and Chang emerged from his office to deal with
Zuko. Not that Sokka didn’t want to deal with Zuko anymore, but he was starving and he
needed to eat as much as possible from now until tomorrow afternoon, so he wouldn’t be as
hungry at first, while they made their way towards the nearest village.

He gave Zuko’s pale face one last glance before Chang scooped him up and sent Sokka on
his way.

“Oh, by the way, Water Tribe.”

Sokka turned and looked at Chang, it was always really weird to see him hold Zuko like a
baby. The man was just so large, and he made Zuko look so small.

“Zin, the night dish dryer, said if you ever throw your apron on the clothesline like that again,
he was going to come into your barracks at night and cut off one of your ears. Don’t fuck
with him Water Tribe, he is fucking nuts! Put your apron away correctly you fucking
dumbass.”

Sokka cringed and nodded.

“Sorry.”

“Get the fuck out of here.”

Sokka took off out the door. Sometimes he wished he could bring Chang with them, in a
weird way he would miss being told to fuck off all the time.

Zuko would probably fill a bit of that void at certain times, he was sure.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka stared down at his naked feet as they moved across the dusty ground while he made
his way towards the mess hall. His stomach rumbled in anticipation of the meal he had
smelled cooking all afternoon. Starving was an understatement, Sokka felt famished.

As he walked closer to the mess hall, Sokka could hear a commotion coming from near the
north entrance. Prisoners were stealing glances, but no one stopped to watch. Sokka paused,
his eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets when he saw three kimono-rhinos lined up,
saddled and ready for departure standing between the barracks. Each one was equipped with
weapons, saddlebags and a rider.

Sokka spotted Zhao at the front right away.

Of course, his mount was the largest and the rhino wore pieces of armor, trimmed in gold.
Zhao sat tall and proud dressed in his Fire Nation armor, his stupid red cape fluttering in the
wind like a jack-ass.

Zhao’s face made Sokka want to scream and punch things, but he held it together and quickly
slipped into the shadow that cast off the mess hall from the setting sun. His blue eyes stayed
fixed on Zhao, this was really strange and has never happened before…



A group of soldiers came marching up the L on the opposite side of the mess hall that Sokka
was currently pressed up against, in hiding. There had to be at least 30 men that Zhao was
bringing with him, Sokka tried not to get his hopes up, but perhaps the man was actually
leaving and headed back out to sea.

It would be a fucking mind-blowing-miracle if Zhao was actually leaving the prison camp,
maybe he could push off the escape plan until after they were gone for a couple of days. Just
to make sure Zhao and all his men were as far away from camp as they could possibly get.

Sokka couldn’t hear what anyone was saying from how far away he was, and there was no
way he would risk getting caught by moving closer. Instead he watched the men move into
formation as the front gate opened wide and the freaky little brainwashed Fire Nation soldiers
followed their ‘fearless leader’ to whatever he was headed.

Maybe Ara or Shen knew what was going on. Sokka slapped his forehead with an open palm.
DUH!

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“… supply run?”

“That’s what Zen Se said, Zhao wanted to lead the men into the village himself. They are
supposed to be back in a few days, it’s a short trip I guess.”

Sokka frowned, Shen’s amber eyes stared at him, his brow was also strained, both of them
could feel the tension in the situation.

“Does Zhao do this often?”

Shen leaned back a little, his hands still gripping the table’s edge tightly. “Sometimes, but
usually it would be for a longer trip, usually involving a larger purchase or maybe a pleasure
trip… Not a routine supply run to the nearby village. It is odd, but would we really ask
ourselves why Zhao is leaving? It’s great news that Zhao and 30 of his men are leaving.”

Sokka nodded and agreed, he knew Shen was a little loopy from the bending suppressant, but
he was only a less intact version of himself, not completely rendered useless like Zuko was.
Sokka understood the hint he was trying to pass him in front of Opal. Stupid Jet-look-alike
wasn’t here, thank spirits.

“I just find it… odd, you know?”

Both Shen and Ara nodded in agreement, Opal looked between them like they were all crazy.
“Zhao leaves all the time, I don’t understand how this would be any stranger? He is a strange
man.”

Sokka scoffed. “Strange is an understatement don’t you think?”

Opal shrugged, “I don’t know, it’s hard to say what someone would do with that much
power.”



Sokka frowned. “I know for a fact I wouldn’t start my own prison torture camp.”

Opal shrugged, “All I am saying is, you never know.”

Sokka’s frown was slowly turning into a glare. (He was spending too much time around
Zuko, now he was glaring at people.) “No, like I said, I know.”

Opal shrugged and smiled before taking another bite of her food. She ended up asking Ara if
she heard about one unimportant prisoner and what they said about some drama with another
stupid prisoner that didn’t matter. Sokka was glad he didn't involve Opal, there was just
something off about her.

Shen and him made eye contact a few times before Sokka excused himself and exited the
mess hall. He went to where he, Shen and Ara spoke yesterday and waited for Shen to meet
him.

It wasn’t long before Shen’s shadow briefly gave Sokka a heart attack as the man made his
way to where Sokka was sitting. He sat down and the two of them filled the rest of the
daylight with finalizing the small details of the plan. Sokka felt proud when he saw Shen
smiling as they wrapped up their conversation. He remembered Ara’s hesitant eyes as she
gave him her trust, and Zuko’s eyes when they flashed with hope the first time Sokka
mentioned escaping.

They were all counting on him, and as we watched Shen walk away he realized he had
everything he needed, now all he had to do was put it into action. The next 24 hours were
going to be stressful to say the least.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka laid his head on his pillow for what he was sure would be the last time, at this time
tomorrow he would be running through the forest, driving himself deeper into the Earth
Kingdom, and as far away from this place as possible.

Closing his eyes he couldn’t help the smile that tickled it’s way to his lips and the happy tears
that rolled down his cheeks. The silence laid still as the Water Tribe boy smiled through the
fear that was crawling through his chest, the slow and steady stream of tears soaking his
pillow.

He must have fallen asleep that way, he wasn’t sure, but his mind continued to remind him
that tomorrow… everything would be different.
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Leaving It All Behind
Chapter 12: (Not) According to Plan

Sokka couldn’t remember what exactly caused him to stir from his slumber... but if he had to
try to put it into words... he would have to say it was sort-of-like the moonlight was
purposely trying to blind him through his closed eyelids. He finally became annoyed enough
to open his eyes and look around the completely pitch-black cabin. The only indication of life
were the soft snores coming from the men sleeping around him. There was the tiniest amount
of moonlight sneaking in through the skylight, but it was hardly a shred of light against the
depth of the darkness.

The moon was only a little over a quarter full anyway, so naturally it wouldn’t cast enough
light to illuminate an entire cabin, much less wake Sokka up. With an annoyed but sleepy
groan, he pulled his thin, scratchy, but oh-so-wonderful blanket closer to his face. Sokka had
taken his parka for granted back in the north, focusing only on the loose thread, rather than
the luxury of having such an amazing bundle of warmth at his disposal. He would not make
the same mistake with his prison blanket, the thin parchment-like barrier was the only thing
between him and the cold that consumed the Earth Kingdom at night.

The nights here were terribly cold, so cold that Sokka sometimes wasn’t sure if he was asleep
or just temporarily frozen, only to be thawed by the morning sun that always brought back
the blistering heat. Some folks might find it odd for a group of people to choose to live in the
south pole, with the harsh climate and freezing temperatures… But guess what? At least the
weather there was consistent. It was always cold, all the time and the temperature only
fluctuated between more-cold and less-cold from night to day. Not like the bi-polar weather
he was dealing with in the fucking Earth Kingdom.

Of course... the nights in the south pole would get so cold it would kill someone if they were
caught outside of their toasty igloo too long without a heat source. Sometimes, the nights
would be filled with raging blizzards. The wind gusts would pick up and tear through the
village like an angry pack of polar-dogs, it was stupidly easy to get yourself turned around
during a storm. The wind carried thick layers of snow and ice, swirling and pelting any
exposed skin unforgivingly, the lingering fear of frostbite was always present.

Sokka only remembered one elder man, while he was growing up, that was taken by the wind
one night after he left his home and got caught in a storm. He became disoriented by the
wind, it twisted and turned him around until he collapsed far from his home, exhausted.

His wife, in her devastation, assumed he must have sat down to catch his breath and was
unable to rise… and as the night went on, the wind stayed relentless, dumping piles of snow
on top of him until he froze to death. No one was able to even begin to look for him until the
winds stopped and the sun returned.



Sokka felt like it had happened so fast… To be alive one day, and dead the next. He
remembered keeping a closer eye on Katara after that incident. He was constantly terrified
that the cold, snowy winds would pull her away from him and bury her in a pile of snow
where she would freeze to death before he could save her.

So whenever the winds would pick up and the heavy storm clouds would block out the
sunlight, Sokka would take her tiny hand and wrap it up tight within his own. Sometimes, she
would protest and tell him ‘it’s just a little wind’ but Sokka knew better, he would pull her
inside their igloo, ignoring any reluctance Katara had about the situation.

Lucky for him, the wind never came for her and she was never pulled away in the dead of
night. Instead, every night she would snuggle up under the furs covering her bedroll and they
would whisper to each other until she fell asleep. It was funny to think about now, because
Katara grew up to become a master water bender. The type of master that could now bend the
snow and icy wind, her abilities would allow her to protect everyone around her, including
herself.

It was great… for her… Sokka was not a master water bender… he could not manipulate the
ice and snow, he couldn’t do anything even close to that. He wasn’t any kind of master... his
only skills were the ones he was taught by the Kyoshi Warriors and the small amounts his dad
taught him while growing up. The rest of his skills were completely, and hopelessly… self
taught.

It wasn’t until now that he realized... maybe… the winds were never after Katara… maybe
the winds always wanted him. It was him that the winds howled for in the night as they tore
through the village, frightening small Sokka until he hid for cover under his warm pile of
furs.

It seemed as though the winds had him now, and even though he was disoriented and scared,
he wasn’t going to allow himself to be buried alive.

Sokka sighed, he was tired… so he decided to force his eyes closed and just hold them there
until he fell back asleep. Once his eyes were closed, he came to the realization that it was just
as dark behind his closed eyelids as it was in the cabin, he peeked one eye open just to check.
He wondered how had he been woken up by a blinding light in his eyes?

Turning his body over to his side, Sokka tucked the corner of his blanket under his chin as he
tried to achieve the ultimate snuggle. Closing his eyes once again, he attempted to return his
breathing back to a sleepy rhythm, hoping he could go back to what was hopefully… his last
night in this fucking horrible torture camp.

Just after he thought he had finally achieved a comfortable position, combined with a perfect
breathing rhythm, Sokka saw the flash and twinkle of the moonlight irritating his closed eyes
once again. They began twitching and rolling behind his eyelids, just like the first time, and
with a frustrated huff he lifted himself into a sitting position.

Glaring around the room, he used the heel of his palm to rub at one of his eyes, trying to
remove the sleepy goo that was trapped in the cranny of his right eye. Quickly, he realized it
was more of a pinky finger situation and with a quick jab-and-twist he removed the chunk of



sleep-goo. Sokka pawed at it for a second, wishing he had enough light to see what it looked
like because it felt… huge. Satisfied with the direction, he flicked it away into the darkness
and looked around again, trying to figure out what could possibly be waking him up in the
middle of the night.

Sokka waited patiently in the dark, his eyes staying on the steady stream of silver moonlight
floating down from the skylight. The light seemed to have a wispy-beckoning-type-sheen to
it… in a weird way that Sokka couldn’t explain, it was almost… familiar.

After a few minutes of sitting in the dark, when no crazy flashes or bright explosions of light
happened and none of the other men in the cabin stirred, Sokka decided it was probably time
to go back to sleep… and maybe put his back towards the trickster moonlight this time.

Just as Sokka was going to lie down, there was a rumble off in the distance, that he could
have sworn, made their cabin wall creek. Which was odd, because there wasn’t a cloud in the
sky today and the air didn’t feel moist like it usually did before a rain. His attention was
seized again, when another similar rumble could be heard, this time the entire cabin shifted as
the floorboards reacted to the earth underneath them rolling.

Sokka was immediately on his feet, the other men in the cabin were just starting to stir and
mumble to themselves in incoherent sentences while Sokka stumbled in the dark towards the
door. He knew that if he could just crack the door open and look outside, maybe he could see
what was making the commotion. It had to be a storm, or something because if Sokka thought
about it too hard... he might think the earth rolling could have been caused by earth benders
…. which he couldn’t decide if that would be a good thing or a bad thing.

Stumbling through the dark with his arms in front, Sokka stubbed his pinky toe on the metal
leg of one of the bunks and with a rather vocal “FUCK” he stumbled to the floor. Maybe he
did make his own misfortune, like Aunt Wu said, he couldn’t help but think as he huddled on
the floor and held his possibly broken and not just stubbed pinky toe.

Just as Sokka was going to think about standing back up, he witnessed the world explode and
for just a moment… he knew what it felt like to be an air bender.

Wow... Aang was lucky, because the weightlessness you felt when your body was flying
through the air was actually very beautiful. It was the landing part that Sokka was going to
need to discuss with Aang… because Sokka hit the ground… hard.

His body tumbled across the dirt in a very ungraceful and rather painful manner. The first
time his body hit the ground, the air was knocked from his lungs. The second time, his body
bounced and he felt his shoulder pop, most likely dislocated. The third time, well… he hit the
ground and his body just continued to slide across the coarse dirt. All the tiny rocks scraped
and burned his exposed skin until his body finally came to a stop. The ringing in his ears took
over as his vision blurred from the pounding feeling that was kicking around inside his skull.

There was a moment when Sokka thought he might not be able to psychically take another
breath, his body felt too weak and broken as he laid, face first, in the dirt. His mind swirled
and there was a sharp pain in his side, he thought he might have cracked a rib and he could
feel where his torn skin had started to bleed. Sokka knew that in order to take a much needed



breath, he would have to try and roll onto his side, preferably not the one with the dislocated
shoulder.

The pain was starting to register as the ringing in his ears began to die down. Through his
disorientation, Sokka managed to flip onto his good side and release some of the pressure on
his lungs, giving them the freedom to finally allow that sweet, smokey? air into his lungs.

Sokka halted his thinking and focused when he sniffed the air again. He could smell the
smoke as clearly as he could smell when dinner was almost done cooking in the kitchen. It
took Sokka a little too long to register what had just happened… He had been sleeping and
then somehow he was woken up by the… (moon? Or some of the moon’s moonlight? Same
thing? Not the same thing? Never mind, it didn’t matter…) and before he knew what
happened he was… airborne?

He was thrown from his cabin and now he was laying at the bottom of the small slope that
dipped just behind the row of men’s barracks all the way to the prison wall. Sokka looked up
the slope at his cabin, barely visible in the dark, he realized that the bottom half was all that
was left of his cabin. There were huge pillars of stone with spiked tips that had jaggedly torn
through the walls and annihilated the top half of the building where Sokka had just been
sleeping.

Sitting up slowly, Sokka saw three bodies scattered around him, they looked to be some of
the men that had been thrown from his same cabin. But because Sokka had woken up and
moved towards the door... and then stubbed his toe... and then bent down to tend to the
wound… he had missed the blunt of the attack.

It seemed to have spared his life…

HA, fuck you, Aunt Wu! Misfortune saved his life!

Sokka quickly regained his composure, and the reality of the situation sunk in, the prison was
under attack. The Earth Kingdom was attacking? Or… something was happening with earth
benders and Sokka needed to get the fuck up or whoever was attacking was going to come
and crush him like a bug.

Scrambling shakily to his feet, Sokka winced as his arm jostled painfully at his side, his
shoulder was clearly dislocated but he didn’t have time to worry about that right now. He had
to get himself to some kind of cover and not stand in the open space between his broken
down cabin and the prison wall. He was trapping himself like a buffalo-yak, separated from
his pack and selected for the hunt.

Sokka moved quickly, he did not want to be hunted like a stupid buffalo-yak right now. His
bare feet slid against the rough terrain as he slowly hiked his way up the small hill, once at
the top his blue eyes bulged wide with shock.

The entire prison camp had broken out into complete chaos, prisoners were scrambling for
cover, the buildings were burning, and from the looks of it... earth benders were definitely
attacking. There were huge chunks of the ground twisted and pulled into crazy shapes and



barrier walls were pulled up throughout the open patch of dirt between the male and female
barracks.

Sokka pressed his back against one of the still-kind-of-standing walls of his cabin, which was
the last cabin in the row. Sokka slid himself into the shadows surrounding the side wall, his
big blue eyes trying to comprehend the scene unfolding in front of him.

It appeared that all three of the male cabins were mostly destroyed, torn down with earth
bending. The attacks seemed to have been ambush style and they were directed to inflict the
most amount of damage possible to the people sleeping inside.

(Which was a kind of shitty way to attack a person, in Sokka’s opinion.)

The woman’s cabins seemed mostly untouched, though a few small fires littered the roofs of
the last two cabins and Sokka quickly saw why. Two of the prison guards were fighting one
earth bender close by, the attacks were uncoordinated and sloppy, the guards were simply
shooting fire wildly into the night as they tried to land a hit.

Sokka studied the earth bender’s uniform from where he was hiding.

Or… lack of uniform, that was.

The man wasn’t wearing the traditional Earth Kingdom armor, in fact… he wasn’t wearing
any armor at all. The man was older, possibly his dad’s age and he wore just a simple long
sleeve Earth Kingdom green and gold tunic with tan pants and brown shoes. He didn’t look
like he belonged to the army, so if he wasn’t part of the army and this wasn’t a war related
attack then what the fuck was going on?

…. When he heard a different earth bender call out her name, he knew what was happening.

“NIZI!! WHERE ARE YOU!?”

Sokka’s heart sank deep down into the pit of his stomach, swallowed whole by the realization
that this entire thing… was a rescue attempt. All these men… they were here to save
someone. They must have been waiting nearby, who knows how long they have been camped
out, waiting for their opportunity. Oh, and they got a good one when they saw Zhao and
nearly all his soldiers leave yesterday afternoon. They must be seizing that opportunity right
now…

Sokka’s legs felt weak and he let his back slowly slide down what was left of the wall he was
hiding behind, unable to brace himself against it any longer, he crumpled to the floor. He
knew that name… he knew who they were here to rescue.

…. and they were too late. She was dead. She died that night when the coal mine flooded,
when that guard tried to pull her to her feet by yanking and tugging on her, as if she were
simply an object that could be moved with brute force alone.

But that’s what this entire place was all about, right? Using brute force to get what you want?
Zhao did it to anyone and everyone, the guards did it to the prisoners, fuck – the prisoners did



it to other prisoners. It was a vicious, ugly cycle of abuse that had its consequences knocking
down their gate and stomping all over everything.

Sokka’s brain twitched with a thought, while his eyes moved across the situation… his brain
began to process the opportunity that was presenting itself right now. The universe (just one
more time, fuck you Aunt Wu) was giving him a clean, effortless, open opportunity to escape.
No complicated plans, not putting people at risk with his ideas, just a bunch of earth
benders... fucking up the place and Sokka and a few others slipping through the cracks.

But Sokka had to actually slip through the cracks and avoid being impaled by any earth
bending on his way there. Based on the bodies scattered across the ground, the earth benders
were not feeling very merciful and they were not sparing prisoner lives. The worst of it was
the people the attacks didn’t kill, their whimpers and sobs of pain were hard to handle.

Sokka could still remember when he first arrived in the Earth Kingdom, he had been
intrigued by the idea of earth bending and his first few times he was actually able to see the
bending in person, he found himself impressed. It was solid and strong, they used their
powerful stance to move such an impossibly difficult element.

But now… Sokka felt a twist of disgust for that style of bending as he moved through the
shadows, stepping over another body that had fallen to the earth bender’s attacks. Most of the
dead were probably killed in their sleep, never even knowing the horrors their bodies left
behind. Broken faces crushed beyond recognition, their bodies twisted in a way that the
human body wasn’t capable of bending if it were intact.

Fire bending attacks burned, the boiled and twisted flesh left behind when it scarred were
horrible reminders... but earth bending… it inflicted a brutal attack of its own. He had
wondered once, how earth bending would be used to kill their opponent, he must have
imagined everyone in the battlefield being buried or something because he would have never
been able to imagine the kind of horrors the attacksactually inflicted.

He knew most of the death was instantaneous, which was a nice thought... kind-of.

Sokka had crept and crawled his way to the back of the first cabin on the men’s side, or at
least what was left of the cabin. He had to crouch low, his chest almost touching the ground
in order to stay hidden in the shadow of the half standing wall he was hiding behind. He
knew Ara’s bunk was in the first cabin on the girls side, maybe she was still inside. He hoped
she was alive and unhurt.

The prison area was growing more intense and hostile by the minute, the guards were
fighting back with their full fire bending power. They gave very little fucks about where they
fired their blasts, not giving even the slightest consideration for the prisoners they might
inadvertently hit. Sokka wasn’t surprised though, they would probably rather the prisoners
died, than escape.

With the attacks coming from the earth benders and the ferocity behind them, the guards were
extremely preoccupied with the assaults. Sokka counted 4 earth benders so far, but who
knows how many others were spread out inside the prison camp. The idea of more earth
benders made his ‘escaping now’ plan and getting everyone out unharmed more difficult;



they would still need to escape through the south entrance in order for the second half of his
plan to work. It was their only option, especially knowing that Zhao and 30 soldiers were on
a supply run to the village just up the road though the North Gate.

Sokka smirked to himself, just imagining Zhao’s face when he received word that his
precious prison camp was under attack, he hoped the man became so enraged his accidently
set his stupid-fucking-face-beard on fire.

It wouldn’t matter what Zhao decided to do when he received word, because no matter what
he did, he would get here too late. At the rate the earth benders were attacking… everyone
would have either been killed, or they would have escaped and hid in the forest.

When Zhao did arrive, he would probably round up whoever was left alive in the prison
camp before sending out every able soldier and guard to catch the escaped prisoners. That
would work in Sokka’s favor, in the original escape plan they were expecting the entire
search party to be solely focused on finding them.

Now, they would be searching for multiple escaped prisoners, along with being down on
man-power, because Sokka had seen the familiar red and grey guard uniforms splattered with
blood, dead, just like the grey prison tunics. It was funny how everyone became on the same
level when they laid in the dirt, dead.

Sokka stifled a cough, the dust was accumulating with the smoke from the fires and forming
a thick haze that was spreading throughout the camp. Sokka was thankful for the cover it
provided, giving him a little more freedom to move than before, but he cursed at the fact that
it was becoming increasingly more difficult to spot anyone he knew… and breathe.

Sokka could see the fight between the guards and earth benders was moving deeper into the
prison camp, and further away from him. To his left, there was an earth bender standing close
to the North Gate, which was still securely closed. By keeping the gates closed, they were
most likely trying to keep Zhao and his men from riding the kymodo-rhino’s back into camp.
Considering they only left one bender guarding the gate, the admiral must be far off, because
they didn’t seem to expect that to happen.

Sokka just needed to slip past the one guard and he would be at Ara’s cabin, which was
directly across the open area... he was so close. Sokka could see the side wall of her cabin
from where he was crouched, the cabin was dimly lit from the fire that had started on the
prison wall behind it.

Gathering up his courage, Sokka began to prepare himself to bolt across the clearing, hoping
to use the broken pieces of earth and scattered fires to try and stay hidden. He was about to
boldly run across when another earth bender, also dressed in casual greens and golds, came
into view. Cursing silently to himself, Sokka stayed down as the man jogged to the lone
bender guarding the gate and they began to talk softly.

Sokka couldn’t hear what they were saying over the intense cluster of sounds happening
around him. Between the screaming people and the crashing pieces of earth, it would be
impossible to hear them, they were too far away. Sokka’s stomach churned with bubbling



nervousness when he decided to crawl around the cabin to get closer to the men. If he were
close enough, maybe he could hear what they were saying.

Sokka moved around to the side of the cabin that faced the slope leading down to the prison
wall, the fires in the middle area made it so that side was still covered by the darkness. Sokka
had to crouch low because that particular section of the cabin was completely ripped from the
foundation, huge pieces of earth were spiked through the side. The absolute worst fucking
part of the whole thing was that a prisoner’s body had been torn apart when one of the spiked
attacks penetrated through their stomach and essentially ripped their body open spilling the
prisoner’s insides all over the ground.

Sokka couldn’t see exactly where the human remains had been thrown, but as soon as he slid
a hand forward, it accidentally touched the smooth, slimy surface of some piece-of-the-dead-
guy, possibly an organ. There was instantly hot bile from Sokka’s stomach that tore out of his
throat, Sokka’s eyes watered as he desperately tried to control his noise level while his
stomach convulsed and purged the food that was still digesting inside. Sokka made a silent
gag mixed with a sob before he crawled forward, his eyes squeezed shut as his hands slid
through something wet and uncomfortably… still warm.

He continued to push himself to crawl forward, until he felt the long awaited return of the
rough, dry dirt under his hands. Sokka hesitantly opened his foggy eyes, his blurred eyesight
only had a minute to register his bloody fingers when his ears picked up the earth bender’s
conversation.

“- the intel was good. She is here.”

“Then why haven’t we found her yet? This was supposed to be an in and out. We are risking
more of our men’s lives now.”

“We aren’t leaving without Nizi. This whole process has taken over a year. I am not watching
my brother go through that again, his daughter has to be here, we will find her… even if we
have to tear through every fucking building and rip apart every ash-maker here, we will find
Nizi.”

Sokka felt dizzy… They would not find Nizi… because she was dead. Their intel was either
wrong or it was out of date, which was the most likely of the two. Only one moon cycle had
passed since the monsoon flooded the coal mine and killed Nizi. It was a terrible thing that
happened, but it was too late to save her and Sokka wondered how long they had until
someone realized she wasn’t here.

He had to get everyone out of here before that happened, he could only imagine what they
would do to the prison camp when they found out all their efforts were for nothing… because
the person they came to save, the person they loved enough to do all this for… was gone.

Sokka pushed his back up against the cabin’s foundation, hidden from sight by the pillars of
stone. He could feel his body trembling from a mixture of fear and sadness, he pulled his
knees tightly to his chest in a weak attempt to smother the shaking. Controlling his breathing,
in-through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth, he mustered up the courage to peek around the
corner at the earth benders.



There were scattered fires everywhere, the burning cast an eerie red-orange glow across the
broken battlefield, reminding Sokka of a memory hidden deep within his dark thoughts. Once
dawn arrived, they wouldn’t have anymore darkness to help conceal their movements, they
needed to escape while they still had the cover of night.

Sokka’s thoughts were interrupted when he saw something move in the distant dark void to
the left of the earth benders, on the other side of the clearing. Two figures slipped out the
door of the first cabin on the woman’s side before disappearing into the shadows behind
them. The two earth benders didn’t seem to notice the movement, their eyes still scanning the
area for anyone alive none-the-less. Sokka knew if he were spotted they wouldn’t hesitate to
crush him, so he stayed tucked tightly in the shadows.

His blue eyes squinted as he tried to see through the haze of rubble and smoke, he searched
frantically as he tried to locate the two figures he knew he saw. Sokka hoped to see them
resurface closer to the middle area, where the light would allow him to catch a glimpse. He
hoped they wouldn’t stay hidden in the dark, even though it would be the smarter decision.

When Sokka spotted Ara’s face, his heart fluttered so high into his throat he thought he might
throw up again. The happiness rushed over him in a crashing wave of warmth, followed up
with a cold sensation of uncertainty. She was alive, that was great, and she was with….

Sokka squinted and caught the top part of an unmistakable fire-red curl that could only
belong to Opal’s mess of hair. Both girls had moved around to the back of their cabin, they
both sat next to each other with their backs pressed against the cabin’s back wall, leaving the
building between them and the earth benders at the gate. Ara sat closest to Sokka’s view with
Opal tucked tightly in her side, he couldn’t see the other girl very well.

It would have been a good position to be in if the two earth benders stationed at the North
Gate were the only ones they needed to worry about, but there was an entire group of them
further into camp. The crashing sounds from their bending and screams from the wounded
and scared filled the night air. The fire was in a relentless pursuit of the prison, their flames
licking up at the night sky. The smoke had billowed so high and thick that the stars were
swallowed up by it’s cloudy cover, the moon’s faint outline barely visible through the haze.

Ara’s black hair was loose, the shorter strands that usually framed her face in a way that was
soft and flirtatious, were now plastered to her porcelain skin in a disheveled sweaty mess. He
could see the matted blood that splotched the sleeve of her right arm, there was a thin line of
blood that trailed down to her elbow.

Sokka knew the two girls were scared, they were speaking softly to each other and looking
around at the damage surrounding them. Opal leaned her head across Ara to try to see around
the corner of the building but Ara used her uninjured left shoulder to push the girl back.
Sokka was sure he recognized her facial expression from being scolded by Katara, so he
knew Opal was getting a hushed earful.

Sokka needed to get across to them somehow, or at least get their attention so they could
come up with a plan. Sokka was on the side of the first boy’s cabin, watching them from
around the corner, he just needed to crawl back around, and they would be straight across



from each other. They were so close, he just needed to get a little closer to grab their attention
without alerting the two Earth Kingdom men... which was going to be difficult.

Sokka was racking his brain (unsuccessfully) when he saw Shen’s tall figure making his way
up the L. He was not hiding in the shadows or cowering away like a scared little baby… not
like Sokka was. He walked proud, a sword grasped tightly in his hands, but Sokka noticed he
didn’t hold the weapon very well. Both earth benders spotted him at the same time and
instantly attacked, thankfully Shen was expecting that.

Sokka was surprised by the way the broader man moved. He was quick to dodge the attacks,
but his fighting style depended on a strong stance, just like his opponent. Sokka noticed how
stiff Shen was right away, and without his bending he didn’t have his viscous fire to use while
fighting, his motions continued to mimic fire bending moves that Sokka recognized, just
without the heat.

Without his fire, Shen was left with only a sword (he very obviously has never trained with
it) and two angry earth benders who wanted to spill Fire Nation blood. Shen looked to fit that
mold perfectly, the fucking guy was their perfect target.

The earth benders were attacking from where they stood, ripping chunks of earth from the
open area and launching them at the approaching prisoner. Shen blocked two boulders,
swinging the sword like a blunt object instead of a crafted weapon. He was focused on using
the blade to break apart the rocks hurdling at his head, spreading more dust and rubble into
the air with every failed attack.

Shen kept pushing forward, his stance was rooted and Sokka wished more than anything that
he had his fire bending right now. He would stand a way better chance if he had his element
on his side. Both earth benders had not even tried to break Shen’s stance and if this had been
a fair fight, they would have already lost. But this wasn’t a fair fight, because they were
prisoners under Zhao, and nothing Zhao did to anyone was ever fair.

Shen took a powerful hit to the stomach that pushed him backwards, his back foot slid in the
dirt before he twisted his ankle to the side and halted the backwards slide. Shen grit his teeth
and pushed forward once again.

It had to be a fire bender trait, the one that gave them unrelenting power that fueled their
stubborn push to accomplish a goal. Sokka knew that Shen was coming to save Ara, and
nothing was going to stand in his way if he could help it.

Sokka glanced over and could see Ara watching Shen, her big green eyes filled with fear, her
pupils blown out in complete terror as she mouthed silent prayers. Sokka could see how
visibly tense she was, her body was half pushed out of the dirt, as if she were planning to run
to his side. Opal had her hand firmly planted on Ara’s uninjured arm, she appeared to be
begging the girl to stay.

When Shen was hit again, it was on his shoulder, the strike knocked the man out of his stance
and his knee hit the ground... It went downhill quickly after that. Another strike from the
earth bender quickly followed the one that knocked Shen to his knees, this time a pillar of
earth shot up from the ground and smashed into Shen's chest, throwing him onto his back.



Sokka’s heart was pounding, he could hardly suck air into his lungs with how hard they were
being strangled from the anxiety in his chest. His knees trembled and knocked together as he
pushed himself up, gripping the splintered fragments of the corner he had been watching the
fight unfold behind.

He couldn’t sit there like a coward, wallowing in fear like he did when his fellow Water Tribe
men were cast into the sea... Swallowed up by the ocean without a second thought. He didn’t
do anything to save those men that day and even though he had yet to process any of those
feelings, he always knew he was already making excuses why he stayed quiet, why he did
nothing.

He was scared, and even now, the fear coursing through his veins was trying to drag him back
into the shadows to hide from the danger. Looking around, Sokka saw the fires continuing to
spread, he could hear the mixture of screams and sobs coming from the people left alive in
the prison camp, the ground was rumbling off in the distance… Sokka almost started
hysterical laughter at the situation.

The earth benders were trying to destroy their enemy… who wasn’t even their enemy. They
were all victims of a man who wasn’t even here to take the repercussions of his actions, no…
instead Shen was on the ground, with two murderous earth benders preparing to deliver their
final blows.

Sokka could see Ara was on her feet as well, and for some reason the moonlight was just a
little brighter for a moment and miraculously, Ara looked over and they both locked eyes.
Ara shot him a pleading look, her terrified eyes were trembling under the pressure of wanting
to help Shen, but at the same time realizing there was absolutely nothing they could do. Both
Ara and Sokka were helpless, unless Sokka decided to serve as some sort of… distraction.

Both their eyes snapped over to Shen as he groaned and started the painful process of pulling
himself to his feet again. Sokka could see the pained look on his face as he strained himself
to rise, his long dark hair falling out of his usual low ponytail and spilling over his shoulders.
The earth benders had stopped their attacks and were admiring their handy work as they
slowly moved forward. Shen was practically defeated, but his damn Fire Nation pride
wouldn’t let him stay down.

“What’s wrong with you fire bender? Are you so useless without your bending? We didn’t
believe the rumors at first you know… there was no way that you could eat a pill and it could
take away a person’s bending. But look how great it is, only the guards have their fire and all
you pathetic little fire bending prisoners are powerless. Now, my brother is looking for
someone your admiral took from him and we aren’t leaving until we find her.”

The taller earth bender was smirking down at Shen, taunting him with his words. It made
Sokka sick because the Fire Nation was supposed to be the bad guys, not the Earth
Kingdom… they were supposed to be on the good side. They weren’t supposed to do things
like this to people… Why was the world so fucking, fucked?!

Shen was on his knees now, he had managed to grab the handle of his sword again, he
gripped it with white knuckles as the blade trembled in his hands. Shen was as ready as he



could be to defend himself from the next attack. His breathing was coming in short and
ragged, a thin stream of blood trickled down his face from a cut he sustained on his head.

The slightly shorter Earth Kingdom man stood a few paces behind his friend, he had a
satisfied smirk on his face, as the taller man stepped closer and closer to Shen. Movement on
the girls side grabbed Sokka’s attention for a breath and he saw women evacuating their
cabins now that the benders were distracted and the fires were beginning to spread to the rest
of the women’s barracks.

The earth began to move again and a small pillar of stone pushed out of the ground behind
Shen and gripped the man by the back of the neck, locking him in place on his knees. Sokka
began to panic, he had to do something right now or Shen was going to get murdered right
here in front of him…

… he would be completely powerless… again.

The earth bender was practically on top of Shen and without thinking Sokka took a step
forward a scream tore itself from his chest as he called out to the earth bender.

“Please, don’t!”

The taller man only turned his head to look at Sokka, his stance stayed rooted where he stood
with his arm ready to move if provoked. The corner of the man’s mouth twitched as a small
smirk split his lips, he seemed amused by Sokka’s outburst.

“Ah, I wonder how many other prisoners are hiding in the shadows?”

The ground began to tremble around them, Sokka found himself becoming unstable as he
stumbled to find his balance. Sokka wasn’t the most coordinated person to begin with, so he
had no luck staying on his feet and he found himself on the ground in no time. The worst part
of his completely not thought out plan... was the fact that he drew attention to not only
himself, but the second earth bender pushed Opal and Ara out from where they were hiding
with a simple roll of the earth.

Both girls were dragged across the ground, Opal cried out in pain as her leg scraped across a
jagged rock sticking out of the dirt. The earth bender didn’t seem to care as he continued to
drag them forward with his bending, until they were within a few feet of him. Shen’s eyes
were wide with horror and he struggled against his restraint, he watched Ara stumble forward
in the dirt.

Opal and Ara both had tears streaming down their faces, mixed with dirt and ash. They
looked so helpless, cowering in fear as the shorter earth bender smiled down at them.

“Looks like we had two pretty girls hiding in the dark over here. Hello ladies, how is your
night going?” He smiled and chuckled to himself, his eyes tracing between the two of them
with amusement.

Sokka had a weird feeling in his stomach, he didn’t like the way the one man looked at the
girls. He didn’t like the way they looked at Shen either, the situation was getting out of hand



quickly.

“Don’t hurt them!” Shen called out, pulling the taller earth bender’s attention back to him.
Sokka cursed under his breath, he had to think of something fast or they were all going to
die… or worse. How had his not-plan gone so wrong so fast?

“Are they friends of yours? Your little Fire Nation whores?”

“They are not Fire Nation, they are Earth Kingdom girls, please do not hurt them, they didn’t
do anything to you.”

“Even worse! Earth Kingdom whores who lay with Fire Nation scum like you-“

“She doesn’t lay with me! You don’t even know what you’re talking about!”

The earth bender was growing impatient, Sokka could see it in his eyes as the man watched
Shen and Ara react to the pressure he was applying to their situation. Shen was desperately
trying to save Ara, who seemed too scared to speak for herself, Opal held her tight as she
sobbed quietly at her side. The taller earth bender let out a low laugh as he moved his arm
into a familiar stance, he was getting ready to strike.

“I think it would just be better if-“

He was cut short when the shorter earth bender screamed out, “LOOK OUT-“

But it was too late. Out of the flickering shadows dancing along the buildings, Zuko was in
between the tall earth bender and Shen in a flash. The smaller fire bender was under the earth
bender’s chin before the man could exhale, with a twist of his body, Zuko kicked up one of
his legs, catching the man in the chin.

There was a terrible cracking sound when Zuko’s boot connected with the lower part of the
man’s jaw, smashing his teeth together with such force, they were sure to have shattered. The
transfer of kinetic energy from Zuko to the earth bender sent the man flying backwards, there
was a deep thud when he hit the ground the first time before his body rolled across the earth
like a rag doll.

The shorter Earth Kingdom man rooted himself into the dirt and pulled back his arms, he
gripped the earth and pushed forward sending projectiles towards Zuko and Shen.

Shen was still trapped on his knees, locked in place by the stone that gripped him by the back
of the neck. His movements were limited, but he fought against his restraint anyway. Sokka
was taken by surprise when Zuko stepped in between Shen and the projectiles, he had taken
Shen’s flimsy sword in his hands. (Sokka found himself frustrated to see the fire bender's
hands were still chained together - how was he even alive still? Stubborn fucking fire
benders, thank spirits.)

The way Zuko held the sword was completely different from the way Shen had held the
weapon. Shen had been stiff and tried to use force and power to wield the weapon to his will.



While Zuko was fluid and the way he held the handle was light but in control, he twirled the
blade in front of him before moving with incredible speed as the attacks began to land.

Sokka had never seen Zuko fight this way before, his movements were controlled, but not in
the usual restrained type of way. He was free to move and bend his body the way he needed
in order to protect himself and Shen, the blade also transformed in Zuko’s hand. What Sokka
once thought was a useless sword, was suddenly a force to be reckoned with. The sword cut
through the rock like it was a soft piece of bread, that wasn’t stale… Sokka couldn’t even
remember what not stale bread tasted like.

Zuko slid one foot back, bracing himself for the next round of attacks, but the earth bender
was panting and his arms were trembling. The shorter man continued to position himself in
front of Ara and Opal, but his eyes kept shifting over to where his friend laid in the dirt,
incapacitated at the moment, as a small pool of blood leaked out from his crooked jaw. Sokka
smirked, it was the second jaw he had seen Zuko break on a man, and both of them had
deserved it.

Zuko stood with his stance strong but his footing was light, Sokka watched as the fire
bender's golden eyes watched the earth bender like an eagle-hawk, patiently waiting for the
man to make his move. Zuko’s scarred side faced Sokka, so his expression was unreadable
but his mouth was set in a firm, thin line, so he was definitely agitated.

With the scar facing Sokka, the fire bender just looked angry and ready to fight, his left side
expression was always twisted in a scowl. Sokka’s attention went to the man on the ground
when he let out a sputtered set of coughs before his arms began to bend, he was stirring and
the lone bender would soon have back up.

Zuko must have noticed the movement because he took a few steps back (keeping his eyes
locked on the earth benders in front of him) until he was behind Shen. Zuko took the
opportunity of a lapse in attacks to break Shen free. He swung his leg up and brought down
his heel with incredible force, breaking the earth bender’s stone hold on Shen’s neck.

Shen’s legs were shaking as he lifted himself to his feet, Sokka could see the blood spotted on
Shen’s tunic in the center of his chest where he was struck. The man gave Zuko a nod and
then said something to him that Sokka couldn’t hear. Shen’s amber eyes were fixed on the
short earth bender standing between him and Ara. Sokka had been watching the entire fight
from the sidelines, he took another few steps forward and into more of the light until Zuko’s
head snapped around and they made eye contact.

Zuko’s gold eyes were burning with the reflection of fire flickering in his gold irises, his
expression softened a hair when he saw Sokka. The Water Tribe boy could have sworn that
Zuko almost looked relieved to see him, his eyes breaking away quickly whenever the taller
earth bender began to pull himself up.

Zuko’s expression turned to Shen and he made a movement with his arms, the older man
nodded and started quickly scanning the ground, bending down he grabbed a sharp piece of
rock that must have splintered off one of the attacks. Zuko laid his wrists on top of the stone
base that was still in place from where he had broken Shen free. They worked quickly, while
the shorter earth bender began yelling out at the man on the ground.



“Are you alright?!”

The man groaned in response, his lower hand rubbing his bottom jaw, it must not have
broken… unfortunately and now the man was rising to his feet once again. Sokka knew they
were running out of time, so they had to move quickly. Sokka took a desperate chance and
took off in a sprint to where Zuko and Shen were standing in the center of the clearing.

“- fuck watch out.”

“Stop moving.”

“I’m staying still!”

“I’m trying to focus!”

Sokka made it over to them just as Shen brought down the jagged rock with his full force and
smashed the chain between Zuko’s wrist between the two rocks, and for once, luck was on
their side because when Shen pulled back, the chain had snapped. Thank spirits for Shen and
his incredible upper body strength and Zuko and his incredible lower body strength. Fuck -
Sokka needed to work out.

Zuko seemed very pleased, he pulled his arms back and stretched them, bringing them back
across the front of his body with another long pull. He was loosening the (what Sokka could
only assume) were extremely stiff muscles. Sokka watched the fire bender roll his shoulders a
few times and shake his arms before turning his attention back to Sokka.

Zuko’s eyes trailed over Sokka and he realized that his pants were smeared with blood, and
his hands were also stained red from where he crawled through human remains. Sokka could
see there was a hint of concern as Zuko’s one eyebrow scrunched just a hair.

“I’m fine, it’s not my blood.”

Zuko nodded slowly, he seemed to accept that answer and moved on from that situation and
onto the next.

“These two fucking earth bending scum are going to attack us again, and there are more of
them deeper in the prison towards South Gate. I took 2 out earlier, but they are all earth
benders and they are looking for a girl, Nizi or something. I don’t know where she is, but
they have been here for longer than they anticipated, I heard some of the men talking about
it.”

His eyes were intense and focused, he must have snooped around already, because he seemed
to have inside information somehow… fucking Blue Spirit. Oh how he loved and hated Zuko
for his sneaky skills.

Shen’s brow furrowed and he kept his voice low, “we need to get the fuck out of here, every
moment we waste with these fucking guys, the closer Zhao gets to coming back. Someone is
definitely going to hear all of this commotion, it's not like earth bending is quiet and the fires
are a dead giveaway. We need to make a break for the South Gate and if any of us get



separated we will just meet at the rendezvous we already agreed on from the original plan.
We just have to get rid of these guys…”

Sokka nodded and he and Zuko exchanged a glance. “How do you suppose we distract
them?” Sokka asked.

As if on cue, the taller earth bender was on his feet and his eyes were fuming in anger, his
gaze was fixed on Zuko, who of course, gave a stupid smirk in return. Fucking asshole,
Sokka thought with a smile.

Shen smirked, “I think we already have a distraction.”

“I’m going to break your fucking legs…” The taller earth bender slurred his words through
his broken teeth, spitting out the broken shards onto the ground in a bloody mess. He
slammed his foot into the ground to attack, sending pillars of earth hurdling from underneath
Zuko, the force from the attack threw Shen and Sokka off to the side.

Sokka gasped out in pain when his dislocated shoulder hit the ground. Zuko’s light footed
stance made it easy for him to rise with the earth, stepping onto the top like a platform.
Sokka’s jaw dropped when he saw one of Zuko’s fists engulfed in flame before he pushed
himself off the rising pillar, propelling himself down towards the earth bender. They collided
in an explosion of fire and rock and Sokka had to tear his gaze away when Shen grabbed his
bicep and began pulling him to his feet.

The second earth bender had his attention focused on them. Shen and Sokka decided to run
separate directions, hoping to confuse their attacker. Sokka’s heart was pounding in his chest
as he scanned the ground for any kind of weapon. The sword Shen had been using was
lodged in the rumble too far away. Sokka’s feet hurt as his bare feet skated over the jagged
terrain, he would never take shoes for granted ever again.

A wall sprung up from the ground, only a few feet in front of Sokka, he had to throw himself
into the dirt and roll off to the side to avoid smashing into it. For a split second, it sounded
like the world was quiet, there was no distant screaming, the earth wasn’t smashing and
exploding around him and the only thing he could hear was the static sound in his mind.

His lungs burned as the air quality was starting to decline as the surrounding fires started
closing in, almost all the cabins were completely consumed at this point. The women who
were left in the cabins were trickling out in nervous, panicked sprints, hoping to avoid being
caught in the crossfire.

Sokka didn’t blame them, they were so terrified… fuck, Sokka was fucking terrified. But he
wasn’t going to run. No… not this time, he was going to stand up and fight for his freedom
and not run like a coward. His mind began to clear as his arms pushed himself to his feet.

Sokka’s eyes instinctively found Zuko and the taller earth bender dodging and weaving
between attacks. Sokka could see that Zuko was taking it easy and luring the man away from
where the rest of the group was and pulling the man closer to the row of fire that was once
the men’s barracks.



Shen was moving closer to the man who was standing between them and the girls, his stance
was still too stiff as he tried to weave… but Shen just wasn’t built to weave, he was built to
stand strong and shoot fire. Shen let out a frustrated growl just before an unexpected attack
from the ground shot up and hit him in the stomach, sending him stumbling backwards with a
heavy moan.

Sokka met eyes with the earth bender as he went to throw another attack in Sokka’s direction.
The world seemed to slow when Ara stood to her feet, her bloody arm hanging loosely at her
side... but her other arm was raised and in her tiny pale hand she held a rock. With a high-
pitched yelp, she slammed down the rock as hard as she could to the back of the attacker’s
head. There was an awful, hollow, cracking sound when Ara’s rock connected with the man’s
skull. His hazel eyes went wide, one of his eyelids twitched and his eyes retreated to the back
of his head, just before his body crumbled to the floor.

Blood oozed from the wound, Sokka could see it trickling down the back of the man’s head
and mixing in with the dirt below. Ara stared down in shock, her big green eyes wide as her
bottom lip trembled. She sniffled a few times before wiping at her nose, smearing a little
blood with the dirt and ash all over her face. Shen ran up and took Ara in a tight hold that
lasted only a heartbeat before he grabbed her good arm and tugged.

“Run, we have to run! Let’s go!”

That’s how Sokka ended up running with Shen, Ara and Opal through the camp and towards
the South Gate. Sokka wasn’t worried about leaving Zuko, they all had agreed that if they
were to get separated during the escape, they would meet at the rendezvous. Sokka tried to
ignore the screams for help as their group moved in the shadows, he had no idea how much
longer they would have the cover of darkness, so they had to move fast.

The group rounded the corner of the L, they noticed right away there was a group of earth
benders near the coolers, towards the back wall. Sokka and his friends slowed down, careful
to stay as low and unseen as possible. The earth benders had 3 guards kneeling on the ground
in the middle of them.

Using their earth bending, they had them secured to the ground, just like they did to Shen.
They were circling the restrained guards and one really tall man seemed to be leading the
conversation, Sokka looked away, his curiosity had to keep to itself today.

He couldn’t afford any distractions.

The fires had spread to the back of the prison at this point, where it looked like a huge battle
had gone down. The ground was ripped apart and most, if not all, of the buildings were
burning, slowly disintegrating under the immense heat. Sokka’s eyes went to Zhao’s cabin,
the evil building was still standing, only a small fire on one side seemed to be making its way
through the roof.

Sokka remembered his mom’s necklace… This would be his only chance to get it. Still
crouching, Sokka sped up until he was next to Shen and tapped his arm, the man startled and
he and Ara stopped.



“I’ll be right back, keep going! I’ll meet you at the place, ok?”

Shen nodded and he pulled Ara along with him, her eyes gave him a deeply concerned look,
one that Sokka had grown accustomed to. She didn’t say anything though, her, Opal and Shen
continued their way towards the exit and Sokka turned to his left and with a deep breath he
moved until he was making his way up the steps of Zhao’s cabin.

The last time he was here he did those horrible things to Zuko… shaking his head he had to
banish the dark thoughts. The door was broken, the hinges had been ripped from the wood
and Sokka easily pushed the wooden door to the side and made his way inside. He moved
quickly but carefully, there could be guards in the cabin and the fire was making its way
through the wood and metal building.

Sokka found it hard to breathe as he moved his way through the room he was tortured in, and
then was turned into a torturer in… but there was no desk. Then there was the hallway, smoke
was billowing out of it like a chimney and Sokka knew if he went back there, he would have
to be fast. If he inhaled too much smoke it could kill him, his father taught him that about fire
benders… not just their fire could kill you.

Inhaling a deep breath, Sokka plunged into the hallway, pushing himself through the wall of
smoke. There was a door on his right, grabbing the handle he pushed the door open. The
room was small and it was filled with weapons and what looked like torture equipment.
Sokka quickly moved past the room, making a mental note to stop back by after he got his
sister’s necklace. There was a second door, this time on his left. Sokka opened the door and
was annoyed to only find a large bathroom with a big shower and a large tub.

Sokka shuddered with the pleasurable thought of being clean and soaking in a big tub of
warm water, but maybe somewhere that wasn't covered in a thick layer of smoke. Shutting
the door, Sokka saw one last door to his right, grabbing the handle he hissed and jumped
back. It was so hot, he needed something to act as a barrier between him and the door.

Running back to the bathroom it didn’t take long to find a towel folded next to the sink, the
stupid fucking towel had a gold threaded trim – the bastard.

Sokka grabbed the fancy towel and ran back to the hot door, using the towel he grabbed the
door handle. The slippery towel twisted until he heard the click as the handle released and
swung open.

Entering the room, Sokka knew it had to be Zhao’s quarters because it looked like it was
decorated by a huge fucking jack-ass. Sokka saw the desk up against the wall, facing a huge
bed. Sokka’s eyes went to the giant bed, lingering only long enough to see manacles attached
to all four of the tall bed posts.

Sokka’s stomach flipped with disgust and the cold wet feeling he always ignored crawled it’s
way up his skin. He quickly turned his attention back to the desk and began pulling out the
drawers. One by one, Sokka dug through the contents before throwing them onto the floor.
He got to the last drawer on the bottom right and with a heave the drawer didn’t budge, with
further inspection Sokka discovered the drawer was locked – bingo.



Sokka’s only good arm fumbled through the contents of the desk, pushing aside anything that
didn’t look like it would open a drawer. His fingers found a sharp gold pick, the handle was
an elaborate mold of a dragon encrusted with rubies. It looked expensive and probably
cherished by Zhao… it was perfect.

Sokka grabbed the gold-poker-thing and shoved it in the small space where the drawer
connected to the desk, he began jabbing and wiggling the gold-poker-thing until the wood
began to splinter. Sokka thrusted with all of his one-good-arm-might and wedged the poker
deep enough that he was able to break the lock away from the wood.

The gold-poker-thing was bent and all fucked up so Sokka felt satisfied at his small, petty
victory over Zhao, by destroying his fancy poker. With a couple extra unnecessary swats to
the side of the desk, Sokka cast it aside and quickly dug through the drawer.

His heart was pounding in his chest, the anxious energy was making his finger tips fuzzy as
he thumbed through the limited contents of the drawer. There was a bottle of nice alcohol,
which Sokka picked up and threw against the wall. There was a long hunting knife, which
Sokka grabbed and put in his waistband, a bag of coins which Sokka also grabbed… But no
necklace.

Sokka stood and let out a gut-wrenching scream, his frustration was bubbling over the top, so
in a fit of rage, Sokka kicked the open draw one, two, three times… and that’s when the false
bottom shifted. Sokka dropped back to his knees and with his one good hand he pulled the
false bottom up and saw a stack of papers tied together with a red ribbon and nestled next to
it was his mother’s necklace.

Why did Zhao put his mother’s necklace in his false drawer? Sokka had no idea, but when his
fingers reached out and touched the soft silky material of the ribbon the tears swarmed his
vision. The blue reminded him of home, of Katara, dad, Gran-Gran… he missed blue, he
missed home… he missed his family.

Sokka saw the spots where his tears hit the wood, a heavy cough racked his chest and Sokka
knew his time was up. He held tightly to the necklace, his fingers weaving through the ribbon
in an unbreakable grip. He also grabbed the stack of papers, because if they were important
enough to hide in a false drawer, then they were worth reading.

Sokka took off towards the door, his brain was starting to feel smothered by the smoke
clouding his lungs, he wouldn’t have time to stop at the weapons closet – good thing he
grabbed the dagger. Sokka ran and threw himself from the hallway, sputtering and gasping at
the clean-er air the open torture room provided.

“I knew someone would be stupid enough to come and try to loot the admiral.”

Sokka’s eyes trailed up and met the warden’s sinister grin, fuck.

Chapter End Notes
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Leaving It All Behind
Chapter 13: Escape

The warden’s voice sent cold chills shooting down Sokka’s spine, the man’s voice carried a
certain nag to it that made a person want to punch him directly in his stupid-fucking-pointy-
nose. But ever since Sokka had been whipped on the warden’s order, the man’s voice also
triggered a special pocket of fear dedicated just to him.

Sokka’s eyes lifted slowly to meet the warden's sneering expression, the smoke was
beginning to accumulate in the room around them as the fire continued to spread through the
burning cabin. Their eyes locked together, the malice and excitement in the warden’s twisted
expression made Sokka’s chills surface into small bumps scattered across his arms and the
beck of his neck.

“You stupid Water Tribe savage, I knew it was a waste of time to keep you here. Admiral
Zhao should have killed you the first day you proved to be useless.”

The warden flicked his wrist in a swirling motion, bending a long fire whip, he cracked the
air before pulling the stream of flames back to his side. The man's crooked teeth poked
through his smirking lips, he licked the front of his discolored smile. (A disgusting habit, for
a disgusting man.) Sokka watched as the fire bender slid his foot back, the same way he
watched Zuko do earlier, his brain registered the motion - the warden was preparing to strike.

Sokka scrambled to his feet as quickly as his disoriented body would let him, still clutching
the necklace in his hand, the ribbon twisted tightly between his fingers. He could feel the
concealed bundle of parchment scraping lighting against the skin of his torso where it was
tucked in his waistband, next to the knife.

Sokka stumbled backwards when the tip of the fire whip struck way too close to his face, the
heat from the attack left a first degree burn on the tip of his nose. The warden seemed pleased
by what Sokka was sure was the pure terror flashing in his wide blue eyes. Sokka felt trapped
when his back pressed firmly against the wall, there were only two options, stay and fight or
bail into the suffocatingly, smokey hallway.

Both options fucking sucked and Sokka was sick and tired of being helpless… he wanted to
be brave and fight back, but the fear wouldn’t allow him to move his body, all he could do
was stare at the warden. The world faded into just him and the fire whip, his eyes followed
the blistering whip as it danced at the warden’s side. The man pulled the whip back once
more and with a quick motion of his wrist, he thrust the flaming attack forward.

Sokka closed his eyes and made the usual mistake of lifting his arms to block the attack from
striking his face, it was the same mistake that had earned him most of the scars on his arms.
The scattered straight lined scars were a testament on Sokka’s forearms of all the times a



guard struck him; they were ugly, painful reminders of the type of treatment he had suffered
the last two months.

Holding his breath... Sokka waited for what he was sure would be the burning pain
accompanied with the smell of smoldering flesh when the whip aimed to strike him in the
chest, landed it’s blow.

Instead, he heard a muffled curse and a loud crash.

Sokka cracked one eye open and his mind buzzed when he saw Zuko standing in front of him
and the warden crumpled on the ground. Zuko turned his head, enough so Sokka could see
the good side of his face and that he was glaring at him, one of his actually-angry glares.

His face was coated in a healthy layer of dirt, mixed with ash, stuck to dried blood and sweat.
Sokka was surprised to see his golden eyes flashing with anger through the filth. Zuko’s dark
hair was sticking up in random places and it almost looked a light brown color from all the
dust that was caked through it. Sokka could also see that he had developing bruises on his
face and neck, but at least he was alive.

“I fucking knew you would come here! How did I know you would come here!?” His raspy
voice was hoarse, probably from inhaling all the dust and smoke when he was fighting the
earth bender.

Sokka gave him an innocent smile in response. “Well if you knew I would come here, then
you obviously knew how important it was for me to get it… Now, more importantly, we have
to get the fuck out of here.”

Zuko shook his head. “No, I need something from here too…”

The other boy’s golden eyes shot over to the hallway and then back to the warden who was
on his feet again, whip twirling over his head. The warden cackled when he sent the stream of
fire back around, Zuko held up an arm and somehow blocked the quick whip of fire before it
made contact with them. The warden continued his assaults with swift angry attacks. Sokka
watched in amazement as Zuko blocked every single one of them, his stance rooted in the
ground in front of Sokka, keeping the Water Tribe boy from being burned.

Sokka felt a desperate, almost primal need to help in some way. He moved closer to Zuko so
the other boy could hear him, while he continued doing the amazing job of blocking the
incoming fire whip attacks.

“What do you need? I'll go get it!”

“You won’t know what it is.”

“I can try to figure it out at least, because I already know can’t block fire! What is it?”

“Dual broadswords, in the weapons room – brown and gold sheath, first door on the right…
It should be in the back corner against the wall.”



Sokka nodded, not entirely sure what broadswords were or why they were important to Zuko,
but if he remembered correctly, the boy seemed comfortable and almost natural holding a
sword earlier and Sokka was willing to get anything that would help Zuko fight better. The
better Zuko could fight, the easier it would be for them to get the fuck out of here.

Sokka dipped into the hallway, pulling his tunic over his nose in a feeble attempt to filter the
heavy clouds of smoke from entering his lungs. The metal floor was beginning to heat up,
Sokka’s could feel his bare feet starting to sting as he hopped from one foot to another in
front of the door, using the same fancy-towel to grab the now scorching handle.

The door swung open and a rush of heat from the inferno inside blasted Sokka in the face, the
fire was consuming the building quickly, they didn’t have much time before the entire cabin
would be gone… Sokka entered the room and hastily began rummaged through the weapons,
his mind kept wondering what the fuck broadswords were…

His eyes landed on the long, brown and gold sheath with a strap, leaning against the wall in
the back right corner, just where Zuko said it would be. Sokka flinched back when a piece of
the ceiling crumbled and his face was hit with a rush of heat. He reached up with his only
working arm and frantically touched both of his eyebrows, exhaling a sigh of relief when he
found they were both still there.

Another cracking sound from above sent Sokka lunging forward towards the weapon, his feet
were burning so badly his brain wouldn’t let him forget about the throbbing agony. As soon
as the sheath was tightly within his grasp, he turned and ran from the room not even
bothering to close the door behind him.

When Sokka threw himself back into the main room once again, the tunic fell from his face
and he inhaled a deep breath, coughing harshly as he sputtered and choked on the smoke.
Sokka abruptly noticed the large amount of damage that had been inflicted to the room in the
short period of time he was gone.

The warden and Zuko were locked in an up close battle, Zuko was quick with his jabs and
kicks, but the warden seemed to be equally matched in his hand to hand combat skills. The
warden was also wielding fire, while Zuko was not. Sokka stood just outside of the hallway
and watched, his heart pounding against his ribs, as the warden landed a fiery blow to Zuko’s
ribs and the bender hissed from the pain, earning a snide comment from the man.

“Aww, are you not feeling very well, your highness?”

Zuko growled in response, the look in his eyes made Sokka’s mouth feel dry, there was a
burning rage behind Zuko’s focused glare. Zuko ducked under another blow the warden
brought down, he just barely missed a face full of fire. Dropping to the ground, Zuko spun
and kicked out one of his legs, successfully hooking the warden by the ankle. The warden
seemed to have been expecting an attack to his stance, but the speed of Zuko’s movement
caught him off guard and he fell to the ground with a heavy thud, not having enough time to
catch himself.

Zuko went to push himself back to his feet when the warden kicked out one of his own legs
and caught Zuko on the left side of his face. Sokka winced when Zuko’s smaller body lost it’s



balance and he fell back to the floor, he could see the heavy blow to his face had Zuko
disoriented. Sokka’s eyes widened as he watched Zuko roll over onto his stomach, his eyes
were unfocused and he swayed to the side when tried to lift himself up again. Sokka could
see Zuko’s exhaustion in every breath he took and the way his trembling arms struggled to
push his body off the floor.

The warden rose to his feet with ease, once standing again, he spit out a mixture of blood and
saliva next to Zuko’s face. Sokka’s heart began to clamber around his throat when he saw the
man open his hand.. Sokka could see the heat beginning to form in his palm as he stood over
Zuko - he was going to kill him, he was going to kill Zuko.

“The Admiral should have killed you a long time ago, rather than keep you alive to be his
play thing. Well, it looks like he isn’t here to save you this time, I will make sure to finish
what the Fire Lord started you worthless, pathetic, disappointment, only good for-“

Things started to happen in slow motion for Sokka after the word ‘disappointment’, he could
feel when his legs started to move on their own, his eyes narrowed in on the warden and his
vision tunneled. Sokka felt himself lose control as the sound of the crackling fire burning
around him consumed his every thought, he felt himself begin to run.

Sokka lunged at the warden, his primal instincts to protect Zuko took over, the anger he felt
deep inside him as an always steady presence, began to surface. His only goal was to make
sure the warden didn’t have a chance to unleash his fire onto Zuko; he wasn’t allowed to kill
Zuko.

The warden was completely caught off guard when he and Sokka fell to the ground in a
heavy heap of limbs. Sokka fumbled with the dagger in his hands, his arms shaking violently
from the fear mixed together with anger, fueled by his adrenaline. It wasn’t until he could feel
the heat from the warden’s fire that he screamed out, he could feel when the flames started to
lick open his flesh.

The warden had a burning hand pressed against Sokka’s side, the pain was absolutely
unbearable, he couldn’t have imagined a burn hurting as bad as this one did. The fire seemed
to enter his body and flow through his veins, pushing the shooting pain through his core. He
had to do something to stop it, or the warden was going to kill him, he could feel the burn,
burning as it spread out from the point of contact.

His only good hand still held the necklace, pressing the ribbon against the handle of the
dagger. Sokka didn’t remember when he began to thrust the blade in a downward motion; he
couldn’t see where the sharp tip entered first, but he could hear the howls of pain coming
from the man he was tangled with. He knew the blade had made contact somewhere when he
felt the warmth blossom underneath his hand.

Even as the man struggled to pull himself away and the fire in his hands died down to
nothing, Sokka continued to thrust the blade into him, over and over, as hard and fast as he
could. He couldn’t let this man get back up, he couldn’t let him burn him… he couldn’t let
him burn Zuko…



He could feel the warmth from the warden's blood traveling across his body, soaking into the
fibers of his prison pants, it was the type of sensation you could never forget. Blood was a
thick, moving liquid that was alive and almost hot to the touch, maybe that was a fire bending
thing? He would have to ask Zuko if his blood was hot, he wondered if Zuko would know the
answer to that?

Sokka was lost in his mindless stabbing motions and babbling half-put-together thoughts
when he felt strong arms wrap around his chest and heave his body back... away from the
liquid warmth, away from the stabbing motion… his mind felt fuzzy and confused by the
sudden loss. The arms vanished and two hands gripped his shoulders with iron-like force,
they were wet and warm, he glanced down to see blood soaked, pale fingers gripping the grey
and red fabric covering his shoulder.

Was his prison uniform always grey and red?

Sokka’s eyes trailed up one of the arms that was filled with bruises and scars, some of them
looked years too old. When he got to the bruised neck, the smaller scarred ear and angry red
skin, he knew he was looking at Zuko. His eyes finally trailed up his face and found those
strong, determined gold eyes staring straight at him.

His one eyebrow was narrowed and he gave Sokka a light shake and for some stupid reason
Sokka couldn’t pull himself out of the fog that clouded his mind... he felt lost, scared and
alone. He did begin to notice when Zuko started yelling at him, his broken voice sounded
weaker than usual, he must be so tired… Sokka felt tired too.

“SNAP. THE. FUCK. OUT. OF. IT!!”

... maybe he wasn’t that tired.

Zuko shook Sokka harder this time, so hard that his neck cracked from the intensity of the
shake – he would expect nothing less from an annoyed Zuko. This time the fog lifted and
Sokka started to choke on the smoke that was smothering him from the inside out. He noticed
Zuko had started making small movements with his arms, he was trying to bend the heat back
and keep the flames from getting too close to them.

“Get up!” With one arm, Zuko pushed back the fire that was trying to jump from the wall
onto the floor, and with the other arm he began to pull on Sokka. Zuko’s tug sent a jolt of
pain shooting through Sokka’s body, he yelled out in a cracked, pained, yelp. Zuko stopped
and bent down to meet Sokka’s eyes again.

“You’re hurt, where? Arm?”

Zuko started poking him with a finger on the one hand that he had apparently dedicated to
Sokka, and when his fucking finger landed on Sokka’s dislocated shoulder, he yelled out in
pain. Zuko’s brow furrowed deeper and he used both hands to gently touched his injury and
the surrounding area on his arm and back. Sokka felt himself lean into Zuko’s warm touch, it
had been so long since he had felt a friendly touch, even if it was just to assess his injuries, it
was better than nothing.



“It’s dislocated, hold still... I’ll push it back in. It’s going to hurt.”

His touch may have been gentle, but his words were as serious and straightforward, as
always.

Sokka winced when Zuko stood and pulled Sokka’s arm out straight in front of him, Zuko
moved quickly, but still, very gently. He seemed to be taking great care in treating Sokka’s
injury, but the fire around them was becoming more of a life threatening situation, than just
an annoying inconvenience. So they had to move fast or risk getting trapped inside the
burning building.

“C-can you please c-count to three?” Sokka felt like a baby, but he was sure he was covered
in blood (he refused to look at it) and his side was burning because… well because he was
fucking burned, and now Zuko was looking at him all concerned and trying to be helpful, and
it was all just… too much.

“Ugh, Fine. One -“

Sokka’s arm made a fucking horrible popping sound and then there was a rush of sweet,
comfortable relief. Sokka tested out his arm and smiled when he found he had a full range of
motion, there was only a small discomfort now and he could happily deal with that.

“Much bet-“

Before Sokka could finish his sentence Zuko grabbed the front of his tunic and hoisted Sokka
to his feet again, demonstrating his annoyingly powerful strength.

“WE HAVE TO GO!”

Sokka nodded, and both boys took off towards the door. Sokka still held the bloody dagger,
intertwined with his mother’s necklace… both were coated in a dried layer of blood. Sokka
couldn’t resist looking back, his eyes caught a glimpse of the crumpled corpse, fallen in the
middle of the burning room…

The dead man’s blood pooled around the body and his crumpled corpse cast a dancing
shadow against the flames, moving across the floor in a way that made Sokka’s skin crawl.
He was dead, the man who just a moment ago was trying to kill him and Zuko. If he wouldn’t
have done something… he might have killed them.

Sokka turned to look at Zuko again, only to receive a flying boot thrown in his face, hitting
him smack-dab in the jaw.

“What the fuck, Zuko?!”

“Put them on, you need shoes.”

Sokka looked down at his bare feet, he didn’t notice before, but there was dried blood in
between his toes and splattered over the skin of his feet and ankles. Why was his life such a
mess? Sokka stumbled around, sliding the brown boots onto his feet, glancing over at Zuko,



he saw the boy’s own baggy prison pants were bunched up above his own identical pair of
brown boots.

“They are guard uniform issued boots, they’ll be good for walking through the forest and
they’ll give you some protection from the heat, but lace them tight, I am sure they will be too
big.”

Zuko was out the door with Sokka trailing behind him, taking the boy’s advice, he pulled the
laces as tight as he could, but he was right, the boots were still two sizes too big. But
anything was better than barefoot.

“T-thanks.” Sokka managed to mutter. He stepped down the dreaded three steps of Zhao’s
porch and realized that this was going to be the last time he ever had to step foot in that cabin
again. One, was because the cabin was going to burn down to the ground tonight. The
second, was because they were fucking escaping.

He and Zuko turned to head towards the south entrance, if they stayed close enough to the
prison wall it would hopefully stay dark enough that they could slip through the rest of the
camp undetected. The group of earth benders that were dealing with the guards earlier were
gone, all that remained were three bodies left to lay in the blood stained dirt.

There was a loud rumble from under the earth followed by a huge explosion, both boys
instinctively turned and saw what remained of a fiery blast that went off in the middle of the
kitchen. The fire had moved its way through the mess hall and was attempting to consume
the kitchen next, there were a lot of things in the kitchen that had the potential to blow up…

Zuko’s eyes were wide and Sokka realized what he was thinking… Chang.

Before either of them could overthink anything, they were sprinting towards the kitchen.
Zuko was much faster than Sokka, he consistently stayed a few paces ahead, his feet never
really touched the dirt as he sprinted towards the back of the kitchen. They rounded the
corner and slowed down before they slipped back into the shadows. Sokka tried to follow
Zuko’s step for step as he silently moved through the darkness, only visible to Sokka’s eye.

The back door was locked, Zuko shook the handle angrily before he took a few steps back
and shifted into a rooted stance. Sokka watched the other boy kick out his leg followed by a
stream of fire. As Zuko kicked the door, he blasted a shot of fire at the place where the door
connected to the wall and locked.

The metal lock melted from the heat and Zuko kicked it once more, this time the impact from
the kick busted the lock without any hesitation, the door opened and both boys ran in.

Once inside, Sokka had to take a step back, his arm lifted in an attempt to shelter his face
from the intense heat that was still cooped up inside from the explosion. Slowly, the inferno
seemed to push back and Sokka lowered his arm to see Zuko bending a path through the
fire’s heat to Chang’s office.

That’s where they found the fallen support beam that was blocking the entrance to Chang’s
office door. The adrenaline that fueled the short walk through fire doubled when Sokka saw



that Chang might probably be trapped in his office; they would have to move the fallen beam
if they hoped to get him out.

Without a word, both boys took a section of the metal at opposite ends and pulled, the
massive structure shifted but didn’t move like they needed it to. They tried again, but the
results were similar. It would take much more strength than Zuko and Sokka had to move
something that big.

“It’s not fucking working.” Zuko mumbled through his grit teeth.

“No, it’s too heavy.” Sokka could feel the sweat pouring down his face, the tiny droplets
tickling his cheeks as they fell from his eyelashes. “If we can't move it, then we can’t get the
door open… is Chang even inside?”

Zuko shrugged, the stupid fire bender wasn’t even sweating. Thankfully, the flames were
pushed back enough that they weren’t tickling at his calves anymore, but the entire kitchen
was on fire and it was hotter than an oven. He watched as Zuko jumped onto the support
beam, pressing his face up to the door he yelled.

“Chang!?”

There was only the sound of melting metals and crackling wood for a minute until…

“ARE YOU FUCKING KIDDING ME?!”

Zuko winced dramatically and his eyes met with Sokka’s. “Yeah, he’s in there.”

For the first time that night, Sokka smiled, because even in an earth bending prison attack,
where everything was on fire, Chang was still… Chang. Sokka never realized how much he
depended on the man’s consistency in his day to day routine, he was a bright spot in his
rather depressing life.

Zuko turned his face back to the door and yelled again. “Hang on Chang, we are going to get
you out!”

He turned and jumped down from the beam, he tried very hard to hide the pained expression
that flashed across his face from landing, but Sokka didn’t give him grief for it. He needed to
think very quickly about how to get Chang out of his office, if not… the fire would reach him
soon and he would burn alive in that tiny space. He didn’t let his mind wander to the thought
of Chang, as large as he was, being trapped in that office as the fire -

Sokka chased back the thoughts as he moved closer, inspecting the door, his eyes trailed over
every inch as tried to spot a weakness. His blue eyes rested on the door’s hinges, the door
opened outward, which is why the support beam was keeping it from opening. But the hinges
could be removed by popping the pins out of place, without the hinges they could remove the
door all together and Chang could just walk out and over the fallen support beam.

“Zuko, I have a plan.”



The fire bender threw his head back and groaned into the air dramatically, “finally! I was
beginning to think you actually thought we would be able to lift this thing.”

Sokka shot him a fake glare, but his smile stayed, so his face probably just looked stupid but
Zuko didn’t seem to notice. “Go over to the door, and check the door’s hinges, do they have a
metal pin in the middle?”

Teo and his dad loved Fire Nation technology, just not the Fire Nation itself. The Mechanist
taught Sokka all about the Fire Nation’s metal work and the way some of their simplest
designs were so incredibly effective. He used to tell Sokka and Teo that the Fire Nation
wasn’t winning the war because of their bending, they were winning the war because of their
engineering.

“I… guess? Yeah, I think I see the pin.”

“Okay we need to tap that pin out of place, try to push it up from the bottom, just be careful
those hinges could be hot from all the heat in the air.”

Zuko nodded and tentatively he reached out and began to successfully push the pin out
through the top of the hinge, understanding what he was doing now, Zuko made quick work
of the rest of them. Once all the pins were out, all they needed to do was knock the door
down, easy right?

No, not easy at all. Zuko told Chang to take cover and he tried kicking the door down, over
and over and over… Until Sokka’s leg was sore from watching him.

“It's!”

Kick.

“Not!”

Kick.

“Working!”

Kick.

Zuko seemed out of breath at this point and Sokka noticed the slightest grey tint in the veins
of his neck… now that he was looking more closely, he could see just how pale Zuko was
under the light from the surrounding fires.

“Alright Zuko, new plan… we need to try to find something to shove under the door and
hoist it up, it might be stuck, we just need to dislodge it.”

Zuko nodded and he and Sokka began shuffling through the different crates and along the
(not actively burning) walls, looking for something that might work as a wedge for the door.
Sokka saw the open back door and realized there was a whole mess of metal stacked behind
the kitchen.



He took off running, stopping suddenly when he got to the open back door, a sudden surge of
fear gripped his throat. Peeking his head out, he looked out into the darkness, it was as if the
moon saw his struggle to see because the moonlight broke through the smoke and shed a little
light for Sokka. The brief blessing of light made it so Sokka could see the area was clear of
earth benders and guards.

It didn’t take long to find what he needed in the pile of scrap metal and soon enough, he and
Zuko were back to standing in front of the door, this time they had a long metal bar sticking
out of the bottom of the impossible door.

“On the count of three, and a real three, not your fake ‘get ready one – pop’ shit you pulled
earlier with my arm.”

Sokka wasn’t looking back at Zuko but he could feel the other boy smirking behind his back.
Sokka counted down and both boys used their weight to move the pry and thank-the-fucking-
spirits, the door made an awful scraping metal sound (that almost gave Sokka flashbacks to
when he was locked in the metal box) and the door fell out of their way. Zuko made sure the
door was no longer a problem with a few frustrated stomps before they entered the room.

When they walked into the office, Sokka’s heart fell... hard and fast… The ceiling had
collapsed inside and Chang was trapped under a maze of derbies, along with another support
beam mixed into the mess. One the walls of his office had been impacted by an earth bending
attack, causing the entire thing to basically implode. One of Chang’s legs was clearly broken,
it was obvious from the way it was bent under a large boulder that must have been used in the
attack.

He could have been working late in his office, which meant that it might not have been that
late when the attacks started…. Chang never saw it coming. Sokka glanced at Zuko and the
boy’s eyes were wide, his pupils were shifting around to all the different obstacles in front of
him. Sokka knew the loyal fire bender was deciding what to do, but it would be impossible to
unbury Chang and of course Sokka knew this... but…

Maybe if the massive man was his own size or even Shen’s size… but Chang was huge and
his leg was broken and he was trapped. Sokka just couldn’t see how they would be able to
get him out of there…

“Why… the fuck are you two here?!” Chang’s voice sounded strong, which meant maybe he
wasn’t fatally injured. It at least gave Sokka hope to hear the clarity and strength in Chang’s
voice, even if he did sound seriously annoyed.

Sokka noticed Zuko moving towards Chang, the fire bender grabbed a twisted piece of rusted
metal and moved it out of his way, his brow was deeply furrowed and his mouth was set in
one of his irritated, tightly jaw clenched frowns. Sokka moved forward, he gently set a hand
on Zuko’s shoulder, hoping that it would be enough for him to understand.

“We are getting you out… obviously.” Zuko muttered, he shrugged his shoulders to remove
Sokka’s hand. The Water Tribe boy let it fall, Sokka didn’t know how to help in a situation
that was so helpless.



Chang’s eyes left Zuko and moved to Sokka, the man’s eyes were tired, he needed to rest and
save his strength. Even if by the strongest stroke of luck and they were able to remove all the
derbies covering the large man, Chang wouldn’t have the energy to pull himself out or assist
them in any way. It would be impossible to remove him from where he was, Zuko had to let it
go.

“Zuko…”

“Shut up, Sokka and help me.”

Chang looked at Zuko again, Sokka saw his eyes soften for the fire bender who was
stubbornly pulling at chunks of wood that were lodged in the mountain of rubble. For the first
time, Sokka saw the deep care Chang had for Zuko, it twinkled in the man’s soft eyes. He
really cared about him, it made Sokka’s heart warm to see something other than fear and
hatred in someone’s eyes again.

“Listen to your friend Zuko… Don’t be fucking stupid. I am a fat, old man who got trapped
in his office by a bunch of dirt-eating-earth-benders. The only reason I am still alive is cause
those fuck-faced-mud-munchers didn’t hear me in here, but of course you fuck-tards had to
come find me. What the fuck are you even doing here!? Get the fuck out of here, are you
stupid!?”

Chang was hiding behind his mix of humor and anger, he was trying to push Sokka and Zuko
away from him in an attempt to lead them to safety. They both knew they couldn’t waste
anymore time on him, Chang knew it and Sokka knew it… Zuko was the one having a hard
time figuring it out.

“You’re fucking stupid.” Zuko mumbled as he grabbed another chunk of rubble and moved it
out of his way, behind that was a mess of twisted metal and leaking pipes. Zuko hesitated, not
knowing what to grab next, Sokka could see the trembling in the tips of his fingers. The
Water Tribe boy stepped forward and placed his hand very gently on Zuko’s shoulder again,
he wouldn’t even call it touching this time, it was more of a slight hover over his shoulder.

“… he is right, Zuko.”

The boy went tense, Sokka couldn’t see his face but his shoulder line went rigid and his arms
balled into tight fists by his side. Chang was staring at Zuko, and Sokka assumed Zuko was
staring back.

“You two need to get the fuck out of here… right now. I appreciate the open door, really, but
if you guys would have stopped to listen to me instead of wasting your time, you could have
been out of here already. You need to leave, now.”

“But-“

“PRINCE ZUKO!” Chang’s voice was louder and deeper than Sokka has ever heard it, the
man’s face was red and his eyes narrowed as he stared directly at Zuko. “Leave me, I will be
fine. If I am meant to live, I will live, but the fire is here to cleanse the camp, and Agni is



angry. You need to take the opportunity and leave, you and the Water Tribe boy, you must go,
now.”

Zuko hesitated, Sokka could feel the air shift and when the boy let out a long exhale and his
shoulders went limp, he took a couple of steps back until he was standing next to Sokka.
Sokka didn’t look over at him, but he could feel the anger vibrating off of him in heavy, dark
waves.

“Listen, you little shit stains. You two need to watch each other’s back, you both can trust
each other, and from the bits of interaction I have seen, you two work well together. Water
Tribe, you are smart, i'll give you that – but you are traveling with a hot-headed-dumbass so
you will need to be much smarter. Prince Zuko, you are traveling with someone who is
essentially only good for his brain, the rest of him is basically a wet noodle. Look out for
him, and make sure you teach him to fight. Head to Ba Sing Se, it is the safest place from the
Fire Nation. They will be after you, as long as you are alive, you will be in danger.”

Chang’s eyes were drilling into Zuko, who returned the eye contact with stern expression and
intensely glaring at the man. Sokka nodded at Chang, they exchanged eye contact as they
said their silent goodbyes. Sokka then turned to leave, taking a few slow steps to give Zuko
and Chang a moment, but also make Zuko aware it was time to leave.

“Thank you... for everything.” Zuko’s voice was quiet, but loud enough that Chang would
hear him. Sokka wasn’t facing them, but he was sure that Chang was smiling…

“Your life isn’t too far gone to be saved, you can be reborn from the fire, now go. Please.”

Sokka could have swore he heard Chang’s voice crack.

Sokka turned, just in time to see Zuko nod and Chang make a waving away motion with his
only free hand. Sokka stepped aside to let Zuko lead the way, he used his bending to
extinguish some of the smaller flames that had fallen from the ceiling which had recently
started to burn above them. Sokka crouched behind Zuko as the bender pushed away the wild
flames that jumped from the walls out at them as they passed. The fire had gotten
exceptionally worse in the short time they spent with Chang, Sokka wondered how long it
would take for the flames to reach the cook...

The smoke was making it difficult to see and even more difficult to breathe. Without
thinking, Sokka reached out and grabbed the back of Zuko’s tunic, so he wouldn't get lost in
the chaos. Zuko paused, only for a beat before he continued to push forward again, allowing
Sokka to follow close behind and keep his hand curled in the fabric.

Once they were out the back door of the kitchen, Sokka threw himself onto the ground in a
muffled, coughing fit. He was trying his best to keep the sound hushed as his chest made
violent noises while his lungs tried to expel the toxic smoke. Sokka buried his face into his
elbow as he laid out on his stomach, stretched flat against the ground.

Sokka closed his eyes, just for a second, and pretended that he was back home in his warm
bedroll, covered in furs and maybe about to eat a big bowl of stewed –



Sokka felt a soft jab against his side, then another one when Sokka didn’t respond like…
immediately. Impatient asshole.

“UGH!” He whisper-groaned as he pulled himself to his feet.

It wasn’t until Sokka went to lift himself fully that he felt the intense throbbing which was
radiating from his side. The pain was worse than anything he had ever experienced before
and he had been really sure his hand had been the worst pain of his life. Sokka couldn’t resist
the need to double over and try to touch the wound, Zuko was at his side in a second,
smacking his hand away from the injury.

The fire bender immediately semi-shoved Sokka back onto the ground, this time on his back.
There wasn’t a lot of light but Zuko did this neat trick where this tiny little flame danced at
the end of his index finger. It was cute, but for some reason the sight of the dancing flame
and the way the oranges and yellows bled together into a deep red… red like the blood on his
pants, and on his hands… and probably other places but Sokka was still too scared to look.
He had to pull his eyes away from the flame as the panic tried to rile up in his chest.

Sokka felt Zuko’s not-on-fire hand grab the end of his tunic and lift it up, there was a hole
where the fabric had been burned but Zuko still insisted on lifting the thing almost entirely
up. Sokka felt the rush of cold air and a sudden heat in his cheeks, why he was so
embarrassed at Zuko looking under his shirt, was completely and utterly beyond him. Best
not to think about thoughts like that when Zuko’s surprisingly warm fingers touched a few
places on his side, when his warm-jabbing-fingers landed on one spot in particular, it sent hot
waves of pain though his skin.

A cold chill followed the hot pain, which was probably a bad sign. Zuko pulled down the
tunic’s fabric and Sokka was thankful to have the thin layer back between his bare skin and
the cold… and Zuko’s prying eyes.

Sokka finally looked at Zuko, he had put out the finger-fire and all Sokka could only see was
the part of his face that was lit up by the burning kitchen behind them, the other part hid in
the shadow from his hair. His gold eyes met Sokka’s own and he saw that the other boy had
the same strong look of determination that Sokka used to hate, now he found himself living
for it.

“It’s a bad burn, I won't lie to you, it's not small either. You need to put some kind of salve on
it or it will get infected and it could kill you.”

Sokka swallowed, their eyes held the contact and Sokka wasn’t sure if he was waiting for
Zuko to say something else, like maybe a solution... or if the fire bender was just stating a
fact.

“We don’t have time to get any medication, Ara was supposed to bring the medical supplies
but I doubt she grabbed anything with all the fire and the fighting. We need to keep moving,
maybe we can find something in the village, we are two days away. I will live for two days,
right?”



Zuko’s expression shifted into a frown, he lifted himself to his feet and extended his hand to
offer Sokka some assistance in his own standing process. Sokka happily accepted the help.
Once on his feet, the burning pain seemed to die down and Sokka looked at Zuko and gave
him a firm nod, signaling that he was good to go. The stubborn fire bender stood in place,
Sokka wanted to rip the, still growing, sides of his hair out with his hands.

“If your burn gets infected, you will get a fever, and then you will get really sick and have
intense fever dreams and yes, in two days, you could be very dead.”

Sokka did pull his hair this time, letting his bloody fingers rub bits of dried blood into his
own dark hair, he didn’t really care at this point. Zuko was infuriating, with his stubborn need
to talk about Sokka’s injury, but Sokka didn’t want to deal with the injury right now. He
didn’t want to think about how it happened, and what he did to make it stop…

“Come on.” Zuko turned and moved in the direction of the prison wall; if they followed the
back wall they could hide in it’s shadow all the way to the South Gate. Sokka followed
behind Zuko, ignoring the pain that jolted over his ribcage every time his left leg made
contact with the ground. Zuko moved so quietly, and Sokka tried to mimic his footsteps, he
found himself less successful in being as quiet.

They had luck for the second time that night as they slipped through the prison camp without
running into any earth benders or prison guards. The camp was quieter now, the attacks had
stopped mostly, there must not be anyone left alive to fight. Everyone alive must have fled
into the forest, as they got closer to their exit, Sokka could see the gate had been twisted and
broken by what looked like a series of earth bending attacks.

The gate was open, it was their third stroke of luck. Sokka felt his heart begin to race as the
adrenaline began to pump through his chest, his heart happily picked up on it and began
thumping wildly. Sokka’s hand tightened on the necklace he still had twisted in between his
fingers, he could feel the small stone’s carving rubbing softly against the inside of his palm.

The feeling was grounding for him, to feel a piece of home in his hand, it meant so much to
feel the silky ribbon that had once rubbed softly against his sister’s neck. It was a piece of his
family he held in his hand, and he was never letting it go.

Sokka didn’t notice when Zuko stopped walking, so naturally Sokka had to be his always-
graceful-self and stumble-stop into the back of Zuko, earning him a justified angry-glare and
frustrated hiss.

“Why are you stopping?” Sokka hush-asked.

“The medical building is right there, we can get you something for your burns.”

Sokka looked to his left and saw the small building Zuko was referring to, it wasn’t on fire,
which was surprising. The building was close enough to the wall that they could slip in and
out in no time, as long as they didn’t run into anymore… obstacles.

“Come on.” Zuko nudged him with his shoulder to get Sokka to move off of him and Sokka
realized he had been standing way too close to Zuko’s back. They made their way to the back



of the building, Sokka found himself holding his breath as they began moving around the
building with their backs pressed up against the wooden wall.

There was only one entrance to the small building, in the front, which unfortunately faced the
inside area of the prison camp. The healer’s building almost directly faced Zhao’s cabin,
which the fire had almost completely destroyed… and everything inside.

Zuko leaned his head to peer around the corner, there didn’t seem to be any earth benders
around, so they took the opportunity and moved towards the door. The door was locked… of-
fucking-course, so Sokka had to patiently wait for Zuko to heat up the lock with a small
flame that was flickering in and out.

Sokka saw that Zuko’s arms were shaking and the veins in his pale wrists were dark against
the painfully raw skin that wrapped around his wrists. The veins were dark up until about the
middle of his forearms, Sokka swallowed the lump that was wiggling in his throat and pushed
his eyes back onto the door. Maybe there was something in there that Sokka could grab for
Zuko, something that could fight back against the bending suppressants that were obviously
still coursing through his bloodstream.

The lock on the door bent and snapped when Zuko shoved his shoulder into the door’s seal
and thankfully the metal door swung open inwards. Sokka and Zuko moved quickly, the
small building was only a single room with a bathroom, so it was easy to grab what they
needed quickly.

There were four walls with no windows, there was a bed against the back wall and a small
wooden desk next to it covered in stacks of papers and a weird set up of flasks and pipes… it
looked like a place a scientist would work, not a healer. Both side walls were layered with
shelves, each one holding a variety of different medicines, herbs and other… interesting stuff.
Sokka started piling in anything he could find that was familiar into his tunic, he carried the
supplies with him in his tunic-sack.

Zuko was looking for something specific, which was great because Sokka was confident that
if anyone would know what to get to help heal a burn, it would be Zuko. No offense to Zuko,
Sokka thought innocently. Zuko grabbed a few things off the wall next to Sokka and threw
them into his tunic-sack.

“Find something to put this stuff in, I can’t carry it through the forest like this.” Sokka made a
motion with both of his arms which wiggled the collection of supplies.

Zuko huffed as a response, but he did shift his focus to looking for something to put the
supplies in, he moved over to the baskets on the floor against the front wall. Zuko’s hands
grabbed the open door and he moved to close it, so he could get to the basket behind it.
Sokka saw a flash of silver in the corner of his eyes, and he heard a soft thud. Before he was
even fully turned around, Zuko had his swords (plural) up against someone’s neck.

Sokka had barely even taken a breath in the time it took for Zuko to have the intruder pressed
up against the closed door, wild eyed and crazy… wait.

“Reho?”



A smile spread across the skinny man’s dusty lips. “Sokka!” His nervous smile didn’t hide
the fear that was pooling in Reho’s hazel eyes.

Zuko didn’t move his swords from Reho’s neck, even with the obvious reunion Sokka was
having with the guy. Sokka moved towards the situation and was going to put a hand on
Zuko’s shoulder, but with him holding the bottom of his tunic for his tunic-sack, he could
only stand there awkwardly. He could see how tight Zuko’s muscles were, he was ready to
strike the other prisoner down at any moment.

“Zuko it’s ok. I know him from the coal mines, please… let go of his throat.”

Zuko gave Sokka an annoyed, angry but… trusting look before he lowered his weapons, with
a swift twirl he met the blades together and sheathed them against his back. Once Zuko had
released Reho’s throat, Sokka moved forward to make sure the sandy haired man was alright.
Zuko walked away from them without a word and resumed his search for a bag of some sort,
but Sokka could feel his eyes on them.

“Are you ok, Reho? What are you doing here?”

The young man coughed a couple times, Sokka could see the bruises on his neck and
shoulder from where he was probably struck. His skin was coated in ash and dust just like
Sokka and Zuko were, Reho’s green eyes went from Sokka to Zuko a couple of times before
he answered.

“I-I was hiding, and I saw you two come out of the kitchen… I followed you here. I don’t
know what else to do… I’m sorry! I have been hiding for hours after our bunk blew up… I
saw you two together and I thought maybe I could come with you.”

Sokka signed and rubbed his face, Zuko approached them again with a leather bag that
looked expensive, it was a light brown leather with the Fire Nation insignia on the buckle that
snapped the bag closed. Zuko tossed the open bag on the floor in front of Sokka who tipped
the end of his tunic-sack and dumped the supplies into it. He also put the roll of parchment
hiding in his waistband, the bag of coins, and the bloody dagger inside the bag as well.

Sokka slung the back over his shoulder and looked at Zuko who had his golden eyes fixed on
Reho. It was awkward, for some reason, maybe because Sokka had never interacted with
Zuko in front of anyone else before, except Chang. (Don’t think about Chang) Or maybe it
was just Zuko, who was radiating the awkward energy.

“Reho is going to come with us, I vouch for him.” Sokka kept his voice firm, hoping this
wasn’t going to lead to an argument with the fire bender, they had been working so fucking
well together so far.

Zuko’s golden eyes stayed fixed on Reho, and Sokka was sure there was a bead of nervous
sweat forming on Reho’s forehead under the intense gaze. Zuko let his eyes leave the other
prisoner and he looked directly at Sokka.

“If you keep vouching for all these people, you are bound to get your trust broken.”



Zuko looked Reho over in a very threatening way that almost made Sokka a little nervous,
but then Zuko turned his back to them and moved towards the door, he opened it slowly,
stopping halfway to look outside. Deeming it clear, Zuko made a hand motion to Sokka and
Reho and they all slipped out of the building and into the darkness once again. They returned
to the prison camp wall, moving quickly with their shoulders pressed against tall wooden
sides.

Sokka was practically vibrating with nervous energy when they were close enough to the gate
to see the extent of the damage they had briefly seen from afar. It appeared that a large battle
went down, there was enough evidence in the scorch marks and broken earth that reshaped
the ground. Zuko stopped, Sokka could see that there were no more shadows for them to hide
in.

The wall took a sharp left turn and continued until it stopped where the gate connected, the
brightly burning fires made it so there was no place to hide. If there were any archers left, or
guards on the walls, they would spot them in no time. Not to mention any earth benders or
fire benders who might be hidden behind one of the many piles of broken earth scattered
around them. The three of them waited, they pressed their backs against the wall and tried to
take quiet breaths against the unfamiliar silence.

It was too quiet… They would have to make a break for it and split up if they hoped to make
it through.

“We just have to run for it. Once we get into the forest just keep running, take the path to the
coal mine and once you get to the rhino stalls take a sharp left into the forest. You have to
keep running as long as you can, it's about a half a day's walk to the rendezvous. If you keep
heading east, you should get to an abandoned supply station, that’s where we will meet up.
The plan was to stay in that spot for one full day from the point of escape if we got separated.
So we have until nightfall tomorrow to get there before they leave us, understand?”

Reho looked really confused but he and Zuko both nodded. There was complete silence in
Sokka’s mind when his eyes focused on the target in front of him. The broken and twisted
metal was bent back, leaving a large enough opening for them to walk right through. Sokka
could only hear the quick thumping of his heart and the sound his nose made as the air
exhaled out of his lungs slowly.

His left nostril always made soft whistling sounds, ever since he was 6 and Katara hit him in
the nose with her magic water. It had hurt so bad, and he will never forget the feeling his
insides made when he looked down and saw his own bright red blood spotting the white
snow under his feet. Small Sokka was in shock for the first time in his life, his chest was tight
and he had a cold squishy feeling twirling around in his tummy.

Katara had screamed first, followed by her tiny shrill voice calling out for their mom. Of
course, she came running with a terrified look on her face… but Sokka couldn’t remember
exactly what it looked like… He just remembered her eyes, and the way they softened when
she saw it was only a nose bleed. The rest of the memory was a blur, and his mother’s face
always remained just out of his memory's reach.



Sokka felt the world slow down just before his foot left the safety of the shadows and he was
out, exposed by the heavy orange glow. Sokka’s heart was pounding in his ears, his mouth
was dry as his legs moved faster than he had ever moved before. He didn’t see either of the
other boy’s running, which didn’t matter – they were all on their own right now.

Sokka heard the earth explode behind him, but he didn’t pay attention to it, his body
continued to push itself towards the gate. There was only the sound of the wind hissing past
his ears and the sound his heavy boots made when they crunched against the rough, rocky
dirt. Sokka was extra glad he tied the boots so tight, it was the only thing keeping them
attached to his feet.

The gate was in front of him now and he slipped between the opening with ease, his heart
was beating so wildly in his chest he was sure that he was going to choke on it. The tears
were welling in his eyes as the wind continued to brush against his face, he ran down the
same path he walked everyday to the dreaded coal mine.

He remembered the despair and the way his mind was slipping away from him more and
more each day. Now he was free, running down the path with a wild abandon, the air burning
in his lungs.

Sokka could feel when the tears leaked out the corner of his eyes, the wind pushed them
across the top of his cheeks and onto the tip of his ears. He didn’t give a fuck about the tears,
or the burning in his lungs, or the raw flesh that was blistering on his ankles from the rubbing
leather boots.

He was fucking free.

He was out of that fucking place.

He wouldn’t stop running until he could not take another step.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

By the time Sokka stopped running his legs were burning worse than his side was, but
nothing could compare to the deep burn festering inside his lungs with every shaky breath he
took. He was true to his word and found himself collapsing from his broken body's complete
protest to him taking even one more step. Like the pathetic person he felt like, Sokka dragged
himself to a spot where two giant trees had grown exceptionally close to one another.

Sokka wondered if they struggled to survive like that?

Were they constantly fighting for nutrients and at a war with one another for survival? Or was
it more of a harmonious situation where they grew up together, and therefore they trust and
rely on one another to live and share all they had together.

Sokka didn’t really care either way, honestly. He crawled over to where the trees had dropped
him a nice pile of leaves that looked almost like a bed. Usually he would clear the brush
away and give himself a patch of clear ground to sleep on, but Sokka couldn’t even keep his



eyes open at this point and once his body was hidden under the darkness he let his eyes
finally close and he was out cold instantly.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“Get up.”

“….mmm.”

“Sokka, get up.”

“… Mmmm, Katara stop.”

“I am not your water bending sister. Get up, Sokka.”

Sokka heard Zuko’s annoying voice kicking down his dream world and trying to drag him
back to the harsh, cold, reality that was his life. Sokka felt something tap his leg softly and a
different voice joined in the annoying effort to stir him.

“Sokka, we need to get moving.”

Sokka appreciated Reho’s attempt at being nice and trying to get him up with a gentle voice
and just a dash of urgency, but when Sokka didn’t stir, Zuko’s much more direct approach
resumed.

“Get up!” This time Zuko’s tone was angrier and he accompanied it with a sharp kick to his
thigh.

“OW! FINE!” Sokka rolled over too fast and his side erupted in a burning rush of heat.
“Fuck!”

Zuko paused and bent down, grabbing the leather bag that was tucked in next to Sokka, he
opened it with what Sokka felt was too much unnecessary aggression. He began digging
through the disheveled contents, Sokka’s stomach squirmed when his sleepy eyes caught
sight of the bloody dagger just before it disappeared under the surface once again. Sokka
watched Zuko as the fire bender’s focus was set on finding whatever it was that Sokka
assumed, and hoped, would help the pain in his side.

The fire bender looked so tired, his good eye had dark circles underneath, one layered right
under another, and there were a few places where Sokka saw he had been struck.

Patches of blood spotted his tunic, there was a spot on his forehead where he had begun to
bleed, but not enough for the blood to run down his face, leaving a weird dried up blood spot
that had claimed some of the hair around it. Zuko’s veins weren’t looking good either, the
spots of his neck where he had the spotted bruising were the same color as the veins running
down his neck. The dark color wasn’t nearly as bad as the first time Sokka saw it, but he
didn’t have to be a healer to know a person’s veins changing colors probably wasn’t a good
sign.



Zuko fire bending was most likely causing all sorts of problems for the guy internally, he
needed to stop bending if he didn’t want to get sick. Sokka watched Zuko’s hands tremble as
he tried to open the container of salve. Sokka saw Reho approach Zuko from his left, it didn’t
register to Sokka until he saw the man reach out to offer his hand in assistance…

Which… in a normal person’s world it would have been a completely appropriate thing to do.
Zuko was struggling, Reho just wanted to help because he is such a nice guy… but this
wasn’t a normal people’s world. This was fucking Zuko world, and of course, in Zuko world
you had to know the rules of you might get kicked into a tree.

Which is what happened to Reho.

Rule number one, always. Don’t touch Zuko.

Sokka winced as the man’s back collided with a half-rotted cherry oak tree that was missing
it’s top half. Reho looked small next to the impressive tree trunk, even though the tall Earth
Kingdom man stood way above Zuko and Sokka. The poor guy groaned a low, pained moan
as he clutched his stomach and gasped for air.

Zuko stood tall, the salve still in his hand, he didn’t look at Reho long and he didn’t say
anything either, which Sokka found kind-of-rude. If you punch-push someone into a tree
when they were just trying to help you, then you should probably say sorry.

But… in Zuko’s defense, when you have been trapped in a torture prison camp for who-
knows-how-long you probably just shouldn’t fuck with people. Sokka decided to just stay out
of it, Reho wouldn't retaliate and Zuko didn’t seem to care about it anymore, so Sokka was
just going to let it go. Not his problem.

Zuko crouched next to Sokka again, and the Water Tribe boy tensed when the fire bender
reached out and grabbed the bottom of his blood-soaked tunic again. He was gentle, which
was nice, even if it was in a forceful-kind-of-way. Sokka wondered what would happen if he
pulled Zuko’s prison tunic up without any warning? He’d bet that he too would be slammed
up against the nearest tree in no time. It was funny that Zuko didn’t feel the need to ask
permission to invade Sokka’s personal space.

It must be all that prince stuff that was ingrained into him from birth. He was probably raised
in an environment where he could do what he wanted, when he wanted, because he was
Prince Zuko, damn it. So if he wanted to reach out and grab Sokka’s tunic without permission,
then he was going to do it, but don’t you dare touch him, ohhh no.

Zuko’s warm fingers returned, they were a little hotter than Sokka recalled from the last
poke-and-inspect Zuko did, but they brought a cool sensation to an area Sokka had not
realized was in such agonizing pain. Zuko spread the cooling salve all over the burned area,
he turned back to the bag and pulled out a roll of bandages.

Zuko completely invaded Sokka’s personal space when he wrapped his arms around him and
began wrapping the roll of bandages around his ribcage. The soft touch from Zuko’s hand
when he grazed across Sokka’s skin made the boy shudder. Not in an intimate way,



because… it was Zuko… but more in a way that the touch reminded Sokka of a gesture
Katara would do for him, or his Gran-Gran.

But instead of Katara, or Gran-Gran, it was bloodied and bruised Zuko who was tending to
his wounds. He might have been doing it out of guilt, in the sense that he felt guilty that
Sokka was hurt because he stepped in to save Zuko’s life.

But something inside Sokka said that Zuko wasn’t doing this out of guilt, it was more like he
generally didn’t want to see Sokka hurt. Or at least, that was the vibe Sokka thought he was
getting, but who knows… Sokka was so out of it, he didn’t even realize when Zuko had
stopped wrapping him and had put away all the healing supplies.

“Should… uh, should you see if Reho needs any healing supplies?” Sokka whispered to Zuko
before the other boy stood up.

Zuko looked over his shoulder at the man who was rubbing the back of his head with an
embarrassed flush across his face. Or at least Sokka thought he was flushing, the only light
they had was the scattered patches of moonlight slipping in between the canopy. Zuko didn’t
acknowledge the question, he didn’t seem to care at all about Reho, or if he was alright.

“Let’s go.” Zuko extended his arm to Sokka, who realized he was still sitting on the forest
floor like an idiot. He happily took it and let the stronger boy pull him to his feet. This time,
his side didn’t explode into throbbing pain, it was only a dull throb that happened with
movement, what a nice change.

“Are you ok, Reho?” Sokka asked when the man rejoined them.

Zuko pulled the pack over his shoulder and when Sokka went to reach for it, the fire bender
shot him a glare, his golden eyes almost glowed in the moonlight.

“You’re hurt, don’t be stupid. I’m not going to run off with the supplies.”

Sokka frowned, because… that is not at all what Sokka was thinking. In fact, Sokka had been
thinking that Zuko was most likely more injured than Sokka was, even though he was better
at hiding it. Zuko had also done a lot of fighting and didn’t seem to have gotten any rest like
Sokka had. So Sokka was going to carry the bag to give the other boy a break, but it was a
shame to see him resort to a mindset that Sokka simply wanted to ‘keep Zuko away from the
supplies.’

“That’s not what I was going to say. I was just going to help you out, I know the bag is
heavy.”

“I’m fine.”

Sokka rolled his eyes as the three of them began moving east, towards the rendezvous. Sokka
wasn’t sure exactly how far they would need to walk, but Shen said the building was
abandoned because they changed the supply route when they constructed an easier path
between villages. He said it would be visible as long as they kept moving east and kept to the
creek whenever they found it. They would be able to use the stars to keep heading in the right



direction until they found the creek, Shen warned them about getting turned around in the
forest, especially at night.

“So… Reho, you didn’t answer me, are you ok?”

The man nodded, he slapped on a fake smile, but Sokka could see the strain in his face. “It’s
my fault really... I shouldn’t be sneaking up on people. Sorry Prin- Zuko. Sorry.”

Zuko didn’t say anything or even acknowledge the guy’s existence, which Sokka found
irritating, but this was not the time to pick a fight with a tired and cranky Zuko. Reho was
quiet for a while before he opened his mouth again.

“Thanks for saving me back there, Zuko.”

Sokka glanced at Zuko, who was walking in front of him, so Sokka could only see the back
of his dark hair and dirty prison outfit. The three of them walked in a line, it made it easier to
navigate the thick forest foliage. The trees were old, their branches stretched out over the
smaller shrubs that seemed to thrive in the lower lit area. The worst thing in the forest were
the vines that crawled over the underbrush and stretched up into the trees, smothering
anything caught in their clutches.

The vines were covered in tiny, razor sharp thorns and Sokka just seemed to attract them in
the masses. They grabbed his shirt, and the legs of his pants, pulling and ripping as he
continued to push through. He wondered how Zuko seemed to get through without a single
scratch - Blue Spirit shit, no doubt.

Since Zuko decided to continue with his decision to completely ignore Reho, Sokka decided
that he would fill in the awkward silence and keep the other man company. He was taller than
Sokka and Zuko, and his tall awkward upper body kept knocking into branches and low
hanging vines, so every couple of minutes they would hear Reho make a hiss or an ‘ouch’
sound. He seemed downright miserable and Sokka couldn’t help but feel bad that Zuko was
ignoring him on top of everything… and punched him into a tree.

“How did Zuko save your life?”

Reho’s voice perked up when Sokka acknowledged him, “when we took off across the
clearing towards the gate, there were two earth benders coming out of the guard’s barracks
and one of them spotted me. They attacked me so fast… I didn’t even know they were there
until I was being thrown in the air. When I landed, I had the air knocked out of me and I
couldn’t stand, lucky for me… Zuko must have seen the attack because he turned around and
grabbed my arm and pulled me along. Without his help I don’t know if I would have been
able to catch my breath and get back on my feet before the earth benders found where I
landed and came to finish me off.”

Sokka nodded at the man’s words as he walked in front of him… it was just so strange that
Zuko would risk his own life to turn around and save a man he wouldn’t even have a
conversation with. It was the same strange behavior earlier in the night when Zuko put
himself in between Shen and the earth bender to save him from the attacks. He didn’t seem to



care about these people, but at the same time… Zuko seemed unable to willingly allow
someone defenseless to get hurt.

It was a new side to Zuko that Sokka never knew existed until tonight, there was a heroic side
to Zuko, a side of him that drove him to run straight forward into burning kitchens to save a
man who was kind to him. Zuko seemed to have a… kindness inside of him that came out in
moments where a person’s character was brought into question, and Zuko always seemed to
do the right thing.

At the same time… Zuko also didn’t hesitate to take a life either. Sokka saw him fight to kill
tonight. It was different from the style of fighting he saw back when Zuko had chased them
and tried to capture Aang. This was very different, this was a war between Zuko and the
people who were trying to keep them trapped, and he would kill anyone who wanted to
prevent their escape.

When he was chasing Aang... that was more like a game of tag.

And Zuko was always it.

There were no games anymore, there were no funny chases and daring last minute escapes,
there was only struggling and fighting your way to what you wanted, and right now, Sokka
wanted freedom. Sokka also found himself having a strong desire to make sure Zuko was also
free, he knew that without the fire bender helping him tonight, he would have been dead by
now.

Zuko was willing to kill for their freedom, and Sokka… he was willing to kill for it too.
Sokka felt his mind pulling him into the darkness where he had the images of the warden’s
wide eyes and blood splattered face, drilled into his vision. He didn’t even remember seeing
the body, but for some reason the images were there, burning into his memory like a sickness.

“Sokka?” Reho’s voice broke him out of his trance.

Zuko had stopped walking and turned to look at Sokka, with both boys staring at him Sokka
felt a heat rise to his face. He hated that his mind had such a control of its own it was able to
steer his thinking and drive him deeper and deeper until he was sure to break down and lose
himself in the dark thoughts forever.

“Sorry, I was just thinking. That was really nice of Zuko to save your life.”

Sokka smiled at Zuko and welcomed the annoyed huff and exasperated eye roll that went
along with it, he turned his head and continued onward. Sokka followed close behind and for
a while it was nice, to just walk in silence, every now and then Reho would speak up.

It didn’t take long to realize how much… Reho liked to talk….

Then it became obvious that Reho was just.. not going to stop talking…

“What time do you think it is?”

“Do you think the abandoned supply place will have food?”



If I could eat anything right now it would probably be roast duck and maybe a moon peach!

“Can you remember the last thing you ate? I think I had Komodo-chicken squares and rice…
Wait, Sokka you work in the kitchen, what was the last thing they served for dinner?”

“These prison shoes really don't help against all the roots and mud do they?”

“Do you guys know the song ‘Omashu-I love you’?”

Yes… Yes Reho did try to sing the entire song he insisted they would recognize if he just kept
singing.

“How far from camp do you think we have walked? I feel like the sun is about to rise.”

“Ohhh look! The sun!”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When they finally reached the creek, the sun was just coming up over the horizon, it was a
sight Sokka had not truly appreciated since being imprisoned. The sun was so much more
beautiful against the fading blue sky as the sun stretched out her rays and began the day.
Sokka knew better than to bask in the freedom too much, they were still close enough to
camp to be caught rather easily.

At least they found the creek, that was a good sign they were headed in the right direction.

They were all tired, hungry, dirty, injured, and Sokka was almost positive Zuko was going to
attack Reho and possibly drown him in the creek. Sokka watched as Reho thought about
going and sitting next to Zuko (who had sat down next to the water) but quickly changed his
mind, probably replaying what happened early in his head. Reho made the smart decision and
went to a different section of the creek’s edge and dunked his head into the cool water.

Sokka thought about trying to catch a fish, but by the time he found the materials and made
anything even halfway decent enough to possibly even catch a fish, they would need to leave.
Also, if there were any of Zhao’s men around here (which was extremely likely considering
everyone fled out of the camp through the South Gate) then they might smell the cooking
fish. It was too risky, he had to ignore his grumbling stomach.

Sokka sat next to the creek, a safe distance from Zuko and close enough to Reho that he was
being nice, but not too close that the man would feel compelled to talk to him.

The three of them sat in silence, Zuko had taken off his boots and Sokka could see his bloody
and blistered feet as he dipped them into the water and laid back on his back so only his feet
were submerged. He closed his eyes for a moment and Sokka felt a small smile tug at the
corners of his mouth, because for just in the one moment... he saw Zuko relax.

Well… relaxed, while still tense and ready to fight, so Zuko-relaxed.

Reho started to hum something annoyed and Sokka could feel the tension building up around
Zuko as the other man’s voice was probably driving him to want to murder him more than he



already did.

“Hey Reho… I know it might seem like we are free and safe from danger, but we could still
run into guards, or soldiers… I mean, there could even be earth benders out here. So
maybe… we should be quiet and just enjoy this small break. Shen said once we hit the creek
we were halfway. Now that the sun is getting up, we need to move quickly because we no
longer have the cover of darkness. We have to make it there before nightfall or the rest of
them will leave us. So… let’s just enjoy the relaxing water, and the silence for now. Ok?”

“You’re right Sokka, sorry.”

“It’s alright, just shhh.”

“Ok.. Shhhh.”

Sokka hummed in response, there was silence for about 15 seconds.

“Sorry Zuko.”

“Reho… Zuko is going to murder you if you don’t shut up. Ok?”

“Oh… sorry. Sorry Zuk-“

“REHO.”

Sokka hesitated, waiting for the man to say one more stupid thing and Sokka would have to
step in between either a fire attack or a sword attack. But thank the spirits the man shut up
and the sounds of the waking forest filled his ears instead. It was the kind of soundtrack that
made him want to close his eyes and imagine he was laying in a camp with Katara and Aang,
he would have his feet in the water and they were practicing their stupid water tricks in front
of him.

Reho wasn’t there, in his imaginary place… because he was annoying him too much right
now.

Zuko could be there, he surprisingly wasn’t annoying, well… he was annoying in his own
way, not in the same Reho kind of annoying way. Zuko’s kind of annoying was tolerable
because Sokka was learning how to deal with it.

So it would just be Katara, Aang, him and Zuko. Sokka closed his eyes and smiled, for some
reason the thought didn’t make him feel weird.

It kind of seemed right.

Oh shit, Zuko was becoming one of his friends.

He looked over at the fire bender, who somehow could tell Sokka was looking at him as he
lifted his head just a finger length off the ground and opened his eyes. They looked at each
other for a minute and Zuko shot him a small smirk.



“Thanks for getting Reho to shut up, you were right, I was going to murder him.” His raspy
voice was hushed, so the man next to Sokka couldn’t hear him.

Sokka smiled back. “I know.”

Zuko let his head rest back on the grass and turned his head so his face was tilted towards the
sky. The morning sunlight was just breaking through the trees and the specks of light were
cascading down onto the ground in fragmented shards. The flecks of light danced across
Zuko’s pale skin and Sokka found himself staring at the gentle rise and fall of the other boy's
chest.

Something inside Sokka’s chest flared up, it was warm and alive, it crawled around his
insides, leaving little chills with every move it made. It was the type of feeling he felt when
he was around Katara, and at moments he had felt it with Aang too, it was a feeling of loyalty
and a deeper care for someone.

Zuko was definitely his friend, that was apparent and no matter what, he was going to make
sure he and Zuko both stayed free. Sokka was going to make sure he got them as far away
from Zhao as he possibly could so they never fell into his clutches again.

He would make sure of that.

Sokka ignored the prickling cold feeling of doubt he felt at the bottom of his stomach, it felt
like he didn’t believe his own words. With a heavy swallow and a shuddered breath, Sokka
closed his eyes and tried to relax for the remaining minutes they had left of their break. They
were half-way to the rest of his friends, half-way to back up, half-way to freedom.
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Leaving It All Behind



Chapter 14: Going the Distance

It took every ounce of strength Sokka had left inside of him to drag his aching body back to
his feet and away from the edge of the blissfully refreshing creek. He could have laid there
for the rest of his life, with his boots off and his bare feet submerged into the cold rushing
water up to his ankles. There was something so calming about being near the water, perhaps
it was the link the element had to his tribe, his family, his sister...

Once his thoughts started to go down that path, trying to lead him down the spiral staircase in
his mind, plunging straight into the dark thoughts below; he knew had to desperately pull
himself back to the present. This was much too sensitive of a time for him to be drifting into
his own internalized issues, he had enough outward issues to deal with that he couldn’t even
begin to count them all.

Reho looked exhausted, the young man’s face was starting to bruise up just under his
cheekbone, the already dark splotches that spotted his neck and exposed shoulder indicated
that his face was hit after whatever struck his left shoulder. Reho’s tunic was ripped at the
neckline, exposing the bruised skin that stretched over his bony frame. He looked like a mess,
but Sokka knew that no matter how bad he thought Reho looked, he knew he looked worse.

Zuko started to move into the forest again with Sokka close behind and Reho trailing up the
back, thankfully, they were able to enjoy a solid few hours of silence. Well… silence from
Reho’s insistent babbling, the world around them was wide awake at this point. The flocks of
pigeon-squirrels squawked and hollered above them as they jumped and glided from branch
to branch, the jostling leaves dropped fresh dew droplets onto their heads. Sokka enjoyed the
refreshing drops of moisture, they helped cool his rapidly heating skin. The sun was moving
higher in the sky the further they walked and with the rising sun came the agonizing rising
heat.

Sokka could hear Reho’s heavy breathing behind him as he struggled to keep up with Zuko’s
relentless pace, Sokka thought he might be doing it on purpose. If Reho was winded then he
didn’t speak as much, so it seemed as though Zuko was purposely running the poor guy
ragged. Sokka smirked to himself because it was that type of passive-aggressive shit he lived
for, well he used to live for. He lived for freedom now, and he wouldn’t begin to truly feel
free until he was far away from the western Earth Kingdom, clean, maybe if he had a full
belly and a change of clothes… then he might feel free.

Sokka wasn’t sure how much he had changed from his experiences, or what those changes
meant for his future... But before he got ahead of himself (like he usually did) Sokka decided
to stay focused on the situation in front of him. Seriously though…. The situation was
actually walking a couple of feet in front of him.

Zuko.

What would happen now that they were out of the prison camp? Sokka had never really
thought about the next part except that he would go find Katara and Aang, but that was back
in the beginning, before everything he and Zuko went through to get out.



Even now, they were so depending on each other to survive, even though they didn't get to
stick with the original elegant plan of ingenious proportions, instead they got a half-assed-
slapped-together-take-some-random-guy-you-only-spoke-to-a-couple-times-with-you-plan. It
had worked though… they were out. Now all they had to do was keep themselves from
getting thrown back in.

But what to do about Zuko? The guy had grown on him, he had to admit it to himself,
honestly. Zuko went from being this angry-yelling-guy, to skeptical prisoner, to someone who
kind of made Sokka laugh, to fighting half to death for him, to putting salve on his burns with
such tender care… Sokka wasn’t sure when it had happened, but he cared about Zuko... the
way he might care about Aang.

Aang proved himself from the very beginning that he was loyal to Sokka and Katara and
would do whatever it took to keep them safe. (As long as he didn’t have to eat an animal)
Zuko had done the same thing in the prison camp, far before they started concocting prison
escape plans together, he had shown his loyalty to Sokka. Aang also made Sokka laugh and
feel safe... well... When he wasn’t insistent on riding giant wild animals and putting himself
in danger, or air bending around so fast it made Sokka too dizzy to watch the spinning air ball
float around in circles.

… or following his sister around making googly eyes.

But Sokka loved Aang, he was his friend - no… Aang was family. Katara and Sokka were all
Aang had left….

…. Well, he was all Aang had left before… before Sokka died. As far as Katara and Aang
were aware, Sokka had died in the battle at the Northern Water Tribe. They wouldn’t have
any reason to think otherwise, he didn’t leave anything behind except his boomerang, but
what would that show them? That he was missing and disarmed? Even more of a reason to
think he was killed in battle…

But Sokka would find them.. He wouldn’t rest until he found his family.

Now comes the confusing part, what was he going to do about Zuko? He cared about Zuko
like Aang, but wouldn’t consider Zuko his family. Was Zuko still trying to capture Aang and
restore his honor? It wouldn’t make sense to try and capture Aang now… not after
everything. Sokka frowned to himself, his eyes fixed on the back of the jerk’s prison tunic
walking in front of him, he tried to ignore the spots where the obvious bleeding wounds were
spotting patches of blood into the dirty fabric.

Why the fuck was Zuko even trying to capture Aang in the first place? He was banished for
speaking and burned for whatever it was he said to the Fire Lord, his fucking dad. So why the
fuck would Zuko everwant to return to a place that held so much pain? Did Zuko even know
what to do besides be the Prince of the Fire Nation? What did Zuko plan to do next?

These were all questions Sokka heard echoing in his head for the next hour, until the sun was
high enough in the sky that the dew was dry… and so was Sokka’s mouth. They had been
following the creek for miles, the heavy green foliage was starting to shift into scattered
patches of shrubbery and juvenile trees the further they walked. The sudden change in the



terrain indicated that this area had once been cleared for campsites along this creek, which
meant that they were getting closer to an area people frequently visited and would set up
camp.

The supply station would be close to a once traveled area, and now Sokka just needed to keep
an eye out for a wooden bridge extending across the creek. Shen explained the bridge was
nothing fancy, but it would be wide enough for a wagon to travel across, once that was
spotted they were almost there.

“I think we should stop for a break, I don’t know about you two but I am parched.” Sokka’s
voice was scratchy against his dry vocal cords. He was more than relieved to finally stop
walking, he couldn't remember a time in his life when he wasn’t trekking through this
horrible forest. Sokka allowed himself to dramatically fall into the dirt on his stomach, close
enough to the water that he could cup the beautiful liquid in his hands and take small
refreshing sips. After he was done drinking, he splashed the water over his face and neck, the
cooling sensation gave him chilly-bumps.

It was Reho’s turn to carry the supply bag and Sokka heard the leather sack hit the dirt when
Reho dropped it from his good shoulder. The Earth Kingdom man followed Sokka’s position,
almost exactly, a few feet away and drank his water the same way. Sokka peered over at him
and laughed internally, Reho was a really weird guy.

Zuko didn’t copy them, instead he sat lotus style a decent ways away in a patch of sunlight.
Sokka laughed out loud this time, because Zuko was even weirder than Reho.

“What's so funny?” Reho asked, innocently.

“Just… my life I guess.”

“You find this… funny?” Zuko’s raspy voice made Sokka look over at the other boy sitting
lotus style with his good eye cracked open staring at him. The sunlight he sat under reflected
in his gold eye, there was always a burning fire crackling behind his molten iris. Sokka felt a
moment of weakness under the other boy's gaze, but he quickly composed himself and
snorted in a response.

“I guess I do, because if I looked at the situation for what it actually is, I think I would just let
myself die right here in this grass... because the really funny part of my life is that this grass
and this creek… Well, they are the best things to happen to me for a long time, so excuse me
if I would rather think of my situation as funny instead of depressing.”

Neither one of them said anything in response, Sokka’s outburst seemed to have successfully
shut down the conversation and they spent the last bit of their break enjoying the refreshing
water and the fact that they were no longer dragging their exhausted feet through the fucking
forest. Sokka let the silence calm his hungry, irritated nerves, his eyes habitually went over to
where Zuko was sitting and Sokka remembered the spotted blood on the back of his tunic.

“Zuko, want me to look at the wounds on your back?”

Zuko didn’t open his eyes, his response was flat. “No.”



Sokka didn’t push the subject, if Zuko wanted to suffer alone then Sokka would let him, at
least for now. Maybe when Reho wasn’t watching them Sokka would have a more stern
conversation with the stubborn fire bender about treating his wounds.

The fucking guy thought he was invincible and he had a really bad habit of throwing himself
in front of danger, which was great for Sokka’s health, but terrible for Zukos. At least he was
resting right now… maybe, he was just sitting there quietly, so that was a good start.

Too bad the break didn’t last long and the glaring heat returned when the walking started
again, the blistering sun beat down on the back of Sokka’s neck as his head hung low from
exhaustion. The grumbling in his stomach was becoming unbearable, it was almost to the
point of being nauseating, it hurt so bad. He would be nearing a full day of not eating by the
time they made it to the supplies station, he hadn’t gone that long without eating since the…
murder ship.

Sokka was mentally kicking himself when he felt strong hands grip his shoulders and his
body being shoved backwards, he went to open his mouth to protest but a warm hand slid
over his open lips. Sokka’s eyes went wide when he saw that Zuko was pulling him off to the
side, away from the creek and into the dense part of the forest. Sokka felt the branches
bending against his body as he was dragged backwards, the heels of his boots scraped faint
lines in the dirt. Reho scrambled to follow them as Zuko crouched low, pulling Sokka down
with him.

Sokka finally managed to push Zuko off of him and shot him an annoyed glare, he went to
whisper-yell something angry at him but he was interrupted by deep voices cutting through
the sound of the babbling creek and singing birds.

“I swear, I heard something up here, I thought it was someone talking.”

“Well did you hear what they were saying? It could be those crazy earth benders, you saw
what they did to Joza and Resu! Those men crushed their skulls like they were made of... I
don’t know…something soft- like bread!”

“Will you shut up… if it is earth benders out here, you yelling is going to be what they hear
and then your head will become bread.”

Sokka could hear the crunching sound from the men’s boots as they disrupted the forest floor,
the sound of the shuffling dried leaves and snapping twigs singled out their movements.
There were two men not too far in the distance and from the sounds of the men moving
through the underbrush, they seemed to be walking closer to where their group was hiding.
Sokka’s heart rate started to pick up the closer the crunching footsteps came, he felt like he
was going to explode from all the antsy, nervous energy he was feeling. Has he always had
the loudest breathing in the world?

Sokka could feel Reho’s skinny shoulder trembling next to him, the three of them laid flat
against the ground side by side with just a small gap between them. They were half-under a
smaller tree that was taken over by a whole mess of vines, creating a shady canopy for them
to attempt to conceal themselves under. Sokka could feel the warmth from Zuko’s body
radiating off of him, he tried not to focus on how nice it felt to be so close to something with



such warmth. Instead, he attempted to try and get a visual of something that would let him
know if their visitors were prisoners of guards.

Oh fucking spirits, hopefully it wasn’t soldiers. Anywhere there were soldiers there would be
Zhao and the last thing their exhausted and beaten down group needed was to run into the
admiral right now. Sokka’s eyes caught a glimpse of red and his heart sank, they were guards,
he could see the faded red pant leg and the identical boot to the pair he was wearing.

Sokka could hear the men talking as clear as day, they were discussing the prison attack,
Sokka tried to keep his breathing light and his ears open. Reho’s seemed to have stilled
suddenly, Sokka glanced over and saw the sandy haired man staring at the guard’s legs, his
face had drained of all color. Zuko was also tense, Sokka could feel him reaching slowly to
his back and putting one hand on the handles of his swords.

“The admiral is going to be really pissed when he sees what those mud-munchers did to his
prison...”

The other man must have made a head gesture because Sokka didn’t hear a response, he held
his breath when he saw the legs stop moving. The birds were singing their suddenly really-
fucking-annoying songs extremely loud in what Sokka felt was right next to his ears, it was
making it hard to concentrate. He could feel the slow sliver of panic slinking around his body
like a tiger-dillo circling it’s prey. His limbs began to feel heavy and his heart started to race
his breathing, which was now coming in as small gasps, rather than an actual breathing.

Sokka could hear his breathing over the birds now, his heart and breathing were strumming
together to make an almost oceanic noise in his mind… Sokka felt the urge to run. It was a
hard push of adrenaline that his heart was begging to pump into his body, he could feel
himself start shaking from the surge of energy.

He could see in his peripheral vision when Reho looked over at him, the watching eyes
brought a new more shameful feeling to curl around his heart. This new feeling made him
want to cry, he could feel the tears burning behind his eyes, he was losing all control over
himself.

Sokka felt himself slipping over the edge and he squeezed his eyes shut, begging himself to
just stop please… just stop freaking out. His body went rigid when he felt a warm, heavy
mass push up against his side and a heavy hand set down on the center of his shoulders, there
was a burst of warmth and for however-long, Sokka just laid there with his eyes closed. The
force didn’t remove the pressure, usually he would think it was weird to be so close to
another guy. But right now, that pressure and warmth were the only thing holding him back
from slipping off the edge of his mental cliff and into the pit of desperate panic.

After another minute, Sokka opened his eyes, he looked over to the side Zuko was against,
where the pressure and warmth were coming from. He obviously knew it was Zuko the
second the warmth hand touched the back of his tunic and soothed his nerves. The golden
eyes grabbed his own blue ones and sucked them in, his brow was furrowed and he looked
deeply concerned, another new Zuko look.

“Calm. Down.” He whispered so softly, Sokka almost didn’t hear him.



But he did hear him, and Zuko was right, having a full blown panic attack in the middle of
the forest in front of some guards of the prison camp they just escaped from, it was fucking
ridiculous. He was embarrassed, not only because he lost control of himself, but because
Zuko had to do the whole, heated-pressure-thing and bail him out of his own selfish mind.

Sokka nodded and he felt the sounds in his ears return to normal as the singing birds finally
sounded like they were back in the trees where they belonged. The banging in his chest
returned to a semi-normal speed, because of course, there were still guards standing almost
directly in front of them. Sokka felt the pressure remove itself and the lingering heat slowly
faded away when Zuko pulled away from him, both of their eyes went to the guards feet that
were only standing a few yards away.

“I don’t know Choja, it doesn’t seem like anyone is out here…”

“Well what else are we supposed to do besides look for escaped prisoners?”

“We aren’t looking for prisoners we are looking for one single prisoner.”

“I know, I know… but he doesn’t seem to be out here so let’s keep looking.”

“Well isn’t he some secret vigilantly spiritual person? So doesn’t that mean that he could be
sneaking around because… he is good at hiding and sneaking around?”

The other guard made an annoyed sound and kicked at the ground a few times, the sliding
leather boot scuffing against the dry earth threw up a mess of dust and other forest floor
derbies. Sokka ducked his head into his arm to hide his face from the incoming dust cloud,
his heart stopped when he heard a sneeze erupt out of Reho.

There was a silent moment before there was a glint of silver in the corner of his eye and a
light brush of heat over the top of his head, Sokka felt Zuko leave his side and then there was
screaming. He could hear the crackling of the flames when they latched onto the nearby
foliage, the flames danced happily as they began to spread up the vines, racing up towards the
trees.

Sokka began to panic, if they weren’t careful the entire forest could go up in flames. Sokka’s
eyes glanced over to Reho at his side, he was curled up in a ball hiding his face from the heat
of the attacks. The entire situation only lasted a few seconds, even though time made it feel
like hours, it returned to normal when Sokka saw Zuko walk up to where they were still
hiding.

“It’s clear, get up.”

Sokka blinked and raised himself to his feet, almost tripping on a stupid fucking vine that had
somehow wrapped itself around his ankle in the couple minutes he was laying on the ground.
With a heave and a sharp hiss from the thorns snagging the tender flesh under his prison
pants, Sokka pulled himself free and decided to be a decent guy and offer to help Reho to his
feet.



Sokka knew that Zuko wasn’t going to offer him any assistance, but in his defense, he did put
out the fire that might have burned down the forest they were hiding in and of course, he did
deal with the whole… guard situation.

Deal with, was a strong statement, he knew what Zuko had done and Sokka couldn’t stomach
the sight of any more dead bodies. When Sokka stood to his feet he saw that Zuko didn’t
have any more blood on him, so it must have been quick, and at least he didn’t get hurt.
Ignoring his burning curiosity to look, he kept his eyes on the forest floor below his slow
moving feet.

His eyes scanned every abandoned leaf and lone blade of grass as he made sure his curious
eyes stayed on the ground until he was past the two dead bodies. Reho did not follow the
same pattern as Sokka, instead the guy looked right at what Zuko had done and then did the
very Reho thing to do… he wanted to talk about it.

He didn’t start right away, they continued walking a few minutes before Reho broke the
silence.

“Did you have to kill them?”

Sokka knew the question wasn’t directed at him and it was probably kind-of out of line for
Sokka to answer for Zuko, but he was doing the guy a favor and he would probably give a
better, non-argument-causing answer than Zuko anyway.

“Well Reho, if we let them live then they would have had to become our prisoners and let me
tell you… I have no idea how to be a guard, I’m too good at being a prisoner!” Sokka
wiggled his eyebrows with a fun smile, but no one laughed, so with an abrupt clearing of his
throat, Sokka continued. “Well… besides the whole ‘we can’t take prisoners’ thing, we also
couldn’t leave them tied up in the middle of the forest for two pretty good reasons. The first
one would be that if no one found them, it would be a pretty awful way to kill someone, and
we didn’t have rope. So you can’t tie up people without rope, it's just not possible.

“The second, rather large point, would be that if we did find some way to tie them up and
someone were to find them, they would definitely tell them we were here and what direction
we were going. Even if they didn’t tell them the direction, the simple fact that we were seen
in this area at all will give Zhao a place to start looking. Right now, we could be anywhere,
that’s our biggest advantage, if that is blown… well… let's just say that the chances of getting
captured again increase dramatically.”

Reho didn’t speak for a while, Sokka assumed he was giving a lot of thought to what Sokka
said, Reho was a really nice guy but he wasn’t that smart. He also couldn’t control his
sneezing, which was the entire reason Zuko had to step in in the first place. So… Reho was
actually the only reason that the two men had to be killed, there was no way of knowing if
they would have seen them hiding if he wouldn’t have sneezed. Even though all of this was
true, Sokka didn’t feel it was necessary to throw all of that in the other man’s face.

“Well… we could have given them a proper burial at least, to show our respect.”



Sokka opened his mouth to respond, but Zuko beat him to it this time. With a loud scoff and a
sharp turn of his head, his words spat out at Reho with all the aggression the fire bender
intended.

“They don’t deserve any respect. Drop it.”

Reho wanted to say something else, Sokka could hear the man starting to form the words a
couple of times before stopping himself. Sokka understood the man’s hesitation, Sokka had
been on that side of Zuko’s anger and aggression so many times when traveling with Aang,
he knew exactly what it felt like, and it could get much worse… so he decided to keep to
himself on this one. If Reho wanted to poke the angry fire bender who just killed two fire
bending guards in less than 5 minutes, more power to him.

Sokka was going to keep his mouth shut and let Zuko keep protecting him. He wasn’t going
to complain about a couple of dead guards, which was actually a worrying thought on its
own. Sokka had taken a life now, he knew what it felt like to have another man’s blood soak
into his clothing, making him wear the evidence of his kill like a trophy. Even though he had
spent no time dealing with his trauma, or even thought about the things he had seen and
experienced himself in these last few moon cycles… he could still feel the change inside him.

He thought about the innocent Sokka, who packed his canoe with a mediocre pack of
supplies and the hopes of chasing down a giant metal Fire Nation ship to save some strange
boy who his sister was convinced was the Avatar. Sokka mentally laughed, Zuko’s ship is the
one that Sokka was going to come at with all the power his wooden canoe (he slaved over
and built for almost a year, all by himself) would give him. Thank spirits for Appa, sarcasm,
and Zuko not being Zhao and turning around to burn down his village after Aang escaped and
buried Zuko’s ship and crew in the ice.

Sokka knew Zuko didn’t go back and hurt his people because for one, the guy was always a
day behind them, so he couldn’t have possibly gone back to the village. The second reason
was more of a recent development in his ‘getting to know Zuko’ adventure, and that was that
Zuko was a good person, and he wouldn’t hurt innocent people. He wouldn’t have gone back,
Sokka knew for sure, but maybe in the future he will ask him... just to be completely sure.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka’s mood perked up when he saw the creek narrow and directly in front of him was a
moss covered, vine infested, but very clearly a wooden bridge crossing over the creek. Just
past that, there was an area that opened up, allowing the sunlight to shine down into the
clearing. Sokka’s pace increased as his excitement to see the landmark that Shen described
really sank into his subconscious.

The afternoon was now slipping into the later half but the sun was still high enough to have
clear visibility through the brush. There were clear signs of a once inhabited area, old
campfire pits, broken benches and the faint outline of a building that was crawling with
thorny vines. Sokka’s face split into a smile when he realized he was looking at the side wall
to the supply station, it had been abandoned for so long it was hardly recognizable as a Fire
Nation building.



The supply station was exactly how Shen had described it, a run-down, old, wooden building
with enough space in it for a couple of people and a room of supplies, well once full supplies,
mostly full of broken crates and empty bins now. He neglected to say just howrun-down and
overgrown the area was, but at least it would provide some kind of cover from any wandering
eyes and it was the only landmark in the middle of the woods they were going to get. It was
never part of the original plan for them to get split up.

When they decided to pick a rendezvous, just in case, Shen had explained how the Fire
Nation used these types of stations throughout the colonies to help keep troops moving
deeper into the Earth Kingdom when they were pillaging.. oh wait, excuse him, conquering.
They were meant to have the basic supplies stocked at all times and usually had 2-5 men
stationed inside; depending on where the station was located. Some supply stations saw a lot
of foot traffic and would move through supplies faster, so those supply stops tended to have
more men stationed there to do runs when the supplies began to dwindle.

Shen explained that this particular station was considered close to Pohuai Stronghold and
therefore didn’t see much traffic because most of the troops would have been freshly stocked
after stopping off at the stronghold before setting out into the Earth Kingdom; so it would be
on the smaller side. This station’s location sat in between two villages, at least from what
Sokka saw from the copy of the map Zuko traced for him. (Sokka stopped asking Zuko how
he obtained such unobtainable things after he didn’t answer for the 100th time)

Zuko saw the building and stopped walking, it was Sokka’s turn to step forward and lead, this
was his part of the plan. Both boys ended up standing next to each other, they kept their eyes
on the building in front of them and there was a surreal feeling in the air, almost as if none of
them ever expected to make it here. Sokka half thought it wasn’t even a real place, they had
been walking along the creek for so long he could finally admit to himself he had been
getting worried.

It’s not that he didn’t trust Shen’s intel, he was just worried. The words Zuko had spoken
when he convinced him to let Reho tag along, were ringing through his mind. They were
Zuko’s words, but for some reason his annoying brain wanted to put Katara’s voice to the
nagging words that kept kicking him in the side of his mind.

”If you keep vouching for all these people, you are bound to get your trust broken.”

He was never worried about Shen, it was just that something inside of him was becoming
more skeptical the more dire the situation became. He trusted Shen, Ara, Zuko and Reho
wasn’t a bad guy… and Opal was sweet too… just kind of an odd girl...

Sokka silently groaned to himself, he was too trusting… he had spent too much time with
Katara and Aang. Where were his warrior instincts!?

Pfff, warrior instincts… he wasn’t a fucking warrior…

Just as Sokka was beginning to let self-doubt sit on his chest like a stubborn otter-walrus, his
eye caught a glimpse of some movement near the front of the supply cabin. Sokka’s other eye
saw Zuko shift his stance, Sokka reached out his hand and caught the boy by his arm. He
already had his sword drawn…. The fucking guy was too fast sometimes.



“Zuko wait!” Sokka held the boy’s arm with a tighter grip.

Zuko paused, and Sokka saw one of Opal’s fiery red curls pop up over the edge of some
undergrowth near a cluster of trees; she disappeared into the greenery just as fast as she
appeared. Sokka smiled and took a step forward, realizing he was still holding Zuko’s arm he
released his grip and apologized. Zuko grunted, of course, but kept his swords in his hands
still, only lowering them slightly by Sokka’s request.

It had to be Opal, only Suki and Opal had that type of hair color, even though Suki’s was
closer to a brownish red, where Opal’s hair was red like hot coals. Sokka stepped forward, his
feet moving in the direction he saw Opal go, he was so close to the building he could reach
out and touch it, he turned to say something to Zuko and instead he got an eyeful of Opal
squatting behind a bush, pants down, peeing her little heart out.

Sokka yelled, Opal yelled… Reho yelled… Shen slammed the rickety wooden door open so
hard the wooden planks clacked together. Shen was holding an axe… a rusty, dull axe but
still... Sokka had to admit the larger man looked really intimidating holding it above his head
ready to smash someone’s head open.

That someone was Sokka… Shen came running at him with incredible force, his eyes wide
when he recognized the Water Tribe boy standing there, frozen with surprise. Shen didn’t get
far before Zuko was in between them, he didn’t put much effort into disabling Shen. With a
swipe of his leg, much like a hunting predator would trip it’s prey before sinking it’s teeth
into their victims neck, Zuko caught Shen’s ankle and sent the unexpecting man tumbling
down.

The axe flew from his hands and away from Shen’s person, the weapon wasn’t even sharp
enough to cut through the compacted dirt on the forest floor, much less cut Sokka… but it
didn’t stop Zuko from putting Shen down. Sokka smirked, because Zuko didn’t even give
much effort into the defensive move and still Shen was on the floor, sitting up slowly and
rubbing the back of his neck.

Sokka really needed to get Zuko to teach him how to fight, he had to admit the guy was a
talented fighter, on multiple levels.

“Damn… Sokka… Fuck!” Shen coughed out his words.

Sokka frowned, “I didn’t do anything! You’re the one that came out with an axe like a crazy
person!”

Shen glared at him and Sokka watched his amber eyes flicker over to Zuko, Sokka saw them
widen just slightly when he must have recognized the ex-prince standing there staring down
at him. He had moved further back after Shen hit the ground, but they caught eyes rather
quickly anyway.

“Nice to see you again, Zuko, I see you are as friendly as ever.”

Zuko scoffed and mumbled something that might have been a hello, he returned his blades
into their sheath, a good sign that he didn’t feel the need to have a deadly attack ready, which



was a start. But still.. Sokka’s eyes searched the compound until…

Ara’s beautiful figure stepped out from the open doorway, her hair no longer a disheveled
story of a bloody battle and a daring prison escape. Now, her raven hair flowed freely down
her slender back, it looked clean, she looked clean. It was much better than when she was
pressed up against the back of the burning cabin, her hair plastered to her face… eyes full of
fear…

“SOKKA!” Her wonderful voice struck a chord in his heart that made it sing a happy tune,
sending good vibrations through his body. She ran to him, but slowed when she saw Zuko,
her eyes locked onto him and didn’t move.

Sokka paused, everything.

This was it… this was the interaction he has been waiting for, but forgot he had been waiting
for it! Ara and Zuko… the two who disliked each other so much, were going to be forced to
interact in front of Sokka. He wished he had snacks to eat while he watched the show…. Oh
man, was he hungry.

“I’m so glad you’re ok… even though you brought him.” Her eyes narrowed as they lingered
on Zuko, who had his arms defensively crossed across his chest. His gaze was focused on
Shen who had pulled himself off the ground and was retrieving the axe that had slid across
the dirt and into a grassy patch before it snagged to a stop on a large tree root that had
breached the earth.

Zuko didn’t look at Ara as her green eyes scanned over him, they lingered on his face and
neck a little longer than the rest before she turned her attention back to Sokka, they met eyes
and she plastered on a smile.

Ara’s weird attitude was perturbing but he was way too tired to put much thought into it
tonight, they had a long journey ahead of them and Sokka would be there to scrutinize every
moment of it. When Sokka’s eyes glanced over at Zuko, he did a quick sweep over the other
boy’s body language, the fire bender couldn’t have possibly been more tense.

Ara’s eyes left Sokka and went to Reho, who for some really weird reason, was quiet for
once.

“Reho?” Ara asked, her head cocked to the side in a cute way that only she could pull off.
Her cheeks flushed a light pink, mimicking the shade of red Reho returned her way. Sokka’s
eyebrows raised, there was something odd there.

Shen was standing a few feet behind Ara now and he nodded at Reho who gave a respectful
nod in response, so it seemed everyone knew each other which was good, this was good,
everything was good. There was a lapse of conversation and thank-the-spirits Opal broke the
awkward tension and cracked a very awkward Opal-like-joke.

“So… Sokka you are just going to completely erase the mental image you have of me peeing
behind a bush… right?”



Sokka laughed and cracked a smile at Opal, “I might be able to forget…. With a food bribe.”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Turned out Opal did not have a food bribe, in fact… they didn’t have any supplies at all; they
were actually way worse off than Sokka, Zuko and Reho had been. Well… beside the fact
that they also didn’t have any food to eat, everyone seemed pretty fucked when it came to
that.

There were soft rumbling sounds coming from each of their stomachs as they prepared to
bunker down for the night. The group agreed to stay overnight and camp around the
abandoned supply station, everyone was so exhausted, there wasn’t enough energy or
daylight to continue marching through the woods. Sokka’s arms and legs were still buzzing
from the tiny-stinging-slashes he received from the thorny vines, he was not looking forward
to more hiking through the fucking woods.

But he would eat those thorny vines for breakfast if it meant he would stay far away from
Zhao and whatever was left of the torture camp. It was clear from the guards' conversation
that Zhao would indeed be looking for them… well for him, Sokka snuck a glance at Zuko
before returning his attention to the group.

The afternoon quickly slipped into the heavier side of dusk, it took time to recap their
different, but similar journeys. First of all, they had to fill Opal and Reho in on their whole
‘original escape plan’ so they had an idea of what the four of them were referring to. (Well
the three of them, Zuko was not eager to participate in the recap)

When Shen told the story of how they finally found the rendezvous, Sokka was surprised to
find they had only arrived earlier today, only a few hours before Sokka‘s group. Apparently,
they had gotten lost after getting separated when fleeing out South Gate. It took time for them
to regroup with one another and even longer for them to find the creek.

Sokka half-listened to the story, he was more focused on the weird way Ara was acting
around Zuko and the normally-weird-way Zuko was acting around… well... everyone. She
kept looking over at Zuko and Sokka was starting to feel a rush of defensive energy, which
was odd. He wasn’t sure if the feeling was more directed towards Ara or Zuko at this point.

Ara didn’t seem nervous around Zuko, but she couldn’t keep her big green eyes off him.
Zuko had not looked at her once, or acknowledged she existed in anyway... the whole thing
was so fucking strange and detective Sokka was too fucking tired to deal with ANY of it.

…. But yet… he couldn’t stop thinking about it. It was safe to say, it was officially driving
him crazy.

When Sokka had agreed they would stay the night at the supply station, he knew Zuko didn’t
want to stay there with them, he could tell by the way the fire bender reached a new level of
tension. Sokka was sure that if Zuko’s body got any more tense, Sokka would be sore
tomorrow from the strain on his own muscles from just watching the guy sit there with his
stiff posture and tight shoulder line.



The night took over quickly and agreeing not to have a fire was really smart in their whole
‘trying-not-to-be-found’ plan, but it left them dreadfully cold and dark. Shen wanted the girls
to sleep inside, where they would have some kind of protection from the elements, which
Opal and Ara happily agreed to. The state of the supply station was hardly big enough for
two adult women, the damage done to the walls and ceiling from the undergrowth taking over
was overwhelming and didn’t leave a lot of covered area to sleep.

There was a small space in the front left where the ceiling had held and the walls stayed
sturdy. Shen agreed it was safe enough for the girls to sleep without the fear of being crushed,
which Ara was sarcastically thankful for. The point was that it would give them some form of
protection from the freezing Earth Kingdom nights.

Everyone stood awkwardly around each other as the darkness rolled over them in a thick,
dark blanket, tucking them in for the night. This would be the part where in Team Avatar (it
was their name, both Aang and Katara had agreed to it and actually they loved it) would hug
and say goodnight to one another. But this was not Team Avatar, and it didn’t seem like
saying ‘goodnight’ and giving everyone hugs was going to happen.

“So tomorrow, we head for Ha Lang village, right Sokka?” Of course, soldier Shen wanted to
confirm the plans for tomorrow.

Everyone in the group turned and looked at Sokka… this was the moment he had been
dreading, he knew the rest of his friends were going to be angry with him for lying about this
small detail of the plan, but Sokka owed it to himself and to Zuko… to not allow anyone to
betray them. Just like Zuko said, he needed to be selective with who he placed his trust into.

“Actually..” Sokka began, his voice cracked when the words dragged themselves from his
suddenly parched throat. “There is a slight change of plans for the next location… When I
was originally planning out our escape, my plan was for us to head east, obviously to put as
much distance between us and Zhao. I am not overly familiar with the Earth Kingdom, but I
did save a village from being annihilated by a grass-chewing-psycho, so maybe I can get
them to help us. But… I did lie to all of you about where we were going next…”

Ara’s brow furrowed and Shen rolled his weight around from the unexpected news even
though his expression stayed blank. Ara’s voice broke the silence.

“What do you mean you lied to us?”

Sokka winced, he hated to see Ara look at him with mistrust, especially after everything she
had done for him... But he had made a promise to himself and to Zuko, who worked really
hard and went through a lot of pain to help Sokka get this information for him. He couldn’t
risk any of them being two-faced, so he concealed just the smallest bit of information that
would play a rather large part in the journey.

“Instead of going to Ha Lang village, we are going to head towards the fishing village on the
river that we can follow all the way east to Gaipan. I’m sorry if you are mad I didn’t tell you,
but I wanted to make sure I protected everyone, just in case someone wasn’t honest.”



Sokka searched Ara’s eyes for any flicker of an emotional reaction, something that would
hint to him if she had committed any betrayal, but all he saw was sadness and that could be
interpreted in so many ways. Shen didn’t seem to even care that Sokka changed villages, he
shrugged and stood to his feet from where they were seated just outside the front door. It was
the clearest area with the most grass so it's where the boys were planning on spending the
night. (Also, Sokka knew Shen wanted to be close to Ara to keep an eye on her)

Ara and Shen sat together, across from Sokka, Zuko was seated next to him while Reho and
Opal sat to their left. Sokka looked over at Zuko in an attempt to read his reaction to the
news, because he hadn’t even told the fire bender the truth. He lied and said that he spent all
that time memorizing the route to Ha Lang village, when instead, he was taking them to a
completely different village and using the river to head east instead of the mountains.

Zuko had just the smallest smirk on his lips, almost as if Sokka’s announcement pleasedhim.
Sokka knew he could trust Zuko, he knew that the first time he saw Zuko’s eyes burn with
the intensity of an unspoken understanding. The understanding that Sokka had to do whatever
it took to protect the plan. So Sokka did, he beat and burned Zuko to protect the escape plan
and after that day, he knew that the other boy could be trusted. Sokka had never worried
about Zuko, but he had to keep it fair… just in case.

Shen slapped his knees and stood to his feet with a loud huff, “I don’t care where we go, just
as long as you know how to get us there because I am not going to die in this fucking forest.
Now, unless there is any more news for tonight, I think it’s time to discuss who will take first
watch.”

Zuko stood. “I will.” He said it so quickly, that no one even had a second to put their own
name into the drawing for the glorious position of night watch.

The next statement out of Sokka’s mouth came out without his consent or knowledge, it just
appeared in the air like he had spoken this statement to Zuko a hundred times. “Absolutely
not.”

Every single person looked at him, the cold wind that had been slithering outside of their
circle of body heat somehow slipped through right at that moment and sent cold chills
through the group. Sokka sighed and turned to look at Zuko, who had his eyebrow raised
high and his good eye was a little wider than usual. Sokka felt the sudden, desperate need to
clarify what he had meant by his little outburst.

“Ha, w-what I meant was that you, Zuko. Uh, you have been fire bending, sword bending,
fuck... even shadow bending, it’s a thing I saw you do it, and you haven’t slept, not even for a
second. I took a short snooze in the woods before you found me, you need rest I’ll take the
first watch.”

Reho chimed in with a small wave of his hand. “I can take the second watch.”

Shen nodded, “I will take third, that should carry us over until just before dawn. I would
strongly urge us to leave before first light so we can get more ground covered under the
darkness. Agreed?”



Everyone nodded. Zuko grumbled something and glared at Sokka, who responded with a
strong finger pointed down towards the ground and a set ‘Sokka’s-not-playing-around’ look
he had practiced with Katara growing up. Katara was a… uh, sensitive girl growing up. She
was headstrong, clever, cunning and cute so she got away with murder-and-a-half, meaning
she could murder someone and be halfway through murdering the next person before anyone
caught on.

When their mom died, Katara became even more sensitive, she became prone to outbursts,
which would push Sokka into a corner that was impossible to maneuver out of. Katara was
strong and a gifted water bender, she would stand up for something she believed in and pretty
much single-handedly discovered the Avatar after 100 years. It was just that growing up with
Katara was difficult when he had to help essentially raise a strong young woman with only
Gran-Gran to help.

Sokka used to yell at Katara all the time, he didn’t know any better, she was just so
frustrating sometimes. She didn’t respond well to that, usually she would cry or get angry
and lash out with her tiny fists tightened in a little fit of rage. Sokka learned quickly that
women were sensitive and yelling wouldn’t work, but as Sokka spent time with Zuko he
learned so quickly that it wasn’t women that were sensitive… it was just different types of
people.

It took meeting Suki to teach him that women and men might be more similar than he
thought, and now Zuko, who was so similar to Katara in the same way that he didn’t respond
well with forceful words or a raised voice. He did well when he was included and treated like
an equal member of the decision, he liked to understand and he liked to help when he was
able to, almost to a fault. Just like Katara, who continuously pushed herself past her own
limitations, the same way Sokka was seeing Zuko do.

But Sokka mastered living with Katara, even though she did get her way a lot… but that was
because she was his baby sister. Zuko was not his baby sister, but he could use the same
methods that worked with Katara and they might work with Zuko.

One of those was his famous ‘stern-faced-Sokka’ which was a look that would strike fear
into Katara when they were younger. She would see the look and immediately follow his
orders, whatever they were… (he didn’t like to think about it too much because in some of
the memories he swears he might have heard Katara giggling at him, the kind of giggle she
made when she was treating him like an idiot)

“I don’t care how much you protest, you are resting. I don’t care if you sleep, just lay down.”

The group was dispersing at this point, Ara and Opal were retreating inside the building,
Shen closed the door behind them. He and Reho took the right side of the small clearing, the
opposite side from where Zuko and Sokka were standing.

Zuko took Sokka’s words very… literally as he unbuckled the sheath that was strapped across
his chest and released the swords from his back. With a heavy clatter, he set the weapons
down in the dirt with Zuko following close behind, laying on the ground in the exact spot he
had been standing.



Sokka rolled his eyes and had to stifle a chuckle because sometimes Zuko was just so fucking
dramatic. Sokka ended up sliding down next to him, resting his back against a juvenile tree
that was lucky enough to grow past those climbing death-vines and large enough to grant
Sokka’s tired body some relief.

Zuko laid with the scarred side of his face planted firmly on the ground and his back facing
Sokka. Even from where he was sitting and the limited moonlight, Sokka could see the
tightness in the fire bender’s body language. He knew it must be hard for Zuko, honestly, to
be alone with no one for so long in the prison camp and then to be thrust in the middle of a
group of people he knew, but never interacted with. The whole Ara being a bitch to him
probably wasn’t helping either.

Sokka shifted until he was about a person’s width beside Zuko, Sokka watched the boy for a
few more minutes, waiting to see if he would relax and when he didn’t... Sokka decided to
look at other things. He used the light from the moon to watch Shen and Reho attempt to get
comfortable, Shen finally sat upright, he copied Sokka’s decision to use a tree to prop his
back against, his eyes stayed closed and he finally sat still.

Reho was a few person lengths away from Shen, he laid on his back with his arms thrown
across his stomach, he shifted every few minutes in an attempt to find comfort on the
unforgivingly rocky Earth Kingdom ground. Sokka smiled as he watched both men drift into
sleep, their breathing went from scattered breaths to evenly consistent breathing.

Sokka looked over at Zuko again, the boy had curled into himself just a little and Sokka felt
the urge to reach out and touch his shoulder. He felt a need to give him comfort, it was a
feeling that was like the push of the ocean against a rocky shore, crashing onto the
unforgiving shoreline with incredible force before it pulled back into the ocean. Sokka felt
like the rocky shore and the feeling was crashing into his core like the rushing waves. It was
unnerving and gave him a deep, unsettling feeling that tossed and turned like the waves.

Blinking, Sokka stared out into the darkness or the night as he racked his brain with the
specific list of instructions he needed to follow to navigate the team from this point to their
next stop… they were now one step closer to freedom. Sokka was starting to feel the warmth
in his heart from the hope that was brewing in his soul, hope was always such a distant idea
and that now it was so close he could almost reach out and touch it.

Sokka glanced at Zuko’s back again, with his eyes adjusted to the darkness, the wisping
streams of moonlight gave him enough light to see the back of the boy’s blood soaked prison
tunic. The spots of blood had grown bigger and some places had soaked through enough to
touch other blood spots. There was a cold feeling rippling underneath the hope, like a tiger-
shark circling its prey, it was dark and fueled by the thoughts he refused to acknowledge. It
was the kind of feeling that made a man want to kill someone… kill them in order to protect
the people he cared about.

Sokka tore his gaze away and shoved the dark thoughts to the side before letting his crystal
blue eyes work their way up to the sky, always finding his way to the moon. Sokka stared at
the almost half full moon, her beauty cast a radiance that graced the world with the gift of
seeing in the dark. Man was not deserving of such gifts, and they showed it through raging
war and violence under her moonlight.



Sokka’s eyes were pulled to her light, he smiled knowing she was the life of his tribe, the pull
to La’s push, but tonight something was different. It was surreal and the moon's beauty
seemed to smile down at him… and for the first time in a long time, his mind thought of Yue.
He hoped she was doing well, he hoped she was safe…

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The freezing Earth Kingdom nights were really kicking Sokka’s ass lately, he couldn’t seem
to find warmth anywhere. After Reho finally woke up and Sokka was able to peel himself
away from the tree trunk he had been attached to for the last couple of hours, he finally laid
himself down into dirt and sighed. It was almost relaxing to lay down on his back, with the
future of sleep right in front of him.

Too bad the universe seemed to be out to get him… Sometimes… (Aunt Wu…)

The icy winds carried down from the mountains swept through the forest, taking special
interest in their campsite, it tickled through the group as it slipped under tunics and tried to
find its way up the leg of Sokka’s pants. He tried to get comfortable and let his body find the
much needed sleep his brain and muscles craved, but with the freezing wind chilling him to
the bone, he couldn’t find anything but shivers.

The air was filled with the sound of rustling leaves and cracking branches as the wind
fluttered through the earth, Sokka was finding himself growing more frustrated as he found
less and less comfort. He was lying on right side while he stared aimlessly into the dense
forest beside him, he was avoiding turning and facing Zuko, who lay unmoving beside him.

Sokka felt weird facing Zuko’s back, they were so close it would be considered weird to do
anything but act completely aloof by the closeness. When his body was racked with another
deep and uncontrollable shiver, he curled closer into himself, hugging his knees close to his
chest as he puffed hot air into his lap.

“Sokka.”

Sokka froze, he could hear Zuko’s raspy voice whisper so softly over the sound of his jaw
smacking together in a reaching effort to keep his body warm. Sokka felt caught, for some
stupid reason, and he started holding his breath in an futile effort to keep quiet.

“… don’t be weird.” Zuko whispered.

Sokka paused, and before he could process the words spoken he felt a solid force move
underneath his tunic, a hand pressed firmly against his back and Sokka felt a rush of heat
seep through his skin and enter his body. The warmth flooded through him like a wildfire,
eating away at the ache in his shoulders and back from time spent shivering and holding
himself like a baby. It didn’t long for the Zuko’s warmth to flood into every inch of Sokka’s
body, even his pinky toes were toasty.

The comfortable feeling the warmth brought reminded him of home, back when he was
tucked in a pile of furs in his toasty igloo with the crackling fire feeding life into their home.
But this was so different from that, this was so much closer, this was Zuko’s bare hand



pressed against his freezing back, feeding him the warmth from his own body. Sokka
furrowed his brow when he felt the sting of sadness in his eyes, the tears pricking the whites
of his eyes as they prodded for weakness.

Physical comfort was so foreign to him that he was emotionally overwhelmed at the simple
care Zuko showed him. Sokka let his eyes close and he remembered wiggling just a little
closer before the depth of sleep took his body into a much needed rest. It took far too much
energy to whisper the words that made his heart ache.

“….thank you.”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The next morning was a horrible mix of exhausted fumbling through a darkness encumbered
camp and the faintest memory of a map he had memorized. Sokka and the group hiked for
miles and miles, until the sun was high in the sky, beating down on their back and imprinting
red, irritated marks on their skin under the heat. When the large glistening river came into
view just under the ledge they had been traveling across, Sokka’s heart leaped into his throat.

This was it, just a few more miles and they would be at the village... it didn’t seem real. Even
as their group moved closer and the evidence of human life became more visible in the
terrain, it was still hard to believe. Sokka had the group stop to rest on the ridge overlooking
the sloping valley harboring a small but thriving fishing village. He figured everyone could
use a break, it had been a long morning and Reho had made that morning just a little longer
with all his mindless chatter.

Sokka was surprised and thankful that both Zuko and Shen didn’t take him deep into the
woods and bury him in a ditch. Both fire benders had looks that could kill, gold and amber
eyes narrowed in Reho’s direction. Opal seemed to love the chatter, egging him on by
indulging in his stupid questions and asinine statements.

They found a portion of the ledge that had fallen victim to some kind of earth bending many
years ago and the area had crazy mounds of rock pulled out all around. The taller formations
cast pools of shade which gave them a place to hide from the blazing sun. This spot seemed
like a good place to camp out and decide who would go down into town to gather the
supplies they desperately needed. They wouldn’t be able to all go down together, with the
whole ‘escaped prisoner’ look they all had going for them… with all the blood too.

“I’ll go.” Ara said rather confidently, she began pulling at her tunic which was tucked into
her waistband. Sokka watched as she ripped the center in a straight line and tied the pieces
together, showing off her slender hip bones and narrow waist.

“Come on Opal, I’ll fix you up and we can go down with one other person. I will get new
clothes for you guys and food, once we don’t look like we just escaped prison… or killed a
bunch of people… we can all go down together. Sounds good?”

“Who do you want to go with you?” Zuko’s voice cut the air dry and his golden eyes glared
into Ara as she crumbled under his intimidating gaze.



“S-Sokka. I was going to have Sokka come. Is that ok?” Her tone cut the tension Zuko
brought like a knife, their eyes were locked in a silent screaming match. Her words stumbled
over Sokka’s name, but she was strong and sharp with the rest of her statement, her green
eyes challenged his gold.

“I’ll allow it.” His snarky tone was enough to make the inside of Sokka’s hand reactively
reach up and smack into the center of his forehead. Luckily, no one seemed to notice, well...
except Reho, who snorted in amusement.

Zuko was infuriating sometimes. Sokka half-expected Ara to have a snarky comment to snap
back with, but instead she just scrunched up her face, narrowed her eyes, and turned around
sharply to help Opal put herself together. With a semi-decent spit shine bath, Ara inspected
her work as she looked Opal over, and Sokka had to admit, it was an improvement.

But it was the kind of improvement that was comparable to when his dad would get ‘new
boots’ and would insist they didn’t smell as bad as his ‘old boots’… but a stank smell is still
a stank smell, new or old. That’s how he felt about Opal and Ara’s attempt to gussy
themselves up, because under all the ash and blood they wiped from their porcelain skin, they
couldn’t wipe away the fear and exhaustion that racked their bodies.

The girls turned towards him and Sokka realized it was his turn for a spit-shine, he held still
as their fingers jabbed against his skin and rubbed at his dried patches of grime in an attempt
to help clean him. Ara ran her fingers through his growing hair, which was doing this weird
thing where the top was down to his shoulders but the sides were barely long enough to tuck
behind his ears. He tried to keep all his hair tied back in a wolf’s-tail with the stretchy band
Ara gave him when he first arrived, but maybe if he was lucky they could find a razor in the
village.

Shaving the sides of his hair would help tremendously in the Earth Kingdom heat. He would
have to keep the razor away from Zuko though… no one needed him shaving off all his hair
again like it was when they first met. Mission keep Zuko away from the razor was a strong
go.

Sokka couldn’t understand how the fire bending ex-prince was gentler with him then Ara and
Opal, whose circular rubbing motions were starting to bruise.

“Am I done?”

“Almost, hold still.”

Another couple tortuous minutes passed before Sokka felt Ara ripping his pants just below
the knee, he didn’t look down, but he knew she was trying to remove the large blood stains.
After that, Sokka was done, he stood still while the girls looked him over. Ara’s eyes stayed
on his arms, he knew his burned hand and the scars from his weak attempts to block the
whips stood out against his tan skin, the little pinkish-white stripes across his body would
always label him as a victim.

“Do you have any bandages we can borrow to wrap your arms? We can return them back to
the pack when we get back, I just wouldn’t want to draw extra attention to our already



suspicious attire.”

Ara wrapped his arms quickly, her green eyes only gave him a few pity glances during the
tedious process. Sokka wasn’t sure how he looked after his mini-makeover but he had to
admit that he felt a little better, he ignored the fluttering feeling in his stomach when he
thought about going into the village.

He loved shopping, and never got nervous about going into public or talking to people, in fact
he really enjoyed it. It was weird and a conflict of character for him to be nervous about
going down to the village and being around people... but he couldn’t think about that right
now, they were too close to getting something to eat.

“Ready?” Ara smiled and offered Sokka her arm, he took it happily. Glancing behind him he
saw Shen leaning against a large boulder and Zuko was sitting lotus style on top, Reho stood
awkwardly off to the side. Poor Reho, he had been unintentionally annoying on the journey
here, but… in a weird way, he also seemed kind of nervous. He looked over at the fire
benders and smiled, “what do you guys want to do while they are gone?”

Shen’s amber eyes bulged, his mind was probably processing the idea of Reho being here
with them alone... in camp… talking.

“He should go with you!” Shen practically screamed. Zuko flinched back at the outburst, but
when he heard what Shen said the boy’s head practically flew off his shoulders when he
started nodding in agreement.

“Yes, good idea.”

Reho looked confused, but shrugged and his expression turned to sheer joy at the thought of
going down to the village with them. Ara frowned at Shen who gave her a stern look, it
wasn’t a mean look, but it was very urging. Ara rolled her eyes and gave in, she helped clean
Reho up and finally they were on their way.

Sokka looked back at Shen and Zuko who had not moved from their spot, both fire benders
looked very pleased with themselves. Sokka looked at Zuko and then at Shen, “make sure he
rests.”

Shen gave Zuko a mocking smile, “I’ll make sure the widdle-baby takes his widdle-nap.”

Sokka wasn’t surprised when Zuko’s leg appeared from underneath him and kicked Shen in
the back of the head, not hard enough to break the guy’s neck or anything, but enough to
prove a point. Shen glared at him and rubbed the back of his head, the smirk stayed on his
lips, he still found himself funny.

Sokka couldn’t help but smile and think about how things were finally starting to look up, he
found himself smiling more, laughing often and even receiving comfort from people he
would have never expected to find comfort in.

Things were going to be ok, he just had to keep ignoring the worry that stayed constantly
gnawing at the pit of his stomach.
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Leaving It All Behind
Chapter 15: Traitor

Sokka was not prepared for just how weird he would feel being back in civilization, the
casualness of the entire situation was deeply unnerving. He felt out of place walking through
the village looking at the different options for fresh produce, like everything was normal.
There was a brief moment where he might have forgotten all about being locked away and
tortured in a prison camp for the last… however-long... but Sokka was brought back to his
reality quickly when the local villagers passing by gave their group mistrusting looks, some
of the women would even shift their baskets away from them as they passed by.

It probably wasn’t a great idea to come down with such a large group, even with the altered
prison uniforms and their ‘cleaned up’ appearances… their group still looked… rough. Ara
hung onto Sokka’s arm (even though she was taller than him) followed by Opal and Reho,
who strolled casually together, chatting and giggling. They could almost appear to be a group
of young traveling couples, dusty and disheveled from their time on the road.

Everything faded away when Sokka’s eyes landed on a hot noodle cart, the smell alone made
his stomach practically claw its way out from inside him to go and order a bowl. He was able
to keep himself some-what-under-control, until as they walked past a stand of moon-peaches,
the devious little fruits taunted him with their fuzzy outer-skin, which looked so soft and
juicy. The flesh colored orbs mocked him as he passed without indulging, it was a hard hit to
his ego, he had never been mocked by a fruit before. Reho also had his eyes fixed on the
same sweet sight, Sokka was sure he could hear the fruit mock the other man as well.

“Damn, those moon-peaches look so good…” The sandy-haired-too-skinny man muttered
under his breath.

Sokka mindlessly nodded in agreement as he rubbed his thumb in soft, tight circles across the
three waves etched into the stone of his sister’s necklace. He kept the necklace safe in his
hand with the blood stained, frayed ribbon laced between his fingers. He liked to feel the
stone gently bounce against the inside of his palm, it was a constant reminder of his family
that was spread out across the earth and in the spirits around him. Sokka vowed, as he rubbed
the smooth stone, that he would never give up until he was reunited with his family, he would
never give up.

Their group took their time as they meandered through the market until they stumbled upon
where the tailors and seamstresses set up their different goods and services. Ara’s face lit up
and she released Sokka’s arm as she and Opal were drawn to a larger shop that had their
exquisite clothing selections hanging up out front for the girls to enjoy. They giggled and
whispered to each other as they ran their fingers through the different materials.

Sokka felt phantom-feelings full of smiles and laughter when his calloused fingers touched
the soft fabrics hanging in front of him, the different textures reminded him of when he was



traveling with Katara and Aang and they would stop at the different villages to re-supply and
explore. There was a careless and free way that Aang always drew in a crowd, it was truly
amazing how happy people were to see him and how accepting they were of Katara and
Sokka because they traveled with the Avatar. It was such a different world than the one he
lived in now… he was convinced that his old life had only been a pleasant dream and he
couldn’t let himself dwell on it, his living nightmare was still nipping at his heels.

Sokka and Reho followed behind Ara and Opal when they left that shop and headed towards
a one with a more affordable selection in the back loop of the market. The shop wasn’t too
big, it had a front counter which lead into a big open area with clothing hung everywhere.
There didn’t seem to be any organization to the hanging mess of options, some of the
different pieces had fallen and there were scattered piles of fabric pooled on the floor, but the
prices were cheap and thats all that was important.

The biggest downfall was the shopkeeper eye’d them suspiciously for the first few minutes
they were there, but with Ara’s bright eyes and gentle lips she soon had the man eating out of
her palm. Her and Opal indulged his interest with light touches and soft flushes, they used
their sexual leverage to exploit him for their own gain. (classic Ara)

The girls did end up getting a great deal on the clothing and the shopkeeper was just happy
that the pretty girls tried everything on for him. Sokka let the girls work their magic and left
Reho to chat to himself as he fiddled through the different options. He was not surprised to
see only earth tones and spots of red in the shop’s selections, not even a hint of blue
anywhere in the shop and it was probably the same throughout the rest of the market. With a
soft sigh, Sokka knew it was safer to blend in anyway, now was not the time to represent his
tribe... plus, thinking of his tribe brought a squirmy-sick feeling to his stomach.

He could feel the sick feeling curling around his stomach’s empty contents and squeezing the
bubbling acid until he ached from the burning. He didn’t deserve to wear blue, he had let his
tribe down and allowed himself to be captured and even when he had the chance to stand up
for his tribesmen... he stayed quiet like a coward. His dark thoughts began to cloud his vision,
blurring the earth toned fabrics together in a swirling mix of emotions.

Reho’s voice snapped him back, “that one looks nice!”

Sokka’s head shot up and his eyes blinked his vision back into clarity before he turned to see
the skinny man smiling at him, the bruises on his face had set into their final shades of blues
and purples. He continued to smile at Sokka and his eyes went between the fabric Sokka held
in his hand and up to Sokka’s blue eyes.

The tunic he held was a light green color with lighter green trimming around the collar and
down the front, the short sleeves fit baggy and there was a fitted long sleeve layer
underneath. The simple design and long coverage was perfect for Sokka, that way he could
save the bandages that were currently being used to hide his scarred arms. He would probably
need to use them for what he was sure was the absolute disaster on Zuko’s back. He really
wanted to take a look at it and help treat his injuries, the same way the other boy had treated
Sokka’s own injuries, the way he had been so gentle and careful to make sure he didn’t hurt
him.



Sokka felt the hairs on his arm rise up and he shook the image of Zuko’s focused gold eyes
out of his head as he gripped the tunic in his hands just a little tighter, with a low exhale he
looked for the pants that matched before he turned away from the clothing selection.

Reho looked at him confused, Sokka raised one of his eyebrows in response.

“What?”

“You need to get something for Zuko.”

“Oh… did you want to pick it out?”

Reho snorted, “if I gave him something I picked out, I think he would light it on fire.”

Sokka cracked a smile as a mental image of Zuko standing there as Reho handed him the
clothing and Zuko doing that annoying smirk he did when he knew he was going to be mean,
just before he would light the fabric on fire… then Ara would freak out and yell at him,
maybe he would yell back… Shen would get mad, they would fight, Shen would lose, Zuko
would kill everyone, well maybe not Sokka…

Sokka shook his head, what the fuck was wrong with him today.

“Good point, ok, I will get him something and meet you at the front.”

Reho shrugged and walked away.

It didn’t take Sokka long to find something for Zuko, he didn’t think the other boy cared
much about what he wore, Sokka tried to keep the colors as neutral as possible for obvious
reasons. He ended up picking up a brown tunic with long sleeves, accented with olive
threading and a sash for around his waist to keep the baggy tunic better fitting. He found a
simple pair of dark brown, almost black, pants that bunched at the ankle to finish off the
outfit. Sokka felt satisfied that he made a good choice and he realized had only ever seen
Zuko in Fire Nation armor and prison clothing.

It would be weird to see him in tan and green. When Sokka found Opal and Ara again they
had a few pieces up at the counter and were chatting with the merchant happily. Sokka could
hear them talking about the baby gopher-squirrels that would start popping up in a nearby
field soon, the awwwws coming from Opal and Ara were enough to make Sokka want to gag.
Maybe he could hunt the stupid little baby gopher-squirrels and finally have some meat to
eat.

“Oh good! There you guys are, we were wondering if you two decided to ditch us!” Ara’s
tone carried a lot more peppiness than he had heard from her all day. Her and Opal had
changed into their new clothing, they both looked…. so different. Opal looked like a lady,
instead of a frizzy-haired-foul-mouthed-prison-girl. She wore a long red tunic that cut open at
the sides and a baggy pair of tan ankle pants that cut off mid calf, her once bare feet now had
homes in a flat pair of black shoes.



Ara looked…. Stunning. She had picked out an emerald green crop-top with gold trimming,
the sleeveless top stopped just above her belly button and she wore a similar pair of baggy
ankle pants with flat shoes. Her dark hair was wavy and loose, framing her figure in such a
way that made Sokka’s mouth feel soft and warm.

Ara was in her element here, being the center of attention and receiving the adoration from
the people around her. Reho also looked at her as if she were the purest image of beauty, his
mouth gaped open at the sight of her. He snapped his jaw shut when he realized it was
hanging open, with a sharp click of his teeth.

The merchant was laughing at their conversation when Sokka handed him their selections.
Ara watched the clothing carefully as it was passed to the man behind the counter. The
shopkeeper shifted through the pieces and then handed them back to Sokka and Reho. “Go
change around back, there is a storage area around the corner where you can have a little
privacy. Don’t be too long though, I better not have to come find you.”

Sokka nodded and handed Ara the pouch of coins he had been holding, there wasn’t much
there, but he trusted her with the funds they had to make last. But new clothing was a
necessity, without it they wouldn’t be able to blend into the background and travel within the
crowds. Ara smiled at him, grabbing his shoulder softly, she gave it a small squeeze. “Opal
and I are going to go take a look at the produce stands we passed earlier, meet us there ok?”

“Of course.”

She smiled at him one last time before her and Opal giggled together and wandered away, the
merchant looked at Sokka and smiled. “Nothing is sweeter to the ears than the sound of two
beautiful women laughing, don’t you agree?”

Sokka smiled, enjoying the simplicity of the moment. “Yeah, nothing sweeter, except maybe
a moon-peach.”

The merchant gave him a strange look when his stomach gurgled awkwardly.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

He never realized that the prison uniforms were not cut from actual fabric, instead they must
have been made out of tiny wood shavings, possibly tiny shards glass or sharp rocks…
because whatever he just took off was torture compared to the soft fabrics he slid over his
bruised and battered body. He was careful when he slid the sleeve onto his left arm, the fresh
burn on that side of his ribcage was still wrapped from when Zuko had taken care of him, but
it was tender and the bandages really needed to be changed.

The clean clothing and soft long sleeves comforted him in a way that made his voice wobble
when he spoke. “R-ready Reho?”

Reho looked different with his similar browns and greens, his green eyes reflected off the
green strips of fabric running across the collar and down the arms. He smiled and rubbed the
soft material against his skin, “ohhhhh, it feels so good to be out of that itchy stuff! Now let’s
go get a moon-peach!”



It was the greatest thing Reho had ever said.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

It didn’t take long to spot Opal, she was semi-arguing with one of the merchants about the
price of a cabbage, one of her hands was placed firmly on her hip as she jabbed her other
finger into the leafy vegetable the man was holding. Sokka’s eyes scanned the open area
looking for Ara, the vegetable market wasn’t that big, but it was big enough that it took
Sokka a few minutes to walk past each stand looking for where Ara might have wandered off
to. He started to get nervous when he didn’t see her anywhere, he felt the fear beginning to
form in his chest, fuck he hated the way his body reacted without his control.

Reho was inspecting the moon-peaches as Sokka stormed past him and walked up to Opal,
she was sliding the cabbage into the cloth bag the clothing merchant had given her. She
smiled at Sokka and her face fell when she saw his frazzled state, “have you seen Ara?” He
didn’t mean for his voice to snap at the end.

Opal smiled, “yeah? Calm down, jeez. She went back to the fabric shop to see if she could
use his bathroom, she will be right back. Come on, let's find some rice.”

Opal and Sokka took their time in selecting a few other fresh vegetable options along with a
sack of lentils, rice, and a bag of lychee nuts. When they were done and Ara wasn’t back yet,
Opal’s expression slipped into a bit more of a worried one, her top teeth gnawed on her
plump bottom lip nervously. Reho had joined them as well, finally selecting 3 moon-peaches
that they agreed to bring back to camp for an after dinner treat.

When Ara appeared in the distance, walking towards them from the opposite side of the
market from where the fabric merchant’s shop had been, Sokka didn’t think too much into it.
He was just happy to see her back safe even though she looked distracted, but when her green
eyes found her friends, she smiled and waved.

The sun was beginning to slip into the western sky as the afternoon started to get late. They
didn’t have a long walk in front of them, but it was still a walk none-the-less and they were
carrying more than they had been on their journey down to the village. The absolute worst
part was the walk was all up-hill, they would need to leave soon in order to get to camp
before dark and Sokka was starving.

“Sorry it took me so long! That merchant sure does like to talk, plus look – I found us a pot to
cook our food in.” She giggled and offered to carry one of the sacks Opal was holding, who
handed it over happily. “Oh! Did we end up getting a few moon-peaches? I’d love to tear into
one of them, I am starving!”

Reho smiled excitedly, “yes please! Let’s eat one on the way back, if not... I think I might just
die from hunger.”

Sokka smiled, his mind only focused on the plump, juicy, perfectly fuzzy peach Reho held in
his hand as if it were the most precious thing in the world. They all smiled at one another
before passing the peach back and forth, the juicy flavor exploded from the core when
Sokka’s teeth tore through the flesh. The sticky insides dripped off his chin and onto his



brand new clothing, usually it would annoy Sokka to have possibly stained his new outfit, but
nothing was going to take away any of the joy he felt slurping up the flavors the moon peach
provided.

He could get used to this.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When their rag-tag group made it all the way up the mountain and back to where they had
hidden their fire benders, the sun was getting lower in the sky. Sokka felt his heartbeat pick
up as they got closer to the circle of boulders, he wasn’t sure why he felt so nervous maybe it
was because so far, everything was going pretty alright? Maybe he was being paranoid as he
expected something bad to happen, like it always did.

Sokka spotted Zuko and Shen in almost the exact spot they had left them in earlier, this time
Zuko was sitting on the ground with his legs stretched out in front of him and his back resting
against the rock. Shen sat a few feet away, building what looked like a really deep fire pit…
Sokka wasn’t sure if Shen had ever built a fire pit before, but something that deep would
never hold a flame.

“You might want to make that hole a little shallower or the flame won't get enough air and
it’ll go out.” Sokka thought his advice was helpful, but Shen shot him a glare and snorted
rather rudely.

“In the Water Tribe maybe, but fire benders just need enough tinder to keep the flame going,
we can fuel the fire with bending as long as there is air around.” Shen made an annoying
hand motion in the air. “Yep, seems like a good enough amount of air, but thanks for the
advice genius Water Tribe guy.”

Sokka rolled his eyes at Shen’s sarcasm, he was supposed to be the sarcastic one, not the
grumpy old fire bender. “I was just trying to help!”

“If you must know, the reason I did it like this was to keep the light from the fire as low as
possible, just in case there are Fire Nation scouts in the area, we don’t want to be seen.”

Zuko snorted in amusement this time and Sokka shot him a glare. It made sense, what Shen
had said, but he wasn’t going let Zuko give him shit. Sokka did notice that the fire bender
looked like he might have gotten some rest, even though he still looked too pale. The vines in
his neck had dropped in color, which was a good sign, but he hasn’t been fire bending… so
that was probably why. Sokka reached into their leather bag of supplies and rummaged
around until he found Zuko’s new clothing and threw it at the sitting boy.

He caught it in the air and frowned, scrutinizing Sokka’s choice. “If you don’t like it, tough.
It’s what I picked.” Zuko frowned in response but his gold eyes stayed fixed on the fabric he
held hands and Sokka realized he might not be unhappy with the choice of clothing, he might
just be going through the same rush of emotions Sokka did when he was finally free of the
prison uniform. The only thing that remained now were their scars, but they would never be
rid of those.



- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Ara and Opal cooked dinner, Zuko lit the fire (even when Sokka tried to whisper-shout him
into taking it easy) Shen gathered wood and cleared out a small area for them to sleep. Reho
organized their supplies and took count of everything they had, it wasn’t a lot, but it was so
much better than nothing. They worked in silence until the food was finished cooking, it
wasn’t until they went to eat that everyone realized they didn’t have any utensils or plates.

Of course, the boys had to venture into the forest and find whatever they could that would
hold some rice and cabbage, Sokka was so excited to eat that his teeth were grinding together
in anticipation. The first bite of real food in two days hit his stomach like a weight dropped in
the water, sending ripples of nausea throughout him. He had to eat slowly, to give his
stomach time to stretch, or it could fill too fast and he would risk throwing up, that was the
absolute last thing he wanted to do.

Sokka was sitting next to Zuko, he had brought the fire bender over his food, giving him a
break from interacting with Ara and the look he gave him was what Sokka considered a
silent, Zuko-level ‘thank you.’

They sat next to each other with their backs pressed up against the large boulder, the stone
felt cool against the warmth radiating from the skin on the back of Sokka’s sun-kissed neck.
Zuko ate really slowly, he chewed with his mouth closed and took time between bites… he
was probably trained how to eat like royalty.

Sokka felt a little foolish with the bits of rice sticking to his hands and he could feel where
some of the rice stuck to spots around his mouth and on his chin. He flushed at the thought of
looking like the kind of uncivilized savage the Fire Nation already thought he was, but when
he snuck another glance at Zuko, the other boy didn’t seem to give a flying-fuck how Sokka
ate. He stared down at his food, lost in thought, Sokka could see the glazed over look in his
eyes when he went away.

It always made Sokka want to shake him in hopes of pulling him back and ask what he was
doing inside his mind like that? What could he be thinking about right now that would make
him glaze over and disconnect from the world around him? But Sokka never asked, he didn’t
think Zuko would appreciate it very much and Sokka wouldn’t even know what to say
anyway.

Sokka could feel when the weather took a turn and started to dip into the frigid temperatures
of the night, and because they were camped on higher elevation the wind seemed to have
extra freedom and carelessly ripped between the boulders, nipping harshly at Sokka’s
exposed skin. Everyone seemed extra exhausted from all the energy they had been burning
since escaping, so with food finally in their bellies they had the comfort they needed to get
some decent sleep.

The fire was small, but still they huddled around its warmth, Ara and Shen snuggled close on
the opposite side of the fire from Zuko and Sokka, which wasn’t at all surprising. Sokka was
spying on Opal and Reho who seemed close enough just off to the side, they had been a little
flirty since returning from the village.



They really needed to see if they could afford a bedroll or two… or at least some blankets,
they had been lucky so far by escaping the dangerous game the cold liked to play. One
overnight freeze could cause some serious problems for their health and no amount of Zuko’s
fire bending would help them if they got too cold. There were a lot of different things that
could happen to the human body if it got too cold, and they really couldn’t afford to have
anyone get sick and slow them down.

Sokka was still nervous that being re-captured was a strong possibility, even with the change
of clothing and food in their bellies, they were still at a huge disadvantage. Only one of them
could properly fight and he was half dead, no one else had any weapons or much strength to
hold their own against a well rested opponent.

No… they would need a lot of genuine luck if they were going to get out of this thing alive.
The better prepared they were against things like the weather, or food, maybe they would
have luck to do the rest.

The boys agreed to the same watch order as the previous night and Zuko said he would keep
a small fire going – and just like that, the camp settled into a chilly slumber. The cold was
tickling the tips of Sokka’s ears so he scooted closer to the fire to try and grab some of its
warmth. Zuko was lying on his side next to Sokka, they were both still in the same spot by
the boulder, the only time either of them had left was to use the bathroom.

Zuko laid with his good side up and his scarred side rested against his arm, Sokka wasn’t sure
if he was sleeping yet because he could only see the other boy’s back. The new clothing
concealed the memory of a blood soaked prison tunic that Zuko wore only hours ago, Sokka
was still concerned about the other boy’s injuries but so far there was no blood soaking
through his new tunic, so that was at least a good sign.

The night continued on and so did the dropping temperature, Sokka felt his body stiffen
against the cold just before it began to tremble for warmth. Sokka knew he didn’t eat enough
calories over the last two days to fuel his body enough to keep warm, he didn’t have any fat
either… damn he missed his fucking parka.

Sokka’s mind was consumed by thoughts of snow, ice, cold drinks, winter, anything and
everything that would make him even more cold than he already was. Until the fire caught
his eye, the tip of the dancing flame twitched in an odd way, Sokka blinked and rubbed his
eyes, assuming he was just officially going crazy... It wouldn’t be surprising... It has been a
long time coming.

Would anyone really blame him for going crazy? After what he had been through, it would be
hard not to expect him to go crazy.

Just as Sokka’s mind was going to go back through all the cold things he could think of and
then maybe a little more about how he might be crazy... when he most-definitely saw the fire
flicker in a weird, erratic way. Then it did it again, shrinking smaller just before popping up
and moving around wildly. Sokka leaned it to get a closer look when the small flame shot
high into the air, filling the entire pit. The flames continued to move around erratically before
shrinking again… Sokka’s brow furrowed as he watched the bizarre activity, until his mind
clicked.



Zuko.

Sokka pulled back from the fire and scooted a little closer to the sleeping fire bender. With
closer inspection Sokka could see the small jerky movements Zuko’s body was making with
his good eye squeezed shut and a heavy line of discomfort across his brow. He must be
having a nightmare, Sokka wasn’t sure if waking him would be the best decision…

Zuko jerked again and gasped the smallest sound, his movement caused the flames to glow
bright enough for Sokka to see everyone’s sleeping faces through the darkness, an orange
glow painted their faces heavy with shadows just before the darkness returned. Sokka
decided this was the kind of thing that would make someone notice their campsite, so he
probably needed to wake up the dreaming fire bender.

Sokka reached out and touched Zuko’s shoulder gently, but firm enough to try and wake
him… It worked, Zuko’s eyes sprang open and his body tensed like a wound up a rat-viper
about to strike, Sokka whispered so quietly that only Zuko could hear him.

“You were having a nightmare and the fire was going crazy, I’m sorry, I had to wake you up.”

Zuko blinked and then nodded, letting his head rest back on his arm. He let out a long exhale
and closed his eyes again.

“Thank you.” He whispered. Sokka smiled and leaned back against the freezing boulder,
watching the small fire return to burning normally. For just a little while, Sokka’s mind
relaxed and he thought about nothing until it was time to switch watches, thank goodness he
was fucking exhausted.

Sokka woke Reho and it never failed that the guy always woke up like he had no idea what
life was, where he was, or who the fuck he was. It was so weird. He would sit up super fast
and look around panicked before asking what time it was, where they were, how long they
had been here, why he was awake and so-on. Sokka would briefly fill him in with one word
answers before returning to where he would be sleeping for the night.

Sokka dragged himself back to his spot beside Zuko and laid down, he began the same ritual
he performed the night before where he curled into himself and tossed from side to side in an
attempt to get warm. The teeth chattering was new, the rhythmic clicking was hard to stop as
his jaw spasmed in an effort to try and generate heat. Sokka scooted closed to Zuko, he could
feel the heat coming off the bender’s back, if he could just get a little closer-

Oh fuck he touched him on accident.

Sokka scooted a little too close to Zuko and ended up nudging the sleeping boy, with a soft
groan Zuko lifted his head off of the ground and turned so Sokka could see only the good
side of his face.

“Sokka?”

“Yes?”



“What are you doing?”

“… I’m cold…”

There was only the sound of the howling wind until, “.... ugh, come here then.”

Sokka tilted his head, he didn’t understand what Zuko meant by come here. Zuko patiently
waited and when Sokka didn’t move, his one eyebrow narrowed and he growled softly in
frustration.

“Come on this side, I mean.”

Oh! Sokka stood and walked around as quietly as he could and laid down on Zuko’s other
side and for some odd reason he laid facing the other boy. Zuko had head back down against
his arm and was looking at Sokka… and it kind-of took his breath away.

The moon was almost half full in the clear sky and the extra light cast the world in a soft
silver glow, but even with the silver hue Zuko’s eyes were still gold. It was like he was
caught in them, drowning in the molten pools of burning gold, they were almost eerie to look
at… Sokka wondered if this is what it would be like to stare into the eyes of a dragon?

“What?” Zuko’s voice was annoyed and he frowned at Sokka, snapping the boy out of his
dragon-thoughts and back to the fact that this was not a dragon, this was crabby Zuko, who
had woken up twice tonight.

“Nothing, sorry.” Sokka felt stupid, and weird, and now he just wanted to go to sleep and stop
saying and doing stupid shit. He quickly rolled over and closed his eyes, forgetting why he
even came over here in the first place. It wasn’t until he felt Zuko’s rough fingers gently skate
up the bare skin of his back and rested flat against the center of his back, that’s when the heat
began to roll in.

The warmth flooded through him and sleep grabbed his mind instantly.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Everyone slept-in the next morning, well… everyone except Shen and Zuko. They were up
stupid early and left the camp for a while, but when Sokka could hear bits of Shen talking
loudly off in the distance he knew it was time to get up. Rolling lazily onto his stomach
Sokka dragged his tired body to his knees and then slowly pushed himself to his feet. The
smell that hit him was disturbing, he didn’t know it was possible for a person to stink this
bad. He began to think and found he wasn’t sure the last time he cleaned himself was, but
fuck, he smelled like polar-dog shit.

They would need to back-track at some point today to bathe in the river, he needed to get all
the dried… whatever off of him. Don’t think about what it is, just that it needs to come off.

Ara and Opal were almost done cooking and they seemed ecstatic over the idea of a bath and
the distant thought of what it might feel like to be clean. Sokka knew they would be excited,
who didn’t like to bathe?



“Where are Shen and Zuko?” He finally asked when he didn’t see the fire benders anywhere.

Ara scoffed and Opal elbowed her before smiling at Sokka and answering the question like
an adult. (cough, cough, Ara) “They were meditating on the ledge earlier and now I think
Zuko is showing Shen how to use a sword, you know… just in case his bending doesn’t come
back for a while.”

Sokka’s mouth gaped open. “Wait, they are having sword lessons and didn’t invite me?!”

It hurt, it hurt so deep.

Ara rolled her eyes and Opal giggled, “from what I saw, it was more like Shen was yelling at
Zuko who was just knocking him over.”

Ara cleared her throat, “well why don’t you two stop jabbing and get something to eat while
the food is still warm. I told Shen to be back before early afternoon, so they should be back
soon, now go eat.”

She wasn’t wrong, just as Sokka sat down to eat his interesting meal containing a few leechy
nuts over left-over rice (Sokka needed to find some meat soon or he was going to still starve
to death eating this kind of stuff) Shen and Zuko came around one of the boulders… Shen
looked like Opal was correct when she said that Shen was knocked down in the dirt quite a
bit. Zuko seemed pleased with himself with his cocky strut that Sokka couldn’t stop
watching.

Shen looked different in his normal-person outfit Ara had picked out for him, Sokka always
thought he looked like a Fire Nation soldier and the red and black outfit accentuated those
features. Shen’s beard was the only thing throwing off his Fire Nation look, the beard had
grown now to where it completely covered his chin and even extended down some. Sokka
insecurely rubbed his own chin, disappointed when he found it smooth.

Sokka was glad to see that Zuko’s veins were no longer tinted grey, he was back to being
pale, well… except for the bruising on his neck and face, the swelling had gone down but he
was still marked black and blue. Shen smiled when he saw Ara, she returned his eager smile
with her own. It made Sokka’s heart warm to see them together and free. He wondered if they
would start a life together, maybe build a home somewhere far away from the terrible
memories that were sure to haunt all of them forever.

Sokka’s thoughts were interrupted when Zuko plopped down next to him, almost silent
except for the soft thud his knees made when bounced off the ground. Sokka shot him a glare,
“did you have fun with your… sword bending?”

Zuko held a piece of wood that held his scoop of overcooked rice and leechy nuts, he set it on
the ground in front of him and glared back at Sokka.

“First of all, don’t say stupid shit like that. Secondly, if you are insinuating that you are mad
because you did not come with us, well that is your own fault. I invited you, and you growled
at me, so I left.”



Sokka frowned and tried to think back to a soft pink light and a few birds singing their good
morning songs as they woke to the sunlight peeking over the distant rocky mountain line…
he might remember Zuko poking him in the head… the rest was a blur.

“I don’t remember you trying to wake me.” Sokka pushed the last bite of food into his mouth
and chewed a couple of times before swallowing. Zuko just grunted in response and picked at
his food, the stupid fire bender never seemed interested in eating, it was just another thing
weird thing about Zuko. The guy was pure muscle, Sokka was very aware of that from
watching him fight and being in such close quarters with him, but he was also too lean.

Sokka thought he could use some weight, but Zuko could do whatever he wanted with his
food, it wasn’t Sokka’s problem.

Eat. Don’t eat. Whatever.

Sokka still couldn’t help but watch him until all the food was gone and he felt a weight lift
off his chest in relief… whatever. Sokka decided to figure out what time they were planning
on going back to the village, he needed a blanket or a bedroll or something because fuck it
was cold at night and Sokka didn’t want to have to keep begging Zuko to keep him warm. He
had been nice enough to do it so far, but knowing Zuko, eventually he was going to tell him
to fuck off and Sokka needed to be prepared for when that happened.

“Ara, when do you want to go down to the village? I was thinking maybe after we all get
back we can go bathe in the river and refill our canteens, I know mine is running low. Oh,
maybe we can find some soap in the village too!”

Reho and Opal sighed at the same time before saying in unison, “ahhhh, soap.”

They said it in an adoring way that could only be understood by someone who had been
through what they had in the last 2 days, soap was an exciting and soothing thought. Ara
didn’t answer right away, her fingers were pulling at her rice, almost the same way that Zuko
did. She looked up and smiled, but Sokka felt like there was a hesitation before she answered.

“I was thinking, now that we all have fresh clothing… Maybe we can all go to the village
together? I would like to show Shen a few things I saw yesterday and I’m sure it’ll be ok if
we all go down as a group now that we aren’t dressed like prisoners and covered in blood.
What do you think?”

Sokka didn’t think he saw a problem with all of them going down as a group, especially now
that they looked like regular Earth Kingdom people… well, besides the hollow look in their
eyes and the scars that couldn’t be hidden. Other than that, it was totally fine.

“Yeah that sounds fine.” Sokka looked over at Zuko, he lowered his voice so only he could
hear. “You ok with that?”

Zuko frowned when he realized Sokka was whispering to him, but he quickly schooled his
face and nodded. “Yeah. It’s fine.”

See, everything was fine.



- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

That’s how the entire group of escaped prisoners ended up casually strolling through the
fishing village, laughing and shopping without a care in the world. Well, almost all of them
acted without care, Zuko stayed close to Sokka and kept his head down. As they moved
through the village Sokka had to keep reaching up and touching his nose to check for a
booger, or something else disgusting on his face, because people kept… staring at him and
then quickly looking away.

It wasn’t until Sokka began to really pay attention that he noticed the people weren’t staring
at him they were staring at Zuko and then looking away embarrassed. It clicked for Sokka,
like the way a well-made door snapped into place, they were looking at Zuko’s scar and then
they were looking away quickly, not to get caught.

Sokka glanced at Zuko, the slightly taller boy was around height with his head bent down
towards the ground, allowing his shaggy black hair to hang over the top part of his eyes, but
the scar was too big to hide with his hair and it would be noticeable no matter what he did.

A surge of familiar anger rushed through him, he wanted to shove the next person that stared
at Zuko right in the face and push their leering, judgmental eyes away. He felt the anger
building with every step they took, he couldn’t explain it… but he hated the idea of people
judging Zuko for that when it was so clearly a horrible thing to have gone through. People
needed to mind their own fucking business –

“You ok?”

Sokka blinked and looked over at Zuko who had his eyebrow raised, staring directly at him.

“Yeah… why?”

“No reason… just… if you don’t stop squeezing that moon-peach to death, I think the
merchant is going to pass out.”

Sokka looked down and realized while lost in his inner rantings, he had walked up to the
moon-peach stand and gripped one of the fruits so tightly he could feel it’s juices squirming
under the fuzzy skin. He dropped the fruit like it burned, the peach rolled off the stand and
onto the floor…

The moon-peach falling in the dirt must have been the final straw for the merchant because
he moved towards Sokka quickly, his hands in the air in a gesture of frustration.

But Zuko didn’t understand gestures of frustration, or the harmlessness of fruit merchants in
fishing towns, because when the merchant moved towards them just a little too fast Sokka
felt himself jerk back and Zuko stepped in front of him. He reached back and grabbed the
handle of his sword. His gold eyes were locked on the merchant who stopped moving as soon
as Zuko went on the defense, the man must have seen the scar or maybe it was the burning in
Zuko’s eyes but he put his hands out in surrender and insisted they take the moon-peach on
the house and anything else they wanted.



“- I don’t want any trouble.” The merchant practically begged.

Those words stuck with Sokka as he held the bruised and dirty fruit in his hands while they
walked away.

Did they just… rob the fruit merchant? Zuko held his own free fruit, he too seemed to be
mulling the situation over, but neither of them said anything about it. Sokka inhaled his
moon-peach without chewing and then groaned when the decadent treat was gone, he could
have fainted from excitement when Zuko handed him his own fruit.

“I don’t like them, they are too sweet.”

Ahhhhh, so he didn’t eat his dessert because it was too sweet. He doesn’t like sweets. Another
Zuko mystery solved, no secrets were safe from detective Sokka.

“Well thank you, I will gladly eat your moon-peach. Has anyone ever told you how great you
are? Because you are the absolute best Zuko.” Sokka didn’t really think through his words, he
took the first bite into the juicy fruit and stole a glance at Zuko, whose neck and face were
almost as red as his scar.

Sokka paused, and replayed his words back to himself and realized that the simplist
compliment about a dumb moon-peach was enough to make the fie bender flush that crazy
red color. Sokka smiled internally, he would make sure to compliment Zuko more… Oh -
New game! See how red he could make Zuko flush, perfect.

He munched happily on the peach, thinking of all the ways he might be able to compliment
his new buddy. They walked in silence to the edge of town, Sokka held his only purchase of a
new blanket under one of his arms. He had been disappointed that he couldn’t afford a
bedroll but only had a few copper pieces left from the small bag of coins he snagged from
Zhao’s desk and the bedroll was a silver piece. Way out of his price range.

When he found this dingy, brown, frayed on one side blanket for only two copper pieces he
was more than thrilled to make the exchange. The blanket may have its flaws, just like his
parka had, but it was his blanket and it was going to keep him warm at night. What was even
more exciting, was that wrapped inside the blanket was a perfect bar of soap just waiting to
clean him.

Sokka had just slammed down the last bite of Zuko’s moon-peach and was licking his fingers
when he spotted Shen and Ara at the edge of the village. Opal and Reho were coming around
the corner and Reho waved happily at Sokka, who waved back. (Sometimes he had to admit
that the guys positivity was contagious)

“Everyone got what they need?” Shen asked.

Everyone nodded as they stood together at the edge of the village, Sokka felt a rush of
excitement knowing that the next thing they were all going to do was bathe! The sun was
moving lower in the sky, indicating the beginning of late afternoon. When her light broke
through the trees it painted the ground with fun patterns, Sokka felt a soft breeze tickle the
back of his neck.



It was a beautiful day, even though the Earth Kingdom was freezing at night and usually too
hot during the day, sometimes there was a perfect mixture of sun, wind, and shade and the
Earth Kingdom became one of the most beautiful places in the world. Sokka reached his arms
up over his head, ignoring the musty stank that wafted through the air, he stretched and
smiled before addressing the group.

“Ready to head to the river? It’s not too far from our camp we can just-“

Ara cut him off, “ - I spoke to a few people in the village and they said that there was an
amazing spring up ahead that we can bathe in, there is even a waterfall. Imagine, it would be
like taking a shower and a bath.” Her voice moved quickly through the words, Sokka noticed
her eyes shift to her feet when she spoke, letting her foot slide in and out of her flat shoe.

Shen watched Ara, when she finally looked up she was smiling. She glanced at Shen and then
looked at Sokka, he paused, something wasn’t right with her… she was off, nervous and
uneasy. There was a heavy feeling in his chest when he latched onto her nervous energy, he
began to feel anxious as the group shrugged and followed Ara’s lead.

They were walking through the dense forest for a while before the trees started to space and
the lower shrubbery began to vanish. The vines had less foliage to attack so they dwindled
down to almost nonexistent, the dirt forest floor was replaced with soft grass and rocks. The
further down they hiked, the more the terrain opened up and Sokka wasn’t able to push away
the nervous feeling. He almost said something when the sound of rushing water entered his
eardrums.

Sokka let out a loud exhale of bone-numbing relief… his fingers felt numb from how tightly
he was gripping his fists. The water was just as Ara described, crystal clear with a bed full of
colored pebbles that had been smoothed from the years under the rushing water. It was a
decent size pool of water and Sokka could almost taste the crisp refreshing liquid rushing
down his throat, he glanced over at Zuko who looked… unreadable.

Opal squealed and did an excited-jumping-jig and Reho had a huge grin on his face but when
Sokka looked back at Ara he felt the slow crawl of anxiousness return when he saw her
staring out over the water in a sad, thoughtful way. Her green eyes looked lost, and the glossy
gleam of tears were welling in her eyes, Sokka watched as one of them slipped free and
danced down her cheek.

The words left his lips along with the moisture in his mouth, “Ara….”

She turned slowly to look at him. Her eyes locked with his and she let the damn break as the
tears streamed down her face, the utter devastation was plastered across her face. Sokka was
confused, what was happening with Ara that would make her act like this… he couldn’t think
about the doubt and anxiety that was kicking his brain and begging him to ask her… just ask.

“…. Ara what-“

Her green eyes snapped away from him and looked directly past him, the sadness in her eyes
flickered through a few emotions before settling on a look Sokka couldn’t read. It didn’t



matter though… he knew what had happened, the sickness in his stomach started to bubble
when the voice he begged the spirits to take him far… far… away from chuckled behind him.

“Well, well well…. What do we have here?”

Sokka closed his eyes, his hands shook with the fear and anger that was mixing together in a
whirlwind of emotions that Sokka couldn’t understand. He took one last look at Ara and the
peaceful scene of the rushing water behind them. Closing his eyes he turned to face the man
who haunted the back of his mind.. every-single-day….

Zhao

When Sokka opened his eyes he saw they were surrounded, at least 20 soldiers had moved in
through the forest… where they had been waiting for them. The soldiers wrapped around
them in a C formation, the lake was to their backs so the only option would be to fight or
swim. The soldiers were dressed in their shiny red armor, topped off with their spiked
helmets and faceless faceplates, the sight of the white mask and lifeless eye holes made
Sokka’s stomach weak. It was something out of his nightmares, wanting to grab him and
throw him into the freezing ocean below.

Sokka looked over at Zuko who had slowly made his way next to Sokka and had one of his
hands firmly grasping the handle of his swords. The boy’s eyes were fixed on Zhao, Sokka
felt a strange feeling of intimidation when he looked at Zuko’s expression, the boy’s face was
twisted in a snarling glare.

Zuko’s narrowed brow didn’t hide the darkness that coated his golden eyes, it was frightening
for Sokka to look at, it was so much like the old Zuko… just…. different. Sokka watched
Zhao’s amber eyes sweep over the group, stopping when he saw Zuko. Sokka had a sudden
strong urge to hide Zuko behind him so Zhao couldn’t see him. The look in the man’s eyes
made the cold chills rush down Sokka’s arms, all his hairs startled into standing.

Sokka swallowed the hot bile that ripped up his windpipe, not allowing himself to make a
sound when Zhao stepped forward. He wore a sadistic smirk and was clad in his black and
gold armor, but no cape today. Sokka saw the opening to make a joke… like maybe
something about the lack of cape and how it had to do with Zhao lacking something…

…. but he couldn’t think of humor right now. Not when Zhao stood directly in front of him,
with an army at his back. They were completely and hopelessly fucked, even if he were to
throw himself into the water the fire benders would just boil the lake… Sokka shuddered at
the idea of being boiled alive. The painful memories and phantom pains from his scarred
hand reminded him of the danger of boiling water.

“I see you took the attack on the prison as an open invitation to leave. Well, I hate to be the
one to tell you this, but you are in fact still prisoners and the punishment for escaping is
death. Now I am surprised to see such an odd group working together, but when Ara told me
about the little escape plan I must say… I was intrigued. The attack on our prison was an
added surprise, but this is war after-all... so surprises happen, just like I am sure you all are
surprised to see me here.”



Zhao paused, smirking, he placed his arms behind his back and titled his chin upward in an
arrogant display of power. Slowly, he began to pace in front of the group, the tension was so
thick Sokka thought he might choke on it.

“Ara?” Shen’s voice sounded weak and his usual strong, playful demeanor was broken down,
exposing the scared man on the other side. “What is he talking about?”

Ara squeezed her eyes shut and took a step away from Shen, her arms wrapped around her
stomach and a soft sob squeezed past her lips. Sokka could see her trembling, her skin looked
washed of color as she tried to control her soft sobbing.

“I’m sorry…” was all she whispered, her head stayed facing down towards the ground.

Zhao smirked. “Don’t apologize dear, now come away from the prisoners. We have to deal
with this situation so we can head back to camp.”

Zhao was enjoying this too much, it made Sokka sick, he had hoped to never see the man
again and here he was standing in front of them, shattering the world of lies Sokka had
surrounded himself with.

Ara was a traitor.

She was a liar.

Things were not looking good for them.

Ara complied with Zhao’s request and her legs moved slowly as she dragged herself over to
Zhao’s side of the fight, the side she had been standing on the entire time. The thought alone
made Sokka’s anger flare up, how could she do this to them!? Why would she do this!?
Didn’t she want to be free?!

“Ara told me all about your little ‘escape plan’ the day you shared your plan with her. Ara has
always been loyal to me, for all 6 years she has been by my side, it was never going to work
out for you. I will admit though, Water Tribe, switching villages at the last minute really
threw us off your trail. Lucky for me, Ara is as smart as she is beautiful and she sent me a
messenger hawk with the correct village and where we would meet and lucky for you we
were close.”

Shen stepped forward and the faceless soldiers shifted to a defensive stance, ready to defend
their leader if needed. Sokka couldn’t take his eyes off Ara, she had not lifted her eyes off the
ground and Sokka silently begged her to look at him. He just wanted to know why!?

“Why Ara?” Shen’s voice was even weaker than before, seeing Ara standing next to Zhao
must have hurt him in a way that Sokka wouldn’t understand. The hurt he felt in his heart
mixed with the inner turmoil that was brewing inside of Sokka, the toxic mixture of emotions
was smothering his thoughts. Yet, his expression stayed calm, he didn’t have a weapon and
he could tell by the twinkle in Zhao’s eyes that he was up to no good.



He glanced at Ara again, who refused to look up from the dirt, when she ignored Shen’s plea
for an answer, Zhao moved on. The admiral nodded at one of the men and a group of
soldier’s stepped forward, there were four men that stood in a line with straight backs and
blank faceplates. Sokka wouldn’t even be able to look into the eyes of the men that planned
to kill him, Zhao didn’t even need to say anything… Sokka knew what he planned to do.

He had won, he had always known about their plan to escape, he had always had Ara with
them to sabotage them from the inside out, like a vicious poison slowly tearing it’s host to
death. His dad always warned him about which plants were unsafe to eat and the dangers of
eating an animal that they didn’t kill themselves. His dad was a strong hunter and survivalist.
He taught Sokka to beware of things that can make you sick, because sometimes it’s the
smallest thing that will take down the biggest man.

Ara was a poison that coursed through their group’s veins, tainting their bloodstream and
slowly killing them from the inside. Now there was a promised death in front of them, in the
form of Zhao, coming to finish the job. Sokka watched in a mixture of cold horror and warm
acceptance that this was it…. There was no more escaping.

Sokka glanced at Zuko next to him, the boy no longer had a hand on his swords, instead he
had both his hands out in front him in a fire bending stance. Zhao seemed amused by Zuko’s
change of demeanor, he displayed a mocking smile, his eyes fixed on Zuko and Zuko alone.

“Take your position.” The admiral commanded.

The four soldiers held identical stances and moved together in complete unison as they
prepared to unleash their attack. To Sokka’s horror, he realized they were going to burn them
alive. The world seemed to slow down and there was an almost euphoric stillness just before
the muffled sound of a man yelling fire and a woman screaming out for him to stop.

The heat was the first thing Sokka felt, his eyes were frozen wide as the twirling pillars of
fire moved towards them in slow motion. There was no sound in Sokka’s ears anymore, only
the sight of the deadly attack coming towards them to finish what the universe started, he was
going to die this time.

Sokka saw Zuko step forward, he moved so he was standing in front of Sokka and the rest of
the group, the next part felt like a dream. Zuko rooted himself to the ground and ripped out
his own counter wall of fire. Zuko moved his arms in a strong circular motion and created a
shield of fire around them, causing the attacking fire to deflect to the side. The attacks
dispersed in an explosion of angry fire and heat, and both soldiers and prisoners fell back.

Sokka hit the ground with such accelerated force that head smashed against the ground, there
was a ringing in his ears and the distant sound of clashing metal and screaming. Sokka
reached out his hands to grab hold of the earth beneath him and tried to push himself to his
feet, his trembling arms ached as they wobbled underneath him. Sokka felt a set of hands
grab his shoulders and pull him back, he stumbled backwards haphazardly eventually losing
his balance and his butt hit the earth, the hands were suddenly gone.

Sokka shook his head and blinked. He looked up to just in time to see a metal boot coming
down towards his face and there was a sharp pain and heavy pressure before everything went



black.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When Sokka woke up, things were distorted and his brain felt like Appa had licked it… Oh,
that’s right, there is no Appa. Sokka’s brain flinched and throbbed when his mind tried to pull
Appa’s face from his memory, he could hardly remember what the fuzzy beast looked like…
if only he had that picture he drew.

His head throbbed and there was a heavy roll in his stomach with a slight feeling of falling in
a dream… that was before all the emotions and memories came flooding back…

FUCK

Zhao ambushed them, Ara’s betrayal… The capture. Sokka began to panic, he could feel the
rope cutting into the tender skin on his wrists from where his arms were restrained behind his
back. He was tied to a pole in the center of a tent, a red tent…. A fucking, fucking red,
fucking tent.

A scream tore itself from Sokka’s lungs and ripped out his throat like an angry tiger-dillo, but
instead it came out sounding like a strangled otter-seal, one that was caught in a net left by a
careless fisherman. But at least he would have been caught in the net on accident… this was
no accidental capturing, this was a hunt. He was hunted like an animal and when he was set
to be killed, fucking Zuko saved them… again.

Zuko

His heart began to pound into his chest, stomping its way down into his already churning
stomach, together he was sure he was going to throw up or faint. Did Zhao get Zuko? Oh
spirits… Was Sokka the only one left alive? What happened to Reho, Opal and Shen? Why
was he alone? Were they going to interrogate him?

The phantom-burning under the boiled flesh of his hand returned when he thought about the
times he sat at the wooden table, staring Zhao in the face… this time Sokka did throw up. He
couldn’t help it, he was so scared and alone… he didn’t want to go through it again… he
didn’t want to be alone again.

With every beat of his heart the blood pumped through his body, flowing so freely he could
swear he heard the soft swishing as the thick, warm liquid moved through his veins. He knew
about blood now, he knew what it smelled like, what it felt like… and how when it was
released from the body, it spread out like a fire… consuming anything it touched, engulfing it
in the warmth. Sokka could feel his mind feeding the darkness, cultivating it into enough
strength it could finally consume him.

He felt weak… weaker than he had in all the time spend traveling on the murder ship, left to
rot alone in the metal box, tortured, ripped from his own sanity, scarred, and when he was
finally free and he had saved them… he had saved her….



She turned on them, no….. NO...She was never facing them, she had always been two faced.
From the moment her sparkling green eyes broke through the fog in his mind and she healed
the damage his body had endured… she was lying... She had saved him she had nurtured him
she was his fucking friend and she stabbed them all in the back.

He expected to feel anger, he had become so accustomed to the burning rage that hid just
below the surface of his outward appearance, he was expecting it to thrust its ugly head and
make him scream out. But the fear had died down into almost nothing and only the empty
feeling of hopelessness was left in its place. The hopeless made a home living in the deep
hole the anger had burned inside of him. Sokka had been so close… and yet… so far. With
Ara along, they were always doomed to fail.

Even though he knew of her betrayal now, thinking back he knew there wasn’t a scenario
where he wouldn’t have taken her… He had always wanted to save her.

Sokka let his head drop, his back was flat against the pole and his legs stretched out in front
of him. In a childish effort to comfort himself he pulled his knees towards him, the position
was a little awkward with his arms restrained behind him, but it felt good to feel small and
curled into himself. Sokka tried to ignore the sweet smell of his vomit that was splattered
down the front of his tunic... he only had the moon-peach since breakfast, so the vomit
smelled like a rotten-moon-peach.

So it wasn’t… horrible.

Sokka sat like that for a long time, unable to tell what time of day it was, or how long he had
been out, but when he heard Zhao yelling he closed his eyes and concentrated his ears on the
man’s voice. He sounded really really angry and he was yelling.

“- How have you not found ANY OF THEM!?”

“Sir… we - “

“I don’t want to hear, we captain, I want to hear how you are going to get results. The longer
we go without apprehending one of them, the farther away they get. Do you understand? If
we do not capture Zuko I will make sure every man under my command goes down with me,
do I make myself clear?”

There was the sound of clinking metal from an obvious hand gesture the captain made and
the sound of him moving away in a different direction. Sokka listened closely until he could
no longer hear the man’s armor, there was silence until Zhao’s voice broke in exceptionally
loud and close.

He must be standing directly in front of the tent Sokka was in.

“Where do you think you are going?”

Sokka’s heart skipped a beat out of habit when he heard Ara’s voice respond, “I am going to
see if he is awake.” Her voice sounded horse, like it had been broken into pieces and put back



together in the wrong order, she didn’t sound like Ara… but who the fuck was Ara anyway?
He surely didn’t know. He noticed when she sniffled as she waited for Zhao to answer her.

“If he is awake, you come and get me right away. I plan on talking with him about his little
escape plan when he comes to. You are already on thin ice girl, you better tread lightly.”

There was silence, and Sokka held his breath when the tent’s opening moved and Ara peeled
back the flap. If Sokka were all-there, he might have pretended like he was sleeping, or at
least tried to prepare himself to look directly into the eyes of the woman who ripped out his
heart and squeezed it with her cold cruel fingers until he bled. Her green eyes went wide as
his blue one tore into her pretend strength, it only took a few breaths between them for her to
crumble.

She fell to her knees and buried her head into her open hands, her sobs were ugly and deep as
she wheezed and whimpered between breaths. Sokka watched her cry for a few minutes, he
didn’t know what to say... because she deserved to cry… she deserved to feel the pain she
caused each and everyone of them when she tore away their only chance of freedom.

With all the thoughts tumbling around his mind, biting and clawing their way forward,
wanting to rip through Ara like a wild animal. Instead, he only managed to speak one word.

“Why?”

His voice was dry and the word croaked in his throat, but it came out none-the-less. Sokka
watched as it took Ara a minute to clean herself up, she rubbed her eyes with her sleeve and
carefully pretended to not scrub away the snot running down her face. Finally, she looked at
him again, her eyes red-rimmed and lip quivering, but she was looking at him.

“I-I… It wasn’t supposed to be… to be like this. You guys weren’t supposed to get hurt…”

Sokka furrowed his brow, his eyes never leaving her, even as she shifted her vision around
the tent… even though there was nothing in there but him, the pole and the dirt on the
ground. She sat on her butt in front of him with her knees pulled up to her chest the same way
Sokka had his, but she was able to wrap her arms around her knees and hold them close.

“…. Who got hurt?” Sokka’s heart started to race, what had happened to everyone else?

Ara’s eyes filled with hot tears again, they didn’t even hesitate to spill over her bottom eyelid
and slide down her face. The sobs came back, uglier and heavier than before – something bad
had happened, something really bad.

“Ara… please.”

“O-Opal… they… T-they killed Opal… She… they burned her… alive... I heard her
scream...”

Sokka felt the drop of his stomach when he thought back to the last time he saw Opal.. the
silly jig she did when her and Reho saw the beautiful lake… The lake that Ara promised
would comfort them and allow them to wash off the last of the filth that remained from their



time in prison. Yet… she knew that she was leading them to a lie.. and she was a fool for
trusting a mad-man to keep his word.

Sokka’s eyes trailed down Ara’s face and caught a glimpse of her wrist when she raised her
arm to push her hair behind her ear, there was a bruise in the very beginning stages and the
lightest pink color on her skin, like someone had grabbed his wrist and burned. She saw
Sokka’s eyes on her wrist and she quickly pulled her arm down and hid the evidence of his
abuse in her lap.

“He… was mad.”

“I can only imagine, his plan didn’t really go as he expected.” Sokka snorted in amusement.
“Ha, that makes two of us.”

Ara started to cry again, Sokka closed his eyes and ignored the woman while she cried into
her knees, wallowing in self pity. There was a small spark of the anger he remembered, like a
tiny flame flickering at his patience, melting away the small amount that was left.

“If you are just going to sit here and cry about what happened, then you should just leave.
Tell Zhao I am awake and let him come here and finish what he started, I would rather just do
that then sit here and see you fucking cry about something you did this is all your fault you
have no one to blame but yourself for Opal’s death. Why… just… WHY ARA!? WHY!? We
were FREE! He would have never found us! B-but you… you just… you fucking bitch
Ara… for what!? What do you get out of this!?”

Ara’s green eyes switched from pity to anger, she glared into him and violently began wiping
away at her tears again. “I just wanted things to go back to normal! How things were before
fucking… ZUKO came and ruined everything!”

Sokka felt the flame of his anger grow, how dare she right now…

“Zuko!? You are going to blame this on Zuko!? You owe me a fucking explanation now, what
the fuck is wrong with you!?”

Ara blinked, like the words meant something to her… like they resonated with her in a way
that only she would understand. Taking a few deep breaths she closed her eyes and started
talking.

“Zhao came to my village when I was 16 and took me away from my family and my
friends… he promised to take me around the world and that maybe one day, I would get to be
his wife. I was from a small village, Sokka… even though I knew it was wrong, I embraced
my new life with Zhao. He took me with him a few times... when he would head out to sea, it
was the most amazing thing I ever experienced… We would eat together in his cabin or on
deck, he would read me old scrolls from a secret Fire Nation library and I would lie next to
him and listen to him talk…”

She signed, her eyes were somewhere off in the distance, lost in a memory that Sokka
wouldn’t understand. A memory that made Sokka’s skin crawl and anger flare.



“I lived as a prisoner… yes, but I didn’t feel like a prisoner… I would spend the night in
Zhao’s bed, eat the food he would eat, I had things in his cabin and I was happy. I loved… I
love Zhao… I love him so much, Sokka, he is all I know and…. When… Zuko arrived...
everything changed… Suddenly I no longer existed, I would go to Zhao and he would turn
me away. I tried to spend time with him and he would send me away, or tell me he wasn’t
available, everything slowly changed after that. I never saw Zhao, he never touched me, he
barely even registered my existence. I wanted to know what was going on and why he didn’t
want me anymore… So I convinced a guard that Zhao wanted me to be in his cabin when he
got there and....”

Ara’s brow furrowed and she glared into her knees, scratching lightly at the material covering
her skin. “That’s when I saw him… Zuko... he was in Zhao’s bed...”

Sokka blinked, what?

Ara frowned, “Zhao was finding his entertainment in other places and I was no longer
welcome, Zuko took him from me and he didn’t even fucking care! I confronted him… after I
saw... and he just looked at me! He didn’t even say anything, he just stared at me with his
stupid… scarred face! After that…. I just see him and I feel an overwhelming anger, I can’t
even control it sometimes. He was the Prince of The Fire Nation, he is fucking Fire Lord
Ozai’s first born son…. He could have had anything! Anyone! Why did he have to come into
my life and ruin it…”

Sokka just stared at her, because it was at this moment that he realized Zuko was not
exaggerating when he said that Ara was crazy… she was. She was crazy in a way that made
Sokka so sad… she had been taken from her home at such a young age and forced to live
with Zhao, he had used her and manipulated her into thinking that he was providing her with
a stable environment, just to drop her after all those years when someone better came along.

Sokka had that familiar cold feeling when he thought about what Ara said about Zuko being
in Zhao’s bed... but he wouldn’t let his mind dwell on that.

“So…. Why all this? Why come with us? Why pretend to care about us - “

“ - I do care about you Sokka - “

“NO!” Sokka was caught in just as much surprise as Ara was when he screamed at her, she
let her head fall in shame.

“… I do.”

“NO! You aren’t allowed to say that, you aren’t allowed to say anything that says you care
about any of us… we were free Ara… we could have escaped! If you wouldn’t have…”
Sokka lets his words trail off into silence. The tension in the tent was choking him, there was
a numbness in his hands from having his arms restrained behind his back the way they were.
In an attempt to bring feeling back to his appendages he wiggled his fingers, there was a
missing tension that was usually wrapped between the fingers on his left hand, his sister’s
necklace.



“Where is the necklace I had!?” He didn’t mean for his voice to crack when he said neck-
lace, but this was just another thing thrown onto his ever-growing-pile-of-shit that was piling
up all over his life. Not only was he back in Zhao’s possession, but he had lost the one thing
he had to connect him back to his family… but what did it matter anyway? He was never
going to see any of them ever again…

“I-I didn’t see a necklace… everything happened so fast…”

“What happened, Ara?”

Ara’s puffy face dipped back into a dejected expression, her eyes oozed with more tears as
her shaking voice retold the events of his capture.

“Zhao was waiting… and when he went to…” she paused, a small snob left her trembling
lips and after a few sniffles, she continued. “When he went to carry out your execution, Zuko
stepped up and I don’t know what he did... but his fire met with their fire and the collision
sent everyone flying backwards. Things were chaotic after that, I saw Shen try to come for
me, but the soldiers tried to stop him… Opal…” A couple sobs racked her chest followed by
soft whimpering, “Opal tried to… S-she tried to run… and they… she burned. After that,
things got fuzzy… I remembered seeing Zhao go for Zuko, he was trying to get you off the
ground, he was pulling you backwards and Zhao attacked… They fought, Zuko got away and
took off into the woods. The soldiers had you unconscious and restrained, I don’t know what
happened to Reho or Shen… but they got away.”

Sokka felt his own tears return when he thought of Opal’s smiling face and fuzzy red hair;
she didn’t deserve to die like that. Sokka slowly looked back at Ara again, “then what
happened?”

“Well… Zhao has most of his men out in the woods looking for Zuko.”

Sokka frowned, “Why Zuko? Why is it always Zuko?!”

“He is the Prince of the Fire Nation, Sokka… and Zhao was supposed to execute him…”

“What do you mean? Supposed to execute him?”

Ara sighed, “that’s why he is so.. uh, frantic? About getting Zuko back. The Fire Lord thinks
Zhao executed Zuko as a traitor, the entire Fire Nation all think Prince Zuko was executed as
a traitor to his nation. It was a huge honor for Zhao to be allowed to carry out the order, only
royals are supposed to execute members of the royal family – “

“- So if Zuko is seen out in the world, alive Zhao would be in trouble.”

Ara snorted, it wasn’t a good look for her with her already stuffed up voice and tear stained
cheeks. “No, Zhao would be more than in trouble, he would be dead. The Fire Lord would
have him executed for treason and conspiracy against the crown. His life would be over, so…
you see why I had to help him, I couldn’t let him die, Sokka.” Her voice died down into a
whisper.



Sokka frowned, his face scrunched into a twisted scowl of anger when he thought of Zuko
falling to the ground after taking too many bending suppressants, he thought about the way
Zuko’s chest and arms looked from the countless times he had been tortured, he thought of
the whippings, the marks on his neck… and she wanted to sit here and tell him she needed to
help Zhao with his sick, sadistic fantasy of conquering a member of the fucking dumbass Fire
Nation royal family.

“No, Ara.. I don’t see it. I will never see things the way you do because you are so fucked up
I could never relate to you. Zhao is a monster, he deserves to die and if you help him… well
then you deserve to die too.”

Sokka had never said something so horrible to someone before, even when Jet destroyed
Gaipan and tried to kill all those innocent people, he held back his tongue. But now… when
he was so close to death that he could see the end of life journey in front of him... fuck
holding back.

Fuck, Ara.

Fuck, Zhao.

Fuck, the war.

Fuck, the Fire Lord.

Fuck, everything

He turned his head in a gesture to dismiss Ara, he refused to look at her traitorous face
anymore. She made him sick, the curdling in his stomach was threatening to spill out again,
but he didn’t care… he didn’t care about anything anymore. His body relaxed in defeat, his
shoulders slumped forward and his eyes closing slowly. He heard the tent flap move, and he
assumed Ara had taken the hint and left.

Instead he heard an all-too-familiar voice that ushered cold chills down his arms and legs, a
voice that was sure to haunt him until his last breath, Zhao.

“Good, you are awake. It’s time we had a chat.”

Chapter End Notes

WHAT!?

….. NO!.....

……. NO ONE SAW THAT COMING?!



Fuck you guys that saw it coming, like… right away. Lol. When I was going over my
notes I was like “aw people will love Ara and they will NEVER see her betrayal
coming! :D”

Fucking first chapter Ara is in I start getting comments like…

“Ara super sus.”

“Hmmm… Ara kind of sus.”

“Fuck that Ara girl.”

D:

WHAT!? HOW DID YOU KNOW!?

….. but…. I will say, there are 2 people, who… I AM SO SORRY I can’t remember the
names of who guessed it… but they were SPOT FUCKING ON. I was trying to keep
aloof about them guessing it correctly because I want you guys to like me…

Remember the advice Sokka gave Aang?

*gestures semi-smoothly*

“Act… aloof.”

So we know now, for anyone who is still confused, Ara is in love with Zhao (gross) or
so she thinks? She doesn’t know, because the girl is suffering from paranoid delusions
and severe Stockholm syndrome, does that excuse her behavior?

I am not sure, I am not licensed to give that advice over the internet.

Still… Poor Sokka…. He is back with Zhao and is Zuko coming to save him, right?
That’s a good thing, right? Zhao wouldn’t be expecting that, right?

SO MANY QUESTIONS!?!

We just… hope that Zuko doesn’t get caught. That wouldn’t be good.

Can we just take a moment to mourn Opal, fucking bitch didn’t deserve to go out like
that... Poor Reho, I think he liked her.

AHHHH I LOVE YOU GUYS.

So here is the part where I get really sappy and I tell you how much you mean to me, but
really… your comments and interactions about the story I spend my free time writing
and… *shudders* editing… I love that you are enjoying it and you are involved and I
can’t tell you how much it means to have you each in your time zones taking your time
to talk to me. But really, I am not an emotionally driven person but when I read the
thought out and invested comments you leave I swear... I feel shit.



I love each of you. From afar… *reaches out dramatically*

ANYWAY!!! I want to wish my friend a happy weekend before their first day of clinical
placement & that they are smart and fucking perfect and will DO amazing because they
ARE amazing. Spread love & positive vibes out there, I know you will <3

*coughs* SOOOOOOOOOOO….. obviously, I left you on the cliff and I like to think
that I fucking edited up this little chap pretty fast, thanks for all your encouragement. I
am confident I can keep it going once a week if you know... you guys kept commenting
:)

Like Oliver Twist “Please, sir, I want some more comments”

SERIOUSLY. Fucking comment me and shit. Oh & you can yell at me on tumblr.

https://ssreeder.tumblr.com

I OFFICIALLY HAVE LIKE 8 FOLLOWERS AND IM ABOUT TO TELL PEOPLE
IM A BLOGGER ;D

I’m really kidding, anyone who knew me IRL would never believe me (I write fanfic in
secret) so you guys are my only outlet for my AtLA fandom and weird rantings. Let me
love you, I will see you next chapter, pray for the boys. All of them out there. <3 <3 <3

But, you can really just head there and talk to me about the fic, or AtLA!



Don’t Look Up

Chapter Notes

Hello! Welcome back!

So I have one of my favorite songs of all times for the beginning:

The Sound Of Silence: Disturbed

The Second half I have 2 songs...

Friend Like Me - Betty Who

Till It’s Gone - Yelawolf

See ya’ll at the end
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Leaving It All Behind
Chapter 16: Don’t Look Up

The only noise that Sokka’s mind could register was the faint plopping sound he heard
whenever another drop of his blood hit the puddle of red pooling on the floor beneath him.
He wasn’t sure how long he had been strung up like this, with both of his arms pulled out
from his sides and chained to the two metal stakes the lovely Fire Nation soldiers brought into
his torture tent and dug into the compacted dirt.

Sokka mentally chuckled as his mind slowly began to cave to his own insanity, he thought
about all the different places he had been tortured so far… There was of course the murder
ship, then he was in the metal box (which was it’s own kind of torture) there was the torture
prison camp and now... now... he got to add torture tent to his list.

Awesome.

Sokka was on his knees, he couldn’t feel the lower half of his body anymore and he was
starting to fear that he was injured so badly that his legs no longer worked and he was
fucking paralyzed… or that he had just been kneeling too long. It was most likely the latter
but the thought of not having the ability to move his own legs again was torturous in itself.
He admired Teo for the strength he had to overcome his own disability, but at this point...
Sokka knew he didn't have even a speck of Teo’s strength and the news of being paralyzed
might just kill him.

The Fire Nation soldiers had found the freshly wrapped burn on his side and proceeded to
spend their time opening that back up and making sure every punch, kick and cut was as
painful as possible. They pulled apart the bandage job that Zuko had done for him just a few
days ago, the blood soaked bandages were discarded as the men slammed their fists into his
side and kicked him in the stomach and chest.

When Zhao had entered the tent the first time he had said he wanted to talk, but instead of
using words he told the soldiers to ‘welcome back the Water Tribe savage properly’ and then
he took Ara away. That’s when the soldiers started to pound at his flesh, they seemed to enjoy
the sounds Sokka made everytime they landed a blow that left him winded or made him cry
out in pain. He tried to stay quiet, he didn’t want to give his sick captors any more enjoyment
but he found it nearly impossible to contain the sounds that his body threw out with every
strike.

When the soldiers were finally finished with their assaults, they left him alone in his dark
tent, the only light was a small lantern on a chair in the corner and all that did was accentuate
the red of the tent. While he was alone, Sokka started to assess the damages that had been
inflicted to his already tender body. He had a split lip, along with a deep chunk of flesh
missing from the inside wall of his cheek, where his teeth had gnawed so hard they actually
removed skin, the open wound had pervaded his mouth with the copper tang of fresh blood.



Sokka could feel the bruising on his face, but the worst damage was done to his stomach and
chest where the fists and kicks had broken his skin in a few spots and blood was collecting in
large contusions scattered across his body. Sokka felt his chest ache with every breath he
took, his arms were trembling as his body tried to use whatever strength he had left to hold
himself up.

The strain on the metal manacles were rubbing the skin on his wrist raw, it was starting to
chafe into open blisters which left a constant, sharp, burning pain. Sokka continued to focus
on his breathing, it was the only thing he could do right now, he was once again completely
helpless and at the mercy of the Fire Nation.

In-through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth Sokka practiced this until he heard the thick
fabric of the tent’s only entrance scratch together, Sokka silently begged it wasn’t more
soldiers. He could feel his body begin to tremble from the fear and anticipation, he squeezed
his eyes shut, Sokka didn’t want anymore pain… he wished it would just end.

“I see you have been welcomed properly, Water Tribe. Now, we can do this one of two
ways... You can choose the easy way and answer my questions, provide me with the
information I seek… Or, we can do this the hard way and I can call in more soldiers who are
eager and waiting to take their turn to teach the punk-kid who thought they could outsmart
the Fire Nation a lesson in real pain. Do I make myself clear?”

Sokka opened his eyes, it took effort to lift them gradually until they found the face of the
man behind the threatening voice. Zhao stood in front of him with his black and gold armor
and his scowling face. The man looked… unhinged, he was not as pressed and primed like he
usually presented himself, he was usually a man without a hair out of place.

But right now... Well, right now… he looked… off.

Maybe it was the stress of the prison camp being attacked by earth benders? But Sokka’s
mind couldn’t stop drifting back to the conversation that he and Ara had about Zhao and
Zuko… and the fact that Zuko was a living, breathing testament to Zhao’s lies and
corruption. Zuko was also the living, breathing heir to the Fire Nation and from what Sokka
had learned about the Fire Nation (from being in the lovely prison) was that people from the
Fire Nation cared a lot about the lineage of the Royal Family and the fact that blood was
thicker than water.

There would be people out there that would support Zuko off his bloodline alone, and there
were those that would want to hurt him for it. Zhao being the number one on that list and
from what Sokka had learned, Zhao wasn’t any closer to getting the ex-prince back.

Zhao must have been really thrown off when the prison was attacked and everyone escaped,
but Sokka could bet… even with all the random factors thrown into the mix, if they peeled all
that away and poked at what was lying underneath, they would find that Zhao was angry for
being tricked. Zhao was not the type of man to enjoy being made a fool of, which is probably
what fueled a lot of his disdain for Zuko, but Zhao was waiting at the wrong village, which
gave their group extra time to travel further away.



There was probably a moment when he was reading Ara’s message that he realized he had
been tricked and he was at the wrong village like an idiot. Maybe he even thought for just a
second that he wouldn’t be able to catch them… even if this was Sokka’s last train of
thought, he would pride himself on being clever enough to get under Zhao’s skin and rattle
him, even if it was just for a fleeting moment.

… fucking Zhao, the man who was a tightly wound control freak with serious inferiority
complex. The man had the darkest amber eyes, even though they were a light brown with the
Fire Nation’s famous gold accents… Zhao’s eyes were dark and heavy with viciousness and
malice.

Sokka thought of his own darkness and what type of person he would be if he let that part of
his mind control who he was… when he looked at Zhao, he saw a man who had allowed his
darkness to consume him and turn him into someone full of hate. Zhao must have let his
darkness consume him a long time ago, Sokka wondered if he had ever been a nice person?

Was he ever a sweet child? Was he ever a boy who cried for his mother when he fell down
and hurt his knee? Did he have friends growing up that counted on him for their schemes and
trusted him to have their back? Did Zhao ever love someone?

But not the fucked up manipulation type of love that he seemed to thrive on... but real
genuine love… the type of love that when you saw that person you felt a jolt of energy strike
you from your heart to your toes. It was the kind of love that made a person’s mouth dry and
itchy at even a mere thought of the person they loved…

No… He suspected that Zhao had never had a love like that.

When Sokka thought of Yue and the way her soft brown skin glistened from the light that
reflected off the snow and how her deep blue eyes twinkled like the stars when she giggled
behind her mittens. It was such an innocent, easy love and he knew she was special to him
the moment he saw her. The more time he spent with Yue… well, the more he was
completely drowning in her everything.

He had felt things for Yue, it was a pounding in his chest and a cold feeling in his stomach.
When Yue would look at him there was a soft, calming feeling of tranquility and peace, she
had his entire attention whenever she was around. But… Yue wasn’t his and never would
be... Yue would be married to Hahn possibly the worst person in the entire Water Tribe, both
north and south. Well, if he had survived the battle… Sokka was sick to his stomach to admit
that he kind of hoped Hahn had died during the siege.

He shoud have been disgusted with himself for wishing death on another person, but who the
fuck cared anymore? He was going to die here and Zhao was going to be the last person he
saw before life left his body and he would get to see his mom again. Sokka almost let out the
laugh that was desperately clawing at the back of his throat, the creepy laugh wanted to erupt
from his body and probably further enrage his psychopathic captor. There was a heavy dose
of fear strangling him to stay silent while his mind didn’t know what else to do but keep
throwing random laughter into his chest, because... well… why the fuck not?

“I see the welcoming party did a number on you, so let’s start with the easy way, shall we?”



Zhao took a few steps to the right before turning and looking at Sokka again, the man’s face
was growing more impatient, which was worrying Sokka considering he hadn’t even asked
him anything yet. Sokka’s nervous blue eyes watched the man as he began to pace again, the
clinking of his armor made Sokka’s skin crawl from the memories associated with the noise.

“Where were you and your little friends planning on going next?”

Sokka glared at Zhao, he couldn’t control the way his eyelids narrowed at the sadistic man
who had stopped pacing when he saw the small amount of fight Sokka still had. Sokka knew
his dad would want him to go down swinging and fuck Zhao and all of the polar-dog-shit he
put people through, he could eat shit before Sokka would tell him anything.

If Zuko could get whipped without screaming and look Sokka dead in the eye when he took
that burning metal rod and shoved it against the fire bender’s skin… well, then Sokka could
show just a quarter of that strength right now and tell Zhao to fuck off.

“Fuck you Zhao.”

Sokka knew his words would result in pain, but he hadn’t expected it to come so quickly and
the heavy strike across his face exploded his world with color and sent a wave of dizziness to
wash over his mind. The slapping sound echoed in the empty tent, with nothing in it but the
lantern it’s chair to muffle the sound. Sokka almost laughed again, the cracks in his demeanor
grew as his insanity tried to slip through and show itself to Zhao.

“Where. Were. You. Headed?” Zhao carried a tone, he was desperate.

Sokka smirked, Ara must not have told him about Gaipan, or she didn’t remember that part
of the plan. Perhaps she did but she didn’t tell Zhao - but that was a very unlikely; traitorous
bitch. It could be that Zhao did know but he didn’t think Sokka was truthful about his plans to
head towards Gaipan… anything could be going through the admiral’s head, but Sokka
wasn’t going to indulge in any of it.

Fuck Zhao.

When Sokka didn’t answer, Zhao made an uncomfortable growling sound as his fist balled up
into tightly-wound-angry-fists and Sokka saw the flames begin to dance around his fingers.
Sokka was terrified that this was when the man would begin burning him… he knew being
burned was a strong probability, but when the soldiers earlier refrained from burning him he
thought maybe he wouldn't get burnt this time.

The burned flesh on his side throbbed where the raw and blistered skin was bleeding from the
force of the soldier’s kicks and punches. Sokka couldn’t really feel the rest of his body at this
point, the position he was forced to endure had made his lower half numb and the rest of him
just felt like a massive bruise.

The sharp pain and mind-numbing-throbbing from his burn and various cuts had all balled
together in one massive layer of hurt that Sokka’s mind had apparently just accepted. The
side of his face where Zhao’s hand had made contact was the only sure-pain Sokka felt. His



cheek was stinging and Sokka couldn’t help but slide his tongue across the side of his teeth to
make sure they were all still intact.

“I am sick of your games, Water Tribe, I need you to tell me what I want to know or I will
end your life... right here, right now.”

Zhao glared down at Sokka, just the smallest of hairs had come loose from his top knot and
dangled in his face, adding extra evidence of the man’s unraveling. The admiral was enraged,
Sokka could see the angry fire burning in his dark eyes. Sokka’s eyes must have revealed
something to the admiral because he quickly concealed the burning rage in his eyes and
attempted to pull himself together. Sokka felt a prickle of fear when Zhao slid his hand over
the top of his head to smooth the tiny hairs back in their place. He straightened his back and
took a few steps back, away from Sokka.

“This is your last chance to tell me what I want to know.”

Sokka didn’t know if his vocal cords would work even if his mind commanded them to spill
his secrets.. the very secrets that would keep Shen, Reho and Zuko safe… was he willing to
give them up to save himself?

No… no he was not, he was too tired and too broken to fight anymore, it would be better for
him to just let fate's cruel jaws take their final bite out of whatever he had left, before
swallowing him whole.

When he didn’t say anything once again, Sokka could barely register the various stages of
anger flash through Zhao’s face before he threw a couple fire blasts at various spots in the
tent, much to Sokka’s surprise, none of them were aimed at him. Zhao moved closer and
grabbed Sokka’s face with one of his still-warm hands, squeezing his cheeks with his strong
fingers.The other hand grabbed his extended bicep and began to burn.

“When I find your little friends…. Which I will find them, I am going to kill each and
everyone of them in front of you. I will make you watch them die, and then I will kill you.”

Zhao released Sokka’s face with a rough shove-off, he left his hand on his arm for a moment
longer, the smell of charred flesh was intoxicating and adding to Sokka’s growing nauseas.
Zhao released Sokka’s arm finally and with one last viotial look the admiral pivoted around
and disappeared out of the tent, leaving Sokka alone with the darkness that was crawling in
the shadows as he replayed the images of Shen, Reho and Zuko all laying in the dirt
lifeless… and it would be all Sokka’s fault…

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

He must have passed out at some point, his mind was a fumbling mess of incoherent thoughts
and self-pity, steaming all the way from the day he invited Katara to join him on that damn
fishing trip… Oh, how that stupid fishing trip would ruin his life and eventually lead to his
death. Sokka knew there were a lot more factors at play then the simple discovery of the
Avatar, there were a lot of choices that he had made that lead him to this particular spot in the
end of his life.



Fuck, Aunt Wu was right, he did create his own misfortune… he really couldn’t blame Katara
and Aang, even if it felt good to try to blame someone.

That was about the time the two soldiers came into his tent to remove him from his restraints
and apparently move him.. which was awesome because his legs were numb. But it was also
not awesome because his legs were numb and when the soldiers finally removed the manacles
from his wrists his body fell forward like a heavy-sack-of-rice.

The men snickered behind their face-plates and kicked him in the ribs, in a very Fire Nation
attempt to coax Sokka to his feet. After the third swift kick to his unburnt side, Sokka was
able to convince his shaky arms to lift himself off the floor... at least… until one of the
soldiers decided to push him back into the dirt again and both men laughed.

“Stupid savage.” The insult earned the man another round of laughter before a strong grip
grabbed the back of his hair and twisted it tight. Sokka yelled out from the pain radiating
from the death-grip against his tender scalp. The force pulled him upward and shoved him
forward, even without his legs, Sokka was ‘walking’ in the direction the soldiers half-
dragged him.

When Sokka’s delirious eyes landed on that fucking-metal-death-box, he felt the panic
starting to rise in his chest. His body’s reaction to the panic made his heart want to beat out of
control and send his mind whirling… but he just didn’t have the strength. The panic was
faint, snuffed out by the broken feeling that had overtaken his body, he didn’t have the
strength or energy to panic anymore, as much as his mind wanted to force it to happen.

His body was limp when the soldiers unlocked the heavy lock and opened the door. The
sound of scraping metal brought back flashing memories of being trapped in the box,
suffocating in the heat as he tried to keep from burning himself on the metal walls. The
soldiers threw him into the box with enough force to send his limp body sliding into the back
wall, the impact caused him to gasp out in pain, earning him yet another laugh.

“Sweet dreams Water Tribe, I’m sure the admiral will call for you in the morning… that is…
if he doesn’t send someone to come and ‘interrogate you’ tonight. Sleep with one eye open,
Water Tribe!”

The men laughed and made suggestive sexual movements with their mouths before they
pushed the door shut and with a heavy clunking-sound the metal bolt slid into place, locking
him in for the night... leaving Sokka alone in the dark. His mind kept repeating the words
over and over again in his mind….

“ – If he doesn’t send someone to interrogate you tonight.”

 

“ – If he doesn’t send someone to interrogate you tonight.”

 



“ – If he doesn’t send someone to interrogate you tonight.”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The cold crept into the metal box exactly the same way he remembered, his body painfully
shook from the shivering as the freezing cold practically iced over the metal floor and walls,
leaving Sokka completely exposed to the frigid temperatures.

Sokka could feel his body becoming weaker, the more energy it put into trying to keep his
body temperature up… it would only be a matter of time before all his energy was spent and
his body would begin shutting down to conserve energy. His injuries were a big factor to
consider when looking at his overall situation, the cold would kill him, yes... but the injuries
were also requiring energy from his already depleted body.

Sokka managed to drift in and out of sleep, his eyes saw no difference from when they were
open or closed, the darkness coated him in an impossibly thick presence. Sokka wasn’t sure if
he had been prepared for the reality of what it might feel like to die. He already thought it
might be peaceful, possibly calming… he couldn't help but think of death as he laid on the
cold, hard floor while his body desperately tried to kindle him a fire of warmth - even if it
came from grinding his bones together.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka woke suddenly, not even realizing he had been asleep, when he heard the click of the
metal lock… Sokka sat up so fast, he thought his throat was going to let out another roaring
scream. He refused to make a sound, sliding backwards slowly until he found some sort of
stability in the darkness… he pressed his back into one of the corner’s crevices as far from
the direction of the door as he could get. His body was shaking out of fear at this point, the
cold had been forgotten and the person lingering outside of the metal box was all he could
focus on.

The lock clicked again, not fully turning, it appeared someone was either trying to be very
quiet… (which could be a really bad sign) or they were picking the lock (which could be way
worse) Sokka could barely take a breath, he was scared the sound of his lungs intaking the air
would make him miss another click of the lock… signaling another step closer to the door
opening.

The tears were starting to sting as they gathered in the corners of his eyes, resting delicately
against his bottom eyelids as they waited for the fear to finally push them over the edge and
accept the reality that was tapping at his door. The door clicked again and then again… until
Sokka heard the lock turn all the way over.

Sokka’s hands were trembling but he could barely register the movement in the darkness
around him, he was blind to the world, he could only focus on his body’s reaction and wait
for the door to open. His heart was beating faster than humanly possible, he was smothered
by the sound of it pounding down his ear drums and wrapping itself around his brain. It was
almost comfortable, listening to his own rapidly beating heart as it demanded his focus and
offered him a distraction.



The distraction didn’t last long, Sokka heard the metal door scraping as the handle turned and
a sliver of moonlight slid into his enclosure. Sokka felt like a frightened animal, a really weak
one… maybe this was how that mouse-hare felt, the first kill he ever committed… trapped
and helpless as it stared up at him, probably begging him to spare his little fragile life. If
Sokka only knew how that kind of fear made a person’s mind and body react… he would
have let that mouse-hare go without a second thought.

Sokka felt the moonlight hit his face, it sent a glaring flash of light into his left eye as the
skinny strip of light cut a moonlight scar down his face and down the left side of his body.
Sokka curled into himself, keeping his head up, his eyes never left the crack in the door as he
waited for his intruder. He would face this head on and if it was going to happen the way he
thought it might happen, he would ask the man to end it for him after, perhaps he would show
him mercy and fulfill his request.

The door opened a little more and Sokka’s eyes adjusted to see a small figure poke it’s head
up from underneath the metal box. The box was off the ground in a wagon, the same way it
had been the first time. The wagon was unattached from the komodo-rhinos that grazed next
to the large campsite, Sokka frowned at the strange figure peeking up from underneath.

It wasn’t until he saw the flash of gold and a pale finger slide up and make a hush symbol
that Sokka almost lost it… a rush – NO – a WAVE of so many emotions drowned Sokka up
to his neck in feelings… The cold and warm feelings crashed together in a way that made
him want to throw up all over again. But Zuko was telling him to shut-the-fuck-up in a very
silent and sneaky way… Ohhhhhh Sokka thought, this was that Blue Spirit shit he had been
waiting for.

Sokka watched in amazement as Zuko crawled out without a single sound, he wore the same
earth kingdom clothing they had bought him at the market, but he had a hooded cloak on over
it… somehow he obtained it and Sokka wasn’t even slightly worried about how. Zuko was
standing in front of the door, it was only open enough for Sokka to see part of his body, he
made a motion with his hand for Sokka to move towards him.

Sokka slid slowly, his body throbbed with every move he made, he knew that if they were
caught that this was it... they were both worse off than death. Sokka barely made it to the
door before the tears spilled over the sides of his eyes when Zuko’s strong, warm hands
gripped him tight but so gently and started to assist him out of the box.

Sokka strangled on a gasp, he refused to be the reason they got caught, and he would not be
the reason that Zhao kept good on his word and murdered Zuko right in front of him. NO
Sokka’s mind was fierce and quick with a response.. NO, he would not be the person that got
Zuko murdered. He would swallow every scream if it meant they got out of this fucking
camp alive.

Sokka’s vision finally adjusted fully to his moonlit surroundings, the camp was silent, Sokka
looked down and saw two guards slumped together just in front of the door. They must have
been his guards Sokka wasn’t sure if they were unconscious or if they were dead, he couldn’t
care either way. Zuko helped him the rest of the way down and Sokka basically crumbled
onto the floor in a pained mess of silent sobs and shaking limbs. Zuko lowered himself



slowly with Sokka and into his trembling fetal position, Sokka’s hot tears flowing down his
cheeks in a free-for-all.

Zuko’s warm hands never left him, Sokka could feel them shifting around to support him as
he descended dramatically from his prison. Zuko held him gently but he tugged softly and
Sokka knew he had to get it the fuck together, right now. He was weak, he knew this, he
figured it the fuck out the first day he was on the murder boat. He was a coward and he was
weak and now he was going to get Zuko killed and everything –

Sokka his thoughts halted when he felt two hands grab the sides of his face and hold him still,
his eyes found their way up to the two mismatched gold eyes in front of him, the golden
irises grabbed him and held tight. Zuko stared right at him and Sokka stared back, they didn’t
say anything and the look might have only lasted for a couple of seconds, but it was the most
grounding thing that had ever happened to him. Zuko took his fear and lack of control and
wiped it clean, it was as if he silently asked for Sokka’s trust and he had handed it over
willingly.

Zuko moved so quietly after that, tearing his warm eyes away from Sokka’s cold panic, he
silently pulled the trembling Water Tribe boy to his feet. He turned quickly and crouched
down, pushing his warm back against Sokka’s chest. Zuko turned his head, his unscarred side
facing Sokka, “hold on” he whispered.

Sokka did as he was told, he decided it would be easier to comply with anything and
everything Zuko said because the other boy obviously had some idea what he was doing.
Sokka flung his exhausted, quivering arms around Zuko’s neck, consciously thinking about
the once-visible-bruises that wrapped around the fire bender’s neck, he made sure to keep his
grip loose.

Zuko hoisted the rest of Sokka’s body weight onto his back, his muscles tightened and shifted
underneath when Zuko began to adjust them as a pair, just before they fell into a silent
harmony. Sokka kept his head down as Zuko stepped carefully through the compound, he
seemed to have memorized his exit route and every step was intentional.

Sokka eventually had to close his eyes because he was too terrified to watch their silent
movement through the quiet camp, it seemed as if there had been guards posted, they had
been disposed of. Every silent step Zuko took caused Sokka to flinch, the thought of each
step being the final step that would snap a stick, or rustle a leaf, or grab a rhino’s attention
and alert the entire camp to their movements.

Sokka buried his head into the crook of Zuko’s neck, his senses heightened by the lack of
sight, he caught a whiff of the other boy’s smokey smell. He didn’t smell clean by any means,
he had a strong musk which was intoxicating in a not-so-pleasant-way, but Sokka’s brain
seemed to tune everything out except the smokey smell the fire bender carried with him.

It reminded Sokka of a late night under the stars with his dad, Katara and… his mom. And for
just a moment... he saw her face clearly in his memory as she held him close. His dad and
Katara told an epic story of water benders past and a fleet of water-ships they used to cruise
the waters and battle winter sea monsters. Katara squealed and his dad growled and made a



‘vicious’ face just before tackling her gently in a tickle-fight. Little Katara laughed and he
howled as she pounded into him with her tiny mitted hands.

The fire crackled and the smokey smell wafted through his nostrils just before he looked up
at his mom, her eyes looked like his own and her tan skin smiled at him as her gentle fingers
traced across his cheeK and her thumb grazed his jaw-line. Her hair was thick, like Katara’s
and it hung in her face while the rest of it she always carried in a long braid… just like
Katara… He remembered how she smiled and took him into a huge hug…

…. Just before she tackled him in their own tickle-fight. He remembered laughing until his
face was bright red and his mom and him collapsed in a panting, giggling heap. The cold
snow was refreshing against their flushed skin, his mom and him laughed together as they
laid close and stared up at the stars. She ran her fingers through his hair and turned to look at
him, “I love you polar-bear.” She said in the adoring tone he could almost hear...

Sokka was snapped back to reality when a rogue branch smacked him in the side of his face.
He wanted to yell something annoyed, until he remembered the memory he was just allowed
to relive. The memory was full of sweet and tender moments and he was finally able to
remember his mother’s face. It had been years since the last time he had clearly
remembered.... It was all because he was face-deep in Zuko’s smokey-smelling neck and it
was the most comfortable thing in the world, he felt and smelled just like home.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka’s eyes sprung open when he felt the falling sensation that often startled him awake at
night. Sometimes the falling sensation would wake him from his nightmares, just before
something awful was about to happen… or it came a little too late.

Zuko was letting Sokka’s body slowly slide into the ground, he always surprised Sokka with
the tenderness he showed when he put his hands on him… It was like his hands had only
been used for violence for so long that he had to really concentrate on being tender with
them. Sokka couldn’t blame him, he didn’t feel any tenderness inside of him anymore, in
fact… he only felt anger inside him now, growing stronger and more ruthless after every
situation he encountered that only led to pain, death and betrayal.

Sokka blinked when Zuko squatted in front of him, pulling down his hood he slid the sleeves
down his body and balled up the cloak in his hands before handing it to Sokka with a little
more Zuko-like-force.

“Here.. hold this. We have to climb.”

Sokka blinked… even though his eyes were well adjusted to the moonlit world, he just was
not understanding what Zuko was saying. Climb?

Zuko pointed up and Sokka finally registered the fact that they were standing underneath a
giant tree and Zuko was actually saying what he meant, the literal fucker. He wanted Sokka
to climb the tree, Sokka’s body felt like… well… fuck… wet noodles damn it (Chang). Zuko
must have used his stupid, but very-fucking-real, Blue Spirit senses to feel Sokka’s weakness



and hesitation when he had uttered the word climb. The other boy rolled his eyes and groaned
before he moved back over to Sokka and crouched in front of him again.

“You better hold on… really tight.” Zuko whispered through grit teeth and tense shoulders.
Perhaps his mood was coming from the anticipation of the climb ahead of him with Sokka’s
full body weight slung across his back or the fact that they were still so close to Zhao’s
camp...

Sokka looked up and squinted in an attempt to see through the thick canopy and get a
glimpse of the moon’s position in the sky, when he caught a glimpse, he found himself
disappointed that it was still late in the night, which meant they were not able to travel very
far. Sokka’s mind flickered back to a blood-soaked prison tunic just before the boy, who he
owed his life to, began to climb up the huge tree.

Sokka was always impressed by the strength and focus that Zuko had, the fire bender was
able to remove all obstacles in his mind and focus only on what he needed to accomplish.
The boy was so strong and so blinded by his own abilities that Sokka worried that
eventually… he would push himself too far and when he really needed that strength and
focus he would be too weak.

Sokka didn’t want to be the reason Zuko broke down and Sokka’s mind began thinking of
letting the darkness that lurked in the corners of his mind consume him. He could allow
himself to give in to the dark thoughts of his weakness and remove his burden from Zuko’s
back… all he had to do was let go... Sokka stopped thinking when the fire bender stopped
climbing.

Sokka was too scared to look down but Zuko shifted his left shoulder downward, a signal for
Sokka to grab hold of the large branch that extended out in front of them. Sokka’s grip was
weak as his stiff fingers tried to grab hold of the rough bark that covered the tree, he felt so
useless as the tears began to cloud his vision when he realized he was so fucking weak he
couldn’t even climb a tree…

Children could climb trees… at least… that’s what he had heard in the Earth Kingdom, they
didn’t have trees in the south, at least not trees you would climb. Sokka felt Zuko’s
movement as the other boy wrapped one of his strong arms around Sokka’s waist and the fire
bender pushed them off the trunk of the tree, giving them enough momentum for Zuko to
grab the branch with his free hand and hoist them both over the side.

For a moment, both boys laid slung over the branch, the thick center that connected to the
trunk was large enough to hold their combined weight. The width was barely thick enough
that they could sit comfortably, but it was there. The forest was old and the trees had been
growing here a long, long time. Sokka once thought he hated the massive trees, back when
they were hiking through the woods on their way to the rendezvous. He hated how they
reached up into the sky and heaved up the underbrush along with it, resulting in heavy walls
of thorny death traps just waiting for a sucker like Sokka to wander into…. scraping himself
to shreds.

But now… that same tree was providing them comfort and protection, at least from the
soldiers who would surely be looking for them below. Just as Sokka was going to open his



mouth to speak to Zuko, the sky rumbled and a strong gust of wind picked up through the
branches, rustling everything around them. They’re was an eerie snapping sound the branches
made when the weaker limbs were broken away as the wind tore through the tree’s
branches… Sokka couldn’t help but laugh, his voice was caught in the wind, but Zuko heard
him nonetheless.

The laughter stung, it burned a sadness in his chest that brought more tears to his eyes… he
was just a fucking cry-baby tonight, wasn’t he?

Sokka felt himself shift and he looked up to see Zuko grabbing the back of his tunic in a
strong, death grip as he pulled the boy up and slid him back towards the trunk where the
branch was the thickest. Sokka hoped this trusty branch stayed strong enough to hold both
their combined body weight. Sokka straddled the branch, both legs draped across each side,
his fingers buried in the thick black cloak Zuko had asked him to hold. Sokka felt wobbly
when Zuko poked him in the shoulder gently, his hot breath whispered in his ear and it sent
stupid-fucking-chills down his back… because of course, it was freezing at night and the icy
winds whipping around combined with all the other nature-shit was making him have chills.

…NOTHING MORE.

“Give me your hair-thing.”

“My what-?”

Sokka didn’t get to finish when he felt a hand reach up and grab the base of his wolf’s tail
and slide the hair-band away from his head and the tension left his scalp as his longer-than-
usual hair fell down and touched the top of his shoulders. He still had not had the ability to
shave the sides of his hair (which he was going to do as soon as he knew he wasn’t going to
die) so it was a weird sensation to have the weight from the extra hair tug at his scalp.
Sokka’s hair was at his shoulders but the top section was awkwardly longer in the front and
on the sides, not by much, but definitely noticeable.

Zuko pulled himself up, keeping his legs pushed up against Sokka as if to make sure the other
boy didn’t fall off the branch. Which Sokka would never - would actually totally do… if
anyone would fall off the branch it would be Sokka. He did, after-all, create his own
misfortune… Did he not?

Zuko used Sokka’s hair band to bind together a few limbs from a branch that extended above
them, this created a light barrier between them and the rain… which happened almost
imminently following Zuko’s preparation for the participation. Sokka felt the freezing rain
surrounding them as the warm but damp fire bender slid behind him, Sokka felt himself sway
as he tried to find a comfortable position without putting his weight on Zuko…

Sokka gasped when Zuko’s arms wrapped around his trembling body and pulled him close,
Sokka settled in between the other boy’s legs, resting his back against Zuko’s chest. Zuko
kept one arm wrapped securely around Sokka’s waist and used the other to rip the cloak out
of Sokka’s relentless grip and spread it out over them. He brought his arm back under the
cloak and put it back around the other boy again.



Sokka squeezed his eyes shut when the fire bender held him close and the rush of warmth
entered his body, slowly… his trembling slowed and Sokka felt his body slowly begin to
unwind… he could feel Zuko’s breath rustle the hair that hung around his face and neck,
freely. The other boy had his head resting against the back of the tree’s trunk and Sokka
found himself leaning back until his entire body rested against the warmth of Zuko’s body.

Sokka felt the tears once again build in his eyes, he realized that even with the freezing rain
and his injuries… he would be ok… with Zuko’s warmth and protection... he was going to
live…

… but he didn’t understand…why.

Sokka’s broken voice was barely audible over the steady stream of rain that was falling over
the earth, a few small drops broke through Zuko’s make-shift-leafy-branch-umbrella and hit
Sokka in the face but it was petty to think about, especially knowing there was a down-pour
that waited for them just outside their home-made-tree-fort.

“…why…”

Zuko hummed in response, obviously not understanding what Sokka was trying to ask. Sokka
felt the odd sensation of Zuko’s voice vibrating in his chest against Sokka’s back.

“Why... didn’t you leave me behind?” Sokka was sure he looked as broken as he sounded, the
tears dripped from his chin and rolled down the cloak, joining the rest of the moisture that
was building around them. Some of the rain was pooling in small puddles inside the dips of
the cloak’s fabric.

Zuko didn’t answer and Sokka’s thumping anticipation throbbed to the surface and he asked
again, more assertively and a little louder…

“Why didn’t you leave me – “

Zuko’s calloused hand covered his mouth… It was an aggressive action, but it was carried
out with care. Sokka found himself silenced by the motion and he waited patiently for the
other boy to remove his hand, when he did, he slid it back around the Water Tribe boy, where
it was before. The sound of the rain dropping around them coated their world in a static
silence, and finally Zuko said something.

“I wouldn’t leave you behind… you didn’t leave me behind.”

Sokka frowned, he couldn’t recall a situation where he would have had the opportunity to
leave Zuko behind somewhere, so of course he had to keep babbling… just a lot quieter this
time.

“… I don’t understand.”

Zuko inhaled a deep breath and Sokka could feel the expansion of the other boy’s lungs as
they pushed out his chest and moved Sokka’s body forward. Sokka felt a certain comfort in



listening to the other boy breathe, he waited for him to answer him as another crack of
thunder shot through the sky.

Sokka couldn’t help but notice Zuko flinching at the sound.

“You didn’t have to help me... back in the prison. You could have escaped without me, you
are smart enough, you would have figured it out… but… you, uh… you brought me along.
You didn’t have any reason to trust me... but you did and I owe you for that.”

Sokka nodded slowly, realizing this was about a debt to be paid, not because Zuko… cared.

Both boys rested against one another, listening to the rain and their rhythmic breathing.
Sokka knew he was getting tired, his eyes began to droop and his limbs felt heavy as his arms
went limp in his lap and he let legs dangle weightlessly. He only relied on Zuko to hold him
still, the other boy noticed the Water Tribe boy relaxing and he shifted slightly.

“Get some sleep.”

Sokka frowned, “you need sleep too… I’ll take the first watch.” Sokka didn’t mean for the
end of that to come out with a low yawn, he involuntarily snuggled closer to Zuko and closed
his eyes.

“You are not taking first watch, get some sleep.”

Sokka frowned without opening his eyes, his face tilted towards the canopy above them and
he relaxed his full weight on Zuko, who felt so secure around him.

“I’m great at keeping watch, I had a watch tower.” Sokka managed to mutter.

“Oh, I remember.”

A jolt of memory flashed through his mind and without raising his voice he whisper-yelled,
“OH MY GOSH, YOU BROKE IT!”

Zuko snorted and he was probably smirking the way he did when he knew he was being
mean. “Technically… my helmsman broke it, he was the one steering the ship.”

“Yeah… well I still blame you.”

“Well, I was the captain, so I did give the order to ram your village.”

“See! Jerk-face-watch-tower-killer….” His voice trailed off into a slur of half-put together
insults before he felt the overwhelming exhaustion take his consciousness from him.

- - - - - - -

Dawn was still stupid… even though dawn and Sokka had become acquainted, he still
wouldn’t consider them friends… and when the morning light sprinkled through the leaves
Sokka felt the light dance in front of his closed eyelids. He turned his head with an irritated
snap of his neck and he felt the side of his face press against something firm and warm.



… Zuko, the boy was still holding him close, but he too had fallen asleep and the soft rise
and fall of his chest was soothing, so soothing that Sokka found himself leaning his head
back and just enjoying the sound of Zuko’s breathing. When the sun broke through the sky,
signaling the start of the day Zuko stirred beneath him as he shifted slowly, his face
unknowingly twisted in an expression of pain. Sokka knew Zuko was injured and he felt a
sting of guilt hit him when he realized that Zuko could be hurt just as badly as he was and he
was still taking on the extra effort.

“Are you ok back there?” Sokka smiled, even though Zuko couldn’t see it, he knew the fire
bender would know he was trying to be nice.

“Yeah..”

“When should we move?”

“We can’t move yet… we need to wait until Zhao and his men fan out further… we are still
too close to their camp.”

Sokka’s smile morphed into a concerned crease in his brow accompanied by a tiny frown,
“you want to just wait… in this tree?”

Sokka felt Zuko wiggled angrily under him, obviously wishing he had the freedom to move
around in what was obviously a ‘pout’ because Sokka insulted his plan. But in his defense,
could hiding in a tree really be considered a plan? Zuko was right when he told Sokka he had
the skills to put a plan into action but he was not the person to come up with any earth-
shattering-ideas. Which was painfully obvious from their ‘stuck-in-a-tree’ situation.

Sokka smiled… and then started to laugh.. he covered his mouth in an attempt to stifle the
giggles that were wiggling out from inside him. Zuko sighed and Sokka sunk into the other
boy, who still had a warm hold around him, Sokka decided fuck-it and leaned his head into
Zuko rubbing his head against the other boys neck in an effort to get comfortable.

He was so… warm.

“I told you, I wasn’t good at plans… I figured out how to get you out and how to hide… that
was it…” Zuko pretty much whispered his response but Sokka was close enough he could
hear.

There was still a burning question that wouldn't stop nipping at his mind.

“Why a tree?”

“People don’t usually look up, so up is usually the best place to hide.”

Sokka nodded in agreement, because it made sense. He never looked up and until he met
Aang, he didn’t even realize that UP was an option. Sokka could feel the moisture coating the
morning air, the nightly rain brought a small humidity to the forest and Sokka could feel the
sweat beginning to build on his neck. He was embarrassed at the idea of sweating all over
Zuko, so hopefully they could begin moving soon.



“Well we can’t stay in this tree.”

“Yes we can.”

“Wait –“

“- Yes, it's too dangerous right now, so today we stay here and you think of a plan, once we
agree on a course of action, we leave the tree. But for now, we stay here. Are you hungry?”

Sokka’s jaw dropped, gathering it quickly as he watched Zuko reach up and pull himself
slightly away from Sokka, leaving a sudden emptiness he could hardly face. The fire bender
was almost standing on the branch at this point and Sokka heard the snapping twig-limbs as
Zuko revealed the burned and muddied leather bag. From inside, Zuko pulled out some
lychee nuts and a few of the small pieces of produce that looked a little battered and dirty, but
still delicious.

“That's all that was left… Oh!... uh… I’m sorry Sokka….”

Zuko’s hand extended out and Sokka looked down and saw his sister’s necklace laying in the
middle up the upward facing palm and for a second a happy feeling of hope filled his cheeks
and spread his smile wide. Though… At a closer look, he could see that his mother’s stone
had been broken… cracked in half, the left side still holding onto the clasp that enabled it to
hold onto a ribbon.

Sokka felt the broken feeling rise up when his fingers ran down the clean edges where the
stone had snapped almost perfectly in half. There was a rumbling mixture of emotions inside
of him when his thumb ran across the waves that had once been connected across the smooth
surface of the pendant. Sokka wanted to scream and cry and have another breakdown about
something else that was going horribly wrong in his life… but instead he turned his head so
he could see Zuko and smiled.

“Thanks for getting it for me Zuko.. and the supplies. How did you manage to get all this?”

Zuko shrugged, Sokka had turned around already so he could only feel the boy’s shoulders
rise and fall behind him. “I tried to get you, but everything happened so fast and you were
knocked out and restrained surrounded by soldiers and I left you. I found Shen in the forest
and I tried to get him to come help me get you back, but he said I would get caught and I
should just make a break for it.” Zuko snorted, the sound gave his next words a very
condescending ring to them.

“Shen’s a fucking coward, so I left and came back to the place they ambushed us because you
just had to trust that slut Ara – “

Sokka stiffened and he knew Zuko probably didn’t mean it, especially with the way he cut
himself off after the hard words tumbled out of his mouth. They both knew that Sokka would
have had no way of knowing that Ara was a traitor… and if Zuko had an idea that she wasn’t
trustworthy then he should have fucking said something.

“Did you know? About her and Zhao?”



Sokka tried not to think about how tense Zuko got behind Sokka and the words Ara shared
with him when they were alone in the tent started floating through his mind, grabbing his full
attention. His own traitorous mind flashed with images of the strange bruises on Zuko’s neck
and the gentle touch Zhao gave him after he was whipped…

Sokka shook his head. “It doesn't matter…” He mumbled because didn’t want to know, he
didn’t want to know anything more about the situation, if anything… he wanted to forget it
ever happened and get as far away from the western Earth Kingdom as possible.

Zuko didn’t speak for a while, and Sokka might have forgotten he was there except for the
movement he made every time he had to take a breath. Sokka was completely convinced that
if Zuko could find a way to survive without breathing he would have used it right now.

Sokka had slipped the necklace in a hidden pocket inside his tunic, it had probably been sewn
in for a coin purse but instead, Sokka wrapped the two pieces together in the ribbon and hid it
in the pocket for safe keeping. He kind of kicked himself for not letting Zuko finish the story
before he asked his stupid question, inadvertently making the other boy pissy. Sokka had
removed the cloak as the sun began to lift into the morning sky, the moisture was evaporating
at an alarming rate and Sokka found himself trying to pull his body up to shake the branch
above them to drink whatever rain water was left on the leaves.

His body burned from the bruises and the open wound on his side and arm, the raw flesh was
stinging and he knew there were all sorts of dirt and other derbies caked inside the tender
spots. He knew the movement he was doing right now was really stupid and kind of
unnecessary, but he had already half-way hoisted himself out of Zuko’s lap, so there was no
going back now.

The water drops from the leaves fell on the boys and Zuko hissed as Sokka held open his
mouth to accept the moisture. Unfortunately, it wasn’t even enough to wash the metallic taste
out of his mouth. It was disappointing and Sokka felt stupid for getting the fire bender wet,
but maybe it would wake him up and make him stop sulking.

“Why did you do that?”

“I am thirsty!”

“Shhh… I swear… you are the loudest person I have ever met…”

“You haven’t spent time with Katara, she is so loud she discovered the Avatar. Plus, you have
no room to talk… you didn’t stop yelling about your honor and the Avatar the first 3 times we
saw each other.”

Zuko snorted but didn’t verbally respond, obviously he was dismissing the conversation…
The morning was in full swing now, Sokka knew this because a certain family of howler-
squirrels were eyeing him suspiciously. They were probably wondering why two people (who
very obviously did not belong in a tree) were sitting there like a bunch of idiots... or they
wanted the food Zuko had in the bag.

Oh shit, food.



The ache in Sokka’s stomach appeared when he thought of food, he knew he needed
nutrients, especially after throwing up the moon-peach and not eating any real food in three
days. Sokka could tell that Zuko was slowly letting go of.. whatever-it-was that was
bothering him so damn bad because he could feel the other boy’s body slowly relaxing.

Sokka hadn’t really realized it before, but they were kind of in a… uh… intimate position.
with Sokka pressed up against Zuko’s entire body and the other boy’s arms wrapped around
his waist. Sokka knew they were only sitting like this because it was the safest way to sleep
in the tree and Zuko was only holding him because he didn’t wasn’t Sokka to fall out of the
tree… but still, it didn’t change the fact that they were both pressed up against each other
pretty close. Sokka felt his face flush when he thought about how he had cuddled into Zuko’s
neck and gone to sleep last night… he knew the shame was showing itself on his face and
neck.

Katara was right when she told him that when he was sick or hurt he turned into a huge
baby… and he had babyed all over Zuko last night. Oh it was so embarrassing but he was
sure Zuko wouldn’t say anything about it, so as long as Sokka didn’t bring it up, it would be
cool. Sokka waited a few minutes until he was sure the shame was gone from his face and he
cleared his throat awkwardly.

“So, remember when you said we had some food? How about we get a little of that.”

Zuko silently shifted behind him and Sokka tried to ignore the way the other boy’s thighs
rubbed against him when he pushed himself up half-way and grabbed the leather bag on the
branch above. Now that the light was shimmering in and Sokka was turned towards Zuko he
could see just how tired the other boy looked, he had dark circles under his good eye and his
skin looked pale and malnourished.

He watched as Zuko pulled out a long green vegetable that Sokka recognized from something
Katara had cooked before, but had no idea what it was called or what it tasted like. Zuko
pulled out a battered two-and-a-half potatoes because it sadly looked like Zuko had eaten half
of a raw potato… which was sad in itself, eating it must have been a pretty awful experience.
Sokka was surprised he even tried to eat something, which means he must not have been
feeling well, or he was low on energy… either way… Sokka needed to be able to pull his
own weight and couldn’t count on Zuko to do everything for him.

So whatever they had to eat was what they were going to eat… Zuko pulled out the dirty
lychee nuts, he must have picked them out of the dirt because they were pretty heavily
coated. Sokka was given 2 and offered the green stalk or a potato and Sokka asked Zuko how
the raw potato tasted?

”Like dirt.”

That is exactly how he would expect a raw potato to taste, they did grow in the dirt after all.
Sokka took the green stalk and pulled the top pieces down and ripped the vegetable into
pieces. He handed half of it to Zuko along with the potato. He looked at Sokka extremely
confused.



“We can split it, I’ll eat one half of the potato and you eat the other half, we can split the rest
of them the same way, ok?”

Zuko nodded and took his half of the green stalk from Sokka, along with the potato, and
combined them in the hand with his lychee nuts, while his other arm stayed firmly around
Sokka. Sokka sighed, people were not meant to live in fucking trees… but Sokka would
spend the rest of his life as a tree-person, becoming one with the howler-squirrels and the
raccoon-cats, before allowed himself to go back to Zhao.

“Here, Zuko put your food uhh-“

Sokka used his free hands to pull out his tattered tunic, the material had been brand new not
even a day ago, now it was stained with blood and there was dirt embedded so deep in it’s
fibers it would probably never wash out… Sokka wasn’t even sure how the damn thing was
still holding on, it was so tattered he couldn’t tell where the shreds connected and where there
were just open tears. No wonder he was freezing last night… Well, no... he wasn’t freezing
because he had Zuko and the cloak, but without those two things, he would have frozen.

Sokka laid the tunic’s bottom section out in his lap, he built a little wall with the extra fabric
on both sides next to his legs that spread out across the branch. Every once-in-a-while he
could feel his free-falling foot bump against Zuko, the sole of their boots bouncing off each
other effortlessly. Sokka watched as Zuko’s other arm moved from around his waist and set
his two lychee nuts in the center of the fabric along with his half of the green-stalk-thing.

Zuko still wore his Earth Kingdom clothing, it wasn’t nearly as battered as Sokka's outfit
was… but Zuko didn’t get the shit beat out of him for the better part of an afternoon. Sokka
and Zuko were quiet as they sat together and there was a soft breeze from last night’s rain
storm bringing sweet relief to Sokka’s hot and sweaty body. The cooling comfort from the
wind against his skin gave Sokka a giddy surge of energy.

“Do you want to play a game?”

Zuko took a second to answer, “what kind of game?”

“It’s called the eating game. We each have 2 lychee nuts and we both have this… uh…
vegetable and our half of the potato. So, how it works is that before you take a bite you have
to say something relating to the topic we pick. Make sense?”

“What’s the topic?”

“I don’t know… something not-depressing… How about things we would do if there was no
war. So no war, OH! How about no nations either, just people… what would we do if there
were no nations and no war.”

“Is everything else the same?”

“Yeah, just no separation, so we don’t have to talk about any of that crap.”



Zuko nodded, Sokka could feel the motion from Zuko’s hair behind him, the fire bender was
so much quieter then he remembered the angry-jerk being. “Ok, I’ll start…If there was no
war, I would… go penguin-sledding with my sister for old-times-sake!”

Sokka peeled the lychee nut and sucked out the middle into his mouth and only cringed a
little when the odd texture slid down the back of his throat. He didn’t like lychee nuts very
much... but he needed energy from anywhere he could get it so he was going to eat the
fucking things, and not complain.

Sokka watched Zuko’s scarred fingers (even the fucking guys fingers were scarred) grab one
of his nuts, Sokka found himself thankful that the boy was still wearing his long sleeves
because if his memory served correct, Zuko’s arms were littered with burn scars and whip
slashes.

Sokka felt the flare of anger rage in his stomach, he gripped the thought texture of the lychee
nut when he felt the familiar feeling. Lately, his anger had a mind of its own, rearing its ugly
head up whenever it felt the urge. He was finding it harder and harder to control his emotions,
he felt the anger growing inside him the more shit that happened to him, the easier it was to
lose control. The mere thought of the amount of pain and suffering Zuko had endured even
before arriving at Zhao’s prison camp made the anger inside him flare up and hiss its fangs
just under his ribcage, threatening to tear it’s way out and lash out at whoever wanted to bring
him or Zuko harm.

Sokka realized how protective he felt of Zuko, the warm body behind him, holding him so
gently and yet Sokka knew that an army of earth benders couldn’t knock him out of Zuko’s
grip. They were a fucking team now, after everything that had happened to their group, the
treachery, the death, the abandonment (though Sokka couldn’t blame them for that… he
might have done the same)…

But not Zuko….

No. Zuko was loyal to Sokka and he would stand by him, he proved that over and over and
over again. He had no doubts that he could trust Zuko with anything, fuck, he would probably
even leave Aang alone with Zuko at this point… Sokka heisted because maybe they would
need to work up to that. They still needed to talk about that whole situation when the time
was right... but right now was not that time.

“So.. I just say what I would do, and then I eat the nut?”

Sokka laughed, he kept the chuckle hushed so he didn’t get yelled at and nodded. “Yes Zuko,
it’s that easy.”

“Ok… so if there was no war and no Fire Nation then I would want to go to Ember Island
and visit some of the theaters my mom used to take my sister and I when we were kids.”

Sokka’s brain just about fell out of the tree because that sentence was the most Zuko had
EVER revealed about himself in the entire time he has been getting to know him. Sokka’s
eyes went a little wide for a moment because he realized that has been trying to get to know
Zuko for a while now… almost two full moon-cycles. Sokka was impressed at the fire



bender's ability to refrain from speaking about himself, on the opposite side Sokka was sure
Zuko knew the names of all his relatives and his favorite foods, and his… well...a lot about
Sokka.

“You have a sister?” It was the only question Sokka’s fumbling mind could ask because of
course Zuko had a mother, so it would be dumb to ask him that. He was born after all, royal
whatever or not.

Zuko’s breath hitched, Sokka could feel the sharp intake when his chest heaved forward, it
probably wasn’t wise to pry into his life right now… with it being the first time he ever
shared anything.

Smooth Sokka.

“Yeah.”

Ok, well that confirms it. Mental note added. Zuko has a sister, that was kind of interesting.
Sokka wondered if she was older or younger, if she was the nice one and Zuko was the
grouchy brother, he had so many questions and no possible way of getting answers to them
right now.

“Alright, my turn.” Sokka rolled the lychee nut in his hand, his fingertips investigated the
bumpy surface as he held the nut in between his thumb and index finger. “Ok, so if I could do
anything… go anywhere... I think I would want to go to a huge library, somewhere that holds
so much information you could read forever and never even finish half of it. I don’t know
where they have a library like that... but I would find out and go.”

“You want to go to a library?”

“Yeah, why not? If you want to go see old theaters, why is it weird if I want to go see an old
library?”

Zuko paused, “they have a big library like that in the Fire Nation palace, but I don’t know if it
has anything in it but books and information on the Fire Nation.”

Sokka grunted and then blew the air out of his lips, spitting a little on Zuko’s sleeve, but he
ignored it. “That’s just like the Fire Nation, getting rid of all the other nations, even in a
library... so no I wouldn’t go there, but maybe Ba Sing Se? I heard they haven’t been touched
by the Fire Nation yet. I bet they have a huge library.”

“They probably do.”

Sokka chewed the nut slowly this time, exploring the bitter-sweet flavor while thinking about
all the amazing things he would learn from having access to all the information. That had to
be the most difficult thing about growing up in the Southern Water Tribe (besides the raids)
even though they were the largest village in the south, they still didn’t have anything that
could even compare to a library. Most of their information was passed down through folklore
and the sharing of tales around the warm fire, passed down from generation to generation,
verbally.



The Southern Water Tribe, and Northern Water Tribe were known for their deep connection
to the spirits, everything they did in their village incorporated some kind of blessing or
tradition to give thanks and offer prayers to the spirits. Sokka remembered his mother was
always telling Katara wild stories of La and her blessing to their people with the gift of the
tide and how Katara was special to carry Tui and La’s gift.

Stupid magic... Sokka was more of a facts and logic kind of guy, he never found it necessary
to fill his mind with La – la-blah-blah stories about things that weren’t going to help him
grow into a big strong warrior and chief like his dad. He always wished that there was a place
he could go that had scrolls, books… anything that he could read and expand his mind. After
his dad left the village and sailed off to war, he was suddenly the oldest warrior and all his
learning after that was self taught. If he ever had a chance, he would love to step foot in a real
library.

“Alright Zuko, my friend, it is your turn.”

Sokka could feel Zuko shift and Sokka tried to think of an excuse really fast that would make
sense so he could turn around and look at Zuko’s level of redness… but he couldn’t think of
anything quick enough without coming off as really fucking creepy. Zuko grabbed his last nut
and Sokka waited to see where else Zuko would go...

“If I could do anything… Hm, I would probably go visit my old swords master, he was a
good man and a great master.”

Sokka nodded, so Zuko had formal training with swords, which was an interesting fact to
learn because Sokka had never seen a fire bender wield a weapon. He had seen lots and lots
of soldiers with flames and soldiers with weapons and no flames, but never a mixture of both.
Sokka was more surprised that the Prince of the Fire Nation was allowed to train with
weapons, somewhere in that whole thing was a story Sokka would love to hear… at a later
date. He had to be extra touchy with the moody fire bender or he would retreat back into the
pile of laundry like the snow-weasel he was.

Sokka cursed to himself when he thought about all the cool stories and awesome shit Zuko
could tell him if he could just get the guy to loosen up. Sokka kept the game light and they
went back and forth a few more times and both gagged and stopped playing when it came
time to eat the green-thing.

They ate the entire stalk though… it had an extremely bitter taste but there was a decent
amount of moisture inside and it crunched, which gave it some texture, but if he were offered
it outside of a sitting-in-a-tree-trying-not-to-starve-station, he would decline. The potato
was…. Not bad, earthy, dirty, and hard but it was moist inside as well and it hit a spot in
Sokka’s stomach the other two options didn’t.

Sokka felt Zuko rummaging through the bag behind him and he wondered what else he could
possibly have in there. They saved the rest of the potato for dinner so perhaps he was just
putting it away?

“Take your top off.”



“Excuse me?”

“Your tunic, or what’s left of it, I need you to take it off so I can put salve on your burns.”

Sokka hesitated and then slowly pulled the ratted tunic up over his head, the simple
movement sending sharp waves of pain crashing through his body. The throbbing on his side
from the irritated burn was the worst, Sokka was sure it would get infected if it wasn’t
already. He felt Zuko’s warm fingers lightly touch a few spots on his back, he surprised
Sokka when he put his palm flat on the center of his back and the warmth began flowing into
Sokka’s body. The warmth from Zuko surprisingly felt good, even though the temperature
around them was steadily rising. Sokka could feel his muscles relax and Zuko removed his
hand, the touch was missed the moment it left.

Zuko’s hands returned, but this time there was something on his fingers and Sokka could feel
him dabbing a freezing-cold-something on his back in a few spots.

“Ohhhhh… Zuko, that is too cold!”

“Shhhh. Stop being a baby, this will help with your bruises.”

Sokka couldn’t argue with the logical fire bender. Sokka actually really appreciated that about
Zuko, there was never any hidden message or ulterior motive, he said what he meant and he
did what he said. Sokka flinched when Zuko pushed his body upwards just enough that their
cozy position was disturbed. Sokka did what he could to stay out of the fire bender's way, but
when he removed his protective arms that had not left Sokka’s waist since they settled into
their branch, he felt uneasy.

There was an emptiness and a panicked need to grab Zuko’s arms and put them back where
he had them before, but Sokka was able to hold back long enough for Zuko to return. He slid
back into his spot and the comfort of feeling Zuko’s body pressed up behind him returned and
his arms returned to their spot around him. Sokka couldn’t even begin to understand what
kind of insane feelings were vibrating through him from the clingy-emotional-insane-mental-
outburst he just went through.

Sokka went ahead and pushed those thoughts off to the side and turned his attention back to
Zuko, whose raspy voice spoke out to him. “I need you to turn so you are uh… kind of facing
me but still facing forward. Does that make any sense? Twist, if you can, but if you feel any
sharp pains from the burn on your side then stop.”

Sokka nodded, he gently and slowly shifted his body so that his waist turned enough to half
face Zuko, the fire bender halted his movements when he was in the right position. The
awkward angle made it so Zuko had clear access to the large burn on his side, Zuko looked at
him and Sokka just stared at the other boy's golden eyes, so bright and alive in the morning
sunlight.

“I am going to clean out your burn the best I can and then wrap it up, I’ll do the one on your
arm too.”



Sokka didn’t know what to say, he just wanted the hurt to stop and the comfort that Zuko was
offering was too good to pass up. They spent the better half of the afternoon fixing up
Sokka’s injuries, Zuko ended up taking off his long sleeve tunic and giving it to Sokka to
wear, leaving him in only the thin brown under-tunic which he tied tight with the blood-
stained waist sash.

The good news was that both boys were clothed and Sokka felt much better with the salve
soothing some of the deep ache and burning pains. Now that his injuries were wrapped up
they would be safe from nature's elements, well for the most part. He just silently hoped none
of them were already infected, if so… they would have to find a healer.

Sokka closed his eyes and leaned against Zuko, he could feel the other boy relax and his
breathing slowed enough to possibly be asleep, but Sokka didn’t want to check and risk
disturbing him.

Sokka wanted to fix Zuko’s hurt too… he knew the other boy was in pain, Sokka could see it
on his face and sometimes the way Sokka would move would cause Zuko wince or flinch.
But there was no way they could safely switch spots, so once again… Zuko would have to
wait. Sokka frowned, it was annoying that Zuko always had to wait… even though he was
the one doing most of the work.

Sokka opened his eyes and looked up at the light flickering between the branches that
stretched out far and wide above them. He wondered how high the tree went… if they wanted
to escape perhaps they could continue to climb up rather than down?

Sokka could feel the gears turning and he spent the rest of the afternoon listening to Zuko
breath and the steady pumping of the other boy’s heart against his back while he brain-
stormed how to get them the fuck out of this tree and away from Zhao.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When Zuko woke up, Sokka had a list of questions ready for him and even though he acted
annoyed he still answered them.

“Can you Blue Spirit throw me to another tree safely?”

“No.”

“Ok, so can you, Blue Spirit from tree to tree and go see where the furthest village is?”

“And leave you here alone? You’ll fall out of the tree before I get back.”

“I will not! Plus, we can use the waist sash to tie me to the branch if you are worried about
it.”

“I don’t like the idea, what else do you have?”

“Ok, how about if we Blue Spirit through the trees all quiet and crawl from branch to branch?
It will be a slow journey but we will stay off the ground at least.”



“Sokka… you can’t just say Blue Spirit in front of things and that makes me magically have
that skill.”

“So you are telling me, you can single handed break Aang out of a secret Fire Nation prison,
and then battle your way through attacking earth benders, fire bend a fucking fire shield,
break me out of Zhao’s again... but you can’t Blue Spirit yourself through some trees?”

Zuko groaned, Sokka knew he was being annoying but he didn’t have any ideas… and
without ideas there was no plan and without a plan then they might as well go find that
family of howler-squirrels and see if they will adopt them. Zuko’s voice was quiet when he
spoke next and it made a cool chill of worry crawl down Sokka’s spine.

“I think I’m too weak to do any of that… so no, I can’t really Blue Spirit anything much. I
can probably get us down from here and even that will be a struggle.”

Sokka nodded because he knew that things were dire if Zuko was saying he was too weak,
that meant they needed to be really careful with what they decided to do next.

“That’s alright buddy, you have done so much already. I’ll figure out something….”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

No… No he would not.

Sokka came up with nothing, if anything… Zuko made it worse by informing Sokka that
there could be a group of fucking people called the Yuyan Archers that were so good at their
fucking jobs they were able to pin down Aang…

AANG?! No one could pin down the Avatar, he was zippy and zoomy and generally all over
the place, not to mention he could bend the air. But Zuko assured him that they were the ones
who caught Aang and brought him to Zhao and they were stationed at the Pohuai
Stronghold… so there was a good chance the admiral would have already requested their
assistance. If that was the case then they would be in deep trouble if they were discovered.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Without any new ideas from Sokka or Zuko, it was decided that they would leave that night,
when the moon was at the highest point in the sky so they would have the most light possible
along with the cover of darkness. They shared the rest of the potato, taking small bites and
passing it back and forth until the piece quickly vanished.

Sokka pulled the cloak up over them as the sun slipped out of sight. The chilly night air
wasn’t even a bother to them under their cloak-igloo-of-warmth, Zuko was still wrapped
around him and Sokka found himself leaning heavily against his friend.

Sokka couldn’t help but wiggle around and try to find some kind of relief to his aching tail-
bone, he finally accepted that his butt was in a permanent-ache until he got out of this fucking
tree. But Sokka didn’t hate the tree, in fact he kind of liked their hidden-tree-hideaway... but



it was time to go and even though the nervous energy twisted his raw-potato-filled tummy in
a knot… Zuko’s warmth and steady beating heart keep him calm.

Without even thinking, Sokka snuggled his head back into the crook of Zuko’s neck and
closed his eyes. “Night Zuko, see you in a bit.”

Sokka was surprised when Zuko leaned into him just a little and whispered back.

“Night.”
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Leaving It All Behind
Chapter 17: If You Touch Him, I’ll Kill You

Their climb down the tree was completely silent as Zuko descended onto the forest floor with
Sokka and their leather bag hanging loosely against his back. Once they were safely out of
the tree, Sokka let go of Zuko and of-fucking-course his first foot down snapped a stick
which echoed the taunting sound out into the darkness. Sokka was sure that his clumsy
footing and lack of ninja training would snap every twig and crunch every leaf he came
across, but there was a small gift rumbling above them.

While they were sleeping the spring time rain clouds had rolled over the earth and covered
them with a clouded blanket. They were lucky to still have a small amount of moonlight
filtering through the canopy, so it wasn’t impossible to see and the low light helped conceal
their movements as they crept through the thicket. The rumbling thunder helped muffle the
noises that Sokka couldn’t seem to avoid making.

Zuko was silent in front of him and Sokka watched the other boy move effortlessly through
the forest as he followed close behind. Sokka tried his best to copy each and every footstep
Zuko took and every time the other boy shifted in an effort to avoid a branch or thorny vine.
Each time Sokka ducked under something, he was thankful that he remembered to get his
stretchy band back so that he could pull his hair into a wolf’s-tail to keep it out of his face.

Sokka loathed hair in his face and the annoying way it interfered with his vision. He also
hated the way it always tickled weird places and made him think there were prickle-spiders
crawling on him… yeah, no thanks. He wasn’t sure how Zuko could stand all that thick hair
falling in his face all the time, but it didn’t seem to bother the fire bender one bit.

Sokka couldn’t help but think about all the events that had happened to them since their
escape… so many emotions and confusing thoughts swirled around in his mind when he even
attempted to try and think about it. His chest felt warm when he thought about the care that
Zuko had shown him in the tree, and how comfortable it was to be in the other boy’s
presence, he really did look at Zuko as a friend…

Who would have ever guessed?

Sokka smiled to himself and stuck close to the fire bender walking in front of him, he didn’t
want to miss a step as they weaved through the foliage. They seemed to be making good time
and Zuko kept a steady pace... one that Sokka struggled to maintain, but there was no fucking
way he would ask Zuko to slow down. He would push through any pain or exhaustion to
keep up their pace, every single step they took led them away from Zhao.

Sokka couldn’t help but let in a little ray of hope at the idea of finally being rid of that
monster-of-a-man, he wished he could have seen the look on his face when the soldiers told
him that Sokka was gone.



Sokka sighed, he had to admit though… never seeing Zhao’s face again was better than being
there to see what was sure to have been, an explosion of rage and fire. Sokka involuntarily
shuddered at the thought of Zhao’s anger and how he had barely escaped what was sure to
have resulted in Sokka’s dead body burned to a crisp. He quickly shoved away the thoughts
of Zhao, death and overall depressing shit… they were ok right now.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Zuko had lied when he said that the Yuyan Archers were fast…

No, the Yuyan Archers were invisible and their arrows moved like the wind.

Sokka felt the first arrow whizz past his face and hit Zuko in front of him. Sokka didn’t even
have time to yell out before another arrow caught Sokka’s own body, but to his surprise he
didn’t feel a sharp stinging pain like he expected. In fact, he only felt the arrow’s sharp tip
catch the loose fabric hanging from his sleeve, but the power behind the arrow was strong
enough to send Sokka hurtling to the ground.

His vision swam when he hit the ground, searing pain radiating from the wound on his side,
but there was no time to think about any of that... Sokka knew he had to move fast and avoid
getting pegged to the ground. He could hear the sound of Zuko’s swords clanging against the
arrowheads, he must have been fighting off the attacks and Sokka needed to help him. With
all his body’s strength he yanked his arm and there was the beautiful sound of cheap fabric
tearing and just-like-that, Sokka was free.

He jumped to his feet, he saw Zuko in a crouched fighting position with his back against the
trunk of a massive tree. There wasn’t a single arrow lodged in the tree around Zuko and to
Sokka’s horror; he realized it was because the archers weren’t missing.

Zuko’s movements were fluid, but Sokka could see the strained expression his face carried
every time he swung his swords through the motions to cut down the incoming arrows. The
archers didn’t seem to be trying to kill them which sent an extremely uncomfortable feeling
tingling under Sokka’s skin and raising the tiny hairs on the back of his neck.

They needed to get the fuck out of here…

Sokka took a few steps back, his movements must have drawn attention to himself because
he heard Zuko’s raspy voice call out and Sokka felt the arrows catch his clothing once again,
this time they sent more than just one.

The first arrow caught him in his arm, near the same spot the original arrow struck, but this
time they aimed much higher and still managed to miss hitting his flesh. Damn, they were
really fucking good. The next arrow hit him in the pant leg and the third grabbed him around
his waist, not one of them punctured his skin. The power the arrows carried with them when
they struck, was strong enough to pull down a kymodo-rhino, for-fucks-sake.

Sokka hit the ground so hard the air knocked from his lungs in a mixture between a gasp and
a coughing exhale, so the air just ended up sitting in his throat and choking him. Sokka’s
heart beat increased steadily until air finally started to slip back into his lungs, his breaths



coming in and out in short wheezes. Fighting through the disorientation, Sokka forced his
eyes open and looked back to where he had seen Zuko last.

He spotted the boy in the same spot with his back against the tree, the ground around him
was littered with broken arrow fragments. The archers weren’t overwhelming him with
arrows, but they were sending in steady attacks, their aim seemed to be focused on getting
through Zuko’s quick defenses. Both the Yuyan Archers and Zuko seemed to be equally
matched, but Sokka could tell that Zuko was tired and distracted.

Sokka’s eyes caught Zuko’s gold for just a moment before his focus was torn back to the
incoming arrows, the other boy needed to stay focused and Sokka needed to pull himself free
of the arrows holding him to the ground. The Water Tribe boy pulled and kicked with all his
strength, focusing his efforts on tearing the brittle fabric instead of snapping the shaft of the
arrow, which was buried almost halfway into the compacted dirt.

Sokka shuddered thinking about how if their attacks had been aimed at his internal organs he
would be dead right now. He heard a ripping sound come from his pant leg and he used the
new-found-freedom to use his legs to try and push himself up and rip himself free from the
remaining arrows. Sokka heard another tear and a smile spread across his lips, this time he
wasn’t going to just jump up... he would try to crawl into the woods and take the archers out
front the back or –

A strong grip twisted tightly to his wolf's-tail, Sokka felt his neck snap back with enough
force that he heard a popping sound and a sharp pain started to throb from the back of his
head. Sokka’s tired body was pulled back with violent force as whoever-had-his-hair yanked
him with incredible strength. Sokka yelped when his body slid backwards.

He was pulled to his knees and the cold feeling of fear dropped into his stomach like he had
swallowed a chunk of ice straight out of the ocean, the salty water drying out his mouth and
everything, like when he was young. Needless to say, he learned not to eat the floating ice in
the ocean at a young age, but the feeling in his stomach and the dryness of his tongue
reminded him of a time when he did eat that floating ice.

Sokka knew who liked to hold people on their knees, but he couldn’t move his head to see
anything… His eyes were fixed forward at Zuko. The other boy stood in front of him, his
gold eyes burning with the kind of anger that made Sokka remember how truly terrifying
Zuko could be.

There were no longer arrows flying through the air and the cold wind blew quietly as the
world around them stilled. Sokka was on his knees facing Zuko, who stood only a few yards
away. The foliage was lighter in the spot the Yuyan Archers chose to attack them, who knows
how long they were being stalked through the forest before they decided to strike. The small
clearing put some distance between trees, causing a break in the heavy canopy above. This
allowed a little of the clouded moonlight to set their world in a silver-grey tint, giving their
dark world a small glow.

Zuko had his swords lifted in a position that Sokka recognized from when he fought the earth
benders, his stance was light and Sokka could tell he was contemplating what to do. It wasn’t



until a cold blade put pressure against the side of Sokka’s throat that he realized exactly the
position he was in… he was at the mercy of Zhao.

“Put down the swords, Zuko.”

Even though Sokka’s eyes couldn’t see Zhao’s face, he could hear the throbbing anger lacing
the man’s words with frustration, they were almost sticky leaving his lips. The sick-fuck must
have really wanted Zuko to lower his weapons… but if Zuko did that, then they would
capture him… and Sokka couldn’t let that happen.

Zuko was avoiding making eye contact with Sokka, the other boy’s back was still close
enough to the tree that he was able to protect himself from anyone potentially sneaking up
behind him. Sokka knew if Zuko wanted to... he could escape… he just had to run, he could
Blue Spirit himself away to safety.

… but when Zuko didn’t move or react to Zhao’s command, the man pressed the pointed tip
of the sharp blade into Sokka’s skin, tearing through the top layers of flesh just deep enough
to draw blood. Sokka could feel the rapidly cooling liquid run down his skin and into the
neck of his tunic as it flowed down his chest.

“If you do not lower your weapons and release yourself to me, I will cut this boy’s throat,
right here in front of you… Do not test me boy… lower your weapons, Zuko.”

Zuko’s eyes finally flickered over to Sokka... he seemed so unsure of what to do… he looked
lost and Sokka could see the fragments of fear showing through his burning gold eyes. If
Zuko was afraid, then this situation was a lot worse than it looked… which meant that if
Zhao was behind him he must have a small army with him, along with the Yuyan Archers,
they were so fucked.

But Zuko could escape, he was fast and quiet.. he just had to leave Sokka behind. The next
words came flying out of his mouth before Sokka could even process what was happening.
His mind decided for him, his heart was warm as it began to beat wildly in his chest, he
needed Zuko to run.

“RUN ZUKO! Your debt is repaid, you don’t have to do this! PLEASE GO!”

The drought in his mouth had traveled down his throat and the words ripped out with a
painfully weak but powerful plea for the other boy to run. He didn’t want Zuko to leave
him... but it was an impossible situation and it would be better for at least one of them to live.
Sokka had been prepared to die before Zuko rescued him… the other boy had tried to save
him, and that was all Sokka could have ever even hoped for. Maybe he would tell Katara and
his dad what had happened to him, to them.

Zhao’s voice broke into his mind and interrupted his thoughts… “Is this about a debt, Zuko?
Or, is it more than that? Do you care about this Water Tribe boy? Come on now Zuko, we all
know you have a strong compassion for peasants. It shows through the scar on your face…
but one would have hoped you would have learned by now, especially when your father
burned the lesson into your face. But here we are, watching you once again, face another



lesson… so what will it be, Zuko? The Water Tribe boy’s life for yours? Or his spilled blood
and your freedom? You can take up to a minute to decide.”

Sokka couldn’t tear his eyes away from Zuko, the boy was hardly visible under the shadows
from the tree distorting his silhouette, but Sokka could see him clear enough to tell he was
torn on what to do. His stance was shifting uncomfortably as his swords swayed with his
movements and his golden eyes finally stopped trying to burn Zhao down and finally looked
at Sokka again.

Sokka could see the hesitation and the fear… The boy was trying to decide what to do. Sokka
did his best to strongly urge Zuko to leave, with his brow furrowed and his eyes narrowed he
silently screamed at Zuko. When nothing was working he finally tried to nudge his head but
Zhao must have felt his muscles shift and the man tightened his grip on Sokka’s hair.

The blade dug down a little further and Sokka could feel a tiny burst of warmth as the cut in
his flesh expanded and released another slow trickle of blood. The world slowed down when
Zuko stopped shifting, his face slated back to the neutral expression he had carried with him
everyday in the prison; it had only recently gone away when he and Sokka had been alone
together.

Zuko’s arms were trembling and Sokka could swear he felt the warmth from the boy’s anger
from where he was kneeling, but the horror really settled in when Zuko pulled his body back
into a neutral stance and slowly lowered his weapons. His head dipped forward so the tops of
his eyes were covered by his thick black hair that was slick with dirt and sweat, when his
shoulders released part of his tension the swords lowered to where the curve of the blade
almost touched the dirt.

Zhao’s grip in Sokka’s hair twitched and loosened by just the smallest amount, the only
reason Sokka noticed it was because he was hyper fixated on Zhao and Zuko, silently hoping
some miracle would happen. Maybe something amazing like Appa landing at this exact
moment with Aang and Katara and maybe a bad-ass, buff, earth bender (because Aang would
have had to have found an earth bending master by now) and they would fuck up Zhao and
his soldiers and crush the archers into the trees they hid silently behind.

But they were not in the universe’s good-graces, in fact, the universe might have forgotten
they even existed because it seemed pretty damn determined to let them suffer as much as
possible before the sweet release of death carried them away.

The familiar cold feeling crept over Sokka when he heard the clanking of the soldier’s armor,
he knew they had been standing behind him and Zhao. With slow and calculated movements,
four face-plated, spiked helmet-wearing soldiers marched towards Zuko. The men seemed to
slow and almost hesitate when they were close enough that the boy could strike out at them.

Sokka watched his world begin to slow into a static blur of panic when the soldiers knocked
the swords out of Zuko’s hands and he watched as they pulled his arms behind his back and
immediately cuffed his wrists together. One of the soldiers kicked the back of Zuko’s legs at
the joint, forcing his body to fall to its knees.



Both boys were kneeled across from one another, Zuko’s head was down with his disheveled
hair hanging in his eyes. Sokka mentally begged Zuko to look up at him, please look up… he
just wanted to know… why…

Zhao pulled the knife back and removed his grip from Sokka’s hair, the boy swayed as he
searched for balance after the stabilizing force left him. Zhao’s grip was replaced by two
soldiers taking him by the shoulders and pulling his arms back the same way they did Zuko,
snapping his wrists into metal manacles behind his back. The nauseating feeling returned,
mixing together with the fear that was already threatening to expel his stomach’s contents.

Zhao walked toward the middle of their situation with slow and calculated steps, he made
sure not to block their view of one another. Sokka could tell how pleased Zhao was about the
way the situation had turned out, even though Sokka could see the man still hiding himself
behind a facade.

He moved closer to Zuko and the sound of his approaching footsteps caused the boy to lift
his head so that Sokka could see his eyes. His heart froze in his chest when he saw the layer
of fear reflecting in the ex-prince’s light eyes, he had never seen real fear there before.

Zhao was standing almost in front of Zuko but he was careful to position himself in a way
that Sokka could still watch them interact. Sokka flinched when Zhao suddenly backhanded
Zuko across the face, the impact landed on the boy’s scarred side and his head snapped to the
side from the force.

There seemed to be another wave of anger rushing through Zhao because he grabbed Zuko by
the hair to pull his head back up to face him. Sokka screamed internally when the fucking
idiot fire bender spit out a stream of blood-spit into Zhao’s unsuspecting face, Zuko’s famous
smirk slid across his lips in a mocking victory.

Zhao growled and a crash of lightning flashed through the sky, gracing the land with a
moment of clarity before it vanished behind the clouds once again. The lightning was
followed up by loud vibrations of thunder which muffled the sound of Zhao’s fist slamming
into Zuko’s face one, two, three –

“Stop!”

Sokka screamed out, his shoulders twisted as he tried to pull away from the death grip
holding him in place. He couldn’t kneel there and watch Zhao beat Zuko, no… not again. If
this was the end then Sokka was going to fight with every last breath, maybe he could at least
save Zuko from some of the pain that Zhao was sure to reign down on the boy.

To Sokka’s surprise, Zhao did stop... he took a few retreating steps and rolled his shoulders
back into place. The admiral wiped his bruised and bleeding knuckles onto the fabric of his
pant leg. Zhao took his newly clean hand and pushed back the stray hairs that seemed to be a
staple feature in the man’s new unhinged appearance. He turned to face Sokka, the look on
Zhao’s face made Sokka’s stomach roll as the man’s amber eyes flashed with the familiar
humor he had seen during their past torture sessions.



“You are right, Water Tribe, we can handle this better.” Zhao gave one of the soldiers
standing behind Sokka a nod of his head and the forest around them began to move as
soldiers revealed their positions in the shadows. Sokka waited to see the sneaky archers
appear, but they never did.

Sokka looked at Zuko, who looked disoriented from taking so many heavy blows to the face,
especially against his scarred side. From being so close to the damaged skin on Zuko’s face,
Sokka could tell it was similar to the scarred skin left on his hand from the boiling water burn
he sustained during his ’interrogation’. He couldn’t imagine having that type of pain etched
into his face.

Sokka winced when the soldiers pulled him to his feet and turned him away from Zuko.
Sokka wanted to desperately turn around and make sure Zuko was alright… but when the
soldiers started to shove him forward and the sky erupted into another flash of lightning...
Sokka’s fate began to dawn on him. The soldiers were moving into a formation, one that
would march them back to their camp… where Sokka was sure that there was no one left to
save him…

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The walk back to Zhao’s camp was quiet, the only sounds were the clanging of the soldiers'
armor as they marched, accompanied by the steadily increasing winds and the random
crashing of thunder and lightning. Sokka wished the walk was longer, even though each
aching step hurt him mentally and physically. The pain was nothing compared to what he felt
when the Fire Nation red tents came into view under the moonlight... Sokka felt himself
begin to panic and his stomach lurched up into his throat.

This time, he was less successful in holding back the bile, he stumbled over himself before
turning his body to the side and expelling the few bits left in his stomach. The soldiers merely
grunted and pushed him back into position, Sokka tried to wipe his mouth off on his shoulder
but a swift smack to the back of his head stopped all unnecessary movement.

Sokka walked into the camp with his head held high, his eyes scanning the group of soldiers
for sight of Zuko, but so far he couldn’t spot him. The camp was set up in a circle, there was
a tall pole in the middle with ropes lined with lanterns extending from the top and stretching
over the tents, providing enough light to cover the camp.

The soldier’s escorting him stopped in front of what Sokka was assuming had to be Zhao’s
tent… because of course, it was fucking stupidlyhuge and had elegant torches posted on both
sides of the front enterance, the tent was bigger than 5 of Sokka’s igloo back home. Don’t
think about home.

There were tents extended around in a circle, grouped together where the soldier's barracks
were located and from the looks of the compound, it seemed to be stocked with enough
supplies for an extended stay. Just outside of the camp ground was a temporary kymodo-
rhino paddock, Sokka could see the faint outline of the massive beasts in the darkness.

The fact that the camp was set up for a longer stay was enough proof to Sokka that Zhao was
planning on keeping his men out in the forest for however long it took to find Zuko…



The wind howled like a group of arctic-seal-wolves, fresh into a hunt as it tore through camp
causing the lanterns to swing violently, casting luminous flickering shadows across the sides
of the tents and all along the ground. Sokka was forced to kneel in front of the pole in the
center of camp, his body was positioned to face Zhao’s tent that was directly in front of him.

Sokka felt his thighs trembling under the weight of the situation, his mind racing with the
knowledge that this was happening.... The haunting idea that this could be it and that this
might very well be his final moment… Zhao was probably going to kill him right here, right
now.

When Sokka’s blue eyes finally caught a glimpse of Zuko, his heart started to move around in
his chest, squirming out from under the fear as it reached out to the boy who had, once
again… put Sokka’s safety before his own. Sokka’s anger churned when he saw the grip
Zhao had on the back of Zuko’s neck as he led him through the soldiers. He gripped the boy
in a creepy and possessive manner, guiding him forward until they were standing in the space
between Sokka and Zhao’s tent.

Zhao looked directly at Sokka and the Water Tribe boy glared right back at him, trying to
push every shred of confidence he had left laying around and putting it on display for the
bastard. Zhao smirked down at Sokka before his eyes shifted off of him and onto Zuko, who
stood directly in front of him, looking so small and fragile until the overpowering admiral
who loomed overtop of him.

“Here is how things are going to work... At this point, it should be obvious that this is the end
of the line for you both, but I am going to remind you that things can get worse if I do not
receive complete obedience from the two of you. Do you both understand what I mean?”

Zuko didn’t look up, his dark hair covered his eyes again and Sokka could see his mouth was
pulled into a defensive, angry line. Zhao shook the boy under his grip, the shake itself was
soft but Sokka could see the flex in his hand when his fingers dug a little deeper into Zuko’s
neck. Sokka’s eyes went back to Zhao’s amber eyes that were fixed down on Zuko, he was
enjoying their fear and Zuko’s weakness, which only added to the angry fire beginning to
burn under Sokka’s ribcage.

Zhao pulled out a knife and the color drained from Sokka’s face because he didn’t want to
watch Zuko die... he didn’t want Zuko to die at all, but if they were both going to get
murdered... they shouldn’t have to watch it happen. Where was the fucking honor anymore?
Zuko must have been out looking for it for the entire fucking Fire Nation.

Zhao moved the knife so that the tip was under Zuko’s chin and he pulled the blade back just
enough to dig the sharp tip into the soft part of Zuko’s jaw. Sokka saw the golden eyes
emerge when Zuko lifted his head and the hair fell back from his eyes...

Sokka’s mind froze when he saw that the other boy's eyes were completely consumed in fear.
His usually burning gold eyes looked pale in the soft light from the lanterns, Sokka had never
seen him look like that before…

Zuko was terrified. He was giving up.



His fight was falling short, just like Sokka knew it would eventually, the fire was burning out
in the boy kneeling front of him.. the same boy that screamed, spit, clawed, kicked, burned
his way through everything to survive up to this point. Sokka wanted to shake some sense
into Zuko and tell him to hold on… he would figure something out… he had to… he had to.

“Don’t give up, Zuko... please.” The words sounded so broken, but so strong.

Zuko’s eyes flashed with something Sokka recognized, he couldn’t hold back the smile when
he saw a small flicker from the tiny flame that returned to the boy’s eyes. Zuko’s eyes slowly
moved out of the void he was stuck in and focused on Sokka. They stared at each other for as
long as Zhao allowed them to, Sokka tried to reassure Zuko with his eyes, but the other boy
still looked…. scared.

Sokka knows he has lost a lot of himself over the last few moon-cycles but as he kneeled in
the dirt and looked at Zuko, his once mortal-enemy, he felt a rush of something warm, almost
electrifying. He may have lost a lot, but it appeared as though he might have gained some
things as well, one of those things was Zuko and their friendship.

Zhao chuckled, but instead of it sounding the way his normal I’m-in-control-of-my-actions
chuckle sounded... this one sounded wilder and… excited. “Oh Water Tribe savage, you don’t
know when to stop do you? I am going to make this very easy for you two to understand
because I am done playing games with the both of you. So here is how things are going to
work, no games, just rules and consequences.”

Zhao took the knife away from Zuko’s neck, as he pulled back, the man touched the top of
the boy’s head tenderly, letting his fingers run through the inky locks. Zhao pulled his hand
away from Zuko’s hair and looked down at his dirty fingers, his face morphed into a
disgusted look and he wiped the dirt off on the back of Zuko’s shoulder. Another surge of
anger flared up inside of Sokka when he watched the sick man treat Zuko like he was a
fucking piece of fabric he could just wipe his hands off on, Sokka felt his lip almost snarl, but
he was able to contain it.

Zhao smirked, obviously seeing something in Sokka’s face that amused the sadistic man, oh
how he fucking hated Admiral Zhao.

“As I was saying, the rules are simple, do not try to escape or remove your bindings in any
way and you will have a quick death. If you do decide to try any type of ‘plan’... I will punish
you each differently… Water Tribe, if you try anything I will take this blade, right here -'' He
wiggled the forearm-length blade in the air in a gesture mixed with arrogance and humor. The
dagger he held was a very Zhao-like-possession, the golden handle was molded to be a
dragon with sparkling ruby eyes that winked at Sokka (in a very taunting way) as it reflected
off the swaying lantern light.

“- and I will skin your little friend alive. I bet you he will scream so loud when I begin to
scrape his flesh away, exposing the tender muscles and bare bones.” Zhao’s hand returned to
Zuko, his fingers lightly tracing up the crook of his neck, to a spot just under what was left of
Zuko’s scarred ear. Sokka could see how uncomfortable Zuko was as he squeezed his eyes
shut, his body going rigid with tension. Sokka could see his friend’s chest carry a heavy,



almost painful rhythm. “It would be interesting to see what a member of the royal family
looks like… underneath.”

Sokka’s skin was ice cold. What was once a raging storm of turmoil and emotion battling for
dominance was suddenly frozen still inside him, like a heavy stone sinking to the bottom of
the sea, consumed by silence. Where there was once hot rage was replaced with a cold calm.
He was stuck watching the scene unfold in front of him, listening to the threats and watching
the light and uncomfortable touches Zhao bestowed onto Zuko.

“As for you… Zuko. If you do anything to piss me off, I mean… anything... I will take your
little Water Tribe friend and I will strip him down and throw him in the soldier’s barracks. We
will see how long he holds onto all that ‘hope’ after my soldiers finish with him. Do I make
myself clear?”

Of course, Zuko and Sokka both stayed silent but there was an uncomfortable heaviness in
the air from the threats they were sure Zhao would hold true too. The man seemed excited
about the idea of peeling back Zuko’s skin and letting a group of men violate Sokka in the
most brutal way possible. That thought alone was enough to make Sokka feel compliant,
afraid to step out of line and be thrown to the wrath of a group of horrible Fire Nation men.

“Good, I’m glad you both understand.” Zhao looked away from them for the first time and
commanded a few soldiers standing in a line next to them. “You two, take this one and clean
him up, he is disgusting. When you are finished, bring him to my personal quarters along
with the Earth Kingdom healer.”

Sokka squirmed when the two soldiers moved in front of Zuko and hoisted the boy to his
feet, the men began to pull him away when Zhao stopped them.

“Wait. Bring him back here.”

The soldiers followed their orders without missing a step and Zuko was once again in front of
Zhao. Even standing on his feet, Zuko was nowhere even close to a match in height or body
weight as he stood under the older man. Zhao’s massive form towered over Zuko, and Sokka
was reminded once again that Zuko was a teenager, just like him and right now Zuko was
scared… just like Sokka was.

“I thought you would want to say goodbye to your Water Tribe friend. I know you don’t have
anyone that cares about you anymore, so I guess this pathetic savage is as good as it is going
to get for you. It will be the last time you two see each other, so go ahead, hurry up and say
goodbye.”

Zhao made a gesture with his hand to shoo Zuko away and the soldiers holding him tightly
turned him around so that he was facing Sokka. Their eyes met and Sokka’s heart seized in
his chest when he saw the glistening layer of moisture coating Zuko’s terrified golden eyes.
Sokka’s arms began to tremble at the completely forgien sight of a teary-eyed Zuko, it was
deeply unnerving.

“… goodbye, Sokka.” His raspy voice was quiet as blue and gold clashed in a spectrum of
emotions before Zuko ripped his eyes away, leaving a deep hurt in Sokka’s chest. Zuko



dipped his head down and let his eyes fall with it, his couple teardrops escaped and stained
the earth; but the other boy never looked back up.

Sokka refused to say goodbye and after it was clear Sokka wasn’t going to respond the
soldiers turned and dragged Zuko away. Sokka watched until the soldier walked Zuko out of
sight, once Zuko was gone his eyes slowly made their way back to the angry admiral still
standing in front of him.

Sokka’s blue eyes tore into the uncomfortable darkness swimming in Zhao’s light eyes, the
man smirked down at him, enjoying every emotion Sokka tried to bury away as the man
crossed his arms. He turned his head and barked orders to the rest of the group of soldiers
still standing in line.

“Restrain the Water Tribe savage to the pole, I want eyes on him at all times and if he even
sneezes… cut off a finger. If you get through all ten, start on the toes, I need him alive until I
execute Zuko, then you men can have whatever is left of him.”

Sokka’s eyes reacted to Zhao’s words involuntarily, he could feel the fear continuing to grow
and the admiral’s smirk twisted into an actual smile, he was enjoying watching Sokka’s
expression fall into terror. Zhao knew he had won and he was taking extra precautions to
ensure there was no escape this time, Sokka’s mind began to spin when the soldier’s grabbed
his shoulders and yanked him to his feet.

Sokka’s knees buckled under the pressure when his body was hoisted off the ground and
shoved forward, he didn’t even try to catch himself or assist in any way as the men grabbed
him and dragged his knees through the dirt before slamming his back against the wooden
pole. The pole was taller and thinner than the whipping post and the sides were smooth and
free of the sadness and suffering that coated the whipping posts back at the prison camp.

Sokka briefly wondered if the whipping posts were still there? Or if they were destroyed
along with the rest of the prison camp, burying the dead’s painful memories along with it.
Sokka winced when the soldiers unlocked his manacles, the soft skin on his wrists was
already rubbing into an irritated blister. Sokka didn’t appreciate the amount of force the Fire
Nation soldiers insisted on using with him, his body was limp and he offered no resistance
but they still shoved and pulled him as if he were.

Once he was properly restrained to the pole the soldiers left and Sokka was alone with his
thoughts. Luckily, he was able to distract himself for the longest time by just watching the
couple soldiers move around the camp. Sokka hated it as the face plates began to disappear
and the faces of living, breathing men started to walk around instead - he hated seeing their
eyes.

Sokka watched as the metal uniforms were stripped away and the soldiers who weren’t on
active duty stripped down to the human beings they pretended to be under the armor,
laughing and hanging out like everything was normal. Some even joked about how they
could finally head back out to sea now that Zhao had Zuko back, some even joked about the
ex-prince's execution, they hoped the admiral would let themwatch.



Sokka’s anger was boiling inside him again. The time spent with Zuko, just a day ago,
seemed so far away and the scared and helpless Sokka back then was gone and a new angry
and more aggressive version of himself was born. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do,
but he had to do something, because something was better than doing nothing… If Zuko had
done nothing to save him the other night, he might have already been dead by now.

Sokka sat there, ignoring the dark thoughts that kicked and screamed against the added fear
and sadness he had buried back into his subconscious, pushed away with all the rest of the
thoughts he wasn’t yet ready to face. What he needed to do now was sit and think, he needed
to be extra quiet and not make any unnecessary movements or draw any attention to himself
and think. Sokka pulled his knees up to his chest and rested his chin on top, breathing deep,
he let his mind run wild.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka’s eyes shot open when he heard the scrapping metal from the group of Fire Nation
soldiers as they made their way back to Zhao’s tent, the Earth Kingdom ‘healer’ was with
them. Sokka wasn’t sure if he had been placed facing Zhao’s tent on purpose, but if it was…
it was surely a newer form of torture Sokka had not been prepared for.

When Sokka saw the side of Zuko’s face, his dark wet hair was plastered against the pale skin
of his face and neck and he appeared to have been changed into different clothing, which
made Sokka’s stomach do a weird flip. He could hardly catch another glimpse before the
other boy and the group of soldiers disappeared into Zhao’s tent. Sokka wanted to let out a
frustrated scream but the lingering fear of losing a finger danced in the back of his mind, he
really wanted to keep all his fingers.

So he stayed quiet.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Everything was really quiet for a while, until the sun started to rise and Sokka heard yelling
coming from inside Zhao’s massive tent. Sokka listened closely, his heart was pounding in
his chest when he heard the yelling get louder and he was sure one of the voices belonged to
Zhao, he couldn't place the other, but he knew it wasn’t Zuko.

The tent’s opening flew to the side and Sokka was surprised to see the Earth Kingdom healer
thrown out into the dirt. The man’s grey hair was disheveled and his glasses slid down his
nose before falling off his face completely. The older man was patting the ground in front of
him, desperate to find his vision in the dirt. When the healer – NO, the scientist... Healers,
healed people, what this man did… with those suppressants, that wasn’t healing, that was
mad-scientist-shit.

“I told you… when I left Ba Sing Se –“ the old man’s voice trembled as he spoke into the
dirt. He seemed to be determined to stand his ground even though his voice and body
language didn’t back that up.

Zhao emerged from his tent, the sight of the furious admiral sent a shudder down Sokka’s
arms. He kept his head low against his knees, with only his blue eyes peering over the edge



as he watched the scene unfold.

“I did not give you refuge from the Dai Li so that you could tell me what you will and will
not do!”

Sokka flinched, he had never heard Zhao yell before, the admiral raised his voice from time
to time but never did he yell. The man was losing his patience and Sokka just wanted to get
Zuko out of that tent… his stomach was so twisted with anxiety as his mind tried to run into
the darkness with thoughts of what Zuko was doing in there… if he was alright…

“I will not help you do that to that boy – “

Zhao reached down with a speed that scared Sokka, the larger man lifted the old man with
ease and their faces practically touched. Zhao bared his teeth and a few of the smaller hairs
(that Sokka associated with Zhao losing his shit) fell into his eyes, the man blinked a few
times, trying to get them out. It was nice to witness Zhao’s own hair causing him distress, it
was a small, pointless victory… but it was still a victory in Sokka’s mind.

“You will do what I tell you to do, or you will burn.”

Sokka could see the scientist’s legs shaking from the fear that must have been pounding in his
chest. Good, Sokka hoped the fear felt like it was eating him from the inside, the same way it
ate away at Sokka and now there was nothing left but hollow anger. The scientist closed his
eyes, like he expected Zhao to do the deed right then and there. Perhaps, he watched the mad-
man burn so many others without a second thought he figured, why not him.

…but Zhao didn’t burn the man.

So… it seemed he still needed the scientist alive, and the old man was either extremely lucky
or he was smart and knew that Zhao wasn’t going to kill him because he was still too
valuable. But still, it was odd to see a man who willingly shoveled poison into people's
bodies disagreeing with Zhao about ethics. Sokka wondered if everyone had an ethical line
somewhere inside them and each one was in a different spot depending on the person…
Maybe, some people moved so far away from ethical thinking that they couldn’t find their
line if they searched for it.

Zhao released the man who crumpled on the floor with a low moan and a shaky arm to the
back of his head, rubbing to soothe his neck before continuing his search for his missing
glasses. Zhao turned away from him and Sokka watched the flames dance around the man's
hands, Zhao pivoted back around and threw a few fireballs in the scientist’s direction but
missed any direct contact.

“Get him out of my sight.”

“Yes sir.”

Sokka watched the soldiers rip the man off the floor, stepping on his glasses purposely and
sliding the broken glass out their way with a simple swipe of his boot. The two soldiers
escorted the fumbling scientist away and Sokka kept his head steadily facing the front, only



allowing his eyes to follow the men until they were out of his line of vision. When Sokka’s
eye went back to Zhao, he was startled to make eye contact with the admiral.

The cold feel he associated with Zhao seemed to trickle down his spine like a quick-forming
icicle in a winter storm, Sokka’s neck and arm hair always raised in response to the cold
feeling. The admiral smirked at him and the twinkle in his eyes made Sokka want to wretch
all over himself again, the wink was an added flare that brought on another wave of nausea
just before Zhao turned and disappeared inside the tent.

It was the last he saw of Zhao… for the entire rest of the day. The sun beat down on the
Water Tribe boy whose body was not accustomed to the brutal heat or the direct contact from
the Earth Kingdom sun. Even in Zuko’s long sleeved tunic, he could feel his skin sweltering
under the haze of heat that covered the dry earth, Sokka’s lips cracked at the idea of water.

It wasn’t until later in the afternoon that the pains in his stomach grew so intense they began
making ugly gurgling sounds that caused one of the soldiers standing by to snort in
amusement. Sokka thought… maybe one of the soldiers wasn’t a terrible human being…
Like, Denty. He wondered if Denty was still around and if he ever got himself a new helmet,
he hoped so, Sokka hadn’t hated Denty.

Sokka shifted subtlety throughout the day, trying to bring relief to his aching legs and butt.
He had asked to use the bathroom once… and the soldier told him to piss himself. Sokka had
not pissed himself yet, but he was close. Even without any water under the blaring heat he
found himself needing to pee really fucking bad and for some reason his mind really wanted
to shout a mental fuck you to Aunt Wu because of it.

When the rain clouds came back as the sun began to set, Sokka was relieved that the
incoming rain might quench his thirst. Thirst was another thing that was becoming an overly
obnoxious presence (like his need to pee) and they were both driving him nuts.

Silently, he thanked himself for the heavy distraction from the crazed thoughts pounding at
the back door of the final defense he had against his insanity. He could feel himself
unraveling, like the tattered ribbon and the cracked stone of his mother’s necklace…. Sokka
dug his forehead into his knees a little deeper, the rough fabric grinding against his skin. He
had to hold his head tightly against his knees so he would stop looking at the entrance to
Zhao’s tent.

He had convinced himself hours ago that the admiral positioned him like this, in the center of
camp under constant watch, on purpose… another simple, but effective way to torture him.
He couldn’t stop looking at the tent, thinking, wondering, hoping… the rushing emotions and
pieced together thoughts begged to be explored. He needed to try and deal with some of
this… but he refused, keeping his forehead pressed against the back of his knees. Sokka sat in
silence and waited for the rain, racking his mind as he tried to think of something… anything
that would enable him to escape… andrescue Zuko…

Sokka dug his forehand into the scratchy fabric with a soft pounding motion, trying to keep
his movements slow and steady so as to not draw attention to himself. But he had to do
something, anything to keep his mind from remembering the eyes… Zuko’s eyes and the



shimmer of tears layered over the fear… Sokka squeezed his own eyes shut so tight that tiny
spots danced behind his eyelids.

The sky rumbled as the wind picked up, hauling in the afternoon rain storms behind it. The
entire day Sokka spent intensely listening to his surroundings while he had his eyes closed,
he was hoping to hear something… anything that he might be able to use to escape.

Secretly... he knew what he was listening for…

… he was trying to listen for Zuko’s screams…

Sokka decided that sometimes it was the silence that screamed the loudest.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Zhao didn’t come out of the tent until dusk, he was wearing different clothing than he was
before, still clad in armor but it was clear the man had changed and fixed his appearance.
Sokka didn’t want to think of why that small detail sent his stomach turning with
anxiousness.

Zhao made sure to give Sokka a menacing grin before he marched over to a group of soldiers
and they began discussing things that Sokka couldn’t hear over the wind and low rumbles
from the storm clouds. The group of Fire Nation men took their conversation with them as
they moved away from Zhao’s tent and towards the back of camp, over to an area that Sokka
couldn’t see.

Dusk engulfed the camp in low light, a few fire benders sent streams of flames soaring above
Sokka’s head and he couldn't control how hard he flinched. At one time, he might have found
it beautiful, the tiny fire blasts and the twinkling lanterns… but now the thought of fire made
Sokka’s hand throb and his side ache.

He was pretty sure Zhao had ruined lanterns for him too.

When the rain started Sokka was sure his life had plummeted to his lowest point - WAIT– his
bladder released into his pants with a rush of a warm relief and now he had hit his lowest
point. The only thing that might have made the situation worse would have been if Sokka had
eaten enough yesterday to need to have his afternoon bowel movement. He shuddered from
the cold, but also from the idea of eventually being forced to shit his pants.

Sokka pulled into himself as squalls of sideways rain and flashes of lightning followed by
crashing thunder flooded the sky. Sokka began to wonder if they would leave him out here all
night in the storm, restrained with his arms behind his back with metal manacles... to the
tallest point in camp… he didn’t need to be a scientist to know that this was really bad news
for him.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The storm continued on as dusk fell into the early stages of night, the rain seemed to have
lightened up while the wind stayed, bursting through the camp in moments of howling



frustration before dying down into quiet whispers. Sokka felt sick from the freezing
temperatures and his soaking wet clothing, he missed having a (kinda)friendly fire bender
around who liked to help keep him warm.

The thought of Zuko’s burning golden eyes and that stupid smirk he did when he was being
mean just happened to pop into his head and there was a sudden rush of warmth in Sokka’s
chest. He used that warmth to puff out a few breaths of semi-warm air into his lap as he
huddled to keep out the cold.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka was surprised when he felt someone’s hands on his wrists and a man’s voice in his ear.
“Do not make any sudden movements or sounds, I have informed the guards you require
medical attention or you will become ill and die before night's end. So I need you to act sick
and follow me closely, nod if you understand.”

Sokka could feel the stranger’s hands hesitating on his wrists while he waited for the Water
Tribe boy to respond. Sokka could barely manage to shake his head in acknowledgment of
his directions, when the metal manacles dropped from his wrists he had to stifle a sob.

Sokka barely caught the flash of grey hair before the scientist was wrapping a heavy blanket
around him and tucking him under his arm. He guided Sokka toward the back of camp and
into one of the many identical tents in the sea of red. The warmth inside the tent hit Sokka
instantly, he shivered from the contrast when the warmth collided with his freezing, wet body.
Sokka snuggled the blanket closer and watched the suspicious man move around the tent as
he fumbled through his belongings in a frazzled, nervous manner.

Sokka was sure that his inner insanity had broken down the mental door, straight-up barged
into his psyche and took complete control, because it wasn’t possible that any of this was
real. He had obviously frozen to death outside and now he was standing in the entrance to
hell and it just happened to look just like Zhao’s mad-scientist's tent.

Both of those options made more sense to him than the idea that this stranger, this enemy was
helping him. The man turned a little too quickly to hand something to Sokka and his reaction
was more feral animal than a civilized boy. The older man recognized the reaction and
responded by putting up his hands in surrender, his beady eyes wide with shock.

“I’m sorry, I forgot - I forgot, I’m sorry.” He tried to hand Sokka the change of clothing for
the second time. This time Sokka took them in his trembling hands, the soft, dry material felt
weird against his numb fingers like he wasn’t really touching it.

The man said those words (I forgot, I’m sorry) like Sokka’s actions were excused, as if the
man understood why Sokka acted the way he did… because he knew what they had put him
through. Sokka exhaled slowly and dismissed the thought, thinking things like that was an
easy way to lose focus and he needed to pay attention to every detail that was happening
around him right now.

“Here, change into this. I will turn around. I promise, I will not look at you… I do not touch
children.”



The words raised Sokka’s arm hair and he clutched the blanket tighter around his shoulders
because the man sounded like he was saying it for his own benefit and not at all for Sokka’s.
Still… It was either accept this man's help, or go back outside in the rain and freeze to death
while detained to the pole.

Sokka nodded and the man turned around and Sokka changed quickly. The wet clothing made
a pretty disgusting sound when they slopped onto the dirty floor. The clothing given to Sokka
was too big and it was black and red with short sleeves, but it was better than what he was
wearing before. He took his sister’s necklace from the inside pocket before discarding the rest
of his wet clothing, gently slipping the broken family heirloom into the pocket of his pants.

He had to admit, it did feel better to have a fresh change of clothing, though the clean feeling
didn’t erase the nervousness fluttering in his chest and the constant churning in his stomach.
Sokka watched as the scientist moved around the wooden desk, placed near one side of the
tent, it was one of three pieces of furniture in the man’s living quarters. He had a small cot on
the opposite side from the desk and a trunk for his personal possessions, the rest of the space
was filled with baskets of scrolls and other various writings.

Sokka watched the man fill a familiar looking bag… wait – his bag! The tattered, muddy,
barely-holding-on-bag they stole from… Oh... This guy. Great…

The scientist didn’t seem to care as he slid a piece of some loaf-like-food wrapped in a cloth,
a roll of bandages, a few copper pieces, a map and a knife. Even though his eyes watched the
man fill the leather bag, it was hard for his mind to register what the movements actually
meant… the man was really helping him.

“Why?” Sokka managed to croak out.

The scientist walked in front of him and got down on one knee. He placed the leather bag
filled with fresh supplies in Sokka’s trembling hands; the man’s hazel eyes showed a life of
struggle, filled with good intentions followed by bad decisions. He looked old, much older
than his dad but he didn’t seem to actually be that old, a life lived under a blanket of stress
would do that to a man.

“I could not save the prince, but I can still get you out of here, this all was never… I- I…”
The man struggled through his words, his lips seemed to stop whatever his brain was trying
to push out. “I didn’t leave Ba Sing Se to torture children, I was told I would be given an
opportunity- you know what… It doesn’t matter, all that matters is that you need to head into
the woods and put as much distance between you and this campsite. I didn’t give you much
but the map is detailed enough with up to date information that you should be able to get
further inland, deeper into the Earth Kingdom. The closer you move to Ba Sing Se, the safer
from the Fire Nation you will be.”

Sokka blinked, it was the same advice that Chang had given them... them.….

“I have to save Zuko-“

“NO.” The man’s voice raised, lowering instantly, as if his outburst was a surprise to him.
“No, I’m sorry about your friend. I really am… he didn’t deserve to die like that but there is



nothing left for you to save. You have to think about yourself now and find your own strength
to get out of here. I have arranged a meeting with Admiral Zhao to happen after dinner which
will be happening soon, so you need to leave now. You have about 30 minutes before
Admiral Zhao sees that you are gone and your guards tell him that I took you, but by that
time you should be far enough from here that you can find someplace to hide or something…
You're a smart kid, you will figure it out.”

Sokka blinked again, his eyelids moved slowly and he realized that when Zhao found out that
this man had helped Sokka escape then… he would be killed, indefinitely. Even though the
man had saved him, it didn’t erase the crimes he had done and the pain and suffering he had
inflicted onto people. May the spirits show him mercy, it certainly wouldn’t be Zhao. Sokka
tried to be sad, but he couldn’t find that emotion inside of him right now, only anger and fear.

“Thank you.” He did mean that, it was the least this man could do to make up for his
mistakes.

“Now leave this tent and head to the left, keep traveling through the forest as far as you can,
use the stars to guide you. You know how to do that right?”

Sokka nodded, his dad taught him before he left, he ignored the carved feeling he got when
he thought about all the things his dad didn’t get to teach him.

“The storm is going to help you tremendously when it comes to their ability to track you, but
it is going to make your journey a lot more difficult. You need to stay under the trees and try
not to get soaked, it's about a half day to the nearest village, but I wouldn’t stop until you are
further inland. You can’t trust the colonials, you never know who they are loyal to.”

All Sokka could do was nod when the man stood up once again and he walked calmly over to
his desk where he opened one of the draws and pulled out a metal box. He pulled a key that
was dangling on a string tied around his neck and he opened the box with a steady hand, very
different from the nervous man that fumbled around here moments ago.

He pulled out a small glass bottle with a strange black liquid in it, he grasped the small glass
between his index finger and thumb before he closed the box again and returned it to the
drawer. He made his way back over to Sokka and took the boy’s hand, opening the palm he
set the item inside.

“If they catch you again… take this. It will kill you within a few minutes, no pain. Do not
allow yourself to get captured again, death will be a blessing compared to what Admiral Zhao
will do to you.”

Sokka continued to nod in response and he took the poison and slipped it into his pocket, the
opposite one from his mothers necklace. With the tiny weights balancing each other out,
Sokka took a deep breath and nodded, “I can do this.” He wasn’t sure exactly why he said
that, or if he meant it… but right now he was going to try, fuck it.

“Now go.”

So, Sokka went.



- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

He ran left… he remembered running left… but then he went right and then he was hiding
behind tents and sneaking through the shadows as the light drizzle of rain descended on the
world. He had planned to leave, he had blocked it all out and told himself it was leave or
die… but somehow… some-fucking-how, he was almost to Zhao’s tent.

He could see the entrance and the two guards that posted out front, Sokka needed some kind
of distraction… he pressed his back up against the damp side of a tent to think and
remembered the copper pieces the scientists gave him.

Quickly, he grabbed out the four pieces and waited for the next crash of thunder and once the
sound dissipated Sokka threw the pieces and heard them clatter together when they bounced
off the side of one of the tents. The guard closest to where Sokka was hidden in the shadows
turned towards the sound, “did you hear that?”

The other guard shrugged and to Sokka’s delight they both went towards the sound, Sokka
slipped around the opposite side of the tent and covered by the storm he tucked inside
undetected.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The entrance to Zhao’s tent opened up into a small seating area, with a large table and places
for people to sit and discuss. There was a spot for tea and a few fancy pillows scattered across
the floor and propped up on a few of the odd looking, obviously Fire Nation, chairs. There
was another entrance further back in the massive tent, Sokka was hoping it was where Zuko
was being held.

Sokka walked through the opening, his eyes having to adjust to the dimmer lighting inside
what appeared to be Zhao's sleeping quarters. He almost didn’t see Zuko at first, but of
course… he hadn’t been looking for his friend in Zhao’s bed.

When Sokka caught a glimpse of gold out of the corner of his eye, he turned to see the faint
outline of Zuko lying on his side facing Sokka. At first… Sokka didn’t notice… he called out
softly.

“Zuko… is that you?”

Sokka searched the dimly-lit corner of the room where Zhao’s extravagant sleep quarters
were set up, almost ten times larger than the simple single-person cot in the scientist’s
humble tent. Sokka took a few steps towards the boy and his eyes adjusted to sight in front of
him… he reacted instantly with his stomach heaving and his legs shaking and shuffling him
backwards.

He kept backing up until his hip hit the desk behind him, the impact caused his legs to
wobble out of balance and Sokka let himself crumble to the floor. His body shook as his
stomach tried to purge the contents of his empty stomach, tiny specks of white and foaming
stomach acid was all that expelled from inside him. Sokka silently dry heaved as his



emotions blinded him in an array of feelings, but the strongest feeling silenced the rest as
anger burned brightly in his chest, his own inner fire built from rage coming to life.

The fear fell quiet as the sadness and self pity hid away from the anger burning through his
veins. Sokka took a few deep breaths and started to move his legs as he wiped the snot and
spit from his face, his eyes narrowed in on his friend who needed his fucking help right now.
Sokka pushed forward and rushed to Zuko’s side, the boy was…. In the worst shape Sokka
had ever seen a living person.

The boy laid on his side close to the edge of the bed, Sokka kneeled in front of him, his
trembling body collapsed into the position. Zuko’s eyes were half-lidded, his heavily dilated
pupils stared through Sokka, only a small sliver of his gold eyes lingered on the edge of his
blow out pupils.

Sokka’s hands were shaking but he had to remove the leather muzzle that Zhao had secured
around the fire bender’s mouth. Sokka hated that he recognized it as the same aggressive
muzzle that was used when he was forced to torture Zuko, what a lifetime ago that felt like.
Sokka’s fingers fumbled towards the buckles that secured the contraption together, located on
the back of Zuko’s head. Sokka saw the fire bender squirm under his reach so he worked fast
and managed to release all 3 buckles and slid the muzzle away from Zuko’s face.

Sokka couldn’t stop himself when his body pushed hot tears into his eyes, stinging as they
crashed over his lower lid and down his face. Zuko’s scarred side was facing up and Sokka
could see the black and blue marks that littered the side of his face and down his neck,
especially where the scar tissue merged with his pale flesh…

Sokka’s chest was heaving from his heavy breathing, he tried taking in slow steady breaths in
an attempt to keep calm… Sokka’s eyes trailed down to Zuko’s neck and he couldn’t hold
back the sob when he saw what that monster had done… Zuko’s neck was black and blue and
the fucking animal had burned the flesh around Zuko’s neck, clearly shaped like two hand
prints.

Zhao had been so angry...

Sokka shook his head violently, no… he had to stay focused, this was not the time to drift off
into the darkness. There was a light wheezing coming from the fire bender’s barely parted
lips, indicating that Zhao had injured Zuko’s neck somehow… he wouldn’t know how bad
the damage was until he moved him. Sokka’s heart squeezed when the seed of doubt sprouted
in his mind… what if he couldn’t move Zuko…

No he was getting Zuko the fuck out of here… Sokka tore his eyes away from his friend's
face and refused to look at the rest of his naked body, not until he at least found him
something to wear. Sokka stood quickly and looked around, moving through the tent he
noticed that Zuko’s dark eyes followed him, the boy was tracking his moments. That was a
good sign… he was still in there at least.

Sokka couldn’t find Zuko’s old clothing, probably a pile of ashes at this point, but he did find
a long black tunic that looked like maybe it belonged to Zhao… but hopefully it was



someone else’s and it just happened to be in Zhao’s tent, because sometimes things like that
happened… sometimes...

Sokka found a red waist sash and grabbed that too, hopefully he could use it to pull the too-
big-tunic tight enough to hold the shape of Zuko’s slender body. If it bellowed out too much,
it would be more trouble than it was worth and it might be better to just leave Zuko naked.
Though, he didn’t think the ex prince, who ate with his manners, would want to be out in the
Earth Kingdom… naked.

Sokka tried to force himself to imagine Zuko’s bright eyes glare at him, in that way he did
when he was fake-mad… but he was having trouble imagining them. Sokka turned back to
the boy on the bed, his chest ached and he tried to work fast so he would see Zuko’s bright
eyes again.

Kneeling at the side of the bed again, Sokka reached out slowly and saw the visible way
Zuko’s body shrank away from Sokka’s touch… Sokka felt more tears prick the back of his
eyes and he licked his lips and lowered his face closer to Zuko, slowly… he gently took
Zuko’s face in his hands, the same way the boy had taken his face, just a night ago.

“Look at me… It’s me, it’s Sokka… Do you see me? Look at my blue eyes, who else do you
know that has blue eyes?”

Zuko’s foggy eyes didn’t seem to register his words, so Sokka moved a little closer until he
was so close to Zuko that they almost touched foreheads. Finally, there was a small flash of
recognition. “Do you see my blue eyes?” Sokka asked again, he felt Zuko’s head move just
the smallest amount.

Sokka felt a smile tear across his face as he silently thanked the spirits, Zuko’s neck worked.
Which meant it was something in his throat that had been injured, but the boy wasn’t
paralyzed and he recognized Sokka, good signs. “Ok good…. I am going to get us out of
here… I just need you to stay calm and be very quiet, ok?”

Zuko’s head moved just the smallest amount and Sokka gently lowered the boy’s face and
lightly set his head back down on the bed. Sokka took a deep breath and began to try and
change Zuko. Sokka kept breathing, each breath came in shorter and heavier as his eyes
started to scan over the other boy’s body.

Zhao must have unleashed his crazy onto Zuko… Sokka’s stomach hurt from the emotions
balled up inside, while his chest burned from the anger that fueled him to keep moving. His
eyebrows were knitted together so tightly they almost touched, he tried to ignore the clear
signs of what had happened to Zuko. He tried not to think about the word, the one word that
made this whole thing real… the fucking evidence that had been dancing in front of his eyes
the entire time and he just ignored it and pretended that everything would be ok…

Even when Zuko had given himself up to Zhao to save Sokka…. He pretended… he told
himself that Zuko would be fine… even when he saw the man trace his finger down his neck
and run his fingers through his hair while he stared at the boy with lustful eyes, he ignored it
all. But now… the signs were too hard to ignore as Sokka saw the burned hand prints in the



crooks of Zuko’s neck where he was forced down… he could see where Zuko had been held
by his hips and his waist as Zhao….

Sokka trembled uncontrollably… His heart suddenly felt so cold as the tears continued in
burning streams of hate and anger down his face… Zhao had raped his friend… and had
probably done it more times than Sokka would ever want to admit. Zuko’s body was littered
with evidence and Sokka could see the dozens of whipping scars that cut across Zuko’s pale
back. There were huge bruises, bite marks and hand shaped scars in places where hands
should have never been placed.

No wonder Zuko never wanted to show Sokka what was underneath… he was scared Sokka
would see what Zhao had done to him… even at only a glance, Sokka saw enough to want to
vomit all over again, he could only imagine the horrors he would discover when he really
stopped and looked.

Sokka glanced down at Zuko’s eyes again and caught him watching Sokka as he pulled the
tunic into his hands and moved up towards Zuko’s head. He was having a hard time looking
at the fire bender’s body right now and he just wanted to get him covered up and out of
here… he needed to get Zuko out of here.

“I’m going to dress you, ok? Just tell me if it hurts... ok?” Zuko didn’t say anything but
Sokka knew he understood, when Sokka moved closer he heard Zuko’s broken voice whisper
out.

“…R-run.”

Sokka frowned and glared at Zuko, whose eyes were so weak they were almost
unrecognizable, but Sokka glared right into those pale gold eyes, hoping his anger burned
brightly in his blue eyes the same way it had in Zuko’s gold. He whisper-yelled at Zuko with
enough venom to shut down any doubt that Zuko had.

“I. Am not. Leaving you. Behind. Now, hold still.”

Sokka wiggled the shirt over Zuko’s head and pulled his left arm through the sleeve, careful
to avoid the fresh burns and bruises that he had acquired over the last day. When he went to
turn Zuko onto his back the boy let out a hushed whimper from the pain and the sound broke
Sokka’s already fragile heart. He watched Zuko’s eyes open wide for a moment and his chest
started to rise and fall too quickly. Sokka reached out and put his hand on Zuko’s bruised
chest, that was now half covered by the tunic, “shhhhh Zuko, it’s ok, I just have to get this
over your other arm and then we can go. I just need you to stay quiet.”

Zuko closed his eyes and Sokka saw the small stream of tears fall from the corner of his eyes
and slide down his face and pool onto the silk sheets beneath him. Sokka wiped his own tears
and removed his hand from Zuko’s chest. Gently, he pulled his hand back and he softly wiped
away Zuko’s tears before going back to focusing on sliding the other sleeve over the boy's
right arm… Sokka froze -

Zuko’s right arm was cuffed to the fucking bedpost… Sokka’s arms began to tremble, what
the fuck? What the fuck… WHAT THE FUCK!?!



How was Sokka going to get him out?

His mind began to panic when he heard movement just outside of Zhao’s sleeping quarters
where he and Zuko were. Sokka reached into the dirty leather bag next to him and pulled out
the knife the scientist had given him. He held the leather wrapped handle and pointed the
blade towards the door, he would kill whoever it was or die trying. No one else was going to
touch Zuko, not now, not ever.

Sokka reached down and pulled at the sheet that was under Zuko, ignoring the streaks of
blood and other sticky liquids that coated the silk fabric. Sokka’s stomach would probably
never feel normal again after this whole experience, the tightness he felt inside of him from
the twisting, burning anger would probably never go away. Once he was able to pull enough
fabric over Zuko to cover his more intimate area, Sokka turned his attention back to the
entrance. The blade wiggled in his hands as he tried to keep still, but the trembling didn’t
seem to want to stop.

The only thing standing between Sokka and the person approaching, was the leather material
covering the doorway. Sokka's heart felt like it was beating too fast, but he kept himself
positioned on his feet, standing defensively in front of Zuko. His heart skipped when a
female's hand pulled back the material and blue eyes met familiar green eyes and a silver tray
holding a ceramic teapot hit the ground with a startling clatter of noise. Sokka glanced down
at the broken-teapot-mess and then back at Ara, she looked surprised to see Sokka, her eyes
went past Sokka and he moved to block as much of Zuko as he could.

“S-Sokka… What are you doing here? W-what.. what is going on?” Ara seemed honestly
confused, but Sokka’s anger lashed out at the girl who hurt him, the girl who hurt Zuko… the
traitorous bitch.

“Stop with your lies, Ara… how would you not know we were here, I’ve been chained to a
pole all fucking day?” Sokka growled at her, he recognized in that moment why the scientist
looked at him the way he did… because it was true, Sokka felt like the savage he had always
been called. Sokka felt like the person those villagers should hide their baskets from, it made
sense now why the moon-peach merchant had handed over his goods without a second
thought…

“Sokka what is going on, I thought you… you…” Ara’s eyes kept looking past Sokka and
down at Zuko. Sokka glared at her, he didn’t know what to do because if he let Ara leave…
she would tell Zhao and they wouldn’t have enough time to get out… he would have to
restrain her or… something.

“We were captured again, yesterday… Where have you been?”

Her eyes shifted to the floor, “I was confined to my tent, I just snuck out to try to talk to Zhao
but…” her eyes trailed up to where Zuko laid behind Sokka, barely breathing. She didn’t look
long before her big green eyes came back to Sokka’s angry, cold expression.

Ara took a step forward, putting her hands out in front of her with her palms open flat and
turned upward, it was a gesture someone might use to coax a timid animal out of hiding. But



Sokka was not in hiding, Sokka was a feral animal loose in a camp full of dangerous men and
he was going to get his friend out and tear apart anyone who stood in his way.

“Sokka… I can help… I can help you.. I can help Zuko.”

When his name left her lips, it was like the anger erupted from the pit of his stomach and
filled him with a hot rage that sent him moving forward. He took a few steps towards Ara,
she didn’t back down but her big green eyes left Zuko lying on the bed and went down to the
knife Sokka still had extended in front of him, pointed directly at her.

“If you touch him, Ill kill you.” Sokka had never spoken words more true.

The anger settled down like a dragon, wrapping itself around him protectively, he knew if she
tried to take another step towards Zuko he would let the dragon loose and strike her down
and let the anger burn her to ashes. He didn’t care at this point if he had known Ara, if he had
considered her a friend, all he cared about was protecting Zuko and not letting another person
put their hands on him.

“Please, Sokka… I can get him out of his restraints.”

Sokka paused, because he didn’t have any idea how he was going to get Zuko out of the cuffs
and without getting him free of those… they would be stuck here.

“…how?” He finally managed to get the words, fuck… he hated needing her help.

Sokka watched closely as Ara moved away from the tip of his knife, she moved around the
room and towards the desk. Now that Sokka was watching her he could see how she moved
with stiff legs and a tight mouth. There were faint bruises on her neck and face but Sokka
looked away and ignored her pain, because in his opinion, she brought it all on herself. Zhao
was a fucking… monster and she had thrown them all into his lair and if Zhao hurt her,
well… It was her own fault.

She went to the desk and opened one of the bottom drawers and slid a compartment to the
side, she pulled a small object that Sokka hoped was the key. Ara slid the compartment back
in place and walked back over to where Sokka stood, still holding the knife in front of him.
Ara may act like she was helping… but she had acted like she was helping before too. He
wasn’t letting his guard down, he had too much to lose this time.

“I can - “

“No. I’ll do it, give it to me, stand here and don’t fucking move.”

Ara nodded and handed Sokka the small key. He knew he had to turn and face Zuko again…
he closed his eyes for a moment before holding his breath and turning around. Sokka wasn’t
sure why he was holding his breath, but his mind told him to do it, so that’s what he did.
Sokka reached down and touched the bruised and bloodied skin on Zuko’s wrist, lifting the
restraints up tenderly, he slid the key into the lock.



The key fit… and when he turned it, he could hear the faint scraping of metal as the lock
turned over and the metal bracelets popped open.

Sokka cried out a sob, the tears rushed to his eyes again but this time they were happy tears
filled with tiny reflections of hope, he let a few fall before turning back and looking at Ara.
Surprisingly, she had not moved from where Sokka had commanded her to stay; he guessed
she knew how to follow instructions pretty well, considering the way she bowed down to
Zhao.

Sokka glared at Ara and showed his teeth, “get out.”

“Sokka…”

“Get out!”

“Keep your voice down- “ Ara inhaled slowly and closed her eyes, opening them again
Sokka saw a flicker of the fierceness he had once admired about Ara, but now he saw it as a
threat. He raised the knife and pointed it at her once again, he was not afraid to do what was
necessary, even if he had hoped he wouldn’t have to kill Ara, he would, for Zuko.

“Sokka… I know you don’t have a reason to trust me… but… things… It’s just things are not
what I thought and I don’t know how to tell you how sorry I am and I know you don’t want to
hear it so please… Please, let me help you.”

Her voice cracked at the end, eyes coated with tears as her bottom lip trembled, he could see
the regret and the fear in her eyes but he continued to ignore it. All her misfortune was
brought on by herself, it wasn’t Sokka’s fault she was in her situation... but what happened to
Zuko…that was his fault and he needed to help him. Sokka didn’t know the first thing
about… any of this… he had only kissed a girl, much less…

He shuddered and pushed away the thoughts, looking at Ara once again he nodded. “Don’t
touch him, but tell me what to do.” Ara nodded and took a step back to show her compliance.

“Finish getting him dressed, I don’t know how long we have before Zhao comes back. You
have to hurry.”

Sokka did hurry, he moved quickly but carefully, handling Zuko’s fragile body with
tenderness and care. He promised himself he would take a look at all of the boy’s injuries and
help with his hurt whenever he got them out of danger.

The black tunic was long enough to cover Zuko’s nakedness, Sokka could hear Ara’s sharp
inhale when she saw just a glimpse of some of the damage Zhao had inflicted onto Zuko as
Sokka pulled back the sheet and pulled down the tunic. The long material went down to his
knees and Sokka paused, the grey waist sash balled up in his hand.

“Do you need help lifting him up?”

Sokka closed his eyes, “no.”



He could have used Ara’s help, he knew that, but he would rather struggle than let her put her
hands on Zuko. Sokka put his hand on Zuko’s face, cupping the unscarred side of his face, he
grazed the boy’s soft skin with his thumb. The fire bender’s good eye opened slowly, the
suppressants had him in a heavy fog and Sokka did his best to get through to his Zuko, inside.

“I’m going to sit you up and fasten this around your waist ok? I cant have all this fabric
snagging everything in the forest alright? Then we can go, I promise.”

Zuko didn’t respond to anything Sokka said, but it didn’t matter because even if Zuko did
respond, nothing he could say or do would stop him from taking the boy with him. Sokka
mentally counted to three and pulled Zuko’s upper body into a sitting position… which was a
terrible mistake.

Zuko cried out a sound that frightened Sokka and he instantly released his grip and let the
other boy sink back down, a small whimper leaving his lips when his body returned to the
bed.

“I-I… I can’t move him…” Sokka hated to admit it.

“Yes, you can, you just have to do it quickly. Sokka, you have to sit him up and do it. How
are you going to carry him?”

Sokka took his eyes off Zuko’s trembling body and looked at Ara, “I uh… my back, I was
going to carry him across my back.”

“Ok, well then I’ll help - “

“No… you can’t touch him….”

“Sokka…. you’re wasting time. Please.”

Sokka didn’t want Ara’s help, but he needed her to help him right now, for Zuko. “Fine, help
me.”

It was much easier moving Zuko with Ara, Sokka tried to ignore the pained sounds coming
from the other boy as Ara helped pull him into Sokka’s back. Sokka felt the weight of the fire
bender rest against him, he tried to ignore the way Zuko’s body trembled and the fact that he
was ice cold...

“Here is your bag…” she took the dirty leather bag and draped it over his shoulder. Ara
paused, her hand lingering on Sokka and they looked at each other, he could see the sadness
in her eyes and he just had to know.

“Did you know about this?” He asked her with a raw honesty he hoped to get in return, he
just needed to know, if she knew.

Sokka could see she was aware of what he was referring to, because there were older marks
on Zuko’s body that depicted that this was not the first time that something like this had
happened. His traitorous mind tried to force images into his vision but he shook his head and
squeezed his eyes shut.



Ara must have seen his discomfort and she removed her hand and lightly touched his face, as
much as Sokka wanted to bite her fingers and spit at her, he was scared and it felt nice to
experience a gentle touch in a moment like this. She titled his chin up so he was looking at
her, he could see the tears swimming in her emerald eyes.

“I swear to the spirits I have no idea this was happening… If I had known Sokka… I didn’t- I
thought… I didn’t know it was like this, Sokka… please believe me.”

Sokka didn’t believe her, but it didn’t matter, he had his fire bender draped across his back
and Zuko was the only thing he cared about right now. Fuck Ara and her feelings, the font
finger-shaped bruising around her face and neck were the consequences of her choices.

“I have to go.”

Ara looked defeated but she nodded, accepting his answer. “Count to 65 and then come out,
I’ll distract the guards. When you exit the tent, take a right and run I don’t know how long I
will be able to distract Zhao, but I will do my best.”

Sokka nodded, they held eyes for a second longer before she turned and vanished from his
sight and the slow, steady counting started. When he got to 45 he took a deep breath, “alright
buddy, we are getting out here. For real this time, I promise.”

Zuko didn’t say anything, Sokka wasn’t even sure the other boy heard him, but he only really
half-said it for Zuko. The other half was for him.

...63...64...65.
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Leaving It All Behind



Chapter 18: Worlds Apart

With each aching step, Sokka pushed his body’s throbbing pain into the back of his mind. His
eyes stayed focused on his footing as he moved through the forest, he tried to move as
quickly and carefully as he could. Zuko was limp against back, his head and arms were
draped over Sokka’s shoulders and he could feel the boy’s thick hair tickling the skin on his
face. Sokka had a tight but gentle grip on both of Zuko's legs, securing him in place as they
barreled forward, through the forest.

It was odd… the clarity a person got when the adrenaline really kicked in and the euphoric
haze settled over everything. It was enough to make Sokka feel like the Blue Spirit himself.
He was usually a clumsy oaf (as Katara liked to call him) snagging and half-tripping-half-
catching-himself as he moved through the brush... but not tonight. No, tonight he slid
between each tree in silence, avoiding every thorny vine with ease. He wouldn’t let a single
thorn touch the fire bender resting quietly against his back.

Zuko was just resting, he was fine... Sokka had to remind himself while he continued to put
distance between them and Zhao’s camp. He kept repeating the words like a mantra in his
mind, Zuko was just resting, he was fine.

When the clouds opened up and the rain began to fall, the feeling of the fresh water running
down his face was refreshing at first, but soon the rumbling clouds covered the moon and her
guiding light was lost. A weird, empty feeling settled in Sokka’s chest when the silver glow
faded into complete darkness, only the random flashes of lightning graced the earth with a
moment of visual clarity.

Sokka wasn’t sure exactly how long he trudged through the dark rain before the once
compacted dirt beneath him became slick and sticky. The mud was treacherous as it tried to
suck the too-loose-leather-boots right off his feet. He was thankful for the boots, really... but
right now it almost seemed like a better idea to just go barefoot. Unfortunately, that wasn’t
even an option right now because he couldn’t remove his hands from Zuko or he would fall,
so Sokka kept the boots.

The darkness was becoming disorienting as the rain started to beat down in an angry, raging
storm. The storm clouds cultivated pelting, stinging waves of stray water droplets whenever
strong gusts of wind whipped between the trees… the weather was making their journey
increasingly more difficult. Sokka knew he had been at it for a while, relentless in his pursuit
of distance… his trembling legs and hollow stomach were a testament to that.

Finally, the thick mud claimed one of his boots, in a disgusting sucking-sound, accompanied
with a scraping feeling against his skin. His foot slid out of the shoe-lace-belt he had twisted
around the ankle to hold the too-big-boot in place. The skin on his ankle burned from the
friction, but he continued moving forward without the boot...

Sokka was down to one shoe again.

He had come… full-circle.



Well… maybe not full-circle. He had Zuko with him now and they were finally away from
Zhao and there were no traps waiting or archers hiding… it was just them and the storm.
Even if Zhao’s soldiers were to follow them into the forest the brush was so thick it would be
difficult, if not impossible, to get the kymodo-rhinos through; especially in this kind of
weather. Sokka snorted to himself, if they were on foot... well then they would be having just
as difficult of a time as Sokka was.

Sokka didn’t want to think any hopeful one-liner thoughts that might indicate things were
looking up... only to have everything come crashing down in his face… so he kept his
overzealous mind from taunting the universe and giving it a reason to bring his world
crashing down.

At this point he wasn’t sure if the universe was out to get him, or Zuko… or if it had lumped
the two of them together and one ‘let’s ruin these kids lives, two birds one stone’ type of
situation.

The night was too-long but also not-long-enough as dawn approached and the rain didn’t
stop. It wasn’t long before Sokka’s other boot became lodged in a particularly deep patch of
mud. The rain was so thick in front of him, he could barely breathe through the streams of
water pouring down his face… he finally lost his balance and fell. Crashing down, just like
the universe wanted.

Sokka’s face and chest took the biggest impact from the stumble, his only concern as he fell
was keeping Zuko steady. But the rain had soaked them both and Sokka was laying face
down on his stomach in the pouring rain… and he couldn’t stand up with the other boy
resting against his back… He had to move him.

Sokka realized as he laid there with the tip of his nose dipped in a puddle of muddy water,
struggling to prop himself up on his elbows, that they had to stop… he couldn’t keep walking
in this weather, if he broke his leg or twisted an ankle they would be fucked.

Sokka didn’t let his mind correlate the phrase being fucked and what Zhao had actually done
to Zuko… Shaking his head he banished the dark thoughts and the horrible images his brain
was forcing him to visualize. Ignoring everything, he gently rolled his friend off his back and
onto his side. Sokka let his eyes off Zuko, only for a moment, so he could untie the boot that
was lodged in the mud. He didn’t hesitate to leave the fucking thing there like he had with the
other boot, fuck it. (Damn it he needed to stop saying shit like that…)

Feral Sokka it was, barefoot in the rain with his ratted tunic, bruised face, scarred body and
all the endurance and anger of someone who was surviving on pure adrenaline. Sokka
reached down and took Zuko into his arms, pulling the boy out of the mud. He could barely
see anything around them with how thickly the darkness and the rain surrounded him… but
for a brief moment it was as if the moon peaked out from around the storm clouds and gave
him just enough light to see a less-wet spot under a huge tree. The space was large enough to
give them both a little shelter from the pounding rain.

Sokka mumbled a thank you under his breath, it was nice to have something on their side for
once. Sokka owed the moon-spirit one, maybe when this was all over he would go back to
the Northern Water Tribe and have Yue take him to the oasis so he could say a proper thank



you. Sokka mentally laughed, it was a nice dream, he almost forgot about dreams. He only
had nightmares now...

The static sound from the rain was soothing when it wasn’t mercilessly pounding down on
top of them. The scattered droplets trailing down off the leaves above them were fine
compared to the storm that awaited them just outside of the tree’s protection. Sokka pushed
himself backwards with his legs until his back was resting against the tree trunk.

He slowly and very gently pulled Zuko closer towards him until he was laying on his side in
front of him. Sokka bit his lower lip and decided to pull the other boy just a little closer until
he practically pulled Zuko into his lap. Finally satisfied with the closeness, Sokka looked
down at thetoo still fire bender in front of him.

He was scared to touch the boy’s fragile body, but he was so cold… and even if Zuko didn’t
want to be touched… Sokka couldn’t leave him lying by himself. And that’s how Zuko ended
up curled between Sokka’s legs with his head resting on Sokka’s thigh, with his scarred side
down and his eyes closed. Sokka was so worried about how cold Zuko was… the boy was
always radiating warmth and energy, but this Zuko… the one curled up in his lap, he was
cold and pale… he looked almost grey.

Sokka’s heart began to panic when he shifted the boy’s hair back from his face and looked at
the darkening veins trailing down his neck.

“Fuck…”

Zuko stirred at the sound and opened one of his cloudy gold eyes. Sokka was disappointed to
see the massive pupils still had dominance in his eyes, only leaving a tiny bit of space for his
gold irises to show. The hazy state of his eyes meant that Zuko wasn’t fully there and with
how weak he was... it could be very dangerous to have him wake up confused. If the boy
pushed himself too far with how badly his body had been damaged, too much sudden
movement or even worse… Zuko trying to fire bend could actually kill him.

“Zuko?” Sokka’s voice was hoarse from the silence he carried with him all night.

He watched the panic poke through the cloudiness and Zuko started to try and pull away from
Sokka with aggressive movements and clear signs of discomfort. Sokka reached down and
felt his stomach drop when Zuko flinched away from his hand and looked up at him with a
terror that made Sokka want to throw up all over again. The other boy’s chest was starting to
rise and fall with rapid puffs of air, in through his nose and out his slightly parted lips with a
faint wheezing sound.

“Zuko... it’s me, it’s Sokka.”

Zuko didn’t seem to hear his words, he made another attempt to push himself up and away
from Sokka but the pain must have been too much because his unsteady arms didn’t even
push him off of Sokka’s thigh, much less lift him to his feet. Sokka reached down again,
ignoring the way Zuko trembled and tried to move away from the incoming hands…



Sokka could hardly keep the thoughts off what a person’s hands had probably done to him
and what he might expect every time he saw a hand coming towards him… The grabbing,
twisting, burning hands… Sokka took a deep breath and gently took Zuko’s face, the same
way he had back when he first discovered the boy. “Zuko… look at me.”

Zuko’s eyes had squeezed shut sometime between Sokka reaching towards him and when he
took his face in his hands. Zuko’s eyes slowly opened, looking at Sokka for the first time
since he was startled awake… They didn’t look like his Zuko’s eyes, they were so far away
that Sokka just hoped he could see him.

“Do you see my blue eyes? Who else do you know that has blue eyes?”

Zuko contemplated his words the same way he did when Sokka asked him the first time,
there was a warmth in his chest when Zuko’s body relaxed and his head softly nodded. His
raspy voice was hardly audible through the damage done to neck, Sokka had to look away
from the blistered flesh surrounded by the beginning stages of green and yellow bruising.

“S-Sokka.” Zuko closed his eyes and his body relaxed. Sokka took the opportunity to pull the
boy closer to him until Zuko was resting his head on that special spot between a person's
chest and their stomach. Sokka couldn’t help but run his fingers through Zuko’s thick black
hair, hoping to soothe the boy back to sleep.

Sokka was really good at comforting people, he spent a lot of his childhood comforting
Katara after their mom died. Zuko really needed his rest right now and Sokka… well Sokka
needed a minute to breath.

Zuko was shivering, which was expected because the night had been long and cold and they
were both soaked. Though, perhaps… The rain was a blessing in disguise. The piss that had
once stained Sokka’s pants was washed away and he secretly hoped that the rain had also
washed away some of Zuko’s discomfort… if not, well… Sokka would help him with it.

Sokka could feel the fire burning in his chest when he thought about Zuko, trailing his fingers
softly through the other boy's dark hair as he listened to his breathing. He felt pride when he
felt him relax just the tiniest bit more from the touch, his breathing began to even back out
and Sokka knew he was asleep again. The feeling festered inside of him the way he thought
an inner fire might feel like, there was a primal need to protect the other boy in a way he had
never felt before. The feeling of the fire burning in his chest, guarded by the dragon of anger
curled protectively around the flame. The combination of feelings created a different type of
warmth inside of him in a way he had never felt before.

He needed to keep Zuko safe, above all and if worse came to worse… Sokka’s hand moved
down to his pocket where the finger-length container of poison rested against his thigh.
Sokka didn’t want to think about any of that, but in Zuko’s condition he was completely
dependent on Sokka, so it was up to him to do what was best for them.

Sokka had a lot of experience being the ‘plan guy’, even before he left his village he was
often pushed into a leadership role. He started at a young age, when his mother passed and
father left and again when the fucking Avatar turned out to be 12.



He was used to being the leader, his father was Chief of their tribe and when he left… he had
trusted Sokka with that leadership role. He had never feared being in charge, but this time the
leadership role was daunting… the risk of his decisions had never been so high. Even
preparing his village for the possibility of a Fire Nation invasion and training a group of
young warriors (children) had not been this stressful.

If he didn’t do what was best for him and Zuko… they would both die. Sokka had been faced
with death a lot over the last few moon cycles and even more so in the last couple of days…
but even living through those experiences, death was still a very scary thought.

Sokka looked down at Zuko, the other boy was lying so still, but Sokka could see his chest
moving and feel the small tremors from the cold hit him every few minutes. Sokka was
tracking the timing between the random shaking that would ripple quietly through Zuko’s
core; if it grew stronger and more frequent, they might have a really big problem.

In-through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth, he had to stay completely focused and not let the
dark thoughts of what he knew he would be faced with eventually… The suppressants were
going to start kicking in full force and Zuko was going to get really sick…

Sokka shook his head and threw away the fear because Zuko was alive right now, and Sokka
was alive, and they had some supplies… Sokka frowned when he recalled time spent in the
scientist's tent, the memory was a bit of a blur and now that he had a free moment, he should
probably look back through the supplies given to them.

Sokka moved slowly, so as not to disturb the resting fire bender, one of his hands stayed on
Zuko’s head as his fingers fiddled with the end’s of his hair. He used his free arm to grab the
leather bag’s strap and pulled the bag closer to him until it was pressed up against his hip.
Using his one hand he fumbled with the metal clasp until it clicked open, he flung the leather
top back and peeked inside.

Sokka saw the knife first, he pulled that out and stabbed it into the earth next to him. (it was
probably a good idea to keep that close) Sokka pulled out the strange loaf wrapped in a piece
of ripped cloth, it was hard… like really hard, but it looked edible?

Sokka set the (food?) off to the side. He couldn’t wait to get some damn meat, he almost
laughed at the idea of actually getting far enough away from this nightmare to find actual
food. He would kill for some of Gran-Gran’s stewed sea prunes or some of Bato’s smoked
seal-jerky… Sokka’s stomach grumbled, causing Zuko to unconsciously tense but he didn’t
wake.

The next item he pulled out was a single roll of half-used bandages and he could help but feel
a flare of anger when he thought about the audacity the man had to give them half a roll of
fucking bandages… this wouldn’t be enough to even begin to cover the amount of hurt
scattered across both of their bodies.

Zuko needed salve or herbs… something on all the open burns that covered his body and the
one wrapping around his neck. Sokka had to keep his mind consciously aware to not let his
eyes stare at the injury too long, he would fix it when they got away… he would fix it all.



Sokka reached back into the bag and his hand grazed over the roll of parchment wrapped in
red string, curiosity poked it’s nosy head out. He had forgotten that he grabbed this, it had
been in the secret compartment in Zhao’s desk. He remembered the rushed decision in his
mad dash for his sister’s necklace, Sokka had honestly forgotten all about the papers...

He didn’t allow himself to get distracted as he put them off to the side.

Sokka continued to search for supplies, his fingers pushed around the small bits of coarse
sand and tiny rocks that had settled on the bottom of the bag. He had to give the Fire Nation
credit, their engineering and their leather craftsmanship was impeccable. Though… he had
not thoroughly seen everything the Earth Kingdom had to offer for shopping, so maybe they
also made nice bags. Sokka smiled to himself at the thought of leisurely shopping in an actual
marketplace, of course in his day-dream he and Zuko were clean and healed and people
didn’t look at them like they were going to randomly start stabbing people.

His searching fingers found the thicker roll of parchment and his heart began to beat wildly,
the map! How could he have forgotten the most beautiful thing in the entire world!? A MAP!
An even bigger smile split across his face and he almost did a little jig from the excitement
pounding in his chest. It was nice to have a feeling other than fear or anger, it was almost
unrecognizable and his mind was having a hard time trying to decipher the emotions.

Sokka looked down at Zuko resting in his lap and he quietly removed his hand from the boy’s
head so he could unroll the map and take a look at what they were working with. Sokka’s
eyes began to water as the morning sun flickered through the steady downpour and gave him
just enough light to see the map’s markings, kind-of-clearly.

His eyes scanned over the distinctively marked town and port locations, there were marked
rivers and mountains which was extremely helpful and uncommon in less expensive, more
basic maps. The map that the scientist gave him was a thicker, more durable parchment,
which meant that the map he provided could possibly be as detailed as the map Zhao and his
men were using. If that were the case, then they were on even playing fields… well… ok, so
Sokka was at a huge disadvantage with Zuko’s weakened state and the fact that he had no
shoes (again) and open wounds… but still, at least they would have the same map. So, fuck
Zhao and his shoes.

Sokka glanced out at the storm, it was still pouring down rain but as the light flickered in
through the streams he could see the potential for the storm to lighten up enough for them to
move through the woods again. Sokka knew they couldn’t waste much more time sitting
under this tree... even though it provided them a small bit of comfort and a temporary shelter.
Sokka knew there was a much bigger threat than the storm looming in the woods...

Sokka would rather face the wind, rain and mud head on if it meant putting more distance
between them and Zhao. Sokka looked down at Zuko, his head resting on his upper abdomen
with a soft wheezing sound coming in with every painful breath he took. The rest of the boy’s
body was curled into himself, cradled between Sokka’s thighs.

Sokka couldn’t help but squeeze his legs together to add some extra pressure to make sure
Zuko felt secure where he was. The fire bender’s face refused to relax, it held a small crease
in his brow that set his expression in a tiny frown. Zuko desperately needed medical attention



and rest, so maybe sitting here for a couple more minutes would be alright… just to let Zuko
rest.

Looking away from his friend and back to the map, he used the time to memorize as much of
the map’s details as he could, he wasn't sure how long he would be able to hold onto their
belongings this time. Sokka was sure he found the port Zhao had docked at when they first
came to the Western Earth Kingdom, holding his finger over the ‘Harbor Town’.

Trailing his fingers across the parchment he tried to imagine where the prison camp might
have been. The prison had been within hiking distance of a river, but there were so many
different rivers and streams that cut through the Earth Kingdom, it was hard to tell which one
they had been near. Sokka knew they traveled east when the prison was attacked, allowing
them to escape and flee to the village Sokka had chosen based on the map Zuko had drawn
him.

Sokka’s eyes found the area where he believed the village was on the map in his hands.
Unfortunately, there were only a select few villages and major ports labeled… but Sokka
wasn’t complaining. The map was far more detailed than any map that Sokka would have
been able to afford, former-prisoner or not.

His finger traced over where he thought Zhao might have set up his most recent camp, the
one they just barely escaped from during the night. Sokka tapped his finger around an area of
the forest he suspected they might be in, of course… It was all speculation. Sokka reminded
himself to look at the sun’s position just to confirm they were still headed east. Based on the
map’s details, there was a small cluster of mountains in the middle of the forest half-way
through to Gaipan.

Once they found the mountains, Sokka would know that they were headed in the right
direction, indefinitely. He smirked to himself because if everything worked out, they would
completely avoid Jet’s stupid forest and his dumb Freedom-Fighter-tree-fort-stupid-
murdering-asshole-grass-face.

Sokka snorted, hushing himself quickly when he felt Zuko flinch. Looking down at the fire
bender sleeping in his lap, he couldn’t help but imagine the scenario of Jet meeting Zuko and
how that interaction might go down. It would be confrontational, he was sure of that and
Sokka hoped to live his entire life and never have to deal with that ever happening. The
whole thing would surely start with glaring and end with Zuko lighting Jet on fire… starting
with his stupid grass-mouth-thing.

Oh… and once Jet knew Zuko was a fire bender, even if he was actively on fire, he would
surely attempt to murder Zuko. That was at least until he burned to death and then Sokka
would have to bury Jet somewhere in the woods… maybe, or he would just make Zuko roast
him to a pile of ashes and be done with it.

Sokka blinked and shook his head, what the fuck was wrong with him?

Sokka closed his eyes and rested his head against the tree and took a few slow, steady breaths
as he listened to the rain as it muffled out the world. Once again, he and Zuko were
momentarily safe in their own world, protected by nature. Sokka took a few more deep



breaths and opened his eyes again. He could not get comfortable and he could not close his
eyes, it was time to get moving.

Sokka rolled up the map and reached over to his bag, setting the map inside he created a
chain reaction and he started packing up the rest of their ‘belongings’. Sokka’s eyes grazed
over the rolled parchment and a spark of curiosity made him lick his lips… he wondered just
what was inside that little bundle.

Unfortunately, he would have to look at a later date because right now the sun was starting to
dry out the clouds and the rain was shifting away from killer monsoon and morphing into
more of a regular rain storm.

Sokka could handle a regular rain storm and without his clunky boots to get stuck in the mud
he would be able to walk much easier. When all the supplies were packed and the bag’s
buckle clasped back together… Sokka could feel the lingering hesitation when he looked
down at the withering boy in his lap… he didn’t want to move Zuko, but there was absolutely
no other option.

“Zuko… We have to go.”

Zuko shifted, his voice was so broken it cracked on each word. The dryness made Sokka
want to cup water into his mouth over and over until his voice returned to it’s normal level of
rasp.

“… go where?”

Sokka smiled and touched Zuko’s hair lightly, his heart felt a sharp stab when Zuko flinched
at the touch and stayed tense until Sokka removed his hand. Still, the boy didn’t loosen up…
Sokka decided the quicker they started moving and the less time it gave Zuko to wake up and
start questioning things in his altered state, especially if that led to him trying to fire bend… it
was just better to avoid all of that.

“Come on, buddy. I’m going to get you up alright? It’s still raining, do you need anything to
drink?”

Zuko shook his head no without opening his eyes. Sokka took that as a good sign, hopefully
Zuko would just go back to sleep while Sokka carried him. The process of standing up and
moving Zuko onto his back was much more difficult without a second person helping…
Sokka expelled the wonder of what might have happened to Ara after they left. The guards
were gone when Sokka emerged from the tent, which meant she took them… somewhere and
if she was caught assisting them escape, she was as good as dead.

Sokka wiggled out from under Zuko, careful to set the boy’s upper half on the ground
gently… and then he accidentally, not so gently, hoisted the fire bender onto his back and
ignored every gasp of pain that slipped past Zuko’s lips.

“I’m so sorry… I’m sorry… Ok, you good? I got you, I got the bag, I got… no shoes… I
think we are good.”



Sokka’s face split into a huge grin when he felt Zuko snort (in what Sokka assumed was
amusement) against his back, the small puff of air from his nose tickling the side of his neck.
“That’s the spirit, Zuko, just keep that up. We will be fine, it's you and me... we can do this.”

Zuko didn’t respond that time and Sokka felt the other boy’s head loll to the side and his
heart began to beat a little faster when he thought about the next part of their journey. It was a
long walk to Gaipan and even longer knowing that there was little time to stop and rest… Not
only was Zhao right behind them but Zuko needed medical attention right away. Sokka
puffed out his chest and rolled his shoulders back, careful not to jostle Zuko too much… and
he stepped out into the rain.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When Katara and Aang left the Northern Water Tribe they flew in silence for the longest
time… unsure of what words would fill the emptiness that lingered in the spot where Sokka
usually sat. The map was insistently fluttering with the wind as Katara’s grip tightened in an
attempt to keep it still. She was still confused with exactly how to read the map and the routes
marked seemed impossible to track from the sky... but even with all that unsureness, Katara
held strong. She had refused the help offered by the elders back in the Northern Water Tribe
and she would not bite back her words now, she could figure this out.

… Though, Aang peeking over his shoulder at her was not making the situation any less…
stressful.

“Do you want to look at the map?” Her tone was more of a biting demand than a question.

Aang blinked and put up his hands in a defensive gesture accompanied by a big apologetic
smile on his face. Momo had tucked himself into the space between Aang’s bent elbow and
Appa’s fur and his big green eyes blinked at Katara as he mumbled little chatters at her
outburst.

“No, I wasn’t saying that... I just wanted to make sure everything was going ok! You seem…
uh… stressed, so I just wanted to see if I could help.”

Katara frowned and her eyes began the to move with the intent to shoot him a glare, but she
stopped herself, because it wasn’t Aang’s fault… and she couldn’t continue to be angry all
the time and lash out at him for a decision she made. It was her choice to leave the Northern
Water Tribe and accompany Aang to Omashu. It was her choice to help him see this war
through and defeat the Fire Lord. It was her decision and even if she needed to remind herself
that every day... she would. No one made her come and she had to honor her decision… even
if it felt like an ice dagger had struck her through the heart, only to melt and leave behind a
gaping hole.

As much as she wanted to blame someone… anyone she couldn’t blame Aang, it wasn’t his
fault. As his friend, she needed to be the one to help relieve some of the guilt that smothered
him at night and lingered in the shadows behind his eyes during the day. He blamed himself
for all of it… for the death on both sides and Katara was letting him live through all of that
guilt alone.



Both air and water sat a respectable distance away from one another, sitting in the same spot
they began the flight, unmoving… and it was time to bridge the gap. Aang might be the only
person Katara had left, with her mother dead, her brother missing and her father off fighting
the war... (hopefully still alive) Aang might very well be the only family she had left alive
and she knew that for him, she was all he had left in the whole world.

“I’m... sorry.” Her voice cracked when the sob tickled her throat, “I’m sorry Aang… I have
been so angry and I know I haven’t been the easiest person to travel with and I am so sorry -
“

Before Katara could say anything else Aang left his seat on Appa’s head and threw himself
into her arms, pulling her so close and Katara felt herself break down in his arms. For the first
time since she had met Aang, she felt his strength wrap around her and hold her steady,
resting his chin on the top of her head in a loving but respectful gesture.

“I’m so sorry Katara, I know... I know it’s hard…. But I want you to know, I do understand…
I understand the pain and the anger you are feeling… I felt it when I discovered Gyatso's
body… and do you remember what calmed me down?”

Katara blinked, remembering back to that day... she shifted past the memories of her brother’s
grinning face as he chased Momo out the temple door, swearing he was going to eat the
newly discovered flying lemur. She tried not to think about Sokka’s facial expression when
he saw the Fire Nation helmet… and the look he gave her, the one with those eyes... it was an
expression that was strong, but sad… it was a look her brother gave her almost her entire life.

He smiled so big, but he held a sadness in him, one that missed his mom and his dad… a
sadness that steamed from knowing he was too young and too inexperienced to be left alone
without a parent. Gran-Gran did her best, but Sokka needed a dad… and without one and
without a mother... Katara knew it affected him in a way he would never share with her.
Instead, she was given the love and the laughter that made her childhood so enjoyable… even
through the pain, Sokka was always the light in her life.

She needed to be that for Aang, and maybe… Aang could be that for her too.

“I- I remember… I remember when I told you that we would be your family now… I, I will
be your family still Aang. I am so sorry…”

Aang gave her a small squeeze and held her until the tears dried salty tracks down both of
their faces and it wasn’t until Appa let out a small rumble that Aang and Katara pulled away
from one another. Katara felt her face flush and she used the back of her hand to wipe the
moisture off her cheeks, she had never felt like that around Aang before. It was the very first
time she was able to depend on him in a more mature way… a way that she needed right
now.

“It’s ok, Katara. I will always be here for you. You are never alone.”

She looked up at him, his grey eyes showing a spark of happiness and hope, something that
had been missing from the fun-loving Aang. It was the same for Katara… but now looking at
the hope in his eyes, she was reminded that as long as she had hope and Aang, she could heal



from this. Even if she would never truly get over what happened, she could still hold onto
hope.

Aang smiled at her one last time before he floated back over to where he was sitting before,
he turned back to her and gave her a reassuring look before making a small motion to come
join him. His cheeks were tinted pink and flushed a deep red when Katara nodded in
agreement and moved to sit next to him on Appa’s head. Katara leaned her body weight
against him and ignored the smallest pitter-patter in her heart when she thought about the
comfort Aang was able to show her earlier.

For the first time in a really long time, Katara felt hopeful again and she felt like she was
sitting with family.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The good news was that the rain had almost stopped completely and only a lingering drizzle
remained. The bad news was that Zuko’s condition had taken a drastic turn for the worse.

Sokka was starting to feel the panic bubbling in his stomach as it tried to stir up the strength
and determination his anger had been fueling. The anger was settling back into its normal
angry-level, the fire still burned but it wasn’t the blinding white hot anger he had fueling him
earlier. Exhaustion was beginning to rack his body, he wouldn’t have the strength to continue
for much longer.

Zuko was shivering constantly now, his body was completely limp, his only movement was
from the tremors that racked his body… Sokka had to remind himself that there wasn’t a
fucking thing he could do about it except continue pushing forward. Now that the sun was
moving higher into the sky, the rain was beginning to evaporate almost as quickly as it fell.
The blaring sun hardly gave the moisture a moment to soak into the ground before the
dryness sucked it away. The mud was returning to dust and that meant that Sokka had to be
extra careful of his footing. He couldn’t risk leaving any tracks, it would be much easier to
track them without the storm washing away their evidence.

Sokka glanced up at the sky again, it had become a habitual motion for him as he constantly
checked to make sure he was still headed east. There was no margin for error at this point,
with the sun rising higher in the sky and his friend’s health rapidly declining, he wasn’t sure
if they would even make it to Gaipan in time. Sokka swallowed back the darkness in his
mind, fed from the anxiety that was pushing against his focus as it tried to drag him down
into the pit of fear and self doubt…

What if Zuko dies on your back? Sokka shook his head, the distraction almost caused his foot
to snag a hooked tree root. He couldn’t let his own mind ruin this for them, Zuko was going
to be FINE… and they were going to make it Gaipan… and then what?

Sokka took a deep breath and pushed forward, his mind throbbing with questions he didn’t
have answers for… he would go to Gaipan and find the old man he saved and he would talk
to their counsel of elders, again. Just like he did when Jet almost killed everyone by blowing
up the damn and destroying their town. They would recognize him and help him, Zuko too…
It would work.. It would all work out just fine.



What will you do if Zuko dies?

The thought wouldn’t go away, it circled his brain like a fox-vulture ready to swoop down
and start picking off what it could from his half-dead-brain. His head hurt just thinking about
the idea of Zuko… dying because he had saved Zuko… he did it, he went back for him and
he got him out of there…

But what will you do if Zuko dies?

Sokka’s heart clenched at the thought of Zuko’s bright eyes, dull and lifeless… the same way
they looked for that brief moment when he found him in that dark tent… chained to the…
Sokka shook his head and paused his thinking, ignoring the trembling fire bender against his
back as he looked up at the sun for the probably 600th time that afternoon.

They were both still wet from the storm but with the sun at its highest point in the sky and the
heat was thickening under the canopy, Sokka could feel himself beginning to dry. If Zuko
could get dry and Sokka could keep him in the sun as much as possible, perhaps he would
stop shivering so much and his body would warm up… hopefully.

Even though he was past the point of exhaustion, Sokka gave more effort to travel in the
sunniest spots that dropped down through the trees. He hoped that the sun against Zuko’s
back would feed his inner fire and keep him holding on until they…. Until they found…
something….

Sokka’s brain continued to thump with the question. He was getting frustrated with the
lingering thought… What if Zuko died? Ok, he took the bait his brain was dangling in front of
him…

What if Zuko died? Sokka would… well he would… he would bury Zuko… or burn him,
whichever Fire Nation customs depicted. Probably burning, it seemed to fit with their overall
theme. Sokka’s empty stomach twisted into a tight ball that gave him a sharp hollow feeling
when he thought about having to burn Zuko’s body because he had died… Sokka took a few
deep breaths and dodged a low hanging vine, the thorns just begged to scratch at his skin and
cause more injury to his already hurt body.

Sokka continued to mentally wander down the path that his mind had carved into the
darkness, he followed the burning question that was insufferable in its attempts to get his
attention. Well, he was indulging now as he moved through the forest, he started to think
about what he would do if Zuko didn’t make it out of this. If Zuko died he would… well he
would continue to head east and look for Aang and his sister, he would go to Gaipan and….

Sokka’s heart was beating too fast in his chest and his eyes started to feel dry and sting
angrily at the idea of being out in the Earth Kingdom alone, all by himself without anyone to
talk to or…

Memories of Zuko splashing him with dirty sink water, his mouth twitching when he thought
something Sokka said was funny, the different glares he had and how he was able to turn that
one facial expression into an array of meaning... He couldn't get the memory of Zuko’s



dragon-eyes watching him in the darkness and his warm hand snaking up the back of his
tunic…

There was so much about Zuko he didn’t know, so much he never got a chance to talk to him
about and now... the very idea that he would never be able to speak to Zuko again… Well,
that thought made Sokka’s chest feel cold and tingly. His heart pumped that feeling
throughout his body until he felt it down to the tips of his toes.

Sokka glanced upward again, the sun was moving through the sky at a pace that Sokka
couldn’t match. But he would stay relentless because nothing was more important than
saving Zuko’s life. Sokka could feel it in his bones and the way his stomach fluttered when
he thought about the boy hanging limply against his back, his hair was starting to dry and the
impossibly thick mess was tickling Sokka’s cheek again. He knew they would need to stop
soon, he needed to eat some of that dried-loaf-thing or he wasn’t going to have enough
energy to keep going.

Plus, it was probably a good idea to check on Zuko.

Sokka continued to walk until he found another large tree that had enough low hanging
branches to cast a puddle of shade for them to hide under. Sokka had not realized just how
wobbly his legs felt until he stumbled to his knees, he threw the bag to the side in the same
motion. The bag which was becoming increasingly heavier as their journey continued, Sokka
slowly lowered himself into the dirt with a huff. He laid there for a few breaths, with Zuko’s
full body weight resting heavily on top of him. The guy was really lean but fuck was he
heavy, must be all the stupid muscle he had.

Sokka shifted his shoulder to try and slide Zuko off of him but the heavy-ass-fire-bender
wasn’t bugging, with a little extra effort Sokka managed to slide Zuko onto the dirt on his
back and proceeded to lay down next to him. Staring up at the dense collection of leaves, he
admired how different nature was in the Earth Kingdom than it was in the south pole. The
only trees that flourished where Sokka lived were towering pine trees further inland, they
thrived through the spring and summer months and were able to withstand the harsh winters
that included deep freezes.

His mother and father taught him all about the different types of plant life that thrived in the
south. His dad taught him that without the pine trees, the herds of buffalo-yaks wouldn’t have
any bark to strip and eat during the winter and without that food source, they would starve. If
the herds of buffalo-yak were at risk of starvation then they would move further inland in
search of food, causing the men of the village to have to travel further distances from home.
It was always a risk to travel long distances from the village, it kept the men away from their
families and if someone were to get hurt they were a long way from home and the healers.

His dad always taught Sokka that life was meant to work in harmony with one another, he
called it the circle of life and that all the plants and animals worked together in a way that
sustained life, even through death. It was people that couldn’t maintain the balance, that was
why the war was so bad… it disrupted the natural balance of life. One nation was not meant
to carry so much power and by destroying the Air Nomads the balance was disrupted and
now things were tipped in the Fire Nation’s favor… that was until the Avatar returned.



Sokka blinked and closed his eyes, remembering his father talking to him with his sister’s
eyes, smiling at him with all the love in his heart. Together, they looked up at the towering
pine tree whose icy bristles sparkled in the sunlight. Sokka remembered it was a truly
peaceful moment. It was a moment that Sokka was happy he still remembered…

Sokka stared up at the towering Earth Kingdom tree, with its tall, twisted branches that
spread out over the earth like it wanted to pull the ground into a wide embrace. The branches
were covered with the fresh growth from the continued onslaught of spring, the leaves were a
collection of various stages of green. The older leaves that survived the winter were a
dazzling emerald green displaying their strength and resilience. The newer growth carried a
happier, brighter green young and innocent, still unaware of how cruel life could be… but if
they survived long enough, then they would earn their emerald color.

Sokka briefly wondered what color green he would be… if he were a leaf.

His thoughts were interrupted by Zuko rolling to his side and violently coughing. Sokka sat
up so fast, his light-headedness made the world spin, he touched Zuko’s shoulder and peaked
over at the boy’s face.

Sokka’s stomach dropped into the dirt.

The veins on Zuko’s face and neck were almost black, and they were spreading down his
body and webbed out across his chest. The tunic’s neckline hung far enough down that Sokka
could see the welts that littered his chest and Sokka had to close his eyes when he saw the
tender flesh that surrounded Zuko’s tinted nipples.

Sokka felt the flare of anger as the roaring fire sprung to life when he thought about Zhao on
top of Zuko... sucking on his flesh and touching him with hands that wanted to burn and
bruise him. Sokka moved so he was kneeling against Zuko’s back with one of his hands
resting on his shoulder and the other moved to push the fluffy hair out of his eyes. Zuko’s
scarred side was facing up and his eyes were tightly closed, the marks on that side of his face
did nothing to stifle the raging anger inside of Sokka.

Sokka looked down and saw that his own hands were shaking as the fear rippled under his
skin. It was hidden under the burning anger that blinded him of any other emotions, but it
was still there. The bruises on Zuko’s neck were setting into a darker shade of purple
surrounding the shiny pink skin blistering from the burns… Sokka pulled both his hands back
and rubbed his eyes with brute force. It wasn’t until he saw light spots dancing in the
darkness did he release his relentless eye-scrub… the pressure of the situation was settling on
his shoulders the same way it had when his dad told him he was in charge of keeping his
sister safe while he was gone…

… and look what a great fucking job he was doing with that.

Now… Well, now... he was in the same situation, kneeling next to Zuko with the pressure of
saving his life and he was failing… Zuko was poisoned by the suppressants and he was
wilting away in front of him, too pale, too sick, too cold… and Sokka was too weak to save
him. Wet noodle, he thought.



He remembered Chang and the advice he had given him… You have to be just a little bit
smarter… How was Sokka supposed to do that? How was he supposed to - It clicked... he
had to make Zuko throw up… Chang made Zuko throw up every single bending suppressant
day. Sokka shuddered thinking about what he would have to do in order to get Zuko to throw
up… Sokka would have to do what Chang did and maybe it would help save Zuko’s life.

Sokka placed his hands back on the shivering fire bender, he was almost completely dry
beside the front part of the fabric that had been pressed up against Sokka’s back, the
closeness had kept the moisture trapped between them. “Zuko… Can you hear me?”

Sokka knew he wouldn’t get a response, the other boy’s eyes were squeezed shut and his jaw
was locked tight, his lip snarled just the smallest bit. The strained expression made Sokka
want to reach down and pry his furrowed brow apart and smooth out the lines on his face, he
just wanted to make all his hurt go away. Sokka had barely registered his own pain since their
escape, he had ignored the pulsing pain vibrating from the burn on his side and the cuts and
contusions scattered across his own skin.

He would deal with his hurt if... WHEN… he got Zuko the help he needed, but right now the
only help he had was Sokka. Inhaling a deep gulp of humid air he shook Zuko’s shoulder just
the smallest amount to try and get his attention, but it didn’t work. If anything, he curled into
himself just a little tighter, pulling his body smaller… Sokka started to panic and decided he
had to just do it.

He had to forcefully try to get Zuko to vomit.

Sokka stood up and walked around until he was in front of Zuko, he grabbed the other boy
around the waist, as gently as he could, and tried to pull him into a sitting position. Zuko
made another terrible pained-gasping-noise and Sokka’s heart screamed at his brain to just
put him down and comfort him… but his brain argued that if he did that, Zuko was going to
die.

The poison coursing through his veins would kill him, and if it didn’t... all the open wounds
covering his body would surely get infected and then their struggle to stay alive would lessen
significantly. He had to at least try to battle one of the evils.

“Zuko.. it's me, Sokka. I need you to throw up... do you remember? Do you remember when
Chang tried to get you to throw up?” Sokka saw the fire bender’s unscarred eye flutter open
and close a few times before it stayed opened halfway, revealing the hazy, distant void hiding
beneath. Zuko’s one eye stared at him, but Sokka knew he wasn’t really seeing him…

“Please Zuko, can you hear me? I have… I have to make you throw up… I don’t want to hurt
you, but I need to get that poison out of you. Do you understand me?” Sokka pulled Zuko
towards him just a little, ignoring the way his body cringed and struggled against the forceful
movement. Sokka’s brain wondered if he was struggling because he thought… if he
thought… Sokka shook his head. No. Zuko knows he would never hurt him.

Sokka took a deep breath and pulled Zuko up just a little further until they were practically in
a kneeling embrace, well… Sokka was kneeling. Zuko’s pale legs were sprawled out



underneath him while Sokka held his upper body tightly against his chest, Zuko’s head rested
over his left shoulder and his opposite arm was draped across Sokka’s other shoulder.

Sokka turned and put his face against Zuko’s head, he ignored the foreign sweat-smell that
covered his friend, hiding his natural smoky aroma. Sokka’s anger curled around his heart
and it started beating faster thinking about the way Zuko had smelled just the other night
when he carried Sokka so carefully and took him to a safe place. After they were safe he fed
him, treated his wounds and then held onto him all night to keep him warm.

Now, he was holding Zuko and had nothing to comfort the boy, in fact… he was about to hurt
him, even if it was for his health. Sokka took his left arm and wrapped it around Zuko’s back,
he lightly traced his fingers in small circles against the back of his tunic. He felt the fire
bender shiver from the touch but he relaxed under the movement after a few steady,
synchronized breaths with Sokka. He could feel Zuko allowing his body weight to sink down
into Sokka’s strength and Sokka made sure to stay strong under the full weight Zuko let him
hold.

Sokka took a deep breath, his chest felt tight from the anxiousness he was feeling for what he
had to do next. Curling his fingers into his palm he formed a tight fist, remembering what
Bato taught him about keeping his thumb against the outsides of his fingers and never
tucking in inside or it might break from the impact. Bato was the one to teach Sokka to fight,
it was a way to release his pent up anger, which at the time… Sokka never realized he had
pent up anger.

But his mother’s death had indeed affected him and training with Bato gave him the type of
release he needed as a growing boy. His father preferred a more tactical and light hearted
approach, finding clever ways to keep Sokka’s mind focused on anything other than the pain.

Sokka sighed, because knew he was avoiding what needed to be done by retreating into his
memories, the ones filled with snow and laughter. Sokka remembered falling on his butt and
Bato’s strong hand always there to pick him back up… oh, how his heart ached for his home.

Sokka pulled his arm back and whispered in Zuko’s ear and held him tightly as he thrust his
fist as hard as he could into the boy’s stomach. “I’m sorry.” Sokka whispered when he heard
Zuko gasp and his body went stiff… Sokka felt him start to struggle, his fingers twisting into
the back of his Sokka’s tunic as he prepared to fight back. Sokka didn’t wait for Zuko to
recover because he couldn’t let the other boy fight him right now, not because he was afraid
he would lose... but because Zuko would definitely hurt himself in the process. (...and he
might lose, which would be really embarrassing if they both lived through this.)

Sokka pulled his arm back again and squeezed his eyes shut as his hand on Zuko’s back held
him in steady and he slammed his fist in Zuko’s stomach again. This time Sokka got what he
wanted and Zuko started coughing a deep cough, one that would have rattled his stomach.
Zuko was coughing and Sokka knew that this was the last time he could hit him… if he kept
punching Zuko, he might cause worse injury… but it would have been worth it if he could
get him to purge some of the pills.

Sokka felt Zuko’s body bend at the last strike, he felt the other boy’s stomach clench around
his fist and the sound of him throwing up over his shoulder brought happy tears to Sokka’s



eyes. Zuko purged again and Sokka took his fist away and wrapped his arms around Zuko,
using both hands to rub comforting motions across his back.

“It’s ok… that’s it, you just need to get it all out. Good job, I’m so sorry Zuko, but this is
good…” Sokka didn’t know what to say, he was rambling but he remembered how Zuko
enjoyed his ramblings when he was high on bending suppressants back in the prison camp.
“We have been making good travel time today, this is only our second stop, I am going to try
to get you to eat something and then we can keep moving… we have to find some water soon
and a place to hide, it’ll be dark and cold…”

Sokka stopped talking when he realized he had no idea what he was going to do about the
afternoon light that was slipping away behind them. Dusk was quickly approaching and
Sokka wasn’t prepared for the freezing night ahead of them. Sokka held Zuko close and
rubbed his back until the shaking slowed into a soft trembling and Sokka felt the tears finally
slip down his face, fuck he hated this… Zuko let out a long sigh and Sokka hugged him just a
little closer.

“I’m sorry…” Zuko’s cracked voice was muffled against Sokka’s shoulder. The Water Tribe
boy held him tighter when he heard his voice, one of his hands trailed up Zuko’s back until
he found the back of his head. Sokka tenderly started stroking his hair, hoping to bring some
kind of comfort to the only person he knew that had worse luck than him.

“It’s ok Zuko… Please. You have nothing to be sorry about… Just relax, I’ve got you.”

Zuko nodded and Sokka turned his head and buried his face into the side of Zuko’s hair,
ignoring the dirty feeling the boy’s greasy hair gave him when he smelled the musk that he
associated with the horrible dark tent where he found Zuko’s limp body... The faint scent of
burnt flesh lingered on him and Sokka couldn’t wait to get him clean... fuck it, he was
selfish… he couldn’t wait for them both to be clean.

After a few minutes of rest for Zuko, Sokka shifted him so that he was able to lay Zuko down
on his side. He made sure to leave his scarred side down, he remembered that he always liked
to lay with his unscarred side faced up. Sokka’s mind wondered again about the possibility of
Zuko having trouble seeing and hearing out of his left side; it would make sense if he did and
why he would want to sleep the way he did.

Sokka grimaced at the grey tint the boy’s pale skin carried and the dark color of his veins,
closing his eyes Sokka tried to swallow down the slow churning panic. His brain began
thinking and his eyes opened again and traveled to where Zuko had vomited up a thick-black-
goo. It looked evil, like it might get up and hiss at them before crawling into the woods to
feast on some poor unsuspecting animal.

Sokka wondered how much more of that muck was still inside of Zuko and how quickly it
would take his body to digest the goo? How long after that would it take for the poison to
reach his heart? Surely, something that thick and unpleasant looking could junk-up even the
strongest muscle, which was what the heart was. Sokka could only guess… but he was pretty
sure that if that junk was pumped through Zuko’s heart, it would surely clog it up and stop it
from working… and that would definitely kill Zuko.



No one could live without a heart, well… except maybe Zhao, he was simply an evil
incarnate, posing as a man. He was probably filled the brim with black-goo, fucking ass-
hole… No, what did Zuko call him? In the very beginning… Ass-face. Yes, Zhao was a goo-
filled-ass-face.

His usual internal jokes were falling incredibly short as Sokka felt the anger boiling inside of
him, his eyes were fixed on Zuko’s weak body laying so helpless as Zhao’s poison continued
to torture him... no matter how many steps he put between them the torture wouldn’t stop.
Even though he ripped Zuko away from Zhao, the man still managed to keep his sick
clutches on him, he just wouldn’t stop squeezing until there was nothing left.

Sokka grabbed the sides of his hair and squeezed his eyes shut, kneeling in the dirt he felt the
angry tears sting his eyes again, while the thumping of his own heart made his head spin.
There was an overwhelming feeling of fear and his heartbeat felt heavy in his chest, he could
feel the deep ache of hopelessness growing inside. It was almost like he was back in prison…
Sokka could feel himself sitting in the cold chair, he could see the tall walls, he watched Zhao
touch Zuko in that way that made Sokka’s anger burn....

But the burning was no match for the cold feeling of hopelessness, it plunged his head down
under the cold surface of it’s darkness, the deep feeling smothered the burning fire inside.
The clash of hot and cold made everything feel mixed up and confused, he was scared, mad,
sad, hurt, cold, hot…

The roar from the dragon’s anger inside of him came out in a desperate scream that was
unexpected as it tore out of Sokka’s chest. The sound splintering out from the inside of his
throat in a painful broken cry for help. Even with his eyes squeezed shut, the tears still
wiggled their way out from the corners and bled down his face in a stream of frustration.
Sokka let out a weak moan before the sobs took over, gasping and sputtering on nothing but
air. His hands found their way back into the too-long sides of his hair, gripping and twisting
until some of the hair fell out of the weakly thrown together wolf’s-tail.

Sokka forced open his eyes when he heard something snap in the distance, his hands lowered
and he listened quietly, holding his breath to quiet the small sounds that still lingered from his
breakdown. He felt really fucking stupid for screaming just now… even if it was a weak, sad,
crying-kind-of-scream.

There was another snapping sound, but this time… a voice was heard over the sounds of the
forest.

“Who’s there?!”

Sokka scrambled for the knife’s handle and positioned himself on his feet, turning he saw a
figure moving through the forest towards them. He set himself between the incoming person
and Zuko, holding out the knife, he ignored the sheer panic pounding in his chest. Sokka’s
eyes stayed steady and he felt the familiar calm spread over him as the white noise in his
mind made everything fade away, leaving only him and the possible threat.

If they tried to touch Zuko, he would kill them.



- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When the city of Omashu finally came into view, Katara couldn't help but laugh when Aang
let out a victorious whooping-sound and a huge grin plastered across his face, one that made
Katara smile. She found herself smiling more on the trip to Omashu than she did for the
entirety of the last two moon cycles. After she and Aang had their talk, the heaviness of guilt
lifted just enough for them to breathe and the pressure of filling the silence lifted as the
impressive stone city came into view.

Katara watched Omashu reveal itself from behind the mountains, as they flew closer she
could see the smoke stacks rising from the terrain surrounding the cannon. Appa rumbled in
excitement when he saw the familiar city resting on the large plateau in a powerful display of
earth bending. Katara remembered the way she felt the first time her Water Tribe eyes saw, at
the time, the largest city she had ever seen. It was the first real city she had ever visited; her
and Sokka had never left the south before they met Aang...

Last time they were here, snow still scattered the ground and the temperatures were low
enough that they still wore their parkas during the day. Katara could vividly remember the
way her, Sokka and Aang crossed the jagged path across the canon to the city’s outer wall.
She would never forget thinking about what a dork Sokka was for being so enchanted by the
architecture and all the systems Omashu had set up throughout the city.

The descent into Omashu was much different this time, it was just the two of them as they
landed Appa just outside of the bridge. The bridge to Omashu was just as long and narrow as
Katara remembered, it was still the only safe access to inside the city unless they wanted to
land Appa directly inside. Katara could still remember the jittery feeling in her stomach the
first time she and Sokka walked with Aang up the narrow path while they both tried not to
look down.

Katara rolled her eyes thinking about Sokka’s nervous eyes every time he couldn’t help but
peek over the edge, she smiled to herself when she remembered the way Sokka dramatically
pulled back and tried not to look faint. (she knew he was scared because he was afraid of
heights)

Their first visit to Omashu was one of the many happy memories she had with her brother
and she cherished each and every one of them. But right now was not the time for a stroll
down memory lane as the once barren mountain range surrounding the cliff’s edge was lined
with green tents, smoke billowed up from large fires in the surrounding camps.

Aang and Katara landed Appa in a field for him to graze and it didn’t take long for them to
find General Fong and a few of the higher ranking Earth Kingdom officials. The Fire Nation
troops had moved in on Earth Kingdom territory during the time that Aang and Katara spent
in the Northern Water Tribe, instead of ‘wasting any more time waiting on the Avatar’ (as the
lovely General Fong put it) he made the decision to ready their forces and prepare for battle.
Katara noticed his enthusiasm for his war tactics right away, he had some plans for Aang, or
so he said.

The clashing of troops started about a week ago and both sides were evenly matched, they
were experiencing heavy casualties but the Earth Kingdom army was able to keep the Fire



Nation soldiers back. When Aang walked through camp and saw the burns, and the heavy
smell accompanied with charred skin, Katara watched his expression fall. There were some
injuries caused by weapons, where the steel blades had pierced and penetrated through
leather and gaps in armored plates.

Katara could see the flashback of hurt settling on Aang’s face and without even thinking her
hand went to the cork on her waterskin, ready to begin healing the injured but she hesitated...
Aang looked at her with the same hurt she saw when he witnessed the damage he and the
ocean spirit had inflicted on the Fire Nation ships. The body count had been high from the
battle in the north and it was looking like this battle could turn out with similar results. This
was war they kept saying… but Katara refused to accept that as an excuse.

Aang became serious and demanded to speak to King Bumi, they were escorted into the city
and were met with a familiar face. Katara’s heart skipped a beat before it plunged head first
into the freezing pit of her stomach, of course Jet found his way into a battle against the Fire
Nation. He stood in front of her, as tall and handsome as she remembered him being… before
his presence became a threat and the way she viewed him changed, dramatically.

“Jet.” Her voice dripped with venom and her fingers twitched over her water-skin, for a
different reason than healing, she was prepared to attack if one word was misplaced. She
could feel the anger in her finger-tips as they waited for an opportunity to teach the jerk a
lesson, though the usual ferocity behind her emotions was lacking.

With a small smirk and a nibble at the end of his stalk of grass, Jet stared at Katara in a way
that made her knees weak. How she hated her body for reacting this way to him, it was bad
enough he was her very-first-kiss, but it was worse because she still felt things for the
maniac. As much as she told herself she viewed him differently… She still saw the injured
boy hiding under his tough demeanor. But she continued to ignore those thoughts and iced
over her expression. She could see the waves of nervous energy radiating off of Jet as he
shifted under her gaze.

“Katara.” He said with a voice that made her heart skip just a beat faster. “What are you and
Aang doing here? Where is your brother.”

Katara felt the cold feeling she associated with loss, the feeling iced over her veins and
slowed her heart when she thought of her mother’s smile and her brother’s goofy laugh. She
could barely register the tears that sprang into her eyes, it was so annoying how weak she was
when her brother’s memories danced in her vision, showing her what was and how it might
never be that way ever again. Jet must have seen her reaction as her tears followed their usual
route down her cheeks before they dribbled down the line of her chin… slowly, she looked up
at him and she let the hurt show… because it hurt so bad.

Jet surprised her when he closed the gap and pulled her into his arms, she let out a small
sound when one of his hands rested on the back of her head and he pulled her into a tight,
comforting embrace.

“I am so sorry Katara….”



She didn’t even need to tell him… and he knew. The look in her eyes must have said it all
and when Jet, a boy who had felt that same loss and pain, saw it in another... he recognized it
right away. He had a knack for finding someone’s hurt and Katara’s hurt was so big and raw
that he could have seen it from miles away. She let him hold her for a few heart beats before
she remembered that he was a murdering psycho and she corrected herself and shoved him
away.

Scrubbing her eyes with the back of her hands, her cold expression returned and the ice walls
went back up, she moved a little closer to Aang and crossed her arms. “We are here to see
King Bumi. Aang wants to speak with him about the battle going on outside his walls.”

The Earth Kingdom soldiers standing with Jet nodded and the group moved deeper into the
city, towards the palace. While they walked Katara listened to Aang (being the friendly guy
he always had to be) ask Jet about his time spent while they were apart and how he had ended
up behind the walls of Omashu. Katara wasn’t surprised that Jet was happy to talk about
himself, jerk.

Jet told Aang about the Freedom Fighters and how the group decided to go their separate
ways after a conflict of interest. Apparently, this happened right after the whole ‘damn
situation’ as he referred to it, rather than ‘his attempt to murder a village of people’... but
whatever, Jet could tell the story however he wanted, she knew the truth. Katara could feel
herself glaring at Jet as he spoke, but he didn’t seem to mind, in fact… he was basking in the
attention.

He continued his story, his smirk just a little more smug than it was before he noticed
Katara’s gaze. She desperately tried to ignore the feeling of fluttering butterflies flying
around inside her stomach. Mentally, she began freezing the little bugs and when that didn't
work she shooed them out of her stomach and up into her throat instead… This made her
awkwardly begin coughing on the make-believe-bugs, like a crazy person. Her little coughing
fit earned her an awkward look from everyone, including Aang… clearing her throat she
pretended to look at something else.

Jet winked at her before returning to his story, her face only flushed a small amount and it
was completely out of her control. Jet told them that after his crew broke up he, Smellerbee
and Longshot were planning on starting over and heading to Ba Sing Se. But they intercepted
a messenger hawk in one of the hawk traps they had scattered throughout the forest. He
explained they were in the process of removing them before they left the forest (he assured
them both that he would not leave them there to catch hawks and leave them for dead).
Katara only half-believed him, because one half of her really wanted to know that he wasn’t
actually a complete monster.

The hawk was carrying a message containing information about Fire Nation troops moving
towards an invasion of Omashu. Jet explained that when he saw the contents of the message
he knew he had to get the information to the right people. So that’s how Jet, Smellerbee and
Longshot ended up at General Fong’s base with the note containing the Fire Nation’s current
whereabouts, invasion strategy and travel routes, including marked supply stations.

General Fong was apparently very pleased with the information and of course, Jet
volunteered the Freedom Fighters (when he said that Katara couldn't help but mental-note



that it was only Smellerbee and Longshot so not really Freedom Fighters, but she let it slide)
to scout ahead and try to dismantle some of the supply stations. They planned to meet back
up with General Fong in Omashu.

From what it sounded like to Katara, was that Jet found some important Fire Nation secrets
and then took it upon himself to directly involve him and his two remaining Freedom
Fighters and no one stopped him. Katara couldn't help but snort to herself in inner-
amusement of Jet’s tenacity and how he always seemed to find a fight.

Jet claimed that they were able to take out 2 supply stations before arriving in Omashu,
where they were given access to the city to meet with King Bumi. General Fong had already
sent a hawk with word of the incoming invasion and the city was preparing for battle.
Civilians bunkered down and prepared their families and their homes for the possibility of the
Fire Nation invading their city. Katara’s heart squirmed as she walked past children clinging
to their mother’s skirts as the men boarded windows and cleared the streets. Watching green
and brown eyes followed the group of soldiers and people whispered about the arrival of the
Avatar, the people seemed hopeful at the idea of Aang being there to help.

Katara thought it was weird when Jet said that Bumi seemed very unbothered about the entire
situation.

Apparently, King Bumi and General Fong were having some disagreements on how to handle
the Fire Nation’s invasion attempt. Much to Katara’s surprise, it seemed as though Bumi
wanted to surrender the city and avoid unnecessary bloodshed, whereas Fong wanted to
defend the city at all costs and seemed extra excited that Aang was here to help. The
eagerness made Katara’s stomach feel funny, like an unexplained nervousness.

The group made it through the city and Katara and Aang found themselves back in front of
King Bumi, this time he didn’t sit on his throne but he stood in front of them and embraced
Aang in a strong hug. This was the first time since the entire ‘rock-candy-incident’ that
Katara had seen King Bumi, he seemed to have the same crazy eyes and a kooky expression
that Aang seemed to adore.

He pulled her into a tight hug that took her by surprise... but the hug reminded her of one of
her Gran-Gran hugs so she couldn’t help but melt, just a little. When he pulled back and
looked her in the eyes, his crazy whirlwind irises were uncharacteristically calm and steady...
His usual kooky expression was sullen but strong as he stared into her soul.

“I am sorry for your loss my dear, the pain of losing a brother is a burden no one should ever
have to bear, especially someone so young. A dear friend of mine recently lost someone very
close to him. I know that a pain that deep can hollow out even the largest of men. I am glad to
see you prevailing. You are a strong woman Katara, Aang is lucky to have you as a friend.”

The words cut through Katara, spoken from someone who wasn’t with them when the
Northern Water Tribe was attacked… and wasn’t there to see her struggle as she searched for
her brother… The very idea that someone acknowledged that he was gone and then compared
it to someone else’s loss... it was enough to smother her in emotion and suddenly it was hard
to breathe.



All she could do was nod and hold back the tears that threatened to spill over in a room full
of powerful men, but she refused to shed a single tear. She was a young woman, the only
woman in the presence of military men, with their strong leadership; she would not taint her
reputation with a display of weakness.

“Thank you, King Bumi.”

“Just, Bumi, my dear.”

Hours later, Katara found herself (unfortunately) sitting next to Jet at a massive war table
while General Fong and King Bumi argued back and forth… General Fong made clear
decisive thoughts with tangible military based actions, while King Bumi… well he and Aang
cracked jokes and when he did contribute it was more nonsense then it was actual, usable
information. He refused to move past the decision to surrender and General Fong and his men
were growing increasingly more frustrated. Katara wondered how thin his patience could
wear before he snapped.

Katara found herself staring out the large balcony that overlooked the city, the sun was
starting to set, she felt nostalgic as she watched the sunlight reflect off the smooth stone
surface of the towering mail-shoots. The corner of her lip twitched when she thought about
the three of them ripping through the city, terrified, riding in one of the larger mail carriers.
She let the smile take over her expression when she thought about how Sokka had screamed
like a little girl behind her when Aang used his air bending to push them to go faster. Oh…
and of course there were the spears, she almost chuckled thinking about Sokka’s wild
expression when he realized they were being chased by the stacked weapons.

Katara sighed and her smile faded, she hoped that if her brother was out there and he was
alive, that he was at least having a better time than she was.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka’s eyes met with sun-aged-skin and piercing hazel eyes, a woman older than his dad
stood in front of him, she was holding a smooth wooden cane with a twisted handle. She
wore very unusual clothing for a woman, baggy grey pants tucked into calf-high leather
boots. She wore a baggy green tunic that tucked into her pants and secured with a thick
leather belt which had pouches and other various items hanging from it. Her tunic had no
sleeves and one of the woman’s arms had a bad burn covering most of the bicep and half-way
down her forearm. Sokka noticed that her choice of clothing would usually be worn by a
man, he could never imagine Katara or Suki wearing something like what this woman had
on.

What Sokka found most odd, besides the woman’s clothing choice, was her hair… the color
had faded into a silver-grey with age, but this woman chose to wear her hair like the men did
back home in his village. She had shaved the sides down to a small stubble, but the strange
woman didn’t keep the top long. Instead, she had it shorter and let it naturally spike out,
almost the way Zuko’s hair did. Sokka had to contain the smile that twitched the corners of
his lips when he thought of Zuko’s constantly messy hair.



Her hazel eyes flickered between Sokka’s appearance and Zuko lying on the ground behind
him. Sokka felt uneasy about the situation but the woman didn’t seem to care at all about the
knife he had pointed in her direction. She was much more interested in their appearances and
probably the fact that they were in the middle of the forest so soon after such a terrible storm.

She lifted the cane and Sokka saw that the tip was sharpened to a point, the woman carried a
cross-bodied burlap sack with some plant life hanging over the edge. She must have been out
collecting herbs… which meant she lived near here… but that wouldn’t make any sense
because Sokka knew they were still far out from any of the nearby villages.

“What kind of weird camping is this? What is going on here?” Her aged voice carried a rasp,
similar to the way healthy-Zuko sounded.

Sokka blinked and felt the words retreat when his mouth went dry, he didn’t know what to
say… What was going on here?

Oh, hello stranger this is Zuko, he is dying from being poisoned or it could be the infected
burns and who knows, maybe some internal bleeding because a psycho-rapist-admiral
decided to take his crazy out on him? Oh, and they just escaped jail... and then captivity…
and then captivity again… and now, oh now… Sokka was just waiting for Zhao to pop out
from behind a tree at any moment and yell… SURPRISE! He would rip Zuko away from him
and drag him back into the awful, fucking, horrible tent and Sokka would have to know that -

“Hello? Kid? You wanna lower the knife?”

Sokka blinked and shut down his spiraling-out-of-control-thoughts, setting his tunnel vision
on the woman in front of him. The woman looked annoyed more than anything, but Sokka
could see there was a hint of concern in the way the corners of her mouth dipped down and
her brow wasn’t furrowed in anger but rather more of a questioning nature.

“No… I won’t lower the knife…” Sokka managed to get the words out as stable as he could.

“Ok? Well, is your friend alright? Because from where I am standing, he doesn’t look too
good.”

“He is fine, we are fine… Thank you. You… You can go.”

The woman scoffed, “I know I can go, I am aware of what I can and can not do… Now, I am
going to offer you my help, which it looks like you desperately need. You can or can not
accept it, I live up the hill with my wife and we are both healers. No, you do not have any
reason to trust me, just like I have no reason to trust you… knife-boy but if you don’t want
your friend to die, you might want to come with me… of course, the choice is yours. You can
do what you want and I will pretend I never saw you.”

Sokka didn’t know what to think, his brain felt like a nest of buzzing vanilla-bees, flying
around his ears in an angry swarm of white noise. His eyes left the strange woman for just a
moment and looked back at Zuko’s body, at the tinted crawling veins that were spreading too
fast… He had to make a decision and he had to make it for both of them… the pressure to
make the right one was overwhelming.



He looked into the woman’s eyes… he focused on the depth of her hazel irises, he searched
for any sign of deceit. But Sokka couldn’t see through her cold exterior, her guarded eyes
kept secrets between the hues of amber-green. She took a step towards him and with a quick
motion she pulled the cane out from under her and knocked the knife out of his hands. Before
Sokka could scramble for the knife again, she pointed the sharp end of her cane at his throat.

“Step away from the boy.” She said in a low, threatening way. Her glare narrowed and the
sharp green edges of her eyes came to life, her fierce demeanor making its appearance… The
woman was old, yes, but Sokka could tell she was strong. Even with her threat, he didn’t
move, he would never move out of her way… she would have to kill him before he would let
her go anywhere near Zuko.

“You’ll have to kill me… I won’t let you touch him.”

Their eyes were locked together in a threatening dance… but there was a cautiousness to their
stare as both participants were hesitant to use violence. Slowly, she lowered the cane and her
eyes left Sokka and went back over to where Zuko laid in the dirt, the only sign he was alive
was the soft wheezing coming from his damaged throat.

“Where did you two come from?” She asked the question slowly as her eyes trailed back over
to Sokka, scanning over his appearance once more before settling back into his fierce eyes.
Sokka wasn’t sure how to answer that question, so fuck it... he tried the truth and oh boy did
it come tumbling out in a rushed, panicked, waterfall of words.

“We escaped a secret prison camp ran by Admiral Zhao of the Fire Nation and he wants to
kill me and my friend and he has been poisoned and he is burned so badly… and I don’t
know what to do, I can’t keep dragging him through the forest and you’re right... he probably
won't live through the night and it’s going to be all my fault because I am weak and he had to
do this to save me - “

“SHHHH, wait just a moment.” She rubbed her forehead and shushed him with added
emphasis on the SHH part. “Did you say Admiral Zhao?”

Sokka just nodded, sniffling as the emotions bubbled in his chest, the sobs popping in his
throat. He swallowed the tickling bubbles and watched the woman’s expression shift into a
heavy frown, her mouth tensed before she spoke again.

“That son-of-a-bitch is still alive? I would have hoped someone would have killed that man
by now.”

Sokka didn’t know what to say to that, he just continued to blink at the woman and nodded
his head. The frown on her face shifted into a deeper look of concern and her eyes once again
trailed over Sokka’s appearance. Her next words sent a chill down his spine…

“Did you two escape his prison?”

Sokka just… nodded. So people knew that such an awful place existed and they did
nothing… there were no bounds to what fear would do to a person. But this woman didn’t



speak about the prison camp as if she feared the place, there was more ferocity behind her
words, as if she would fight… if there were a fight.

“The storm is sure to return during the night and I will need to take a look at both of your
wounds. Eve would kill me if I left you boys out here to freeze to death, now come help me
with your friend.”

“No! - “

The woman looked taken back by his outburst, but her hazel eyes locked onto him with a
firm, confident expression that seemed to freeze the fire burning inside. The dragon in his
chest felt heavy under her gaze as she battled with it for control. Surprisingly, it backed down
and Sokka felt a small calm settle over him, it wasn’t trust... Oh no, Sokka wouldn’t know
trust again… the word felt foreign in his mind, like an outsider blocked off from his new way
of thinking.

“I know you are afraid and I didn't mean to knock away your knife, but honestly kid, with the
way you were holding it you wouldn’t have even landed a hit. Now, please… allow me to
help your friend.”

Sokka was so hesitant he could hardly breath, his entire body was tense as his brain throbbed
with the memory of a green-eyed girl who betrayed him just a few nights ago… but how just
yesterday, she asked him the same thing… and how he allowed her to help them and touch
Zuko and how, without her… they would be dead.

So Sokka took another leap into the unknown and nodded in agreement, he moved to the side
just enough so that the woman moved toward Zuko.

Sokka bent down and gathered Zuko’s upper half into his arms, propping him up as watched
the elder woman approach. Sokka heard her gasp quietly at the sight of Zuko’s broken body.
There was no hiding the bruises, burns, and scars that told stories of his suffering… there was
no hiding what his father did to him either…

Sokka’s mind was interrupted when the woman’s hands reached out for Zuko, Sokka flinched
back and yanked Zuko away from her in a soft, defensive, unsure… feral way that he
couldn’t understand.

“I promise you, I will not hurt him.” The woman’s voice was the softest it had sounded since
meeting, the raspiness vibrating in her throat remained the same. Sokka took a deep breath
in-through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth and nodded, a gesture of permission as she laid
her hands against Zuko’s back and gently hoisted him to where Sokka wanted him to go.

Once Zuko returned to his previous position, pressed against Sokka’s back. The comforting
feeling of the fire bender’s soft hair rubbing against Sokka’s face returned, exhaling a long
breath he felt content… until he noticed the knife and his bag were still laying in the dirt.
Without saying a word the woman moved and picked up his bag and his knife, placing the
one inside another before pulling the bag across her back.



“The sun will be gone soon, it’s best we get home before the darkness settles in. Come on
now, follow me.”

And Sokka did…
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Leaving It All Behind



Chapter 19: Cabin In The Woods

The sun was beginning to dip out of view and Sokka could feel the steady decline of
temperature as the continuous breeze carried the cold chill down the mountain. Sokka
couldn't help but think about how usually, if he were this close to Zuko, he would be
sweating from the heat pulsing off the fire bender’s body… but the boy was silent and cold
against his back.

Zuko was the type to always have a strong awareness of his surroundings, even when he was
sleeping… so the fact that he didn’t even acknowledge the strange woman's sudden
appearance was alarming. The fear and worry was tying tiny knots along the bottom of
Sokka’s stomach, he felt nauseous from the feeling… and possibly the lack of food. Sokka
couldn’t even remember the last time he ate real food and without that, he didn’t have enough
energy left after hiking through the woods half the night and most of the day. The lack of
energy was starting to cause fatigue which impaired his vision and made every step
agonizing.

Sokka’s legs were throbbing and Zuko felt like he weighed way more than his thin body was
capable of weighing. Once they reached a point where the terrain began to hike up into an
incline, Sokka thought his legs were going to crumble beneath him, spilling him and Zuko
onto the ground. He could barely keep his eyes focused on the woman walking in front of
him, sometimes she blurred into two versions of herself - but she always went back to one.
The woman would glance back at them occasionally, but she kept her eyes forward for the
most part. With her shoulders squared and back straight, she walked in a sense of purpose and
her body followed the forest like they were old friends.

She weaved between the trees as the foliage began to thin and rugged rock formations began
to rise up from the earth as they started the exhausting trek up the mountain. The dirt under
his bare feet turned to stone and the walk became even more difficult, if that was even
fucking possible. Sokka’s bare foot caught a sharp stone that had splintered off and wandered
out in front of him. Of course, it just happened to land in the perfect spot so that he would
step on it… directly on that little tender spot on the inside of his foot.

He hissed from the annoyingness of the pain, because honestly was the small pain in his foot
going to be the thing to make him stop walking? Not the burning, throbbing, aching pain that
came from all his other worse injuries?

Exactly, get over it.

So he got over it and kept his bare feet moving forward until they started to pass impossible-
to-climb-rock-formations as they continued their ascent into the higher altitude. Sokka
realized the very mountain they were hiking up was the exact one that he had been searching
for from the map, his half-way-mark-mountain. It was a lot smaller than the map depicted it
would be… but still they climbed higher and the trees thinned until they arrived at a strange
looking rock formation, one that seemed to block off the trail they were following. Sokka
hesitated because… why would she lead them here?



It was clearly a dead end.

Sokka’s nervous eyes shifted around and he felt himself subconsciously pull Zuko’s thighs a
little tighter, just in case they had to run. Sokka wasn’t sure if he could… run, mostly because
he couldn’t really walk but he would sure-fucking-try to run. The woman glanced back at him
and Sokka’s breath hitched in his throat… she smiled and moved around the piled boulders
and disappeared from his view.

It… wasn’t possible?

Sokka wasn’t sure where she had gone because there was no space between the cluster of
boulders and the side of the mountain… Unless…

He took a few steps towards the illusion and realized there was a gap where the trail curved
around the boulders and cut through a small crevice between the one of the massive rocks
and the side of the cliff. The small space wasn't enough for a kymodo-rhino or any other type
of wagon or tank to pass, but someone who was looking for a way through and was on foot
might be able to fit.

Sokka hesitated, the churning in his gut made him feel sick, mostly because it was empty and
he had used up every ounce of adrenaline he had left. Still, he had to move forward… Zuko
needed help or he was going to die and at this point... if this woman really wanted to hurt
him, she could do it now or later, so either way… he was fucked.

Sokka groaned to himself because the word just left a different taste in his mouth now, he
cursed himself for turning every turn-of-phrase into something disgusting. Well… it wasn’t
disgusting... if it was performed in the right context. Sokka shook his head because he was
mentally distracting himself from the fear that was tingling in his toes.

Sokka held his breath as he made his narrow squeeze through the hidden passageway and his
eyes met with the woman’s hazel stare on the other side. She smiled, “almost there kid, can
you make it?”

Sokka’s mind screamed NO, but his body did that annoying thing where it moved without
consulting him and he nodded YES and much to Sokka’s despair... They were walking again.
The path curved around the side of the mountain at a steady incline for a few minutes until it
began to descend back towards the forest on the other side. The trees returned in clusters and
Sokka mindlessly followed the woman until she veered off the trail and cut through a hidden
path that had been cleared through the brush.

Sokka took a deep breath as he followed behind her, his nervousness reached a new peak as
the unknown destination in front of him came closer. The rest of the walk didn’t take long
and soon the smell of smoke and other herbs and spices filled his nostrils, the salivating
began once his pallet picked up on the smoked-meat smell that wafted through the trees. A
decent sized log cabin came into view and Sokka’s heart began to beat in his chest, it was the
first human residence that he has seen since being captured in the north, all that time ago…
he couldn’t even think about what it would feel like to be in a home.



The cabin was nestled between a group of ancient-monster-oak-trees, their massive size
towered over the earth and extended over the cabin in a web of thick, mossy coated branches
that laced together in a way that was almost poetic. Thick hanging moss created a cozy
blanket from the sun, shading the area around the home and providing them with unspoken
comfort as it stretched over the cabin. Flickering shadows from the approaching dusk made
the homestead look almost… magical, but that had to be Sokka’s complete exhaustion
speaking because he has never used the word magical to describe something before.

The cabin was built rather closer to the bend of the mountain which created a perfectly
secluded domain, hidden under the cover of the trees. The cabin itself was constructed so the
building was longer horizontally with a pointed roof and 4 windows on each side of the
entrance going down to the end. There was a small stone porch at the front door lined with
stacks of rocks in a variety of sizes. The cabin itself was built with large logs that lined the
outer walls and extended high into a pointed roof with a stone chimney which expelled puffs
of light grey smoke.

There was evidence of life at the homestead everywhere, from the laundry slowly swaying
between two trees, to the gardens overflowing with vegetation. There were clear signs of
innovative thinking and clever solutions for common problems, he noticed it right away with
the complex system of pipes criss-crossed across the garden that drizzled water over the
growing vegetation. There had to be a fresh water source nearby and the thought of crisp,
cool water made Sokka’s tongue dance over the front of his teeth, they felt… fuzzy.

He could hear sounds of animal life in a part of the homestead that he couldn’t see, he
wondered how much more there was just out view. Sokka’s eyes were distracted from the
strange-haired-woman and it wasn’t until he heard the creaking of a wooden door that his
blue eyes shot over to where the noise had originated from.

A slightly younger, but still middle-aged woman appeared, standing in the open doorway.
The woman was holding the door open when she paused, when her eyes landed on Sokka and
Zuko her face softened and a small smile spread from cheek to cheek. She wore her silver-
blonde hair long and tied into a loose braid slung over her shoulder, her dark eyes were bright
in the opposite way that Zhao’s amber eyes had been dark. Her skin carried a skin-kissed-pale
color that complimented the soft pink flush that seemed permanently pigmented into her
cheeks.

“Oh, hello there! Welcome home - that was a short forage, but I see you gathered…
company?”

She giggled at her own joke (which Sokka would have usually found hilarious if he were not
half-brain-dread) wiping her hands off on the stained and spotted apron she had tied around
her waist. She descended down the stone steps that extending down from where she stood,
Sokka couldn’t help but mentally flinch at the memory of steps leading into a cabin full of
torture and pain. He counted as she took 5 footsteps down the 4 stone steps, he swallowed the
lump in his throat and tightened his grip just a little tighter against Zuko. The other woman’s
smile faded instantly when she saw the horrible condition he was sure that he and Zuko
looked, she rushed forward (Sokka heard the one woman call the hazel-eyed-fake-cane-



carrying woman – V when they exchanged hushed words) V held out her arm to stop the
braided-hair-woman from getting too close.

Sokka mentally scoffed to himself, feral.

“I found these two in the woods, the one boy is sick and very injured, we need to get his
wounds cleaned and assess his condition right away. The other boy is injured as well, he will
also need to be cleaned. I say we fill the basin with warm but not hot water and while they
bathe we can gather some medicine, it looks like a lot of burns and bruises – possibly some
internal bleeding. They are escaped prisoners of Zhao.”

The woman twirled the end of her braid within her fingers, her brow furrowed at the mention
of Zhao and her dark eyes met with Sokka as her thin lips twitched into a comforting smile
just for him. “I will go gather some coals and get the bath prepared –“

“My friend has been poisoned, he needs to throw up to get it out of his stomach… I was
trying to get him to throw up just before you found us… please, can you help him?” Sokka
didn’t mean to cut her off but Zuko had not moved since the last time they stopped to rest. If
they didn’t get the pills out of his body he was going to die.

Both women looked at one another and worked in an impressive harmony when they took
Sokka’s words as permission to begin helping them. He smothered down the panic that was
thumping in his chest, he had to stay calm and let these women help them… he had no other
choice. They gently moved him inside and he heard another gasp when the newer woman
saw the extent of Zuko’s injuries. The weight of Zuko’s body was lifted from his back and for
the first time since he began following V… Sokka took a full breath of air.

He had to hold back a sob when he saw the dark veins crawling up Zuko’s bruised and
burned neck, they gripped their way up into his face, lacing across his jawline. The barley-
hanging-on-tunic did very little to cover the evidence of sexual abuse that displayed itself
prominently on his body. Sokka had to close his wandering eyes because if he looked too
long he was going to lose-his-shit and have a full-blown mental breakdown in front of these
strange women. So, he ignored it and pushed back the darkness, when he opened his eyes
again he kept them focused on the women in front of him.

Together, they worked in synchronized motions, the longer haired woman stood (whose name
Sokka still had not obtained) and rushed down the hallway to Sokka’s left disappearing into a
room unseen, but soon after he heard the sound of rushing water. Sokka began to panic
further when V moved to put her hand on one of the injuries on Zuko’s neck. He moved
towards Zuko in a weird, defensive, confusing rush of needing to grab the other boy and pull
him away from her. V seemed to notice his tension and her eyes focused in on his shifting
blue gaze, he wasn’t sure where to look and everything felt overwhelming. He could feel his
eyes moving too fast and his breathing increasing as each breath brought him less and less
air.

His senses were overwhelmed from the various herbs and their different smells and vast
collection of scrolls and books lining the walls, the intense burning from the fire…
everything felt… too much and all he wanted to do was protect Zuko –



“Kid, it’s alright… we just want to help you. In order to help you and your friend we need to
get you cleaned so we can treat your injuries. If you want… I can help clean you both so we
make sure to take special care of – “

“No! No… I can do it.”

Her hazel eyes didn’t fight him, she seemed to expect his reaction. “I figured you’d say as
much, I will let you… as long as you actually clean him, all of him.”

She looked at him with a steady gaze and Sokka knew what she was referring to because she
was not a stupid woman and she was not a naïve one either, there were obvious signs of what
had happened to Zuko and there were going to be things that would be uncomfortable for him
because of it… but Sokka didn’t care what he had to do for Zuko, he would do anything to
bring Zuko some kind of comfort. He just wanted to give his fire bending friend some sort of
peace after all the anguish he had been through and Sokka felt the need to help provide it, the
burning in his chest demanded it.

“I can take care of him.”

V didn’t argue and her hazel eyes didn’t linger for extra conversation, she simply helped
Sokka pull Zuko back onto his back and was led further into the home, they stepped down
into an open room with a fire in the center. He noticed there were all sorts of different pots
and various bowls and containers stacked around the fire, along with a few seating pillows
and a couple of furs. Sokka’s eyes lingered on the furs, a creeping feeling of nostalgia nipped
at the small part of his brain that wanted to pull him into happy memories of a giggling sister
in a pile of warm furs.

Instead, he kept his mind on where he was going, he followed V down a hallway and through
a door on his left, she stood outside the open door and motioned him inside. The room was
about half the size of the washroom back at the prison camp, but it was luxurious in
comparison. The floors were a smooth stone surface that felt cold against his tired feet and
the large wood basin, it was the biggest tub he had ever seen, plenty big enough for him and
Zuko to fit comfortably. A metal pipe was extending out from the wall and positioned over
the basin, still dripping warm water from the spout.

Sokka saw the faint wisps of steam wafted off the surface of the water, his skin tinged in
anticipation of the idea of sitting in the warm water. He couldn’t tell if he was more excited to
experience the comfort of a warm bath or if he was more excited to help rid Zuko of
whatever discomfort covered his body. Sokka felt the strong urge to expunge him of that,
when he turned back to the open door he saw V was gone and the other woman had replaced
her.

The braided-hair-woman stood in the doorway and smiled sweetly at them, her dark brown
eyes were calm and she pointed from where she stood at a small table next to the tub. “There
are soaps and oils on the table and I put a few in the water already, they will help start to
cleanse any infections that might have started. I went ahead and I placed some spare tunics
and a few pant options we had that I thought might fit you. I know this is… probably a lot,
but just know… V is a very talented healer and she is umm..” The woman smiled and Sokka



saw something in her eyes that made his own chest flutter freely at the idea… “she is a very
kind woman underneath all her attitude… she will help save your friend –“

“Knock, knock dear, I come bearing gifts for our guests, most importantly the poisoned
one...” The braided woman’s face brightened at the sound of her… wife’s? voice. V walked
into the room and approached Sokka, setting a tray on the table next to the tub. The metal
tray carried a pitcher of water with a few empty stone cups and one particular small stone cup
full of a dark green liquid. After she set the tray on the table she put a deep metal bowl on the
ground.

“I would like whatever your friend throws up in the bucket please.”

Sokka frowned but nodded in agreement because - fuck it, if she wanted the nasty black gunk
that came out of Zuko’s stomach, more power to her. That was the last of the conversation
and Sokka was left alone with Zuko slung across his back and the gravity of the situation
really sank in, he had to undress and bathe Zuko. Sokka lowered his friend onto the ground
and the fire bender cracked open his unscarred eye when his head was lowered onto the stone
floor beneath them. The dull gold color was hardly visible against the dark void of his drug-
induced pupils.

“Hey buddy, I’m going to undress you... ok? I have to clean your wounds… I think… I think
I found us a safe place… well, more like the safe place found us. But before we do
anything… I uh…”

Sokka looked down at Zuko’s foggy eyes that barely had the strength to stay open, Sokka
searched them for some kind of sign that he heard him. When there was no reaction except
the slightest tilt of his head, Sokka trailed the unscarred side of his face softly with his thumb.
“Look at my eyes Zuko, who do you know that has blue eyes?”

Sokka watched as Zuko’s eyes focused on the words and his gaze finally met the blue of
Sokka’s eyes, he watched the haze clear for a moment of recognition before the small wave
of relaxation washed over the boy. He nodded and Sokka focused on the small sliver of gold
that remained in Zuko’s eyes, because he knew that as long as there was some gold left, Zuko
was alive and he was in there.

“Zuko, do you trust me?” The question left Sokka’s lips without him fully realizing the
weight of the question. Zuko stared at him and Sokka wasn’t sure if he was going to be able
to answer, but much to the Water Tribe boy’s surprise Zuko nodded, yes. Sokka smiled and
the tears stung at his eyes, ok.. he could do this he just had to get up and start doing it.

He stood and moved over to the table holding the glorious looking water, grabbing the tray
and the metal bucket-bowl-thing he moved back over to where Zuko was. Sokka decided it
was better to get Zuko to throw up first and then give him some water and then put him in the
tub. He lifted Zuko’s upper half, ignoring the stretched out tunic that was falling down one of
his shoulders, at least the sash that Sokka had tied around his waist kept the bottom half of
the too-big-tunic from riding up and revealing too much of the fire bender to the women that
were helping them.



… though, something in the back of Sokka’s mind told him the ladies were not interested in
anything Zuko or Sokka had to offer them…

Which brought up all sorts of conflicting feelings that Sokka didn’t understand because it was
unheard-of for two women to be married, but he distinctly remembered V calling the other
woman her wife. Sokka would have to look into the situation whenever he had enough
energy to concentrate on something like that, but now was not the time. Sokka held the cup
up to Zuko’s lips and the fire bender glanced up at him with a look that made Sokka’s heart
squeeze, it hurt so bad to see the fear layered in the fog of Zuko’s eyes.

“You said you trusted me, I promise I…” Sokka didn’t know… he didn’t know what this was
that he was giving Zuko, he was just doing what these women said… they could be…

Sokka exhaled and closed his eyes, in-through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth, they were
not going to poison an already poisoned boy. She wouldn’t have led them all the way here
and looked at them with the hurt and care in her eyes if she didn’t want to help. “I promise it
will be ok, drink this, please.”

Sokka tilted the cup up and Zuko reluctantly accepted the liquid, his face scowled and he
exhaled an angry puff of air out of his nose but he drank it and didn’t complain. That’s one
thing Sokka really liked about Zuko, he wasn’t a complainer, he would do whatever the most
logical thing was unless convinced otherwise and he wouldn’t stop. Somehow, in some
strange twist of what his reality had become, Sokka had earned the power to convince Zuko
to do whatever it was that he thought was best.

It was strange at first, but now it seemed natural to share his ideas and his leadership with the
other boy and in this moment, as Zuko lay helpless next to him, he completely trusted Sokka
to do what was best for them. The warmth in his chest burned a little stronger as a smile
twitched the corner of his lips. Sokka had felt so cold, ever since he began that unsure hike up
the mountain as he followed a stranger down abandoned trails, deeper and deeper into the
woods…He had felt so cold But now, when he looked at Zuko who was alive and was….

- Oh shit, throwing up.

Sokka scrambled for the bucket and couldn’t help but dry heave himself when a glob of the
black-goo slopped across his hand. Sokka closed his eyes and turned his head so he didn’t
have to watch Zuko violently throw up into the way-too-shallow bucket. Sokka waited until
Zuko went quiet and the awful sound a person made when they were purging went away,
peeking open his eyes, he was surprised to see that there actually wasn’t a lot of black-goo.

The goo sat in a puddle of clear stomach juice at the bottom of the bucket and Sokka slid the
little bit that was landed on his hand to join it’s family in the bucket. Sokka pushed the
disgustingness away from them and turned his attention back to Zuko. He was shivering and
gasping from the energy and effort it took to rid himself off the at least some of the toxin.

“Alright buddy, you did really well… Can you hear me?” Sokka didn’t get a response but he
figured that would be normal after going through something like that, especially when you
didn’t even know what was going on in the first place. “I’m going to undress you and we will
get you cleaned up, ok? Remember, it's just me, Sokka.”



Sokka untied the knot in the waist sash first, unable to unwind it with Zuko lying on the floor
he gently pulled the boy’s upper half off the ground and into his lap. With the boy halfway off
the ground Sokka ignored the cold feeling of his skin and the tremors that were moving
through Zuko’s chest. Sokka had to unwind the sash like… 100 times before it finally
unwound. Once it was undone he threw it to the side and closed his eyes and counted to
three…

One, two… three… Sokka pulled off the tunic and tried his best not to look... but his eyes
lingered too long on the bruises lining the crook of Zuko’s neck and the bruised and burned
hand prints that marked him in places that made Sokka’s stomach turn. There were older
scars covering his chest and stomach, it looked like he may have received a lashing there or
some kind of other striking punishment. Sokka’s stomach dropped when he saw the puffy,
straight lines on his chest where Sokka had burned him and they had scarred over.

Sokka tore his eyes away and quickly shimmied his way out from under Zuko and removed
his own clothing. It was weird being naked with another naked guy, but Sokka wasn’t going
to overthink it, because who fucking cared at this point? He was also not going to over think
how soft Zuko’s skin was when he pulled the boy against him and maneuvered them both
into the basin.

Sokka had gone in first, there was a single step in front of the basin to offer assistance to
someone who was entering the tub, Sokka hesitated and felt the small sting of anxiety when
he looked down at the step. He hated how his emotions controlled his thinking when it came
to stupid things like steps. Sokka pulled Zuko along with him, he knew he accidentally
knocked Zuko a few times but he had done his best… He just wanted to try to avoid placing
his hands anywhere near the other hand marks on his body.

When Sokka’s aching legs stepped into the lukewarm water his body melted into the warmth,
the rush of emotions that swirled inside him brought happy tears to his eyes. Sokka glided
through the water with Zuko held tightly in his arms, until he rested his back on the back of
the tub. The water had the faint scent of sandalwood mixed with another herb he recognized
but couldn’t recall the name of. The water came up to his shoulders, covering them both in a
comfort that was so… foreign. He had pulled Zuko close enough that the other body was
flush against him with his head tilted back against Sokka’s shoulder and his scarred side
resting against Sokka’s face.

Sokka ignored the fact that he was pressed up against the back of Zuko’s naked body, but
like… fully pressed up against Zuko’s back in a way that he was afraid would make the other
boy uncomfortable. Especially after what he had just been through… Sokka had the insides
of his thighs pressed up against Zuko's outer hips and thighs, the boy was practically seated
in his lap…. naked.

Even though the water was so damn comforting… Sokka found himself too consumed with
his worrying thoughts to fully enjoy it, he was hyper-focused on worrying if this was too
much of an intimate position for Zuko…

“… Sokka?”



The sounds of Zuko’s broken voice shook Sokka out of his thoughts, he blinked and shifted
his eyes to the side that Zuko rested against, but he realized he wouldn’t be able to look at the
boy directly unless he moved his head. So instead, he kept his head in place and stared
forward at the log cabin wall before licking his lips, he answered.

“Yes?”

“Are you ok?”

Sokka exhaled a long breath and closed his eyes, there were stupid tears stinging his eyes
again, because this fucking idiot wakes up for two-seconds and had to audacity to ask if
Sokka was alright? Sometimes… Sokka didn’t know what to think about Zuko, he continued
to predictably surprise him. In response, Sokka leaned his head a little heavier against the
side of Zuko’s face and the boy accepted the weight.

“Yes… are you ok?”

Zuko snorted, and it made Sokka’s heart start to beat in a funny pattern that caused his
stomach to flutter. “No, but it's fine. Where are we?”

Sokka decided that purging the bending suppressants must have given Zuko a moment of
clarity, or.. semi-clarity… but it probably wouldn’t last long. Sokka decided to enjoy his
friend's voice and the small vibrations his back made when he spoke. He found comfort in the
feeling of the soft breaths rattling in Zuko’s lungs with each rise and fall of his chest.

“We are… uh, I don’t know. But there are two women here and they want to help us… but I
can’t let you sit in the water too long, so I need to clean you and then we need to let the
healer-woman treat your injuries.”

Zuko was quiet for a few breaths and Sokka wished he could look into Zuko’s eyes and try to
gage how the boy was feeling, but he was too content with the comfort from their position to
disrupt that. The scarred skin on Zuko’s face was similar to the boiled scar on his own hand,
but his face was smoother… probably worn down and smoothed out from years of wear.
Sokka’s stomach flipped at the thought of a young Zuko, full of fire and life speaking to his
father and being… burned so horrifically for it… Sokka couldn’t imagine a world where
ANYTHING Zuko said would warrant that type of response.

But it had happened and Sokka didn’t really care why... because now it was a part of who
Zuko was, just like all of Sokka’s scars were a part of who he was.

“I - I can wash myself.”

Sokka frowned, “absolutely not, you just save your strength and let me take care of you, ok?”

Zuko was quiet but he nodded, the silky scarred skin of his face rubbed softly against his
cheek, making Sokka smile at the sensation. Reaching his arm over to the table he grabbed
the cloth and the weird… soap like substance that was soft and had to be scooped out of the
bowl with his fingers. Most soap, if not all soap… had always been in a compacted bar, so
this was… different. Sokka eye’d the soap suspiciously and then mentally kicked himself for



being so feral that he was suspicious of soap. He smeared the pale-yellow substance on the
cloth and took a deep breath before starting on Zuko's shoulders, carefully washing the burns
that mirrored one another in the crooks of his neck.

Sokka continued to take deep-controlled breaths as he washed Zuko and witnessed the
unimaginable hurt that had been inflicted on the fucking Prince of the Fire Nation. Zhao
could say whatever… or do whatever, but it didn’t change the fact that Zuko IS the fucking
Prince of the Fire Nation and Sokka wouldn’t let him forget it. Swallowing down the anger
that was firing up in his chest he dragged the rag down Zuko’s back as he tilted the boy
forward, just enough that his head lifted away from Sokka’s face and the Water Tribe boy was
able to wiggle the rag between them.

Sokka watched the cloth trail across countless scars that could have only come from being
whipped, Sokka knew he had a few of those to match... but Zuko also had fire whip scars
alongside them and those were puffy and jagged from where the burns had probably become
infected at one point. Sokka thought back to what Zuko had shared about Chang healing his
wounds in the office all those days, he wondered if Chang had not done that… How long ago
would Zuko have died?

Sokka felt that burning question awakened in the back of his mind, as it demanded his
complete breakdown at the idea of Zuko dying. Sokka wouldn’t entertain that idea again. He
finished with Zuko’s back, paying extra attention to the burns scalded into the flesh of his
hips and waist where…

Sokka took a deep breath and pulled Zuko back against him, trailing the rag across his chest
where the angry marks sucked into his neck and chest trailed down to his nipples where the
skin was raw and red. He ran the rag down the front of Zuko’s stomach, mentally kicking
himself for lacking the intense muscle definition his friend had, he tenderly washed the front
of Zuko’s hips where the fingertips had dug into his friend's flesh... Sokka had to breathe
deep breaths because he could feel the angry dragon stomping around in his chest,
demanding retribution… someone had to pay for what was done to Zuko… fuck it, what was
done to both of them.. but mostly for what the sick-fucking-monster did to his friend.

Sokka had been avoiding his neck, but after he washed his chest, he decided that the stalling
was over and it was time to take on that wound. Rinsing the rag extremely well he ignored
the copper-brown color the water was turning from both of their filth. Smearing more of the
odd-smelling soap on the rag, Sokka began slowly patting the raw burn on his neck, earning a
hiss of pain from Zuko... and then he asked a question that made Sokka’s stomach knot up.

“… what is that?” His raspy voice made the muscles in his throat move and Sokka watched
when they flexed as Zuko swallowed. He was waiting for Sokka to say something… so he
told him the truth, it seemed to be the easiest thing to do nowadays.

“It’s a burn.”

“...Oh, ok.”

Sokka didn’t say anything else and neither did Zuko.



Sokka pretended not to feel the way his friend twitched and tensed when the cloth gently
wiped the dirt, sweat and other grime out of the open wound. There was charred skin that
would need extra attention that Sokka didn’t have time for, he had to finish cleaning the
wounds and get Zuko and himself out of the water to properly dress them in salve and
bandages.

Sokka felt a cool shudder creep down his spine at the thought of cooling salve and fresh
bandages wrapping around his torso where the burn on his side ached and throbbed. The cold
feeling stayed as the water became less and less warm, Sokka took a deep breath and moved
the rag lower.

He thought of warning Zuko, but instead of building it up Sokka just slipped the rag down
between his friends legs to the most intimate part of a person. Sokka felt Zuko tense, like…
really tense but Sokka was quick with washing his manhood, he was actually surprised to
find that the hair down there was soft like the hair on his head… which was kind of unfair.
Sokka’s own hair was coarser in texture and thicker down there, curling up like a big bush
around a tree.

Sokka shook his head and got that image out of his head right away and moved the rag back
to the area where he knew had to be the most painful… Sokka moved extremely carefully and
he felt Zuko twist away from him. “Zuko… you have to stay still, please… I don’t want to
hurt you.”

“... It's already… hurt.”

Sokka was sure Zuko muttered the entire sentence through grit teeth but the words were clear
enough for Sokka to hear. It was as if someone threw a cart full of tinder on the fire in his
chest because he felt the burning rage spread through his body and it set him on fire. His
arms trembled from the pent up rage, but he forced himself to stay steady and strong for the
boy in his arms.

“I know… I’m sorry…” Sokka squeezed Zuko tighter with the one arm he still had wrapped
around his waist and he moved the rag to finish cleaning him up. Zuko made a noise that
sounded like a pained gag and Sokka’s heart squeezed so tight he thought his eyes were going
to explode from the pressure. Sokka was so thankful when it was done, but his eyes got really
wide when he pulled the rag up and saw the bright red blood streaked across the fabric.

“… Zuko… are you ok?”

Zuko’s breathing was coming in a little shorter now and his eyes were squeezed shut, Sokka
rinsed the rag off and smeared some more of the soap on the fabric. He moved quickly,
scrubbing his own body just a little too hard in places he just wanted clean, he wished he
could dollop some of that soap onto his brain and scrub his mind clean too.

When Sokka was finished, he dropped the rag in the water and stood up in the tub, pulling
Zuko up with him. He was surprised how not uncomfortable it had become to have the naked,
slippery fire bender so close to him.



It was a little weird when Sokka’s own manhood rubbed against Zuko’s smooth skin in the
process of pulling him out of the tub. Ignoring all thoughts, Sokka finished pulling Zuko out
of the tub and laid him on the stone floor, covering him with one of the two towels the
women had left for them. Glancing down at Zuko, he could see the dark veins still webbing
across his pale body… Securing his own towel in place he moved to the door and peeked his
head out, he was not surprised to see V standing in the hallway leaning against the wall just
outside the door.

Her brow furrowed when she saw Sokka standing in the doorway with just a towel on, he
didn’t care. “My friend, he is bleeding from a… uh, not so good spot… I think he needs
help.” Her expression turned serious quickly, she moved past Sokka and entered the room to
kneel down next to Zuko. Sokka hovered over her while she looked down at the injured fire
bender.

“Did you bathe with him?”

Sokka looked confused, was he not supposed to?

“Yes, I had to wash him.” He didn’t mean to sound angry, but his voice was sharp.

The woman shook her head and moved on from the question and onto a new one.

“Where is the stuff he threw up?”

“In the bucket right - “

“Eve! I need some help!” she turned and looked at Sokka, “did you two have any water yet?”

Sokka frowned, no he had not and he had also forgotten to offer Zuko water because he was
an idiot… “No.”

“Get me some water, make sure you pour yourself a glass.”

Sokka did as he was told, holding the towel in place and really regretting not putting on the
clothing they provided before inviting the woman into his room of nakedness. He was just so
fucking worried about the bleeding coming out of Zuko’s uhhh... private area, an area that
should never have been touched by the sick-monster-Zhao. Sokka’s hands trembled as he
grabbed the pitcher of water and poured some into the two small stone cups, he moved over
to where V was kneeling next to Zuko with the bucket next to her.

She reached out for the cup and Sokka reacted by pulling it away from her, “I will do it.” He
didn’t care that she looked annoyed, he would take care of Zuko... he could fix the hurt… he
forgot to give him the water now he will fix it and give him the water. He didn’t need this
woman to do it for him…

“Before you do that, why don’t you drink your water first. It will give you a free hand to help
your friend.” Her words were slow and calculated, Sokka didn’t think much of it as he
swigged back his own cup of water. The foul taste hit his tongue instantly and his eyes went



wide when he realized… she had put something in the water. Sokka’s mouth opened to say
something as he threw the cup at her in a weak hazy attempt to fight her off of Zuko…

No words came out of his mouth and the world around him started to blur and spin just
before everything went dark.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The sky was dark, the fire burned around him.

Looking up, he didn’t see the moon.

There was no light, only burning.

He stood, looking… searching.

Running, he began to panic.

“ZUKO!”

He could scream, so he did.

Screaming and screaming until his throat was raw.

But there was nothing.

Only burning.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka startled awake from his heart pounding in his chest, there was a dull pain in his
throbbing, hollow stomach and a stinging in his head. Reaching up he rubbed his eyes, the
blurriness in his vision refused to clear, he felt… slow. His memory lugged sluggish thoughts
through his mind… his eyes blinked for what felt like forever as he smacked his lips and
rubbed his face.

His hands felt… numb, looking down he saw his arms were… white!?

Ohhhhh, wait...

He and Zuko must have switched arms… that was fine… he would take care of Zuko’s arms
for him while he rested. Sokka closed his eyes and felt his world tilt back and he was asleep
again.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

This time, when Sokka woke up he didn’t sit straight up, instead he cracked one eye open just
enough that his eyelashes would hide his searching blue iris. He had to get the fuck out of
here, these women were crazy and who knows what horrible things they were doing to



Zuko… His heart began to quicken as the anger started to burn inside him, they better not
have done anything to hurt Zuko worse than he had already been hurt.

He would kill every bitch in this building if they hurt him… Sokka couldn’t see much
through his thick lashes but he knew he was lying in a bed, it was… more comfortable then
the prison bed at least. There was a soft light coming into the room from behind him, which
indicated that he must have his back facing a wall with a window. Based on the light
cascading into the room the sun was rising and that meant that he had slept through the entire
night… and morning had arrived.

His heart began to pound so loud in his ears we were sure his eardrums were going to pop,
had Zuko lived through the night? That was such a long time to be asleep… He could have...
He could… have...

Sokka sat up, he couldn’t stop himself when he tried to move his legs but the numb feeling
left a tingling sensation stinging all the way into his toes. When he looked down at his arms
he saw they were wrapped in white bandages, reaching up he felt his hair hanging loose on
his head, the awkward cut had made it so the front had reached just below the shoulders and
he had no idea how the back looked. He couldn’t even remember the last time he looked at a
reflection of himself… he was almost scared to see who would look back at him.

“Woah, kid… Don’t move too fast – “

“ST-Stay back!” Sokka knew he heard someone but his vision was still adjusting to being
awake and the sunlight was making it hard for his watering eyes to see through the blur. He
held out his arms in front of him, one of his hands made a fist and he could feel the feeling
slowly creeping its way back into his fingertips.

“I promise… everything is going to be fine… Your friend is alive, you are alive, I promise
we mean you no harm.

Sokka’s vision settled and he saw the woman with the braid… He couldn’t remember her
name, but she was in his room… his room no, THE room. She was in the room he was in,
kneeling in front of the bed and slowly Sokka pulled himself into a sitting position with his
back against the wall, as far away from her as he could slide.

Glancing around he saw the room was a basic square, almost like it was set up for a guest…
He was sitting in the one bed that sat up against the back wall, a basin with water was in the
corner with a small table with a few odds and ends on top. Other than that the room was bare.
When he looked back at the woman her dark eyes smiled at him and her pale skin glistened in
the sunlight that stopped just under her nose.

Her smile was brighter from the sun, but Sokka felt the warmth from her kindness from
where he sat… the energy she gave off calmed him and he swallowed before speaking, his
words were strong and focused.

“Where is my friend?”

“V is still working on his wounds, he is very injured…you both are.”



“You said he was alive… I want to see him.”

She smiled at him, the same kind of smile his dad gave him back when Sokka was small and
would ask why they were all leaving to sail off to war… It was the longest 6 weeks of his life
as he watched his father pack up the boats as the tribe’s men hugged their loved ones
goodbye. Those 6 weeks he had left with his dad, knowing he was going to be gone his father
spent helping prepare the village… because that’s what a Chief did… they put their tribe
before… everything….

“V wants to speak to you before you see him, please.” Her words interrupted his self-pity-
party.

Sokka felt his face twist into a glaring scowl, the dragon poked its head up as his inner fire
burned towards the woman in front of him… but what was usually a rolling roar of anger was
simmered into a puff of steam as his anger died down and the dragon returned to sleep. The
woman’s eyes were transparent and reminded him of his sister… the way she was kind under
every aggressive outburst or snarky comment, she was so kind and loved people so much…
even though she had ever reason not to.

“Please…” The woman started, “I know you are scared and what V did was dirty… I will
admit, drugging the water, but it was completely natural and safe. I swear... only some herbs,
valerian root being the main one. You were… hysterical, violent, scared and she was afraid
you would hurt yourself in an accident or your friend… You needed rest… we bandaged your
wounds and cleaned out the infection that was forming in the burn on your side. You are very,
very lucky to have still been standing after everything your body must have endured. Would
you please talk to her? Would you speak with V?”

Sokka wasn’t sure he had a choice, but something in the way the thin, dark-eyed woman
stared at him made him wonder if he did in fact have a choice.

“If I refuse?”

The woman sat up a little straighter and smiled, this time there was a glint of humor in her
eyes. “Well then you are free to go, no one is holding you here.”

Sokka raised one of his eyebrows and took the bait. “Alright… Well, where is my bag? And
my friend?”

The woman lifted her arm and pointed to the end of his bed, Sokka’s eyes followed her
direction and his eyes landed on the trusty-leather-bag that lay in a heap at the end of his
small cot, resting in the corner of where the bed met the wall. “There is your bag and as for
your friend, well he is what V would like to speak with you about. I am afraid you will not be
able to take him anywhere…”

Sokka’s heart started to speed up, his toes curled at the jittery feeling of uneasiness when he
realized just how alone he felt without Zuko nearby. The last couple of days… fuck the last
couple of weeks he had relied on Zuko as a consistent force in his life, warm, alive, smirking
and scoffing at him whenever he found an opportunity. He would talk to V, because he would



play their game until he found his opportunity to strike and then he would rescue Zuko and
get them the fuck out of here.

“Fine, I will speak to Val…” Sokka crossed his arms, the bandages made the bending of his
elbow a little stiff and not as smooth as he wanted to look but the gesture made it’s point.
Plus, he used the woman’s full-ish name that he overheard during one of their hushed whisper
conversations; he felt it put the seriousness in his statement.

But the other woman just continued to smile at him, without a hint of malice or ill intent and
it just made Sokka’s stomach uneasy… because what was all this? Why the drugging? Why
the separation? Why the secrets?

“Can you stand alright? I know your body went through a great ordeal…” Her dark eyes
glinted a shade of sadness that Sokka could relate to. He nodded, deciding to ditch the snarky
comment he had lingering at the tip of his tongue, it would have been clever and it would
have been about him walking all this way and carrying Zuko… but he didn’t have the heart
because this strange woman seemed nice enough.

Sokka stood, his legs felt weak but his body surprisingly didn’t burn… The ache was low,
just sitting in the back of his mind instead of the blinding all consuming pain he was used to.
They had changed him too… he wore the most basic outfit now, it almost reminded him of
the prison outfit. Just a basic grey tunic (that was too big) with green pants and no shoes
still… He felt baggy… but cozy.

Sokka had forgotten what comfortable felt like, but the soft fabric and the loose hanging
material only lightly brushed the bruises on his torso and arms along with all the other hurt
that was covered by the bandages. Sokka realized he was really bandaged, maybe he didn’t
realize the full extent of his own injuries. The woman extended an arm to him, the gesture
reminded him of a green-eyed-thought-to-be-a-friend and the way she would do the same
thing… he forced her smile out of his mind, it was tainted anyway.

Sokka was forced to accept her help when he tried to stand and his legs wanted to buckle
underneath him, threatening to throw him back onto the floor… damn the universe fucking
hated him. The woman gently helped him until he felt strong enough to walk out of the room
now back in the naturally lit hallway, instead of turning right and heading for the seating area
in the main room, they turned left and she led him towards the other side of the cabin. Sokka
began to feel nervous as his legs kept following until they stepped out a large open doorway
and out onto a back porch, the smell of a fire and meat hit his nose instantly.

His eyes adjusted to the full power of the sun’s light and he realized he had been mistaken
and it must have been early afternoon… not morning. The fact that more time had passed
without seeing Zuko made Sokka tense just a little tighter. V sat by the fire with one knee
propped up and her elbow resting on it casually, she wore different men's clothing today…
But keeping the general theme with the neutral tones and sleeveless style.

Sokka’s eyes found her burn right away. The skin spread out from where the blast must have
been the hottest, just like the one on Zuko’s face, her point of contact seemed to be right
above the elbow on her bicep. The flames licked the flesh all around that area smoothing it



into a silky scar, Sokka didn’t find her scar unappealing or ugly… it was just a part of her just
like his scars were a part of him. He was beginning to see that a lot of people carried scars.

“Look who is finally awake, thank you Eve.” The woman smiled and they exchanged eye
contact that seemed to say actual words. Eve (braided woman’s name) gave Sokka’s bicep a
small squeeze and she softly whispered to him. “She means well, give her a chance.”

Sokka didn’t give her a response because he had given her a chance and she had drugged him
so no, no more chances. Instead he directed his anger at the woman he knew was the one that
drugged them.

“You drugged us!” Sokka’s voice cracked and he quickly juiced up his mouth to bring the
saliva down his throat so his new words were more powerful. “I want my friend.. a-and we
are leaving! You’re - you’re… Crazy!”

The woman nodded in agreement and Sokka felt an even stronger surge of anger when she
didn’t even look away from the fire, instead she motioned for him to come over and sit with
her. He was appalled that she would even think… his eyes trailed down to the plate of meat
and a bowl of rice with vegetables that were… cooked….

Sokka couldn’t stop his stomach from growling and his mouth was suddenly filled with
enough moisture to sing a song, he was sure he would start drooling soon if he didn’t
remember to swallow. He knew V heard his stomach and she smirked and turned her face
until her hazel eyes saw him. “I set out this food because I know you are hungry. So, will you
please join me by the fire?”

Sokka nodded and decided it would be much easier to escape on a full stomach, he might
even be able to sneak away a few pieces of meat for their journey… he just had to coax her
into telling him where Zuko was… His mind was plotting as he sat down next to the food,
which was set on one side of the fire-pit that was built up from the stone deck. The woman
had something stewing over the fire and Sokka noticed that the deck was full of odd plants
alive and growing, while others were hanging from rope, drying alongside the skins from
various animals that were stretched out in the sun tanning.

Behind the deck was a pen of pig-chicken next to it was another pen that had a few pig-sheep
and Sokka could see there were a few other species of smaller animal further back. The entire
area was set up to provide these women with a comfortable life and they wouldn’t ever have
to leave their home, hidden behind the secret boulders, protected by the mountian. Sokka had
to admit that he was impressed with the way their homestead was set up and he especially
liked the fact that they had fresh meat available… he reached out tentatively and glanced up
at V.

She rolled her eyes, “I didn’t drug the meat or the rice.. or the vegetables, if that’s what
you’re thinking. Nothing here is drugged and I would like to explain myself if you would
allow me to?”

Sokka’s hand hovered over the freshly-cooked meat, the brown and pink color was marbled
with bits of shiny fat that moistened the outside, making it completely irresistible. He took
hold of a piece of the meat and hesitated but finally gave in and took a bite, the salty smoky



flavors exploded in his mouth and the sensation of chewing on an actual piece of meat made
his eyes water. It was really cool how he just cries about everything now, he was going to
have to fix that.

For the first time… in a really long time, he remembered what it was like to feel like Sokka
again, but just for a moment. His eyes locked in on the woman sitting around the fire pit, he
continued to take bites of the meat, ignoring the assortment of utensils set out for him to
choose from. Instead he used his fingers and grabbed a few of the vegetables and mashed
them together with the rice and popped the sloppy ball into his mouth. He made sure to glare
at her between bites but nodded to her so that she could explain, it wouldn’t hurt to let her
speak while he ate… he could plan while she talked.

“I only put a tiny bit of a concentrated mixture of valerian root and a itty-bitty bit of opium,
which is how you noticed the taste right away… I have yet to perfect the delusion process
that would allow it to be consumed undetected, but that is neither here nor there. I did it for
you and your friends protection, you were not acting right, delusional, injured, infected… I
am surprised you were still standing after the injuries we found on you. That burn on your
side is going to leave a nasty scar, but Eve managed to clean out most of the infection, you
had a nice collection of dirt in there – “

“What about my friend?”

The woman raised an eyebrow, “I see that some sleep has done nothing for your strong
dependability on the other boy. I just thought you would want to know how close to death
you, yourself were, never mind your friend.”

“Where is he?”

“He, your friend, does he have a name?”

Sokka hesitated… because he wasn’t dumb enough to give her Zuko’s real name, but he
wasn’t entirely sure of any Earth Kingdom or Fire Nation names - wait -

“Kuzon, his name is Kuzon.”

V gave him a look that was a mixture between humorous and tolerant, she nodded slowly and
reached over with a wooden spoon and stirred the bubbling mixture over the fire. “And what
should I call you, knife-boy?”

“So- Uh… Sokka.”

He decided that his name was not as important to conceal as Zukos was, no one cared about
the name of some non-bending kid from the Southern Water Tribe.

“Sokka? Water Tribe isn’t it? So your friend, Kuzon, you say that he escaped with you from
Zhao’s prison?”

Sokka nodded.



“I see, well whatever they gave him, I am assuming it was something to suppress his
bending. I will go ahead and guess fire bender because of his pale complexion and dark hair –
or – or it could be that he has tried to burn me countless times… that is, until I finally had to
actually sedate him.” She scoffed and rubbed her forehead and then laughed.

“Honestly, I thought you were mean… and then I met your friend um, Kuzon. If his bending
wasn’t suppressed, I would have two scarred arms by now. Now… I have tried a few different
methods to remove the toxins but so far they seem to be resilient to my efforts and it's very
destructive. I am not sure how much of the stuff they gave him or what Zhao’s intentions
were but – “

“Zhao’s intentions?” Sokka scoffed, it was an angry sound and his heart started to pound in
his chest. “His intentions were to keep raping my friend until he either died from the poison
or his injuries… Zhao had no intention of keeping either of us alive.”

Sokka’s piercing blue eyes stared directly into the woman’s face and he was surprised that
she didn’t flinch back from the brutality of his words, instead she nodded. “Well that answers
my next question, so you are aware of the nature of his injuries. I am sorry for your friend, I
truly am, you both are very young… but this is war and I am a seasoned woman who has
seen many things, granted this is some of the worst, but this is still a time of war and
unfortunately people get hurt and people… well, they die.

“You were man enough to point a knife at me so I will keep things honest with you. When I
found you two in the woods, I was not sure what to make of the situation and once I saw the
injuries up close I decided to separate the two of you and allow you both to get some rest.
Eve took care of your injuries while I dealt with… Uh, Kuzon. You were not being
cooperative and I would not have been able to take care of your friend the way I needed to
with you standing between us every time I tried to touch him.

“I do not begin to understand what you two have been through, separately and together and I
am doing everything I can to save your friend. But Sokka, I do not think he will live, his
fever is too high and the toxins are too strong.. maybe, if I knew what I was dealing with…
but unfortunately, I am casting my medical net into the unknown and coming up very empty.
Sometimes… the universe deals us a rotten hand and we have to play it anyway, the option to
fold is always on the table but only cowards fold when gambling with their life and the
universe.”

Sokka just blinked at her, she didn’t make any fucking sense, all that Sokka heard was that
Zuko was going to die… and this wasn’t just his own mind playing tricks with his heart, this
was the cold-hard-facts from a woman who seemed to know her stuff when it came to
healing. He felt cold and his stomach receded away from the food he was still gnawing on,
placing down his second piece of meat, his stomach twisted and the fire inside suddenly iced
over.

“Can I see him?”

The woman hesitated, but she reluctantly nodded and stood up from the fire. She used a
hooked wooden staff to pull the pot of bubbling muck from the metal trivet. She moved it



away from the flames and over to an area where she had other pots resting, setting it down on
a stone stand she hung her cane back in its spot and turned to Sokka.

She motioned for him to follow and turned to head back inside. Sokka followed close behind
her as she walked back through the open doorway into the cabin. Instead of taking a left,
which would be back in the direction of Sokka’s room she took a right and there were two
doors in the small area where the hallway dead end. She opened one of the doors and Sokka’s
heart broke when he saw Zuko’s pale face glistening in the sunlight.

They had pushed his bed up to the away from the wall, it seemed as though they had moved it
to make sure it was in the direct contact of the sun’s rays that poured in through the glass. His
room was set up exactly like Sokka’s, except his bedside had a bucket and a few different
bottles of… whatever, kind of liquids set up on a shelf on the wall next to his bed.

Sokka’s heart hurtas he moved towards his friend, without thinking his legs took him to
Zuko’s bedside. “Zuko… Zuko, are you ok?”

Sokka’s eyes scanned his face, there was a scattered layer of precipitation on his forehead and
Sokka couldn’t help but remember the time that he was astonished when Zuko wasn’t
sweating after fighting tooth and nail against the earth benders. Now, he was coated in a thin
layer of sweat and Sokka could feel the heat radiating from his body in heavy waves washing
over the Water Tribe boy who stood at his bedside.

The worst part… the absolutely most devastating part of it all, was that Zuko’s veins were
black and they crawled up his neck and into his face. They were even visible under the
twisted flesh of the scar on his left side… Sokka was taken back when Zuko cracked open his
eyes, his face shifted into an expression that Sokka couldn’t read, his cloudy eyes looked
vacant and far, far away.

Zuko’s neck was wrapped in a heavy helping of bandages and they just seemed to start there
as they wrapped across his body from his neck down and covered him entirely down to his
waist, Sokka couldn’t see past that because there was a sheet draped over him. He reached
out and touched Zuko’s hair, brushing it back just enough to see the dark veins on his
forehead and the final realization hit him.

Zuko was going to die.

The stupid, pony tail swinging, screaming, glaring, fire throwing, smirking, snorting, golden
eyed, great listener, selfless heroic, kind-of-hilarious…. Fuck…. His best friend, his only best
friend, was going to die. The stupid fire bender had made a way into his life that couldn’t be
replaced, when he thought back to the darkness of his life… and all the bad, like when the
men wanted to rape him in the shower and Zuko showed up…

Sokka's heart squeezed and dropped into his stomach at the memory… Zuko did it on
purpose… and Sokka knew that now.

Zuko was intentional, he didn’t just do things on accident… Oh no, this asshole did things
accidentally-on-purpose, and he had accidentally-on-purpose stopped those men from doing
something horrible to Sokka… even before they knew each other…



But even now, Sokka didn’t know Zuko, he only knew the very small bits and pieces that
people had shared about Zuko or the very rare occasions that the fire bender shared anything
about himself. Sokka’s eyes flooded with tears and he felt the overwhelming need to hug his
friend, but he held back, only because of the lingering fear of hurting him further.

“The toxin’s color is dark and that’s what is tinting his blood – “

“ - I know…”

“I’m sorry Sokka, but this is the unfortunate truth that comes from war, if I knew what I was
dealing with I am sure I would have something here I could use to fight it. But I can not force
his body to throw up again, his injuries are far too severe and at this point I feel as though it
would be pointless if the toxin is already this rich in his bloodstream. His fever is rapidly
increasing, which is his body’s way of trying to burn it out, but it's not working. All his fever
will do is burn whatever energy he has left. I have one more option to try, but… it isn’t
anything more than I have already tried. I can not keep guessing, his body is too weak and
will not be strong enough to cope with it. I am sorry, I truly am… You both deserved better
than this.”

Sokka didn’t give a shit when the tears fell down his face and left little damp spots on the
sheet he had gathered in his hands, twisting the fabric within his grasp he felt all his fear and
devastation surface when he looked down at Zuko. Even when he felt a strong grip on his
shoulder and he turned slightly to see V holding it tight, “come on, let him rest.”

Sokka reluctantly left the room, the tears still pushing their way forward even as the door
closed behind them. Suddenly, he felt sick and decided he needed to go lie down, his stomach
hurt from the emotions and the food. V led him down the hall and past the back area where
he had just been sitting.

He continued to follow her until he arrived in his own room and she led him inside, somehow
she must have felt him feeling very wet-noodle-like. V didn’t say anything but she led him to
the bed and helped him lay down; he only flinched a little when she spread something
cooling on his chest in a circular motion. He barely remembered the minty smell as his mind
collapsed onto itself with exhaustion, his face still damp from the tears.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When Sokka woke up, the room was painted in the colors of autumn, flowing inside from the
afternoon glow of the setting sun. The burnt orange hue cast across the room sent a wave a
familiar chills of fear when he remembered the long metal hallway and the flickering glow of
the lanterns, locked away on a swaying ship. But Sokka knew he wasn’t on that ship, he was
back in the healer women’s cabin, in the room they put him in. He woke up alone again and
he felt… cold.

He found himself longing again for the warmth of the fire bender that laid next to him every
night since their escape. He missed the warmth that radiated off Zuko and the way his strong
body held him… Sokka shook his head because that was a super weird thing to think and he
was way too tired to be thinking anything crazy like that. Sokka sighed and laid back in the



bed, trying not to think about the pain that was throbbing just below the surface of his calm
demeanor.

He ignored the empty ache in his heart, his body hurt from pain that froze his chest shut when
he thought about the way he felt so alone in this room by himself. Shifting his eyes to the bag
in the corner of the bed and the wall, he decided to poke around inside and see if V and Eve
had gone through the contents. Sokka was the king of distracting himself, pushing down the
sadness and the pain and ignoring anything that reminded him of it.

Sokka took the leather strap and dragged the bag onto the bed, the poor bag looked worse, if
that was even possible, but fuck it – he loved this fucking bag. It had been through everything
with him, escaping Zhao - 3 times, he wouldn’t abandon the bag. No, the bag was here to
stay.

He was surprised to see that everything was still inside and the red ribbon was still tied
around the bundle of papers. Sokka was actually surprised that he was surprised when he
realized they had not gone through his bad, because why would they? It was just a bunch of
dirty-junk in here, but it was Sokka and Zuko’s dirty-junk and he was happy to have even this
much.

Kicking the bag back onto the ground (in a loving way) he scooted back so his back rested
against the wall, using the faint orange glow from the window above him he unrolled the
pack of parchment. There wasn’t much to it, but Sokka needed the distraction and apparently
these letters were important enough for Zhao to keep them in his creepy-hidden-compartment
in his stupid desk.

Sokka wanted to smash Zhao in the face with the desk, and then shove him into the little
compartment and leave him there. Nah, Sokka thought that was too nice of a death for him…
what he would really like to do to him…

Sokka shook his head because he was not going to waste time daydreaming of all the awful
ways he wanted Zhao to die, instead he opened the first parchment and looked at the page.
His eyes went wide when he saw it was a letter of communication about troop advancement
towards Omashu, there were locations of supply stations and marked routes, commanding
officer names and ranks, how many men were in each platoon and so much more. Sokka
glanced at the date noted and realized he had absolutely no concept of current time.

He scrambled for his bag and pulled out the map and spread it open on the bed, using his foot
he bent his knee at an angle so his toes held one side of the map from trying to roll back into
itself. He laid the piece of parchment on the map and used his finger to trace down to where
Omashu was, if the Fire Nation had already advanced into the city, would there be a way that
Sokka would know if their city had been captured or not?

… or if Aang was still there? Did Aang go and help King Bumi? Did Aang even know? Did
Katara leave the Northern Water Tribe with Aang?

Sokka’s brain spun with the possibilities, he spent the next hefty chunk of time tracing over
different routes he thought the Fire Nation would take based on the information from the
correspondents in relation to the map. Sokka noted the coded coordinates and decided that



would be a fun puzzle to try to crack when he had some free time, but for now he did his best
to guess. Sighing, Sokka leaned his head back against the wall, leaving his one knee bent
with his toes still holding down the corner of the map.

Sokka grabbed the bundle again and looked at the next sheet, his heart flipped when he saw
the Fire Nation Royal seal, and his eyes bulged when saw it was communication between
Zhao and the Fire Lord…. His eyes stopped when he saw Zuko’s name. He couldn’t read fast
enough, and some of the characters were hard to interpret because they were using an
advanced Fire Nation dialect and he didn’t recognize the way some of the characters were
written.

He started to get frustrated because he wanted to know what the fuck Zhao had told Zuko’s
dad… he kept reading and from what he could gather it seemed as if Zhao told the Fire Lord
about Zuko releasing the Avatar and being the identity of the Blue Spirit.

Sokka decided he had to be misinterpreting some of the message because the Fire Lord’s
response was to execute his traitorous son without honor and bury the body instead of
burning it under… something, probably the sun? Sokka wasn’t sure but Zhao responded a
few days later saying that it had been done and the Fire Lord… congratulated him?

Sokka’s stomach hurt, not only from what he was reading but also the heaviness of the meat
sitting strong in his squirming tummy. He couldn’t imagine his own dad telling some random
man to execute his son, without even hearing what he had to say… Sokka couldn’t imagine,
not even for a second. But Sokka’s mind wandered to a fire bender named Shen sitting next
to him and regaling him with the story of Zhao and his obsession with Zuko after his dad
burned him… fuck.

Sokka rubbed his face and tossed the parchments to the side, he was sick and he didn’t want
to look at them anymore. He couldn’t even read them properly and already the words made
him want to go into the Avatar state and fuck shit up all over the Fire Nation. Sokka snarled
before taking a deep breath to control the trembling that was shaking his hands, he looked
down at the next sheet that was poking out from under the pile and his heart stopped.

It was schematics for a drill… Sokka grabbed the papers back and his lungs gasped. Oh no…
Sokka’s panic raised… there was more and it was bad... it was the war balloons… the
fucking war balloon blueprints they fought off the Fire Nation back at the Northern Air
Temple to protect!

How… How did they get this!? Oh no…. His eyes dried as he read the words… Ba Sing Se,
invasion, conquering… They were going to drill into the outer walls of Ba Sing Se and flood
the city with soldiers. If that didn't work they were going to be able to fly…. Oh fuck, they
would be able to fly right into the city and burn it to the ground….

They could launch a full invasion from the air… and no one had any idea. They would catch
the city unprepared, so many people would die...

Sokka’s heart was pounding, there were 3 pages full of information on their strategies and
schematics of their war balloons and the massive drill, including where they planned on
penetrating the wall. Zhao was planning on bringing the navy to some coded location to assist



with the occupation and illuminate the Water Tribe resistance.... Sokka’s heart stopped… His
dad. Pushing past all the emotions that stirred up he paused when he saw Princess, he
remembered Zuko mentioning a sister, so she must be older if she is leading the siege of Ba
Sing Se.

That was a scary thought, an older version of Zuko who was also a female. Growing up with
a sister he knew just how dangerous females could be. Especially, if she had a temper
anywhere close in comparison to the way Katara could pop off without much hesitation and if
she got really heated about a topic… well, you better watch out. If this Princess was anything
like Katara and even half as vicious as he knew Zuko was capable of being… She would be a
worthy opponent.

When he folded back to the final page his brow furrowed in confusion when he realized that
he was staring at a list, with measurements… his hands went numb and his fingers struggled
to keep hold of the thin parchment. His heart picked up all-too-quickly and he jumped off the
bed in a crazed, stumbling motion.

This was… it - it was… a list…

Sokka took off running, out the door of his room and sliding down the smooth wooden
hallway. His heart was thumping in his throat as he ran to the back porch where he had last
seen V. To his devastation, she wasn’t sitting by the fire; he let out a frustrated groan and ran
back into the cabin. Turning to the right he went towards Zuko’s room when he saw Eve
exiting, sliding the door shut behind her.

She looked surprised to see Sokka running full speed towards her but she smiled none-the-
less, he ignored the blooded bandages she had in a bowl at her hip. She must have just
changed Zuko’s bandages… Sokka ignored the flare of anger when he thought about his
injured friend but he couldn’t dwell on that right now he needed to find V.

“Sokka is everything – “

“Where is V!?”

“Oh – she is in her study, would – “

“WHERE!?”

“Follow me!” She moved quickly, obviously sensing Sokka’s distress. She moved down the
hallway, passing the back porch, his room, the cabin’s front entrance and main room, all the
way to the other side of the long building. Sokka spotted the kitchen as they rushed through,
it was home to more plant life growing everywhere, he almost stumbled into Eve when she
stopped suddenly and knocked on a door.

“Love? Sokka is out here and he really needs to speak with you.”

He heard movement inside and the door slid open, the older woman looked unamused by the
disruption but stood to the side so that Sokka could enter. He heard the women exchange
words and a kiss before sliding the door shut, Sokka ignored the confused feeling that



bubbled in his chest when he thought about two women kissing. He had seen two women
kiss…. Katara, Gran Gran, those women – but that was completely not important right now.

“Here!” Sokka handed her the sheet of parchment and she eyed him suspiciously before
taking the page.

Her eyes started reading, Sokka noted mentally that she was fluent in Fire Nation script
which was… odd, because most people from other nations wouldn’t know some of the
specificity Fire Nation characters used. His thoughts were interrupted when she moved
around him to a large table pushed up against a wall lined with shelves filled with jars of
liquids, powders and an assortment of other chunky, slimy, weird stuff… there was more
hanging plant life, some living and some drying.

“Where did you get this?” She looked at him, her hand still gripping one of the smaller jars as
her hazel eyes searched him.

“I had it in my bag, I took it from Zhao’s desk… I didn’t look at it until just now – “

“This… this just might save your friend's life, I hope you know that. This is a complete
breakdown of the compounds used to make the supplements given to your friend… whoever
put this together… they were skilled and clever –“

“And probably dead… He helped me escape.”

“Well… cleverness doesn’t make him a good person. I am going to guess the man was from
the Earth Kingdom?”

Sokka nodded and watched her shuffle through her ingredients and pull out a few different
things and place a pinch and a dash of this and that into a mortar and pestle. “Yes, he was…
how did you know?”

“These ingredients are mostly native to the Earth Kingdom and the way that he does the
measurements is in Earth Kingdom units, a system derived in Ba Sing Se. This man would
have had to have studied at the university there or been from the Upper Ring and raised with
a private tutor because it is not common knowledge.”

Sokka frowned, “how do you know this?”

“I know this because I studied at Ba Sing Se University.”

“When?”

The woman scoffed, “why? Because I am old? Yes I did, a long time ago.”

“Why did you leave Ba Sing Se?”

He saw the woman hesitate, her eyes lingered on the parchment sitting on the table next to
the bowl she was adding her ingredients to. She exhaled and shook her head slowly, adding a
pinch of orange power into the mix. “Well… The Fire Nation isn’t the only nation that has



corruption and greed. They are just the only nation attempting to spread it. The Earth
Kingdom has its evil too, even where there is no war.

“But people love war, it gives them an excuse to do terrible things and they use the war to
justify their evil deeds. Similar evil lurks inside the walls of Ba Sing Se, there is a group of
mercenaries called the Dai Li. They have an advanced network of tunnels and a prison full of
brainwashing and continuous spread of corruption… right under the Earth King’s nose.”

She sighed and began using the pestle to grind everything together, her eyes seemed to stare
off the way that Zuko’s did when he was lost in thought… Sokka’s stomach turned when he
guessed what Zuko could have possibly been thinking about all those times… Shaking his
head, Sokka took a deep breath and listened to V continue.

“They were recruiting young, highly ranked students from the university and a long time ago,
I was one of those young, smart students who was eager to make a name for myself and
discover the next big cure for illness. I was sure I was going to change the world… well, I
could have changed the world….”

Her hand gestured towards the paper. “This… this is the direction they wanted to take the
war... Chemical warfare, using poisons and deadly chi blockers to bring, not only the Fire
Nation to its knees, but take the rest of the world as well. I am sad to say, it took until I saw
the underground prison of torture named Lake Laogai that I knew that I was on the wrong
side. Sometimes you think that because you are fighting the ‘bad guy’ that you are the ‘good
guy’ by default… but the lines of war - the lines of this war are blurred… and have been for
generations.”

Sokka contemplated her words, for a weird woman wearing man’s clothing living in the
woods, she was a lot smarter than she looked. V glanced over at him and gave him a smile,
“I’m going to take this to your friend and see if we can’t reverse this, ok?”

Sokka nodded and just as they turned to leave Eve came running to the door, her face was
pale and her eyes wide. In her hand she held a single sheet of curly parchment, “Fire Nation –
soldiers – message from town – they are coming up the mountain – they’ll be here soon!”

Sokka’s heart dropped, his arms began to tremble and his fear made him bolt out the door,
sliding past Eve. He wasn’t even sure where he was going… but he knew exactly where he
was going. His feet took him to Zuko’s room and he slid the door open with way-too-much-
force, the boy flinched at the sound but hardly stirred.

Zuko lay still on the bed, so pale and so sick looking… Sokka didn’t know what to do now
that he was here, so he just stood at his bedside ready to fucking kill Zhao with his bare hands
if he came in here.

It took a couple of minutes, but V and Eve were right behind him. “Get your friend, NOW.”
She pointed at Zuko and made a motion for Sokka to follow them, he didn’t skip a beat.
Gathering Zuko in his arms and ignoring the fact that the other boy didn’t gasp in pain or
make any movement at all…



Sokka was surprised to be led back to the other end of the horizontally designed cabin and
back into the kitchen. The large space in the middle of the kitchen floor had a rug spread over
the wood, Eve bent down and flipped up the corners revealing the hidden trap-door
underneath. She grabbed the wooden pull-string handle and pulled the door open, there were
steps leading down into the darkness below. Sokka couldn’t see the bottom and his hands
gripped Zuko a little tighter as he held the fever-riddled boy bridal style in his arms. He
ignored how the strain pulled at the wound on his side and how his muscles barely held onto
the fire bender’s heavy body.

Sokka hesitated, everything in his mind was screaming not to step down those stairs… it
could all be a trap and if he was confined in a small space with no means to escape… His
pocket felt really light without the poison resting inside and with no knife he was a sitting
turtle-duck ready to be roasted. He looked to his right at V, who must have been expecting
him to hesitate because her eyes were strong and steady as they waited for him.

“You have to go down there… and be very, very quiet.”

“… How do I know you aren’t going to trap us inside and give us up to save your own skin?
Zhao is going to know we are here… he just is… and he will threaten you and maybe burn
this whole place to the ground… How do I know you aren’t just locking us in here to use us
as leverage to bargain with for your own lives?”

V raised an eye brow, “you use your intelligence for such stupid conspiracies, what a waste.
Get inside, I will not use you and your friend for leverageWater Tribe boy Sokka and Prince
Zuko of the Fire Nation. Is that not the name of the boy you hold there in your arms? You
two need to get down there right now.”

Sokka’s eyes were super wide, he knew this because it almost hurt to be in this much
shock… How could she have known? There is just no way she could have…

“Now, Sokka… Or do you want Admiral Zhao to take back your friend?”

The words snapped Sokka out of his dazed and confused state of mind, his brow furrowed
and he gave her an angry glare for the dirty trick, even though she was right… Zhao would
do awful things to every person standing in this kitchen if he found them all together…

Sokka took a deep breath and nodded, taking a few steps down into the darkness below, he
heard a pst and turned just enough to see V smirking playfully at him from the top of the
stairs.

“Next time you are picking an alias for your friend, don’t pick a name that hasn’t been used
in, I don't know…100 years? I think the last guy I heard of whose name was Kuzon was my
ex-girlfriends great, great, great grandfather. Pick something more aloof next time, like
Lee… There are a million Lees.”

She gave him a friendly wink and she waited for him to take the final step down into the
cramped area below the floorboards. It was a small bunker constructed into the rock of the
mountain the cabin was built on, it looked like it was constructed from earth bending, just
like the porch. Sokka wondered if either of the women were earth benders…



He realized there was a lot he didn’t know about the women, but they seemed to know more
than Sokka would have liked about him and Zuko. Sitting down on the ground with a heavy,
thump he pulled Zuko close and peered up at the tiniest fragments of light flickering in from
the couple of candles being lit in the kitchen as the darkness of night took over the home.

Sokka held onto his fire bender and buried his face in the top of his head, he smelled like
strange herbs and sandalwood, much nicer than the sweat and grime from before but still
missing the smoky smell Sokka longed for. He felt Zuko shift and Sokka looked down at his
friend as the smallest bit of light touched Zuko’s face and he opened his eyes.

Sokka smiled and held up a finger to his lips in a shushing gesture, the same way Zuko had
the night he rescued him as the Blue Spirit. Zuko nodded and shifted in closer to Sokka who
happily pulled him closer until the boy’s head was resting in the crook of Sokka’s neck and
his burning body curled against his front. With both arms around Zuko he closed his eyes and
listened… and waited….
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Chapter 20: Fuck (damn it)

The silence was strangling as Sokka gave serious effort to control his loud-ass breathing, it
was stupid he needed air to live. Zuko was still in his lap… kind-of-sort-of still cradled in his
arms with his face resting against Sokka’s chest as they waited for some sort of sound.
Well… Sokka waited for some sort of sound. Zuko was sleeping… or unconscious – one of
the two. Sokka was just happy he was being quiet because the very last thing he needed was
Zuko making any sort of noise that would alert Zhao's creeper sense, which would lead him
to finding them hidden under the floor.

Sokka was trying not to think about the way V had playfully-smirked down at him and teased
him about calling Zuko by the name Kuzon, but what he was really curious about was why
they had a secret hiding place under their kitchen floor, carved right into the stone
foundation. The smooth curvature of the walls were obviously constructed by earth bending,
yet another sign that an earth bender had a hand to play in the building of the homestead.

None of this was normal and Sokka was trying to ignore the fear that was kicking around the
bits of undigested meat that was still struggling to settle in his stomach. He swallowed down
another shallow breath of air and he held Zuko just a little closer when he heard the sound of
hard soles against the wooden floor and moving armor.

Sokka felt his heartbeat pick up as it began banging around inside his chest, it bashed wildly
against his ribcage like a rabid animal. The panicking feeling escalated when his breathing
started to come in short, tight gasps. Sokka was losing control when his fear started to take
over as the footsteps sounded closer. The metallic sound the plated armor made when a
soldier moved reminded Sokka of the time he spent out at sea, locked deep below the ship…
with only metal walls tinted red from the flickering lantern, the smell of death, the cold
darkness...

Sokka couldn't escape the sound of metal scraping together, it started to consume his thoughts
- Imagines of beaten and starved men huddled together, bloody and broken eye sockets,
shattered front teeth, gurgling gasps for air… Sokka’s heart was beating out of control, he
could no longer breathe, his lungs were stuck as his mind started dragging him deeper into
the darkness -

Sokka felt a pressure hit him in the chest when Zuko pressed his palm against the center of
his ribcage and pushed down with trembling force. The pressure wasn’t much, but it was
enough to bring a sense of grounding to Sokka’s spiraling thoughts. His mind began to slow
and the darkness lifted when he focused on the feeling of the pressure on his chest, he could
feel the stone floor beneath his bare feet and the cold, calm stillness inside the hidey-hole. (he
named it 5 minutes after sitting down inside)

Glancing down, he saw that Zuko had pulled his head back from Sokka’s chest and he was
looking up at the bits of flickering light creeping in from the small gaps in the floorboards
above them, the parts that were not covered by the rug. Sokka took a few deep breaths, in-
through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth, and continued to calm himself.



There was a rush of relief when the pressure didn’t go away and instead Zuko moved his
other hand to Sokka’s back and laid it flat in the center of his shoulder blades. The stabalizing
pressure was comoforting and it was really fucking nice to have Zuko semi-awake right now.
He was the strength Sokka needed in this situation… If he were being honest with himself…
The overwhelming exhaustion from the last escape and having to do everything alone had
worn him down into a tired, weak, empty shell of the strength he once had.

Zuko’s steady touch helped Sokka even out his breathing, he was still sitting in Sokka’s lap
with his body pressed up against him and his legs swung over one of Sokka’s thighs. Zuko’s
head tilted up towards the sounds and his unscarred ear was tilted up, as he tracked the
sounds that had moved into an area closer to the kitchen. Sokka could barely control his
reaction to Zhao’s voice, the deep sinister tone he carried made the hair on the back of his
neck stand up in anticipation and a cold chill crawled down his arms and legs. Sokka was
about to panic when Zuko’s strength came from nowhere as he pulled Sokka against him and
held him close.

Zuko’s one arm wrapped around him defensively in a way that was familiar to when he held
him securely when they were hiding in the tree. Only this time, Sokka was facing Zuko and
his head was hiding in the fire bender’s chest as they waited under the floorboards to see if
they were going to die or not. (Damn, he missed the tree.) Zuko had one arm wrapped tightly
around Sokka, holding him steady and the other trembling arm was lifted up above them.
Sokka recognized the way his arm angled in a defensive position, one intended to block
fire…

Zuko was ready to fight to protect Sokka… it made him feel safe.

Even though Sokka knew that there was absolutely no way that Zuko’s body could physically
handle an altercation of any kind. It was impressive enough that the fire bender was even able
to half-pull-himself into his defensive position. Sokka could hardly control the flush that
spread down his neck when he realized that Zuko had heard Zhao’s voice and immediately
moved to protect him. Sokka leaned into Zuko’s strength and he tried to desperately ignore
the intense heat flowing off the fire bender as it crawled its way under his tunic and into his
skin. The heat instantly beaded up in a line of sweat on his forehead, the first droplet casually
crawled down his face next to his ear.

FUCK, Zuko was on fucking fire.

Sokka knew that the human body (fire bender or not) could not survive being this hot for too
long. Sokka mentally cursed as he followed Zuko’s gaze and looked up at the slits of slow-
dancing light above them. Zuko felt his movement and tilted his gaze down at him…

Sokka paused when he felt a feeling similar to what he would imagine a frozen-lightning-
strike would feel like hitting him right in the stomach and sending out cold-static-chills
throughout his body, followed by a strange rush of warmth. The tiny glint of gold that haloed
around his dilated pupils, the gold flashed against the bits of light coming in from above
them. Zuko looked terrifying but… beautiful all wrapped up in one complicated person.

When Zhao’s voice came in stronger and the footsteps sounded like they were moving down
the hallway in their direction, both boys shrank back in silence. They scurried across the



smooth stone floor until their backs pressed up against the cool wall of their hidey-hole.
Sokka felt their shaking sync together and he scrambled to wrap his arms around Zuko and
pull him closer, until they held each with their foreheads pressed together in the darkness.
They were as far back from the spots of light as they could get, together. Sokka felt Zuko
flinch when Zhao’s voice rang through their space as clear as day, hardly a muffle through the
wood floor.

“ – It’s a shame really, this is a beautiful little space you and your… um, friend have created
here. It has really flourished since the last time I visited.”

Sokka heard V’s deep, scratchy voice chime in, “well, it has been a while since you have
graced us with your presence, even though… I have heard that you’ve been spending a lot
more time on land as of late. For an admiral of the great Fire Nation Navy, you seem to spend
a lot of time on land as opposed to the sea.”

Sokka was extremely surprised to hear the way V spoke to Zhao… he heard the footsteps
draw closer and Sokka pulled his head up so he could move down and rest his chin on Zuko’s
head, nestling comfortably on the smooth shape of his scalp. Sokka internally smirked
because he knew Zuko had a smooth head from his awful bald-pony-tail-updo he was
sporting when they first met.

The memories of the past Zuko, a guy who Sokka specifically remembered jabbing in the
head with Aang’s glider until he fell from the deck of his own ship… That guy was such a
distant idea of someone he might have met in another life. Sokka smiled as he pulled the boy
closer to him, wrapping his arms around him protectively while he nestled his chin into the
thick, soft hair that covered his friend’s head.The rush of adrenaline that Zuko must have
experienced when he heard Zhao’s voice had faded because he was limp in his lap again,
exhausted and burning.

“I have good reason to believe that a few escaped prisoners may have made their way in this
direction.”

“Oh no, prisoners you say? What might these prisoners look like?”

Sokka could hear the heavy footsteps enter the kitchen, looking up, he could distinctly tell
there were two Fire Nation soldiers with Zhao as they entered the large square room. Only a
single rug covered the door which led to the small staircase leading down into the hidey-hole.
Sokka knew there was a huge possibility that there were more soldiers throughout the house,
possibly searching for Zuko... Sokka subconsciously dug his fingers into him a little tighter.

V had moved into the kitchen with Zhao and the other two soldiers… but there were no signs
of Eve being with them. Sokka’s chest tightened at the idea of Zhao’s men doing something
terrible to Eve…

But Sokka didn’t think V was the type of person to stand by and let these men torture or… do
worse to Eve in the other room while she mouthed off to Zhao…

No. Something in Sokka’s mind, the part of it that was still civil and logical said that it wasn’t
likely. Even if the feral part of him urged him to panic because Zhao was an awful person and



did terrible things to people…

Sokka reflexes gripped Zuko tighter, pulling him closer… he was completely sure that Zuko
couldn’t get any closer to him at this point... but fuck it if he didn’t try to pull him closer
anyway. Sokka’s fingers fiddled at a spot where two bandage strips overlapped each other,
Zuko’s entire upper body was bandaged and his lower body wore a baggy pair of brown tunic
pants that were so long that one leg covered one of Zuko’s bare feet completely while the
other leg bunched heavily at the ankle.

“Why would it matter what they look like? They are criminals of the Fire Nation, let me
remind you, the nation that continues to allow you to live up here in peace as long as you
continue to cooperate. There will come a time when you stop being useful and start becoming
a burden, if I find that time to be today… I will burn this fucking place to the ground with
everyone inside. But not before I let my men have their way with your friend… and possibly
you too, if any of them would touch you. You may dress like a man, but that doesn’t mean
you can’t be fucked like a woman.”

Sokka’s stomach hurt, it hurt with the knowledge that Zhao never made empty threats, he
would carry through with what he was threatening…

“Hmm, it's as if you insinuate that only women can be fucked… odd, coming from you.”

Sokka’s eyes shot open wide when he heard a clattering sound of bottles and pots sliding
together before the startling sound of crashing and shattering materials sounded above them.
Sokka made small, comforting, circular motions with the hand he had resting on Zuko’s back.
He rubbed his face lightly against the top of his head, trying to keep him calm as the fire
bender squirmed beneath him. He needed Zuko to stay really, really fucking quiet because
Zhao was standing directly above them. Sokka couldn’t keep his eyes off the tiny fragments
of light and his breath hitched when a shadow crossed over them and the entire hidey-hole
went dark.

“Where is he?” Zhao’s voice was louder than it was before, Sokka could hear the frazzled
urgency underneath his hard words, he sounded... distressed

“I don’t know what you are talking about!”

“I will destroy this entire place if you do not tell me where you are hiding him!”

There was another crash. “NOW!”

“Admiral Zhao, destroying my kitchen and screaming accusations about things I do not know
anything about is not going to get anything accomplished. Eve is preparing tea, why don’t we
take a step out on the back porch and we can – “

There was a thumping sound when something small and solid was thrown across the floor.
“How do you explain this?”

There was a pause.



“Explain what? A dirty boot?”

Sokka’s eyes squeezed shut and he hid his face completely in Zuko’s hair, his mouth lost all
moisture when he remembered the vague memory of ditching two different boots in two
different spots, in a very distinctive direction… east. Sokka had tried so hard to keep Zhao
off their trail and even after everything… it was his fault Zhao had found them… He bet if it
were Zuko, he would have never Blue Spirit left the fucking boots there.

The tears stung his eyes as he accepted that when Zhao finally lost his fucking mind and
burned them all down into ashes… it would be because he left his boots in the mud… what
the fuck was he not thinking… The angry dragon flapped its wings as it flew in circles
around his chest, stirring up a scream that threatened to tear up his throat.

Sokka held his breath to keep it deep down, he wasn’t about to ‘Reho up the situation.’
Sokka’s lip twitched at his mind's attempt to cheer him up, his face stayed buried in Zuko’s
dark hair but he decided that the meanness of the joke would earn him a partial smirk and
maybe even a snort from the fire bender if he were awake.

The distraction didn’t last long when Zhao’s voice broke back through the silence.

Sokka couldn’t help but glance up.

“Yes, two boots actually, leading in this direction. So you can see why I might think that the
two injured prisoners who were headed towards the base of this mountain might have ran into
you. Need I remind you, this mountain has only ONE residence. So either the prisoners are
lying dead in the woods somewhere or they are here….”

Sokka heard Zhao move and the beams of light returned brighter and angrier than they were
before, he knew Zhao was demonstrating his fire bending. Sokka’s heart was about to burst in
his chest and he retreated his face back into the comfort of Zuko’s dark hair. Sokka rubbed
his face in the softness as he tried to remember his mother’s face again… Next, he wanted to
remember his dad and everyone else he loved, the people he would never see again…

“Put the fire away admiral, I assure you there are no boot-less prisoners hiding in this home.
Now, I know that you and I have a… Strained relationship, but nevertheless it is a
relationship. I have been loyal to you and your Fire Nation Navy ever since we came to an
agreement all those years ago. I have been providing your fleet with free medical supplies
and other ailments and in return, you leave me and my residence in peace and allow me to
practice my healing. That has been the agreement for years, think very carefully if you want
to break that truce over an idea and a dirty boot. You want to burn down my cabin? Go
ahead, but you’ll be burning yourself too.”

Zhao didn’t speak right away and Sokka didn’t look up from Zuko’s hair… for just a
moment, everything was silent.

Sokka’s brain was at a loss, his chest was heavy with the weight from the information he just
overheard… V was working with Zhao? She… She was a traitor? His brain hurt because he
didn’t and couldn’t understand what was happening right now, only that he was terrified…



because if she was working with Zhao, then that meant that she could give them up and Zhao
would…

Sokka’s heart was beating in his chest when his mind replayed the dark tent and Zuko’s dull
eyes, half-open with that fucking muzzle strapped across his face so tightly… Sokka felt the
hot tears slip from the corner of his eyes and run down his face, merging with the sweat in a
wet mess smeared across his skin as he wiped it off in Zuko’s hair. He knew that this would
be the end for them… no more running… no more escaping.

Sokka didn’t even have the fucking poison to save Zuko from the hurt…

Sokka opened his eyes again and lifted his head, he stayed silent and thought through what he
would have to do if things took a turn… he would have to kill Zuko. He would do it in order
to spare the other boy from further hurt, the biggest question would be how to do it?

Thinking of different ways he could kill his best friend was disturbing, but he did narrow it
down to smothering Zuko being the best option if it came down to murder. He would do it to
save him from ever having to go back to Zhao, he would save Zuko from having to ever go
through that sick kind of torture the admiral seemed to get off on so much.

“I will burn down anything or anyone that stands between me and that boy.”

There was the tiniest pause. “There is something wrong with you – “

Sokka heard a smashing sound and a heavy force hitting the floor, Sokka instantly knew what
it was… V hit the ground in a heap but she was up almost instantly. Sokka wished he could
see the interaction going down as the two sets of metal boots positioned themselves next to V,
they must have been holding her as Zhao approached. The flashing fire lit up the inside of
their hidey-hole enough that Sokka began to tremble uncontrollably, it was a combined
reaction from the fear of being found and the memory of fire, pain and burning.

“Think this through Zhao… You are reacting out of anger…”

There was a thud sound followed by a short shuffle before things went quiet.

Sokka didn’t breathe in fear that Zhao might hear him. “Search this cabin, I want the entire
place turned upside down. Anything you think might be hollow or suspicious looking, burn it
until you don’t feel like that anymore. If you find either of the prisoners, kill them. If you find
anything that you think might possibly have belonged to one of them, bring it to me.”

The soldiers moved out of the kitchen and Zhao took a few steps towards V, “I know you are
hiding them here.”

There was silence and Sokka could tell V was pushed up in the corner of the kitchen, Zhao
was close enough to her that it made Sokka uncomfortable. He just hoped that the terrible
ideas of what Zhao was capable of doing would not happen to V directly over top of them.
He could just imagine the posture the admiral was probably displaying, shoulders squared
with his arms behind his back… Sokka wondered if he was wearing a fucking cape… Oh,
how he wanted to choke Zhao to death with that stupid, fucking cape.



“Admiral Zhao, if I were hiding that boy, I promise I would never hand him over to you and
let you put your disgusting hands back on him, you should be ashamed of yourself.”

“So, he is here.”

“That is not what I said… but I did find them in the woods yesterday. A Water Tribe boy
carrying a fire bender, they refused my help, at least the Water Tribe boy did, the other one
was unresponsive. They were both badly injured and it was obvious what had been done to
the boy from the marks on his face and neck, not to mention he was hardly clothed. I told
them to wait where I found them and I would come back to help them, but when I returned
with medical supplies they were gone. In their current condition I do not believe that they
would have made the hike up the mountain, so if you did not see them on your journey up
here then I assume they went around.”

Sokka held his breath because the story was believable... kind of… but what would matter
most would be if Zhao believed her words enough to follow her advice and backtrack around
the mountain. He was desperate to find Zuko, that was beyond obvious and if V claimed that
she had seen them and that they wouldn’t have been strong enough to go over the mountain,
it was believable.

“Why didn’t you tell me this before? Why the sudden change of heart?”

“I have had no change of heart Admiral Zhao, I want those boys to get as far away from you
as they can. I withheld the information until I found an opportune time to use it, I decided
now to be that time. You are obviously in a predicament here, enough so that you are willing
to destroy an alliance that brings you a lot of extra income to fund your… lifestyle. I bought
the boys as much time as I could but I can not allow you to destroy my work and ultimately
kill all those people in the colonies that have come to depend on me to help them with their
illnesses. I must think of the many over the few, so there it is, the information you seek. Take
it as truth or not, the more time you waste searching and burning my home the further away
they get.”

Sokka almost choked when he realized he had not taken a breath in a really long time… He
was surprised to find V’s story believable and he really hoped that Zhao did too, he needed
Zhao to believe her.

“If I find out that this has all been a trick… I will be back for you and your friend and it will
be brutal.”

V didn’t respond to that and there was a lingering tension before Zhao’s footsteps vanished
from the kitchen. The heavy silence made Sokka feel anxious under the weight until V took a
few steady steps out of the corner, she moved over the rug that was covering the trap door
and out of the kitchen.

Sokka was tense for a long time, his body was wound so tight that his joints had become stiff
and his muscles ached even though the position he sat in was nothing but comfortable. Zuko
was still burning up in his lap and now that Sokka wasn’t filled to the brim with cold fear, he
had begun sweating again from the smoldering heart trapped between their bodies. But Sokka



had no intention of letting go of Zuko… his head felt heavy as each breath tasseled Zuko’s
hair, thinking about how soft it was and his brain began to feel fuzzy.

His body involuntarily released some of the tension in his shoulders as the exhaustion from
his weakened state started to take over. The amount of energy it took to exert that many
emotions and to experience that much fear for such an extended amount of time had really
kicked his ass. It didn’t help that Zuko’s warm (even though it was a few degrees off from
igniting them both in flames) body was so comfortable pressed up against him and Sokka
tried not to think about the cold jolt of electricity he felt early when Zuko’s cold-flashing-
eyes stared down at him with all the intensity that made his toes curl.

Even thinking about it made his stomach do a cold flip that sent a funny feeling down to a
part of him he had reserved for thoughts of Suki and Yue. Zuko… umm…Well, Zuko wasn’t
supposed to be there, because that was… weird. Sokka smiled when he thought about Suki
and Yue sitting next to each other in that special place in his mind and how Zuko somehow
found his way in there and was sitting down next to them. He would probably glare at them
and Sokka was positive Suki would try to fight him… which would upset Yue...

Sokka kept his eyes closed as the comfort creeped into his chest from his imagination
squishing those three together because they definitely didn’t belong together…

No, they weren’t supposed to be there together.

It didn't feel right.

His mind hesitated when he thought about who to remove because obviously, he liked Suki…
she was his first kiss. She was smart, strong, funny and she was a great leader, someone he
would be lucky to end up with. Then there was Yue… Oh, beautiful, sweet Yue… a woman
who would support him through any crazed-idea he threw her way. She was also so patient
and kind when she demonstrated her ability to lead her people with grace and level-headed-
thinking….

He couldn’t decide… because they were both….

…wrong.

His heart started to twist and flutter when he thought about Zuko rolling his shiny gold eyes
when Reho started babbling about something that was irrelevant and mostly stupid. He
remembered the way Zuko had looked with his arrogant strut when he and Shen returned to
camp after Zuko had thoroughly kicked the older fire bender’s ass in swords. The images of
Zuko fighting with his dual-swords and the way his body moved when he dodged and
blocked the incoming boulders and his arms controlled his swords with fluid motions as he
danced a deadly dance. He never once moved himself from between Sokka and their
attackers.

A smile split his face when he thought about Zuko getting defensive over the moon-peach
merchant reaction to Sokka’s day-dreaming-peach-assault and how Zuko would have gone to
battle for Sokka if that man had tried to hurt him. The memories of their playful banter back



and forth back in the prison camp… and the way Zuko would glare at the soap bubbles for
hours after Sokka said something that he needed to think about.

Sokka dug his face into Zuko’s hair and squeezed him tightly as he removed Yue and Suki
out of his mind…. because it was Zuko… it would always be Zuko... There has never been
anyone else that has made him feel this way, only Zuko.

It was like his body was freezing and burning at the same time, the intense emotion made his
insides feel like they were falling… but they would never hit a bottom… His heart clenched
in an intense pain when he thought about being away from Zuko. The idea of anyone hurting
him or putting their hands on him, it caused an intense anger to flare up and join the
concoction of emotions brewing inside him.

Zuko was his person now… it was so fucking obvious… Yue and Suki never stood a chance,
they were never even a comparison to him… the burning in his chest only ached for golden
eyes and messy hair… for pale skin marred with scars…

Sokka took a few deep breaths to calm the emotional reaction he felt when he thought of all
the scars lining Zuko’s back and his arms and how his body was riddled with hurt… but
Sokka would fix it. He would fix all of it…

He had almost convinced himself too, just before his body drop kicked him into sleep.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The crashing sound of dishes hitting the floor and shattering glass woke Sokka up with a
start, his senses spun when he tried to recall where he was…

Zuko?!

He reached out desperately around him, his fingers grasping at the cold sheets in a frazzled
attempt to find Zuko, when he came up empty handed his heart started to push panic through
his body while he blinked himself awake. Each blink brought forward memories of the last
moments before he fell asleep… He fucking fell asleep in the middle of what felt like the
most intense moment of his life. His chest still hurt from the weight of the intense emotions
that still sat heavy on his heart, it felt like an elephant-walrus basking in his internal turmoil.

Sokka looked at the window next to his bed to see that night had fallen over the cabin and the
crashing sound he had heard was actually the explosion of lightning shooting across the
stormy sky. Sokka could hear the light rain droplets splattering against the glass as they
streaked down like tears. The sky prepared to bombard the earth with rain, something that
Sokka was all-too-familiar-with. He had to admit, it was kind of nice being on the inside
looking out at the weather… He didn’t miss the howling wind that whipped the trees around
and cut through the earth with incredible force.

Sokka saw the room flash with light when another spark of lightning cut across the sky, a low
rumble of thunder followed close behind, which meant the storm was practically on top of
them. Sokka remembered the way Zuko had flinched when the lightning started the night
they were hiding in the tree… He wondered if he was ok…



Sokka couldn’t control the urge to check on Zuko anymore, his clever excuse to himself was
the lightning… but he could hardly stomach the lie, much less try to actually convince
himself of it. Sokka stepped out of bed, his bare feet touching the cool floor, he could feel the
moisture in the wood from the storm brewing outside. As he approached his door he felt
hesitated…

Sokka knew that the possibility of there still being Fire Nation soldiers in the house was
really low… Unless the soldiers had been so kind as to tuck him into bed when they found
him and Zuko hiding in the hidey-hole and that entire scenario seemed very unlikely. Which
meant that they left and Sokka would find out soon enough if the cabin was still intact and if
Zuko was in his room where he had better be or Sokka would burn down the cabin himself.

Sokka peeked out of his room and into the hallway, the home was dark and eerily quiet…
every time he had woken up before one of the two women had always been there to greet
him, well… except the time he went through the papers in his bag….

Oh fuck… HIS BAG!!!

Sokka whipped around to the empty spot where the bag had once sat in a heap at the end of
his bed, and all the scattered pieces of parchment were nowhere to be found…

His heart started to pick up the pace and he felt the familiar cold feeling of dread sinking in
his stomach, it felt like his chest had opened up and swallowed that basking elephant-walrus
whole. He could feel the giant beast thrashing its full weight around in the bottom of his
gut… it made him sick. Now that he was full-blown-panicking the urge to see Zuko
overwhelmed him and the sharp burning pain he got in his heart when he thought of his fire
bender, alone…

Nope, he was going.

Sokka slid out the door and down the hallway, there was almost no sound from his bare feet
against the smooth wood of the cabin floors. He passed the area that opened up to the patio
and peeked around the corner before he crept past the open entrance. The storm’s wind
tearing across the earth was the only movement Sokka’s eyes could trace in the darkness.

He moved silently and slid his feet the same way he would have if he and Katara were out
playing on the ice, he was the one that taught her to skate on the ice… She was so small and
uncoordinated but she squealed and slid across the smooth ice all the same. She would pout
every time her tiny blue parka would get caught under her feet and she would turn red and
yell at the fur lining as she hiked it up over her knees and set out on the ice again. Sokka was
always astonished by her tenacity to always push forward, you could knock Katara down
over and over and she would always keep hiking up her parka and moving forward.

It was a trait her and Zuko shared.

Sokka was at his door, his heart pounding in his chest for a completely new reason now. He
didn’t knock or make any major sounds when pushed the door inward and peeked inside. The
room was dark, except for the small table against the wall at the foot of his bed. There was a
half melted lit candle flickering; it cast a soft glow that crawled up the wall and spread out



over half of the bed. Sokka couldn't stop himself from smiling as soon he saw the unruly tuft
of black hair and pale skin...

Zuko.

He was here, he was back in his bed and Zhao didn’t take him… and even though there were
questions swirling in his mind that demanded answers, he knew Zuko was here and he was
safe…. for now. He wouldn’t even begin to feel safe until he knew what happened to Zhao
after he left the kitchen…

There was also the bit of information he overheard between V and Zhao that had left him
with a weird feeling. They were all on the same side, or at least they were supposed to be...
Sokka would need more information before he decided what to do.

His heart started beating in his chest when the door clicked shut and he turned to see one of
Zuko’s eyes cracked open and his brow furrowed just the slightest. He was lying on his side,
facing the door at the edge of the bed closest to Sokka. His bed had been moved back to its
spot against the wall, the same spot that Sokka’s bed was in in his room. The only difference
in their rooms now was the tiny flame that wiggled freely. Sokka noted that it was not synced
up to Zuko’s breathing the way the campfire had.

The campfire from a time that felt like years ago… he couldn’t remove the image of a
burning-too-bright campfire and the sleeping faces of his friends surrounding him. He could
vividly see Ara sleeping and the way her long dark hair fell over her right shoulder, her pale
skin and thin lips had looked so soft and fragile back then. Sokka could still remember the
way her head rested against Shen’s shoulder as he slept next to her, unaware of her upcoming
betrayal. Squeezing his eyes shut, Sokka shoved away the memories of people who he had
once seen as a light in the darkness of Zhao’s prison camp. He opened them again to see both
Zuko’s dark eyes watching him.

Sokka moved closer and he saw Zuko shift, the movement made the other boy wince and his
eyes squeezed shut with a pained expression twisted across his face… Sokka closed the gap
quickly after that. He was at Zuko’s bedside and his fire bender flinched when Sokka reached
out… quickly recoiling his wrist he moved away from the bed. Another flash of lightning
shot across the sky and Sokka ignored the way Zuko shrank into himself with his arms
instinctively wrapped around his head.

The motion made Sokka’s stomach twist and he moved to the foot of the bed and carefully
pushed the table out of his way before he crawled onto the bed slowly, in the space closest to
the wall behind Zuko. He hesitated halfway up the bed, but when Zuko didn’t move, he
crawled the rest of his way up. The cot was… small… and Sokka didn’t really think it
through when he started his journey to the head of the bed… only that he wanted to comfort
Zuko.

Sokka felt the chill in the air from the freezing rain outside, the sky must have reached its
limit and the heavy stream of raindrops splattered against the window with force, giving the
silence in the room a static energy. Sokka’s dumbass was lying on the blanket that Zuko was
cozying up under and he just wanted to be warm under the blanket too… so he began the
annoying attempt to wiggle the blanket out from underneath himself. He accidentally ripped



the cover off of Zuko, revealing the completely bandaged boy underneath. He was still
wearing pants, but this time they were green… but still too big and still too long.

Zuko turned his head and glared at Sokka and much to Sokka’s surprise he reached back and
grabbed the blanket and pulled it with force back over himself again… and in the process he
pulled the rest of the blanket's corner out from under Sokka, giving him the freedom to get
under the covers… only to instantly realize…

Now what?

Sokka mentally cursed himself for being a completely useless moron when it came to doing
anything more than merely existing… He didn’t even think about what Zuko had just been
through and here he was, fucking crawling into his bed… Oh fuck why couldn’t he stop
saying fuck?! Sokka could feel his heart starting to crawl up his throat and his mouth
suddenly became hot… like stupid hot and sticky and he didn’t know what to do.

So he laid there flat on his back in Zuko’s bed with his hands laying across his chest and his
fingers intertwined… even though he felt stupid and weird for crawling in the other boy’s
bed… There was a calm that came over him knowing that Zuko was alive and he was right
next to him breathing and safe. Sokka laid there in silence for a while, listening to the rain
relentlessly pelt against the glass window, it was soothing and Sokka could feel himself
drifting back into sleep.

That was, until a strike of lightning shot across the sky and Zuko flinched, his arms went
above his head as he curled into himself as much as his injured body would let him. Sokka
could feel Zuko trembling from how close he laid, it was a single cot… So… Sokka was
pretty fucking close. ( - ugh.)

“Zuko?” he whispered so he didn’t startle him and he moved just the tiniest bit closer. Zuko
went stiff as a board and brought down his arms slowly and Sokka had a sneaking suspicion
he was preparing to strike. So Sokka quickly tried to fix it, “it’s me, Sokka… I’m sorry, I just
wanted to make sure you were ok…”

“Sokka? What are you doing here?”

Much to Sokka’s surprise, Zuko rolled over to face him so his scarred side was up and he
titled his head just enough so his unscarred eye could see him clearly. It pretty much
confirmed Sokka’s suspicion that Zuko suffered from some kind of vision impairment
because of the injury… he felt his blood start to throb when he thought about a grown man
burning his child son… he could barely even stand the idea, but he dismissed the anger.

Instead, he bubbled with joy as he saw the stronger presence of gold returning to Zuko’s eyes.
The once impossibly large pupils that pushed out all the light from his eyes were shrinking
and his beautiful gold was returning.

Whatever V had mixed up, she must have given some of it to Zuko whenever she moved
them? Sokka was still really unclear on the details but he was too giddy to think about
anything other than the life that was returning to Zuko’s dead eyes… he tried to ignored the



tingle deep inside when the memory of the dark stare when Zuko positioned himself in a
protective stance over Sokka.

Sokka blinked and focused back on the situation happening now with Zuko, his fire bender
frowned and Sokka’s eyes went wide when Zuko reached out his left arm and poked Sokka in
the face, his pale finger lightly jabbing him directly in the center of his cheek. It lingered
there for a moment before he retracted it slowly and he gave Sokka a weary look, but
reluctantly he set his head back on the pillow and sighed softly.

A Zuko sign of trust.

“You’re real? What are you doing here? What if a guard sees you?” Zuko whispered softly,
his words breaking when his voice gave out because of his throat injury.

Sokka tried not to let the confusion cross his face because if Zuko was still loopy from the
suppressants then he might think they are still in the prison camp. It probably wouldn’t be the
best idea to hash all that out in the middle of the night while the storm’s rain beat down on
the strange cabin that Zuko wouldn’t be able to comprehend. So… he played along.

“No one saw me, I promise.”

Zuko frowned even deeper, but he closed his eyes and Sokka smiled.

“Why are you here?”

“What do you mean? We are prison pals, we need to stick together.”

Zuko scoffed softly but didn’t open his eyes.

“I hate when you call me that.” He spoke the words out on an exhale and Sokka watched the
way his lips parted and moved together when he floated through the short sentence.

“Yeah… but you secretly love it.”

Sokka smiled a little bigger when he saw Zuko’s mouth twitch, but it stayed flat.

“No. I don’t.”

“You’re just being stubborn.”

“… No.”

“Yes.”

“I’m not doing this with you…” In an effort to end the conversation Zuko rolled over and
shuffled away from Sokka just the smallest amount (always so dramatic) but Sokka decided
to take it as an invitation to move a little closer.

Sokka turned to his side before inching in a little closer to Zuko in an effort to share the
blanket and possibly some of his intense body heat… He was close enough to set his head



completely on Zuko’s only pillow and the back of the other boy’s head was close enough he
could blow on it. But he wouldn’t do that because it would be weird… Even though it was
tempting.

Sokka was so close to Zuko’s back, but he kept his arms awkwardly curled up in front of him
because he couldn’t seem to remember what the fuck he used to do with his arms when he
slept? His thoughts were swirling as he shifted around in an attempt to get comfortable. Zuko
let out a low groan, turning his head he whisper-hissed back at him.

“What is wrong with you? You’re making too much noise with all your moving.”

“I don’t know what to do with my arms.”

“... What the fuck does that mean?”

“My arms… they are too close.”

“Too close to what?

“… touching you.”

Zuko was quiet for a minute, Sokka swore he could feel his own heart trying to rip its way
out of his body and launch itself through the window and out into the cold rain.

“You can touch me, it's fine, just be quiet.”

Sokka was surprised when Zuko pushed himself back and wedged himself between Sokka’s
awkward arms and pressed his back against Sokka’s front. He was still hot from his fever,
which probably wasn't helping with the whole ’we’re back in the prison camp’ notion they
were playing under. Sokka wrapped his right arm around Zuko’s waist and stretched his left
arm out and under the pillow so that Zuko’s fluffy head was nestled just under his armpit.
Sokka instantly relaxed and he tilted his head down so he could feel the other boy’s hair on
his face, it was comforting… everything about being here next to Zuko was comforting.

It felt right… and when another bolt of lightning split open the clouds and cracked through
their silence causing Zuko to flinch, Sokka held him just a little closer. Zuko was tense for
only a moment before his body relaxed and he almost seemed to snuggle up to Sokka...
though the movements were too light to tell for sure… but Sokka liked to think he did.

“Goodnight, Zuko.” Sokka whispered through a smile and closed eyes.

“…Goodnight, Sokka.”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Sokka felt his foot wiggle, he nudged back and felt a return-nudge, instantly his mind
retreated to Katara… but he knew he was not in a world where Katara was small and trying
to wake him… nope, he was not in that world anymore.



He was in a new world… and in this strange world there was someone pressed up against
him in the bed… Sokka realized his arms were tangled up in a mess of limbs with Zuko. He
realized how intimate of a position they were in when he felt the full force of his morning
routine pressed up against the small of Zuko’s back. With a panicked eye opening and a
subtle… but not subtle slide back of his hips, his face flushed bright red as he slowly
detangled himself.

Zuko shifted and Sokka lightly brushed back his sleeping friend’s hair, leaning in and saying
the only thing he thought would make sense to his still-sleeping fire bender. “Shh, I am going
to work assignment, I’ll be back soon. Stay here and rest, you are excused from your work
assignment today because you're still in recovery.”

Zuko didn’t open his eyes but he nodded and Sokka pushed his side of the blanket underneath
Zuko’s side, in a very tucked-in manner. He turned to see Eve standing at the end of the bed.
She had a smile on her face (like always), the pinks of her cheeks were highlighted by the
soft rays of light that were sneaking in through the window. The morning was just beginning
as Sokka scooted to the end of the bed to meet Eve where she stood, she gave a small wave
asking him to join her.

He looked back at Zuko, who was lying still in the bed, the only movement was the soft rise
and fall of his back. He had shifted so he was on his stomach with one arm dangling off the
edge of the bed, his fingers brushing against the wooden floor. Sokka had the urge to go and
push his arm back in the bed, but he followed Eve out the door instead.

Her long silver-gold hair was in her signature side braid and she wore a long skirt that was a
deep green color and he could see the brown boots poking out of the bottom when she
walked. Her top was tan and had longer sleeves that stopped at her elbows with a braided
leather belt across her hips. The leather belt had a few different sized pockets and a long pink
scarf tied to the side. She waited for him at the door and closed it softly behind him.

She motioned for him to keep following her until they were standing outside on the back
porch under the morning light. The sun was still hidden behind the mountain but a few rays
of light were trickling in through the tree branches in scattered patches across the ground.
There was something so peaceful about waking up and being outside in the morning light…
but it didn’t erase the confusion and anger he felt from the conversation he had overheard
yesterday.

Turning to Eve, he saw that she had moved away from him to a part of the porch that had a
wooden stand full of various pots, tools and other random assortments of items. She took
down a large, flat basket with a handle and crossbody-sack which she filled with some sort of
food-mixture from a large metal bin before handing it out for Sokka to take.

“Here, we will feed the pig-chickens with this.”

Sokka hesitated but he stepped forward and accepted the bag. It was heavy, but light enough
to carry comfortably, even with his injuries. He slid the strap across his shoulder and saw Eve
was also handing him a bucket. He took the pail and winced at the smell that wafted out from
the gross colored contents. He turned his head and tried to hold back the hot bile that sat in
the bottom of his throat from the sheer strength of the aroma.



“Nasty stuff isn’t it? Pretty much everything we don’t consume goes to the wooly-pigs, they
love the slop, while the moo-sow would rather graze on fresh grass. I thought you might want
some fresh air this morning and I could use some help with the morning chores, the animals
are a little uneasy after the events of yesterday.”

Sokka followed Eve as she stepped down from the porch and followed a dirt path that crossed
under the shady trees and cut through the patches of thick grass that grew in the spots where
the light broke through. Sokka could smell the animal pens as they got closer, the smell was
similar to the way one of the villages (they stopped at while traveling north) smelled from the
free-ranging pig-chicken and the random livestock pens they had scattered throughout the
town. It made the entire village smell like one bit butt, and he was glad that these pens didn’t
smell quite like that… even though they weren’t pleasant.

They walked in silence before Sokka’s cluttered mind sorted through the mess in his head
enough to fumble through his first question. “What happened yesterday?”

Eve didn’t miss a step as they walked up to the first pen, it was a round shape with wooden
posts wrapped in wire with a small gate that Eve held up for him to enter. (she motioned for
him to leave the smelly bucket outside the pen, which he was thankful about) There was a
small wooden coop at the far end of the pen where the pig-chicken most likely nested for the
night and laid their eggs. As soon as the the pig-chiken’s little pink snouts caught whiff of the
food Sokka had in tow, they crowded him instantly in an oinking, clucking, cluster-fuck of
feathers and pink skin.

Sokka couldn’t help but smile at how simple it was to feed the animals and how they were so
happy to him. Every time he dropped the bits of seed and other dried veggies onto the
ground, the small noises they made when the group snuffed out their breakfast made Sokka’s
heart feel light. The combination of the morning sunlight and the soft animal noises, he felt a
small sense of calm… though the nagging ache to be near Zuko was persistent in his chest…
burning always.

“I know… that you might have some questions and I wanted to be the one to answer them if
you don’t mind. V is a great woman and a fantastic healer… but she is not the best at
communicating and I feel as though I could do a better job, if you would allow me to speak
on her behalf?”

Sokka looked at her dark eyes and saw the same compassion and honesty he witnessed the
first moment she saw how injured he and Zuko were. Something deep in Sokka’s inner-being
(he might have called it his instincts once) told him he could trust Eve, she was one of the
good ones. If he could even recognize that anymore…

“... What happened?”

“Well… I know you heard a conversation between V and Admiral Zhao and I would like to
clarify that if we can start there?”

“Oh… you mean the way that she and you are working with the Fire Nation and supplying
them with medications and... somehow lining Zhao’s pockets at the same time? Yeah, I heard
that part crystal clear.”



He threw out the next handful of seeds just a little too strong, earning him an angry grunt
from one of the larger pig-chicken… she seemed to be in charge. He gave her a weak smile
and averted his eyes away from her piercing glare, satisfied with Sokka’s retreat she went
back to enjoying any selection of seed she wanted and the others in the group moved out of
her way in a hurry.

“That is what I would like to explain. It is, and it is not, what it sounds like… In order for you
to understand I will need to start from the beginning. It was a long time ago, when V first
arrived in Ba Sing Se. She was studying at Ba Sing Se University in the Middle Ring, you
see, the city is split up into three classes separated by giant walls. The University was in the
Middle Ring and that is where V lived and studied. She lived in a small apartment with her
mother who worked very hard to allow V the ability to attend school and focus on her
studies. V loved her mother, sadly she passed away before I met V, but when she does speak
about her she speaks very fondly of the woman. While V was traveling to class on day, she
met a young woman named Ruth. She was from the Lower Ring and worked in the farming
district at the very edge of the city.

“Ruth and her father would come to Middle Ring once a week to sell some of their leftover
crops after meeting their Earth Kingdom quota. You see, all farmers were required to pay a
percent of their crop based on how large their plot of land was, no matter their yield. So, if a
farmer had a bad harvest and didn’t meet the quota, then the remainder would roll over and
that farm would start out behind for the next season and so would begin the vicious cycle of
being in debt to the Earth Kingdom... which you didn’t want to do, because if you fell too far
behind they would send the Dai Li after you. So, it was very important that the crops were
taken care of first, most of the farms in Ba Sing Se were family farms, passed down from
generation to generation.

“So when Ruth met V… everything changed. They would meet up in secret and slowly they
began developing a deep and caring relationship… When V discovered the truth about the
Dai Li and the plans they had for their research along with the nature of the experiments they
were conducting, she fled… but not before she stopped to take Ruth with her. Ruth… the
only daughter to the father and mother who needed her to take over the family farm. Without
Ruth, there would be no one to take over the farm and without someone to inherit the farm
the Earth Kingdom would seize the property after their death.

“But Ruth chose love, she chose V and she chose to leave her entire life behind and start a
new one with the woman she loved. They fled west, deeper into the Earth Kingdom and away
from Ba Sing Se. After traveling and enjoying their freedom they eventually found this
mountain and fell in love with it and the villages that surrounded it.

“They were so happy and they built this place because you see… Ruth was an earth bender.
She was forced to hide her abilities because there was a local group of farmers who revolted
against the Earth Kingdom’s oppression and if they discovered her bending abilities; they
would take her and use her like they did the rest of the earth benders who lived in the outer
Lower Ring. They considered themselves heros, fighting for the greater good and the future
of the farming industry, but their methods were violent and people often got hurt.



Her family wished only for a peaceful life so they hid their families ability for generations,
until no one even remembered they were once a bloodline of earth benders. So… together V
and Ruth built this place and started their plans for a healing facility and what a better place
to do it then in the heart of the place the Fire Nation first sunk its teeth into, the colonies.

“Ruth was not a skilled earth bender, understandably because without practice or training it
would be hard for anyone to have any type of skill… but she knew enough to build a
foundation and from there she built the underground bunkers we have hidden all across the
cabin. She used her bending to build the porch we just came from, as well as the front
porch… she was improving everyday and so was V. With Ruth’s free love and support she
was able to embrace the person she always wanted to be… she cut her hair and wore the
clothes she wanted to wear and she was free.”

Sokka listened and his heart ached when she used the word free because he couldn’t even
comprehend the word’s meaning anymore. His mind continued to let her words paint a
picture of a world where V was with a different woman who probably smiled more and they
built this life…

Sokka had a suspicion it was all about to go really badly…

Eve took a deep breath and continued, “V and Ruth started a place of healing and somehow,
along the way... it became more than that, it became almost a... hmmm, resistance? A place
where all people could come to rest and they would be fed and their wounds would be
addressed, no matter who you were or where you were from. So because of this, V made a lot
of very important friends, all with Ruth by her side, they were an incredible team and V was
happy...

“Until, the day the Fire Nation came to one of the colonies and someone started talking about
the ‘witches up the mountain’ and how they were living immorally and casting spells and
harboring the enemy. A bunch of hatred and slander, but it did the trick and the soldiers came
up the mountain and when they arrived they did find people of all nations seeking refuge,
healing, receiving food… It didn't matter the reason because V and Ruth would help anyone.
The soldiers trashed the place and from the small bits of the story V has shared with me…
Apparently, they burned down half the cabin and killed any of their patients that would not
bow down to Fire Lord Azulon. In all the chaos and fire, V was trying to save some of the
people caught in the flames, but a soldier pulled her back and burned her arm… just to be
cruel.

“After that… V shifted her focus to aiding the efforts against the Fire Nation’s colonization,
helping Earth Kingdom soldiers pass along intel and setting up a network of messenger
hawks to carry messages from town to town. They were making a difference and they were
doing so much good… that is… Until, at the time, Captain Zhao came up the mountain. He
came with a small group of soldiers and he didn’t spend much time there, he simply told V
and Ruth that they would need to stop whatever it was they were doing or force would be
taken.

“V didn’t take his threat seriously, he was a young captain and the Fire Nation had already
burned her and burned down her cabin… she healed and they rebuilt, she assured herself they
could do it again if they needed to… They took Ruth the very next time she went into town...



and it completely devastated V… No one in town had seen it happen or so they claimed.
Captain Zhao was making a name for himself throughout the colonies with his brutal tactics
and unorthodox methods of getting results. But Fire Lord Azulon had a reputation for being a
blood-thirsty ruler who would slaughter civilians if it meant the territory would be claimed
and Zhao was a living demonstration of that.

“After Ruth was taken, V cleared everyone out of her home and waited for Zhao to come…
When he finally did show, she was ready to surrender it all to save Ruth. But Zhao wanted
more from her. He told V that he had Ruth in a special prison hidden away and she was alive
and would remain that way as long as he had V’s complete compliance. He instructed her to
make the most basic burn salves and natural remedies for some of the more common
diseases, usually found aboard ships and she did… As time passed, his demands grew and
there was still no sign of Ruth.

“Around the 8th moon-cycle, V was finally fed up with the situation and refused to help Zhao
any further until he brought Ruth back to her… That’s…. Well, that’s when she found out
that Ruth had died 2 cycles into her imprisonment – which meant she had been dead long
before V was made aware… She never did find out how Ruth died, but I know when she saw
the condition of you and… especially your friend… I’m sure she could only imagine the
torture that Ruth endured before she died… V fell apart after that…. She described it to me
once… she said it was like the inside of her was ripped out and taken away and that
eventually you had to accept the fact that a part of you would always feel hollow and that
nothing would ever fill that piece that was gone.”

Sokka noticed the burlap bag was feeling lighter and lighter as he scattered more seed on the
ground… the hungry little beasts gobbled it all up as their small, happy noises continued to
fill the air. Eve sighed, squatting down she let her fingers trail through one of the chicken-
pig’s perky feather tail as it eye’d Sokka’s throwing hand and practically licked it’s lips.

“So, what happened after that?”

“Well… V lost her purpose and when Zhao realized that she would no longer help him and
didn’t care if she lived or died… Well, he realized he had made a big mistake by letting Ruth
die. In an attempt to rectify the situation, he granted V permission to practice her healing
again on the local colonies only, but V took this freedom and ran with it… That is how we
met. I was born in the Fire Nation colonies and when I was a young woman I became very
ill… I didn’t know where else to turn when none of the healers in my village or the
surrounding towns could help me. I was dying, and I found myself moving further east as my
condition worsened… That is when a stranger in a village I stopped in told me about an old
witch that lived up the mountain and I found myself at V’s doorstep. She took care of me
for… Oh, so long… until finally my body reacted to one of her treatments, I still have bad
days but I have more good ones now.

“After she healed me, I asked to stay and learn from her, I had no desire to return to where I
came from… She said yes and we have been together ever since. Is it the most romantic
story? Maybe, maybe not… but the time I spent unsure if I would live or die and to see V
everyday and hear her voice as she cared for me… there is just something special about the
complete dedication from someone who only wants to see you healthy and safe…”



Eve smiled at Sokka and he caught the glimpse of the humor in her eyes. “Do you know the
feeling I am talking about?”

Sokka’s heart started thumping heavily and his fingers dragged around the coarse inside
material of the burlap sack, searching for more food to give the clucking-pig-chickens. But it
was empty and the small creatures seemed to take the hint as they dispersed and left Sokka
alone with the question. Did he know the feeling?

A dark hidey-hole, a secret admission and a desperate flee to another boy’s bed hinted that he
might.

“No…” Sokka didn’t sound convincing, but to be fair.. he really wasn’t trying to convince or
not convince anyone of anything, he was truly just flat out confused. The whole situation was
very confusing, the two women being together, his complex feelings for a boy… all of it.

“Hmm, well… that is what I feel for V and I know she loves me in return, even though I
know I will never fill the void that Ruth left. I respect how she feels for Ruth and it doesn’t
change how she feels about me or the love we hold together. After we started living together
it didn't take me very long to notice the strange mass-production of common medications and
salves. I was finally able to convince V to tell me everything she was hiding, which is how I
found out about her working with the Fire Nation…”

Eve smiled and stood back on her feet, she looked up at the hint of blue sky that was visible
through the draping branches. “Well, I decided that we could use that already established
relationship to our advantage. We could start everything she was doing before… just smaller
and quieter. It took a lot of convincing but for the past two decades we have lived up here and
filled our orders to Zhao and secretly helped as many people as we can.. it's not much, but it's
enough to be proud of.”

Sokka felt the frustration brewing, he understood… but he also… didn’t understand…

“But Zhao is a fucking monster… How could you support the Fire Nation after everything
they did to V? To Ruth? To…”

“… To you? To Zuko?”

Sokka felt the stinging tears in his eyes, they were hot and painful as they burned him from
the inside out. He used the back of his bandaged arm to wipe away the moisture and he was
annoyed when more tears began attacking his eyes again. Finally, he gave up and just let
them flow… and flow they did, it didn't take long before he found himself sobbing as the
shaking anger rattled in his chest…

Eve didn’t approach him, he was happy that she knew better because he really could not be
touched right now... he just needed space.

“I know it’s hard to understand, after what the Fire Nation has done to you and your friend,
especially Admiral Zhao… but I want you to know that I understand your anger, I do… it’s
just, in life, sometimes you have to play the game in order to win. If we fought Zhao on our
own, he would kill us without a second thought and we would vanish from this world and



every single good thing we could have done would be gone. Every life we could have saved,
every family we could have smuggled to safety, every hungry mouth we could have fed… So
many opportunities missed because of our inability to control our emotions and hide in plain
sight. We keep basic clothing here to keep everyone blended, we have hidden rooms, secret
passageways, we have been doing this for years, which is why we were able to move you and
your friend out of the bunker without waking you. We know all the tricks.”

She smiled at him and in a whimsical way that Sokka couldn’t understand, she motioned for
him to follow her again as she pushed off the fence she was leaning against. Now that Sokka
knew Eve was sick, he could see the grey circles that puffed under her eyes and the way her
cheeks were always stained a soft pink color from the exertion he body gave to complete
basic tasks. Eve was still too young to carry so much silver hair and her skin was only tinted
with color from her time spent in the sun.

She looked… tired, but happy. Sokka was jealous of the soft light that seemed to beam off the
woman when she grabbed the bucket of slop and made her way to the next pen.

The wooly-pigs were much larger than the pig-chicken and they were very friendly. They
were happy to snuggle up to Sokka and rub their soft fur against his hands as they begged for
scratches. He began to tremble just the smallest bit when his fingers sank into the soft fur
covering the snorting wooly-pig who was gently rubbing against his thigh. The fur was so
soft and thick in a way that it swallowed his hands when he let them fully sink down to where
the skin covered the beats' strong muscles. As soon as Eve dumped the bucket of slop in the
trough the fur vanished and the three wooly-pigs scurried over to their breakfast. Each took
their respective spot as they probably did every morning, it was peaceful to see them
enjoying their food without a care in the world.

“So last night…” Sokka found himself speaking without even thinking about it. “What
happened to Zhao?”

Eve shrugged, “he believed V’s story. He believed you two went around the mountain, why
wouldn’t he? He doesn’t know what we do up here, we make sure of that… and we have had
a 20 year relationship with this man. V has known him ever since he started his military
career as a captain in the western waters… After he took Ruth away he thinks he broke her
and after so long, why wouldn’t he? But do you see what that trust did for you and your
friend? Without that trust, the one that was 20 years in the making, we would not have been
able to get him to leave and he would have found you. Sometimes just having a deeper level
of patience is enough to out maneuver your opponent.”

Sokka nodded because he was thinking about the way that Aang fought… he used a lot of
patience, waiting and watching. He thought about Aang reacting to an attack and thinking
through his approach to disarming his opponent. He used a lot of patience and Aang seemed
to rely on it in the way that Eve was describing… having the patience to out wait your enemy
and give them just enough time to react first before deciding your move. It was something to
think about…

“So he just left?”



“Yes, he left after he searched the rest of the cabin and of course lit a few things on fire… I
don’t know what you boys did to that man but I have never seen him so – “

“Unhinged?”

“Yes, that is the perfect word for it…”

“Why are you telling me all this and not V? I find it hard to believe she couldn’t tell me this
herself if she had wanted to.”

Even sighed a deep breath before smiling again, “V doesn’t feel as if she owes you an
explanation and that the way she lives her life and the choices she makes is none of your
concern. Which is why I wanted to speak with you and tell you her story because I felt as
though you deserve an explanation.”

Sokka nodded and rubbed one of his arms awkwardly, “I appreciate you telling me, I don’t
know how I feel about it but either way, I am glad that you helped me and my friend, so
thank you. But… uh…so… how is it… that…'' He rubbed his face and peeked at Eve to see
her smiling at him with that light humor he was accustomed to seeing dancing in her
expression.

“How is it, what?”

Sokka just decided to blurt it out like an idiot because he had no idea how to say it in a way
that wasn’t really rude and uncivilized but people expected that of him so… fuck it.

“How are you and V… married? You are both women?”

Eve continued smiling and closed the wooly-pig pen with Sokka following close behind her.
They walked in silence, watching the sun’s light come through the trees as it rose higher in
the sky. There was a final pen towards the edge of the small clearing that cut off as the
mountain curved around and the cliffside, closing off the small area that the property nestled
in. The enclosure held two large moo-sow and they looked up to see Eve and let out a deep
bellow as they scurried out from under their stone lean-too.

“Good morning ladies! Are you ready to go eat?” Both large moo-sow approached the fence
and were leaning over the railing to rub their faces on Eve’s shoulders. She reached out for a
long rope hanging on the fence post and pulled the slip-knot loose enough that she slid the
large opening over both of their necks together. They looked really excited as they stomped
in place, eagerly awaiting her to open the gate. As soon as she unlocked the gate they waited
patiently for the door to swing open all the way before stepping out to greet Eve.

It was sweet the way they nuzzled her and snorted soft hellos and after a few loving finger
scratches and face rubs she turned towards Sokka.

“Would you like to say hello?”

Sokka nodded, because of course he wanted to say hello and pet their soft looking spotted fur.
When he moved closer to the moo-sow, one of them reached out its neck and sniffed his



extended hand. The damp nose tickled and the happy lick to his open palm lit him up with
serotonin. The lick reminded him of his buddy Appa and all the times it was just him and the
flying-bison… chillen while Aang and Katara played with their magic water. Sokka hoped
they were cleaning out the big guy's toes… he was good at junking them up…

“I’m going to lead them over to the sunny patch of grass to eat, usually I read or write while I
watch them eat but today I thought we could finish our talk? How does that sound?”

Sokka nodded in agreement, sure, anything sounded great because a numb feeling had taken
over. It felt like his brain was in shock and his body wasn’t sure what to do about it. Zhao
had… left? He just… left… and he left Zuko? They were… safe?

No. No, they were never safe.

Sokka cursed internally for even letting himself pretend that Zhao wasn’t right around the
corner waiting for them, ready to drag them back to the living nightmare. No, they would
never be safe… Not while Zhao was alive out there somewhere lusting over his friend…

Sokka’s skin crawled and his heart squeezed itself against the angry dragon in his chest,
taking a few deep breaths he calmed himself as he watched Eve lead the moo-sow to an area
on the other side of the back clearing where the trees were spaced out enough that the sun
was able to feed the plant life with enough nutrients to grow in abundance. Sokka smiled
when Eve removed the lead and the two moo-sow bellowed happily and trotted into the open
area, they began to graze instantly, their tails swatting away the flies that followed them all
the way from the pen.

Eve sat down in the grass with her legs out in front of her and her skirt hiked up to her ankles
revealing her dirty leather boots and cream socks. She smiled and waved him over and Sokka
decided to stop over thinking everything for just a minute and enjoy a moment of simplicity.

Just him, Eve and the two moo-sow.

“You asked about V and I and us both being women, correct?”

Sokka nodded as he sat down, the sun felt nice and the warmth reminded him of his fire
bender resting inside. He ignored the grasping panic that wanted him to leave and go check
on Zuko, but he swallowed it down because Zuko was ok and he needed rest… if the Eve or
V had wanted to take him or hurt him they would have done it by now. He just needed to
remember how to relax and he ignored the way he brain twitched at the word.

“What were you taught about love, Sokka of the Water Tribe? I am sorry I do not know a lot
about your nation’s traditions.”

Sokka shrugged, “not much, I was young when...” He paused. “When my mother died and
my father left for war shortly after… So what I do know is from my Gran Gran and the other
elders of the village and I guess when I really think about it, I don’t know much.”

“Have you ever been in love?”



Sokka thought about Yue and Suki… Yue’s big blue eyes and soft smile and Suki’s auburn
hair and her fierce demeanor… and then he saw gold and his heart started to beat in his chest
the way it did the night he held Zuko close and how every time he was alone with the boy it
was as if the world vanished and it was just the two of them…. Their time in the tree, the soft
whispers in the darks behind the campfire, even as they hid under the floor… holding each
other close and silently praying to live…

But not if the other didn’t...

“I don’t know, I thought I might have been in love once but she was betrothed to another. We
didn’t know each other long but I knew she was important to me and I was sure I loved her.
There was another too, she was also the first girl I really ever interacted with that was my age
and not my sister and we didn’t get to spend much time together because - ” Sokka snorted
and covered his mouth when his face split into a grin when the thought about Zuko showing
up with a group of soldiers, riding a komodo-rhino as he started lighting things on fire.

“What’s so funny?” Eve asked with a curious sparkle in her eye.

“Nothing… I just… I guess, I don’t know. My mom taught me that love was a feeling that
you got when it felt like you were hit with a bolt of lightning and you can feel the love
burning through your body. She said it was knowing that you would do anything for that
person and that you are to be bonded to them for the rest of your life and are to raise a family
together.”

“Your mother sounds like a very smart woman. She also sounds like a woman who was very
much in love.”

Sokka smiled when he faintly remembered how his mom and dad playfully teased each other
and the way they would kiss a lot and were very affectionate… The memories were hazy and
he couldn’t recall some of the more specific details but he knew they were in love. It was
why his father took her death so hard… There was a different kind of ache in Sokka’s chest
when he thought of the way his father would have felt losing the love of his life.

Sokka could vividly feel the emotion, because he had felt that feeling when his brain drilled
the what if Zuko died question into his soul over and over until he let his heart crash into his
stomach at the thought of Zuko dying. Because… Zuko was so important to him… he…
fuck…

Sokka sighed, “She was great, my mom… I wish she was here to give me advice
sometimes… I just feel confused right now.”

“I’m sure you do Sokka…” There was a soft touch on his shoulder and Eve smiled at him,
“It’s ok to be confused, especially after everything you went through… Confused, would be
normal. Do you know what it is you are confused about?”

“… maybe? No? Just… What now? What do I do about – WAIT, my bag?! Did you guys get
my bag when I woke up - “



“Yes, we got the bag and all the things that belonged in the bag… We were lucky to have a
system in place for when we had unexpected Fire Nation visitors… or we could have been in
the heater.” She winked at him as she laughed at her own joke. Sokka decided to give her a
pity laugh… one that slowly turned into a real laugh.

The sound of laughter that wasn’t snarky or sarcastic felt weird when it rattled around in his
chest, it was a feeling he had missed. He smiled when the tears started to sting his eyes again,
but he didn’t care because Eve was the nicest person alive… and he didn’t mind crying in
front of her.

“I don’t know why I am laughing and crying… I think this is all…. overwhelming…”

“That is a normal way to feel Sokka and we don’t have to figure it all out today. There is so
much time ahead of us to heal and talk so don’t – “

There was a crashing sound followed by a loud, “EVE!! SOKKA!! I COULD USE SOME
ASSISTANCE- ” A second crash broke through her words followed by another loud,
“FUCK! SOME GET OVER HERE!”

Sokka jumped up so fast that his body protested the movement by shooting out throbs of
burning pain throughout the core, but V was screaming for them and that meant that
something had happened… He had to check on Zuko…

His feet started thumping against the ground as he took off in a sprint towards the porch, he
leaped over the edge of the stone platform and skidded around the corner of the house just
before colliding with an impossibly strong force. Sokka hit the ground in a heap and he felt a
strong grip grab his arms and shove him, he tumbled across the ground and tried to grab a
hold of something as his body slid across the floor and back outside onto the porch.

“Sokka?”

Sokka blinked and looked up to see…. ZUKO?! Standing there, his bandages spotted with
blood and his hair sticking up in all sorts of crazy directions. His eyes were still dilated but
there was more of the gold present in his eyes than he had seen in the last 2 days. Zuko’s
brow furrowed and he turned his head back towards the direction he was running from.

Sokka looked past him and saw V making her way down the hall, bruised faced with a tear in
her tunic…. pissed. Zuko growled and turned so that he was standing between Sokka (who
was still laying on the floor in disbelief) and an angrily approaching V. Zuko shifted into a
fighting stance and Sokka began to panic because even injured… Zuko could be deadly, to
himself and to V.

“Zuko, wait! I can explain, they are good people they are- “

“Witches.”

Sokka blinked, “what? No they aren’t – “

“Listen here! You are too injured to be running down the halls like a lunatic! You are – “



Zuko backed up until he was directly in front of Sokka, with one arm extended back in a
protective way and one arm in front in a very aggressive looking fire bending position.

“If you try to bend at me boy… you are going to hurt yourself. Sokka! Control your friend.”

Sokka could see the worry in V’s hazel eyes even though her bruised face was twisted in a
scowl, so Sokka reached out and touched Zuko’s shoulder. The arrogant fucker rolled his
shoulder to remove his touch… Sokka almost forgot that there was a huge difference between
unconscious Zuko and awake Zuko… and awake Zuko was vicious and stubborn.

“Zuko… Please, you said you trusted me. You have to calm down, you are really hurt, can I
take you back to bed?”

Zuko loosened up just enough that Sokka could tell, but V still seemed weary. Sokka could
only imagine the kind of burning glare she was receiving from his fire bender. When Sokka
put his hand back on Zuko’s bandaged shoulder he exhaled angrily and shifted into a neutral
stance, still keeping his position between V and Sokka.

Sokka smiled and pulled Zuko’s arm lightly to lead him back towards his room, he must have
shot V another angry look before turning and reluctantly followed Sokka because she made a
scoffing sound behind them. Zuko moved slow and stiff, a clear sign he was in tremendous
pain and Sokka’s inner fire flared up at the slight limp he carried in his right leg, he was
really hurt if he was limping. Sokka needed to get him back in bed and make sure his
stubborn ass stayed there.

Opening the door, he held it so Zuko would walk in first, Sokka smiled when he saw the
other boy hesitate and his gold eyes flickered from V to the doorway. Sokka was happy that
V stayed back far enough to give them enough space to do their… weird, clingy thing? Sokka
wasn’t sure what it was, but he couldn’t stop smiling at the bright-ish eyed, awake fire bender
that trusted him enough to walk into the room and take his eyes off V.

Sokka followed him to the bed and when Zuko turned he looked directly at Sokka, gold met
blue once again and Zuko smirked, just like the way he always did just before...

“You look like shit.”

…. he said something mean.

His raspy voice was broken and dry but it still worked.

Sokka deflated as his fire bender held his smirk before turning and tentatively crawling back
into the bed, he moved over towards the wall.. just enough room for…

No, Sokka should give him his space.

“Are you coming?” Only Zuko’s eyes poked out from under the blanket that he had pulled up
to his nose. Sokka smiled and moved further into the room and crawled into the bed, turning
to face Zuko his heart began to beat really fast and his stomach felt hollow as he stared at his



fire bender. Zuko’s eyes were still a deep void, but the gold was there and Sokka knew his
friend was getting better and that he was going to live.

“Knock, knock.” V opened the door and Zuko broke his eyes away from Sokka in order to
continue his glaring at V who was entering the room. Sokka rolled over and sat up, he noted
how tired and disheveled she looked, wearing the same clothes from last night, still coated in
dirt and grime. Sokk noticed the side of her face looked swollen as the purple bruising was
starting to darken around her right eyes and jaw.

“Are we all done trying to escape?”

“I wouldn’t have to – “

Sokka shot Zuko a look that cut him off mid scratchy sentence and he went silent, which was
good because the voice that was coming out of his damaged vocal cords was horribly coarse
and painful sounding. Sokka turned his attention back to V who was standing halfway in the
room with a few different jars in her hands and a roll of fresh bandages.

“Your friend needs his bandages changed and his pill and I need space to work, so you will
have to move and your friend… Zuko was it? You need to behave... You are a mean little
prick, you know that?”

Her eyes narrowed at what Sokka was sure was Zuko giving her a dirty look, Sokka sighed
and pulled himself out of the bed. Glancing back he saw Zuko pulling himself into a sitting
position... Or at least he was trying to pull himself into a sitting position, the pained look on
his face was evidence of how not well it was going. But the stubborn fire bender eventually
did pull himself into a seated position out of pure spite and Sokka couldn’t help but smile.

V groaned as she moved past Sokka and pulled out a small glass bottle of dark liquid, he
almost thought it was the poison until V pulled out a dropper and signaled for Zuko to open
his mouth.

Which of course… he did not.

“I’m not taking that.”

“You are taking this and you will stop being so difficult.”

“I will not stop being difficult and – “

“Zuko, please!” Sokka gave him a look that he had used once before, the Katara Look, he
meant business. Zuko glared at him, but it was weak and his eyes were tired. Sokka could see
the pain and exhaustion living in the hazy delusion that clouded his fire bender’s eyes. Sokka
knew he was just being defensive and guarded and just his natural pain-in-the-ass self but if
Sokka learned anything in the last day or so it was that V and Eve meant well and they just
wanted to help… So Zuko just needed to calm down and let them do that.

Which probably wouldn’t happen right away…



Sokka used his eyes to point at the dropper V was filling before she put her arm out to dose
some of the liquid to Zuko. The annoyed fire bender rolled his eyes and opened his mouth
and let the woman empty the liquid inside.

“Good, now you will be calm for a few hours.”

Zuko frowned but his face instantly relaxed and his muscles went limp. Sokka looked at him
with concern until his eyes started to flutter close, popping back open every few seconds as
he stubbornly fought the medication.

“What did you give him?”

“A mixture… it is the only way I can change his bandages, he will be calm now and most
likely go to sleep.”

“Have you been drugging him the whole time?” Sokka wondered if drugging Zuko with the
poison already in his system was a good idea.

“It is not a drug, it is natural and necessary for your friend who is more worried about making
sure we aren’t eating you than his own well being.”

“… witch.” Zuko’s words slurred and Sokka smiled because it was kind of cute? But like in a
really fucked way… in a really fucked up situation… like really fucked up.

“Why does he think you’re a witch?”

“I can hear you… Sthokka.” Zuko’s eyelids fluttered, but he caught himself and swayed in
place for a moment before sitting up again.

“Go to sleep you stubborn boy.”

“You go to sthleep… witch.”

“Why do you keep calling her that?”

“Don’t let her eat you…”

“What?” Sokka couldn’t help but laugh. “Why would she eat me?”

Zuko tried to frown, but it just looked like he was going to sneeze and his right eye squinted
and twitched until he gave up and let out a long exhale. “Witches eat people.”

“Someone has filled your head with folklore and tall-tales of haunted forests. I am not a
witch nor is my wife – “

“ - Illegal.”

V rubbed her face, “of course you are like this…”



Zuko’s eyes were closed now, and his body was starting to slump in a way that Sokka knew
he was slipping into the back half of consciousness. He didn’t respond to her question and
didn’t react when V reached over and slid him down into the bed so he was laying down.
Zuko’s head fell to the side limp and she went to work on unwrapping the bandages on his
neck.

Sokka’s stomach turned when the sticky yellow-orange substance that was most likely a
mixture between the raw flesh, bubbly infection and the salve… the entire thing made his
stomach turn and he had to look away. When he did, Sokka saw his bag slumped in the
corner, the damn thing looked even uglier than it did just the other day, but damn was he glad
to see it. Sokka walked over and scooped the dirty bag in his arms anyway, giving it a small
hug.

Breathing in-through-the-nose-out-through-the-mouth he turned back to the bed, he had to
fight down the urge to pull V off of Zuko as she continued to remove the bandages around his
neck. He couldn’t stomach the irritated, red flesh that wrapped his throat.

“Will it scar?”

V didn’t take her eyes off what she was doing, “Not nearly as bad as his face, I have a special
mix I have been applying to keep it as light as possible… but it will be visible, yes. His face
looks like it wasn’t treated very well, they could have saved a lot more of his skin and
reduced the tightness of the scar tissue. It would have helped lighten the color and given the
boy more flexibility on that side… but not everyone cares about the small details, just if
someone lives or dies.”

Sokka glanced at Zuko’s face, his scar was face down and his hair hung shaggy in his eyes
and Sokka resisted a new urge to reach out and touch his hair. What the fuck was wrong with
him lately? Internally, he laughed and thought of a soft poke in the middle of the night as two
shining eyes that watched him suspiciously… Fuck…

He fucking liked Zuko.

Not in a way that was like… I think I can tolerate Zuko or I think Zuko and I are friends…
but like… Just the thought of Zuko sent the feeling of cold lightning into his stomach and it
spread out from there.

He burned for Zuko… the calm feelings he felt when he was around Yue or the vibrant
energy he felt when he was around Suki were incinerated when the BURN he felt for Zuko
rushed through his veins, pumping through every limb as his brain buzzed with the energy.

He liked Zuko…

He liked Zuko…

He fucking liked Zuko…

So fucking much….



He wanted to be around the boy every second of the day, he wanted to touch him and hold
him, he wanted to make sure he was safe from anything and everyone…

Sokka could feel his heart pounding in his chest and his limbs began to tremble from the
overwhelming rush of emotions. The color must have drained from his face as his eyes stayed
fixated on the boy laying in the bed, V looked over at him from where she was kneeling at his
bedside.

“You alright there kid?”

“Umm… yeah… I just need to sit down.”

Sokka pulled a Zuko (mentally kicking himself because he wasn’t going to start doing that)
and he plopped down in the middle of the floor close to the foot of the bed, tossing the bag
beside him. He let his hands hold his head as he pushed his feet together with his knees bent
out to the side, he was so confused.

“V? Can I ask you something?”

“Is it about The Fire Nation and what happened yesterday?”

“No.”

“Then you may ask.”

“When did you… Uh, when did you know you liked women?”

V snorted, “I always knew, but I am different.. Everyone figures it out in their own time.
Why do you ask me this?” She continued to pull blood stained bandages away from Zuko and
Sokka had to control the rolling rage in his stomach when he thought of the pain his friend
was in.

“I just… I don’t know.”

“Could it be that you feel conflicted?”

“No!” No? No… Yeah? No… No… “...Yeah… I think I do.”

“You love who you love, my mother never understood that and she refused to even try to
understand until the sickness took her from me. Sometimes people will not understand your
love because their love brought them to someone who their nation deemed ‘appropriate’. But
there are men and women who are led to someone who does not fit the mold that their nation
had forced them to believe is the right way. We fight a war against another nation’s control,
only to force our own people to wage a war within themselves? How can you tell someone
that their love is right or wrong… You love a person for who they are, no matter their gender.
At least that is how I view it and my love has brought me to two women in my life and I
cherish their love so deeply, I wouldn’t give it up for anything – I don’t care who says it is
wrong.”

Sokka frowned, he didn’t know anything about same-sex love.



No one back home spoke about it and there was no one in their village that was with someone
of the same sex. Of course, there were overheard stories of long nights and cold winters
where single, lonely men or women would spend the night with someone of the same sex.
But when it came down to starting a family it was considered taboo to not follow in the tribe's
customs in that way.

“Is it illegal? Is that why Zuko said that?”

V nodded, “Yes, it is illegal in the Fire Nation, just after Sozin started the war – I believe he
did it to ensure that men and women produced children that would grow into soldiers, but
that is just my opinion. It is also ‘illegal’ in the Earth Kingdom but it varies from town to
town if they enforce it or not. The Earth Kingdom is far and wide and there are a lot of places
to start a new life, if you so choose.”

She gave him a look and Sokka looked back at Zuko, “I… I found something…”

“Yes, I saw. It is… quite a find.”

“I think I need to bring this to someone, I feel like it’s part of my destiny to have found this
information… If so, it would mean that all this, all the suffering… it wouldn’t have been for
nothing.”

V looked up from Zuko and over at Sokka, meeting him in the eyes, her hazel stare was
fierce and flashed in a way that made Sokka doubt himself. He broke the contact to look over
at Zuko who was breathing softly in the morning light, his neck freshly wrapped.

“I think that even if you took those papers and you threw them in the fire, all your suffering
was not for nothing…” He looked at V again and realized her eyes were back on Zuko as she
reached for the end of the bandages wrapping one of his arms.

“I want you to think about what would have happened to this boy if you would have never
ended up in that prison with him, how quickly do you think his situation would have worn
him down? He is a strong kid, I will give him that… I don’t think I have ever encountered
anything quite like him, but everyone has a breaking point…”

Sokka shuddered at the memory of a limp Zuko, muzzled and chained to the bed and how he
whispered run in his dry, raspy voice… and how in that moment, he only cared about Sokka
escaping…

Zuko had accepted his fate and it was only because of Sokka that he escaped that night… but
they were both the reason they escaped Zhao for now. They wouldn’t have been able to
survive if it weren't for them sticking together… They worked really well together and one
always stepped up when the other couldn’t.

“Yeah… I guess you’re right.”

“You know… I was with him all night, he cares for you too.”



Sokka perked up, his eyes left Zuko and he felt a deep flush race down his neck and spread
across his chest as the warmth from the burning inside him brought a heavy heat to his brain.
He wasn’t even sure why he was reacting like this because it was stupid… Zuko was a boy,
he wasn’t supposed to feel this way about a boy….

…. Right?

“Why do you say that?” Sokka let out a half-laugh in an attempt to lighten the seriousness of
his tone.

“I say this because the first thing he did when he was lucid enough to think was force his
body to stand so he could go and find you. Well… first he asked me what my ‘witch ass did
with his friend’ and before I could even attempt to answer his infuriating question. Especially
because I was completely shocked that the boy was standing, much less in a fighting position.
But instead of waiting for me to collect myself and answer him, he proceeded to trip me and
then on his way out he made sure I knew that if I had hurt you in any way he would come
back here and burn this place to the ground, and then he left.”

Sokka smiled in amusement because the entire situation was the most normal thing to him, it
was a very Zuko-like thing to do. The not-so-funny-part was that if Sokka wasn’t fine and the
healing women had actually been witches and they had eaten him… Well, he did not doubt
for even a moment that Zuko would definitely come back and burn down the cabin.

There was a question he forgot to ask earlier, but now that he remembered, it was burning in
his head like a raging wildfire. “How did you know… he was Prince Zuko?”

V scoffed and Sokka looked at the ground when she finished unwrapping his arm, the same
stickiness was coated heavily in a few spots and Sokka could see the deep bruising forming
across his pale skin. He fiddled nervously with the bag as he started looking through his
possessions when he pulled out the knife he noticed it was… heavy in his hands.

Now that the aggressive onslaught of adrenaline was starting to fade, he was able to think
with a little more clarity and he was aware of just how… feral he had been when everything
had gone down. Even though that was in the past… knew that no matter how far he moved
away from what happened it was always going to be ingrained into him, deep in his core.

He could never forget.

“You don’t run into many raven-haired, gold-eyed boys with a scar like that… I know the
story of what he did and how his father punished him for it. Weakness they labeled it.” She
scoffed. “The nation has grown arrogant to their own sins, so convinced of wiping the world
of its filth, while they wallow in their own. They only get away with it because they control a
nation rebuilt on lies, a nation that has convinced itself of truths that don’t exist and excuses
actions that should carry heavy consequences.”

Sokka knew it was wrong to ask, but he wanted to know. “Why did the Fire Lord... his dad...
burn him like that?”



V sighed as she moved to Zuko’s other arm, “I do not know specifics, the Fire Nation is
particular about its propaganda in order to keep up the façade. All I know is he didn’t fight in
an Agni Kai, which is a sacred fire duel and he begged for forgiveness and mercy and he was
burned and banished for it. Why a 13 year old boy was in a fire duel against the most
powerful bender in the world is beyond me, but when I saw his scar I knew it was him.”

Sokka hummed in response as he continued pulling out the rest of the bag’s contents and
setting them in the pile he had started in front of him. His fingers found a small silk pouch,
his fingers fumbled around inside until they touched his sister’s necklace. His mouth split
into a grin and he licked his teeth and excitement because he had honestly forgotten all about
the necklace and it was nice to know it was safe again, still broken, but safe. He hated to
admit that he had been so consumed by protecting Zuko that he had forgotten that it was in
his pocket when he arrived… which meant…

Sokka fumbled through the now empty bag and was surprised to find that the poison wasn’t
among his possessions, “did you find a – “

“That poison you were carrying around would have been a better fate for your friend than
Zhao, but that vile contained a substance that would have resulted in a very unpleasant
death… It appeared to be crafted from the oleander bush and that death is rather….
unpleasant. I’m not sure where you got it from, but if you want to have it back I will return
it... but I don’t think you want to carry that around with you.”

Sokka contemplated it, “I’ll take it back, I think I would like to have it… I don’t know, just in
case.”

V frowned but the corner of her mouth twitched in amusement. “Are you planning on
poisoning people, Sokka?”

Sokka pulled up one knee and rested his chin on top of it as his eyes went back up to where
Zuko laid. His head had turned so his face was tilted up toward the ceiling and his mouth was
parted just the smallest bit. Sokka’s eyes trailed across his bandaged throat and down to
where V was unwrapping his chest. His eyes couldn’t leave the soft rise and fall of his alive
and breathing fire bender… The boy who he had risked it all to save because he refused to
leave him behind. Their bond was solidified, and the way Sokka felt inside when he thought
about Zuko was enough for him to know that he cared about this boy and he would kill
anyone who tried to hurt him.

Sokka smirked, “If I have to.”

Chapter End Notes

Hello my friends!

:D



So, for all of you who were stressing out about Zhao… are you HAPPY NOW!? ;)

I know, I know you won’t be happy until he is dead, yeah yeah.

UNGRATEFUL! ;)

Oh my gosh! Don’t you just LOVE…... V & Eve, so I wanted to give a shout out (I was
expecting to have to shout out more people……..) BUT ZUZUFUFU was the ONLY
person who called out where V & Ruth’s name and a hint of their backstory came from.
So if any of you haven't watched V for Vendetta then you are missing a very important
piece of your life and you need to get off here and go watch it

RIGHT. NOW.

Ruth & V are not typical ATLA names but their story and their role in the story was
inspired from the movie and I wanted to keep their names. Eve’s name is from the main
girl Evey. <3 It’s just fucking great ok? If you have been with me through this 200k+
story you can at least trust me on a fucking movie recommendation ok!?!?!?

:D

SOOOOOO…….. Either I am about to FUCK UP this link thing or your lives are going
to be seriously enriched…
*fingers crossed it works*

 

Prisoner Zuko by Zuzufufu

 

Prison Pals by ZukoDragonFire

 

Zuko On Bending Supressants by bijouxxs-box

 

Zuko Recusing Sokka by Vintageskeletons

 

Sokka Carrying Zuko by KennKirkk

 

If I missed anyone it is not because I don’t appreciate you or love you it is because I am
fucking stupid & forgetful & not tech savy. Though I did find out there is ANOTHER
random person writing a story with a LIAB tag and DAMN she is wild like me. So I

https://zuzufufu.tumblr.com/post/655157025748221952/liab-fanart
https://zukodragonfire.tumblr.com/post/656095010020786176/discovered-ssreeder-s-fic-leaving-it-all
https://bijouxxs-box.tumblr.com/post/655992528656629760/aaaaaaaa-thank-yku-sm-i-just-love-your-fic-sm-i
https://vintageskeletons.tumblr.com/post/657601676445974528/busts-through-the-wall-are-you-sure-about-tha
https://ssreeder.tumblr.com/post/656596039621574656/throws-through-the-window-reads-chp-18-sokka-had


guess it’s a thing with LIAB people. (Leaving It All Behind… you know… for those of
you that needed that)

ANY-WAYYYYY…. SOOOO…..

*kicks dirt*

Remember when I was like “ohhhh yeah you don't need a Tumblr to message me you
can do it anonymously and i'll still see it and respond…..”

Do you guys remember that?! Well no one ever did it so I was sad…

I decided OH! Maybe if I change my messaging thing to something COOOOOL people
will ask me stuff….. So I changed it to “Don't be shy :)”

While I was doing that I realized I had the damn thing turned off… so no anon even if
you wanted to. Sooo…. sorry? If you tried to and you were like this author is fucking
full of shit and they are a FUCKING LIAR! (I hope someone got THAT pumped about
talking to me lol)

BUT IT’S THERE NOW!! So like…. Go talk to me. Please :) I want to know that you
lliiikkkkeeeeeee the story! Or your favorite parts…. or how annoying I am in the notes
section (HA HA I AM WORSE IN THE TAGSSSSS.)

https://ssreeder.tumblr.com

So here is the part where I get so excited about your comments and I LOVE YOU ALL
FOR THE TIME YOU TAKE TO COMMENT ME!!!! AHHHH!!! When I wake up
with comment emails or I get them through the day I just… ahhh…. it's like taking a
shot of alcohol or a hit off a bong you're just like YEAHHHHH!! COMMENTS!!!!

*smiles awkwardly*

Not that I am taking shots and ripping bongs…. Y'ALL KNOW WHAT I MEAN! ;)

:D

WELLLLLLLLLLLLL…. that's not all FOLKS… (GET IT!?! LOONEY
TOONS?!?!?!)

Ok, so chapter 21 *cracks knuckles*

DON’T BE MAD…. but y'all gotta give me like 2 weeks….. it's a big one with multiple
POVs and lots of answers to questions I know you have. Sooooo… BEAR (HA YOU
KNOW) with me while I tackle this betch. In the meantime… *points at comment
section and then points at Tumblr*

Encourage me? Idk… yell at me?

OHHHHHH….. I KNOWWWWW….. MAKE MORE FAN ART!!!!!



*shurgs*

It was worth a try… I just love it so much and I love you guys and I still want to take
you with me to an island with me against your will or not. I JUST LOVE YOU THAT
MUCH THAT I AM WILLING TO SNATCH YOU FROM EVERYTHING YOU
LOVE & FORCE YOU TO LIVE ON A HOT ASS ISLAND WITH ME <3 <3 <3 <3

KEEP ME FOCUSED!!! You never know…. I could have it done in a week? I mean, I
did just write 18k in a week… AHHH.

I swear I love you so much & I wouldn't be writing this long ass story without your
constant encouragement and harassment <3 (you know who you are… and I can always
ready for more of you)



Coming Out

Chapter Notes

HI! Sorry the chapter is late, my body betrayed me and let me get sick.

So buckle up, it is super long and you might need to take an intermission, but I’m not
going to tell you how to read your fanfic so do whatever the fuck you want <3 :)

(There also might be some minor errors hidden along the way... it was a really long
chapter to write and edit *sings* alllll byyyy myyyseelllfffff – so I’m sorry, be nice to
me)

Side note: Happy birthday to the Pipp to my Merry <3 I live for our ATLA rantings you
beautiful person :)

Ok enough fluff, more angst. Now off with ya.

See ya at the end ;)

See the end of the chapter for more notes



Leaving It All Behind
Chapter 21: Coming Out

Sokka sat cross legged in his usual spot on the floor while V changed Zuko’s bandages for
the final time that day. The setting sun naturally filled the room with her honey-colored
afternoon light. The glass window allowed the steady stream of golden rays to reflect off the
marbled wood that covered the floors and walls to create a calming warmth inside the small
room. Too bad Sokka wasn’t feeling any of the calming effects.

Sokka's fingers fiddled together nervously while he waited for V to give him the next
scenario question. Three excruciatingly-long days had passed since Zhao left the cabin to
search for them around the mountain and Sokka was practically vibrating out of his skin from
the continuously building nervous energy… The anticipation was unraveling the small bits of
sanity he still held onto. Sokka couldn’t remember the last time he had this much anxious
energy fluttering around and the longer things remained unknown the worse it got.

He must have been driving V crazy because her and Eve were constantly trying to fill his
time with activities to distract him. One of their tactics-of-distraction was teaching him their
different strategies for avoiding detection when they had unwanted visitors and they needed
to smuggle someone out to safety. V and Eve had developed a surprisingly clever and well
thought out series of strategic scenarios that they numbered 1-4.

The four individual plans were in place if one of the four most likely situations were to
happen unexpectedly… The great thing about having these situations preplanned was it gave
a solid starting point a person’s mind could latch onto in a moment of fear. Sokka knew what
it felt like when fear grabbed you by the face and held on so tight you couldn’t even breathe.
He could remember those fear-filled moments clearly and even though the plans were a good
idea.... things could always change.

Sokka shook his head and ignored the phantom pains in his chest when he thought back to
the dark forest and a fire bender he didn’t even know he cared about bathed in the moon’s
silver light. He remembered the way his pale gold eyes burned in the darkness and the
plunging fear Sokka felt when Zuko lowered his weapons and his grip loosened just enough
for the blades to fall to the forest floor.

Sokka was startled by his mind’s realization of the intense emotions he held behind that
memory, it was stronger now looking back, then it had been in the actual moment.

Perhaps it was because Sokka knew now… he knew everything and it made his anxiety even
worse thinking about what it would feel like if that were to happen NOW... Now that he knew
how he felt about Zuko and he knew the evils Zhao was capable of…

… If that man took even one step towards his fire bender… The rush of hot anger sent cold
chills down his spine in the mixture of the burning-freezing emotion he felt when he thought



of Zuko.

It was his worry for Zuko that influenced V’s decision to share their four escape plans with
him, especially after he asked her the hundredth question that began with, “well what would
happen if…”

It almost became… a game? (Activity? Distraction)

V would say a number and Sokka would walk through that specific scenario and what he
would need to do and where he would need to go if that situation happened. It was fun and it
kept his mind occupied on the cleverness of each individual plan, especially when she threw
in unexpected situations which required him to have to think spontaneously. Sokka learned
that the cabin was full of secret doors, hidden compartments and emergency supply packs
scattered throughout. The two women really were prepared for anything, but even with all
their preparations and planning... Sokka still found himself completely unable to relax.

His mind was a whirlwind of thoughts and his new found clinging obsession with Zuko was
setting his nerves on fire from the constant worry that something bad would happen to the
other boy. He knew the women were doing their best to try and deal with Sokka’s unique
situation… and it wasn’t that he wasn’t enjoying the uneasy-relaxation they provided him…
it was just different and Sokka wasn’t sure how to handle it.

Especially, without Zuko awake.

Sokka had moved himself into Zuko’s room after the very first night he crawled into his fire
bender's bed. The comfort he found from the other boy laying next to him was the only way
his body would actually find rest during the night. It seemed to be the same for Zuko because
his fire bender always gravitated towards him during the night. Sokka tried to physically
keep his distance, he was terrified that one wrong move would remind Zuko of what had
happened to him only days ago. But each morning, Sokka found himself waking up tangled
up in Zuko’s arms, pressed up against the other boy with his warm breath tickling his skin...
because Zuko was alive.

Eve would always fetch him just as the sun’s warming light started to slip through the glass
and into their room. It was the same foot-tapping-wake-up she did the first morning he and
Zuko slept together in the same bed. Eve would always start the day by allowing him to bathe
before addressing his wounds, her face stayed still as she smeared the different salves and
other strong smelling oil concoctions across his still healing body. Sokka desperately tried to
ignore the array of pink scars that were starting to reveal themselves from under the various
scabs from his older wounds. He knew she was saddened by his injuries, they both knew his
bruised and scarred skin was never going to smooth back out to normal… no matter how
much of that fucking stuff she smeared on.

His pain was slowly receding back from the blinding, throbbing, all consuming feeling and
into more of a constant ache. Eve never asked about his injuries, she just let it be while they
enjoyed their morning tea before the two of them would head out to feed the animals…
Sokka loved Eve, with her soft energy and her wonderfully lame attempt at humor. It was
obvious that Eve was in charge of his morning distraction, which was ok with him because



Sokka enjoyed spending time with her while they completed the various chores around the
homestead until it was time to prepare lunch.

Sokka was allowed to visit Zuko during lunch while he ate in their room, even though it was
disappointing he wasn’t lucid enough to talk at that time of day. Yesterday, Zuko’s body was
able to keep down a little bit of bone broth which V said was a really good sign. Sokka hated
that V kept Zuko sedated, he tried arguing with her about it the very first day but she assured
him that the amount of stress Zuko would put on his weakened body if he were awake would
be far more damaging then forcing him to rest for a while.

Sokka would eventually get kicked out of the room sometime after lunch so V could tend to
Zuko’s wounds. She spent most of her day with his fire bender and Sokka found himself
catching her staring down at him with this look in her hazel eyes, a look that Sokka couldn’t
read. Her stare was deep and her eyes seemed to plunge into the boy who lay helplessly-
injured on the bed in front of her. Sokka could see her eyes fade out as she disappeared into
her thoughts...

He wondered what V saw when she looked at Zuko.

The sun dipped down behind the mountains as the afternoon bled into dusk and the trickster
Earth Kingdom climate became slightly cooler as the damn rain clouds rolled across the sky.
Sokka assisted Eve as she tended to the hundreds of plants growing in every corner of the
homestead and collected fresh produce from the garden. She spent a lot of their conversation
time teaching him everything she could about the world around him and how to use nature’s
gifts to heal and feed. Sokka had forgotten just how different the Earth Kingdom land was in
comparison to back home, the ice and snow cultivated a world that was so foreign to the lush
greenery around him.

Eve gave him a small bundle of parchment that was bound together to a thick piece of leather
that kept the parchment from curling and gave him a solid surface to write on. She giggled
when she gave it to him after the first day after she saw her butt-loads of information
completely overwhelm him.

“Now don’t get carroted away, there are only a few pieces of parchment there.” She giggled
and wiggled the carrot she had in her hand and Sokka couldn’t contain the laugh. (even if it
still felt weird)

“I have a hard time remembering new things because of the sickness, so V made me these
little parchment bundles so that way I could write things down so I don’t forget. I haven’t
used them much lately, you and your friend are the first people we’ve had come up the
mountain in a while, which is a good thing! We want people safe and healthy. Besides… You
and your friend require more than enough of our attention.” Eve giggled and put a few more
vegetables into the basket Sokka was holding. His eyes followed the plump, shiny eggplant
when Eve deliciously laid it on top of a stack of tomatoes… he was excited to see what kind
tasty meal she would cook tonight.

Sokka was finally able to hold down a normal amount of solid food and Eve was determined
to feed him constantly, which he was not complaining about. He could feel his strength
returning from the different nutrients his body had desperately needed from eating fresh food



again. Sokka just wished there was something he could eat that would make his mind stop
running wild. He couldn’t chase the feeling of uneasiness and the fear that was always hiding
in the shadows inside his mind.

There was something different about him… he could feel it.

Something had changed inside of him after everything he went through since leaving the
Northern Water Tribe… fuck, what a lifetime ago that felt like.

Sokka could feel the change in the way his mind formulated thoughts and the way he
involuntarily reacted when he heard a sound he didn’t recognize or when someone moved too
quickly around him. There wasn’t a single moment during the day that Sokka wasn’t ready to
run to Zuko’s room and fight to the death for his friend, his fire bender, the boy he cared
about in a complicated way that was both confusing and intoxicating.

V informed Sokka during lunch that afternoon that she was going to be giving Zuko less of
(whatever it was she was giving him) and that he should be awake that evening around dinner
and she requested that Sokka try to get Zuko to eat something solid. Sokka, of course,
happily agreed and found himself internally giddy that Zuko would be awake. Even now,
Sokka found himself twisting the basket handle in his hands tighter and tighter until he heard
the tiny cracking noises escaping from the pressure he was applying to the tweed.

“Are you excited?” Eve’s voice broke him out of his thoughts.

Sokka followed behind her as she moved through the garden until she stopped and kneeled at
a deep garden bed with a few leafy green stalks emerging from the dirt. She buried her bare
hands deep into the garden bed until she revealed tiny colored potatoes tucked in under the
blanket of soil. Eve found the pops of red and yellow colored roots as she peeled back the
soil and plucked them from the garden bed, she shook away any remaining dirt before
placing them in the basket.

“Why would I be excited?” Sokka’s voice cracked only a little.

“Well, you have been extra jumpy this afternoon and V told me your friend will finally be
awake this afternoon… So, I thought you might be excited.”

Sokka wasn’t excited… he was…. nervous? Maybe?

There was definitely a nervousness in his tummy, but it was fluttery-nervous-feeling… like
the feeling he felt when Appa had to take evasive action and he got that swoopy feeling in his
stomach. He just wasn’t sure why he was nervous…

OH! Wait. It was probably because he felt this strong-confusing-emotion for a boy, and not
just any boy (the boy thing was weird enough) but no….. His sister had to discover the long-
lost Avatar, savior of the world and Sokka had to go and fall for the prince of the Fire
Nation… Son of the world’s most formidable enemy.

At least his dad would be proud of one of his children…



After mentally berating himself up, he found some-sort-of word combination to describe how
he was feeling, in the simplest way possible. “I just want to make sure he’s ok…”

Eve nodded in understanding before wiping her hands clean on her apron and placing the last
potato in the basket. They made their way back towards the front of the house before Eve
stopped walking and turned to smile at him, her dark eyes were bright from her inner light.

“Sokka, listen to me... Your friend is strong, he is a fighter… I also think he has a really great
reason to keep fighting to stay alive. His body needs rest, lots and lots of rest and his mind
will need time… but with enough time, anyone can heal. He might not be the same as he was
before, just like I am sure you are not the same boy as you were before everything you
recently experienced...”

Sokka frowned as his mind dismantled her words and he found that she was right.

“No, I am definitely not the same person.”

Eve gently set her hand on his shoulder, never breaking their eye contact. Sokka glanced up
at her with vulnerable blue eyes and she smiled down at him, her hand moved to his face and
she lightly touched his cheek with her thumb. Usually, if someone were to reach out to Sokka
he would flinch back, but Eve was different and the gesture was comforting.

“Just because you are not the same, does not mean that there is anything wrong with you.
Tragedy tends to bring out the best and the worst in people... I like to believe it has brought
out the best in you and your friend, the bond you two share is special and it was forged from
the fire you two crossed together. I saw you ready to kill for that boy the day I met you and
then the moment he woke up the very first thing he did was come and find you… I think
that’s pretty special.” She removed her hand and poked his nose playfully. “Kind of crazy...
but special. You two are going to be ok, I promise. Now, the day is getting late and you said
Zuko likes potatoes right?”

Sokka smiled and chewed his lower lip because... Yeah, Zuko did like potatoes so he nodded
yes at Eve and she shrugged at him playfully.

“Well let's go make him some potatoes and fetch you some meat.” She winked and Sokka
joined her as they walked into the cabin in silence. Upon entering the kitchen they silently
worked together to wash the produce and prepare the evening meal. When Eve began
humming, Sokka felt his shoulders relax as he exhaled slowly from the slight release of the
tension constantly straining his neck. There was a fleeting moment where he didn’t feel the
darkness swirling overhead, dripping down and covering every positive thought with
negativity and fear.

He didn’t want to do anything stupid and tempt the universe into fucking him over…. But he
could almost think about a possibly positive future.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

The exhausted group of slow-marching soldiers came parading in through the… Well, it was
more like they paraded over what was left of North Gate and into what was left of the prison



camp. The vibrant and enthusiastic group of men that had left for town the day before the
earth benders attacked were long gone, and in their place were quiet, nervous soldiers. Even
the komodo-rhinos seemed to have a sullen look in the blacks of their eyes.

The soldiers kept their heads down and their eyes focused on the ground beneath their still
moving feet, half of them weren’t even in full uniform. After taking a closer look, it was clear
that some of the soldiers had not made it back alive. A quick count of the men he could see
confirmed that there had been a high number of casualties, too many deaths from a mission
that insinuated simplicity and was supposed to be a quick supply-run-turned-prisoner-
retrieval.

“The fuck happened to you guys? I thought you assholes were just going out there to get
some fucking runaways? How’d we lose so many men?”

One of the soldiers… fuck what was his name? Scrawny, big-eared, ugly fucking guy that
always nodded in response instead of using his voice – Fuck, he wasn’t going to remember
his name, so his temporary name will be Dumbass. (At least until the guy’s actual name came
to him) When Dumbass gave him a look that was a mixture of sick and scared a feeling of
uneasiness tickled him deep down in his iron gut. Something must have gone terribly wrong
because Dumbass shook his head with a very subtle no motion in an effort to signal him not
to say anything else about it.

Before he could even think of anything to say in response or ask the question that wouldn’t
stop lingering in the back of his mind… The question of what happened to those mismatched
gold eyes after they tore away from him with such vivid hesitation when he thought he had to
leave him there to die…

“Chang!”

Chang turned his head to see Zen Se headed towards him. The dark haired soldier was
waving at him as he walked towards where the larger man was leaning against the only
remaining whipping post. Zen Se wasn’t a bad guy, he did have an odd way of handling the
various horrors that happened around the prison camp with a severely out of place sense of
decency. He would treat the prisoners with respect and speak to them with kindness, but he
wouldn’t hesitate to whip, kick, beat, burn or follow any other order that included torturing a
prisoner.

He was a confusing fellow, but Chang had always liked him enough. Plus, Zen Se and Shen
were buddies, which was also a good sign. Shen was another one that was a fucking idiot, but
had a good heart and a decent moral compass. Chang was glad to see that he had escaped this
damned place with the rest of the prisoner escapees and from where he was watching the
convoy unload, there didn’t seem to be any re-captured prisoners.

That could be a good or a bad sign.

“Glad to see you on your feet man, I heard some of the guys saying you were injured in the
attack, but I knew those dirt-munching-inbreds couldn’t take down the mighty Chang! Damn,
am I glad to be back here… Fuck, I should have never volunteered to go out into the woods,
the Admiral had us marching all night and I’m fucking exhausted. The rain only stopped for a



couple of hours, so everything is fucking soaked. I can’t wait for a hot shower, what’s the
update on the food and water situation?”

Chang shrugged, “last thing I heard, they were mending the pipes to get water to the kitchen
and the washrooms – or what is left of each, they’re pretty much putting up tents everywhere.
I’m sure you heard about the warden, that fucking prick didn’t make it out alive… not like
anyone cares, but because of the lack of leadership around here, everything has been a rather
slow moving process.”

“Why didn’t you step up and help them out?”

Chang laughed so deep he could feel his belly shake, which made his fucking shitty-shirt ride
up to his belly button, just like it did everything he made any sort of enthusiastic motion.
Unfortunately, Chang did enthusiastic motions all the time, so it was a constant battle with
the shitty-shirt. But he would be damned if he let himself be bested by a stained, red, piece of
stupid fabric with his custom stretched out neck-hole for his big head. Nah, this was his
shitty-shirt and it just needed to behave and stay down over his hairy belly, it wasn’t too
much to ask. No one wanted to stare at his tummy-fuzz anyway.

“There is no way I am helping these men do anything more than feeding them. I am only a
humble cook after all.”

Zen Se rolled his eyes and smirked, “you don’t even know how to cook.”

Chang smirked back. “I have learned over the years… Now, don’t you have something better
to do? I know if Admiral Zhao sees you standing here talking to me, one of us is going to get
burned… and I bet we both know which one that will be.”

Zen Se gave him an odd look, a look like he was trying to tell him something… something
that was similar to the emotion reflecting in Dumbass’s eyes earlier. The weird-look-thing
people kept doing was beginning to become deeply unsettling. Chang didn’t let any type of
emotional response slip past his well-practiced-amused-grin, but he knew there was
something off in the air.

“Alright I’ll go, just… I would be careful. Even you Chang. Things are tense right now. I
really think the fact that Zuko got away again, especially after Zhao had the perfect
opportunity to kill him, has dug a wedge deep in the Admiral’s mental door and it’s falling
off the hinges, if you catch my drift.”

Chang didn’t hear anything after Zen Se said, Zhao had the opportunity to kill Zuko… which
meant that the soldier was either referring to the boy being locked in the prison camp and the
man having almost 5 moon cycles to kill the boy… or that Zhao had recaptured him while
they were out searching. Chang knew he had to be very careful with how he approached the
subject, he knew not to trust anyone who served under Zhao, their loyalties would always
cave to their fear.

Chang fake-laughed, “did Admiral Zhao really lose him again?”



Zen Se shook his head no and a sense of relief washed over Chang and that damn nagging
worry he tried to pretend he didn’t feel, was finally put to rest. At least… Until Zen Se spoke
again.

“Admiral Zhao didn’t lose him, he was rescued. That fucking Earth Kingdom black-magic
doctor released the Water Tribe boy and the wet-brat and Ara got Zuko out… You know the
Admiral just had to torture him one last time, instead of just killing the brat when he had the
chance and now he escaped again.”

Chang frowned, “Ara? I don’t understand… I thought these people escaped?”

Zen Se glanced behind him at the other soldiers, likely making sure he wasn’t being missed
as the other men unpacked the rhinos and hauled away supplies. Zhao had vanished into a
small tent that was set up for him to respond to the numerous messages that arrived while he
was out playing in the woods. His personal belongings were being unloaded into a different,
larger tent that was being prepared for Zhao’s personal quarters.

The men had cleared the debris out of a few spots around the hardly-in-tact South Gate.
There were scattered tents across the still smoldering prison camp, serving as temporary
structures until other arrangements could be made. The guards already had the few prisoners
that remained out in the forest chopping wood to rebuild, the task was slow moving because
there weren’t many prisoners left.

The attack on the prison camp had been exceptionally brutal, the damn earth benders had
massacred anyone alive, they didn’t care if they were a prisoner or a soldier. Chang had been
lucky enough to get trapped in his office, if his big ass had been out in the camp when the
slaughter was happening, he would be dead right now. The amount of death and destruction
the attack left behind had attracted an entire slew of critters and a terrible fly infestation. The
bugs were swarming and claiming the bits of broken body parts that were scattered across the
ground and the walls. At night Chang could hear the predators growling and fighting over the
decomposing flesh that was still wedged in places that couldn’t be reached.

Some of the guards had decided to just start burning all the body parts they could find, using
the flames to cleanse the area of any human leftovers in an effort to get rid of the flies. All
this did was fill the air with the horrible smell of burning flesh, he could have never imagined
the prison camp could get worse, but he just might with Zhao back.

The idea of rebuilding the prison camp seemed pointless considering the small number of
prisoners they had left, but that wasn’t his call even though he was curious about the future of
the hidden prison. It would be logical to transfer any prisoners that were still of value to the
Pahoui Stronghold and execute the ones that were no longer useful. But Chang wasn’t in
charge of those decisions, so for now, he awaited his orders.

Another solider waved and yelled out, “Zen Se stop fucking around with Chang and come
help me with the prisoner!”

Chang’s expression instantly melted into a frown, “prisoner?”



Zen Se smirked and something about the twist in the corner of his mouth and the way the
whites of his teeth peeked out of his smug expression made Chang want to punch him in the
face. But in Zen Se’s defense, almost everyone that he interacted with made Chang want to
punch them in the face, so it was nothing new.

“Oh yeah, Admiral Zhao incinerated the Earth Kingdom guy, along with Zujim and Dara
because they were supposed to be standing guard… but for some reason he decided to keep
Ara alive. She is pretty fucked up, you know how Zhao can be when he gets in a mood, but
she is alive and we were told no more special treatment. So we gotta get her set up in the
prisoner tent and assign her a bedroll and all that shit.”

Chang was aware that he had a big gut, but it was filling with the feeling of uneasiness and
his gut didn’t tend to lead him in the wrong direction. Chang watched Zen Se disappear into
the crowd of uniformed men who were still dismantling the caravan until he disappeared out
of Chang’s sight behind a supply wagon.

Once Zen Se was gone, Chang lingered for a few deep breaths before he pushed himself off
the only remaining whipping post, the top was splintered where it had been impaled by some
sort of flying object, he had his money on a rock.

Chang was using what was left of the grimey pole in an effort to keep pressure off his
injuries. When the weight shifted back to his injured leg, the feeling sent hot, throbbing pain
up his thigh and all the way up into his shoulder. Even the stone crutch he was using wasn’t
eliminating all the pressure, but it helped him move around, which was really important. He
knew that he had shattered something in his knee, if not the whole fucking thing when that
support beam fell, he was still pretty fucked up from that whole incident.

Chang was lucky enough to have a lovely stone cast crafted around his knee, hidden under his
baggy black pants. The stone brace was intended to keep his leg straight, so when he moved
he hobbled around instead of walking. The only fucking reason his left-for-dead ass was even
alive was all thanks to his hidden earth bender that refused to leave without him…

Chang could feel the painful pull in his side from his fractured ribs each time he took a breath
and even though he was bruised and broken in a few spots… He was alive. All because that
stubborn woman had come back for him and pulled him from the rubble, well… earth
bended him a way out of the rubble.

Chang had known that by not giving her the bending suppressants all those years ago, he had
been gambling with his own life to spare her of the discomfort and pain that came with taking
the poison pills. Lyn could have used her earth bending to kill him and escape at any time,
but as the years passed that fear began to dwindle and once their relationship turned into
something more than just friendship… Well, that was when Chang was almost sure she
wasn’t going to kill him. He still was keeping the possibility out there, you never knew with
women.

The night the earth benders attacked, it all happened so quickly and it was hard to even recall
what led up the ceiling collapsing. All he knew was he was up late in his office, like he
usually was, mapping out the different routes that Zhao and his fleet would take down to
Omashu.



Apparently, General Chan was experiencing some serious resistance against the invasion of
Omashu and the situation was in dire need of reinforcements. Admiral Zhao and his fleet
would be the ideal support and of course, the Fire-Lord-kiss-ass Zhao agreed. He would do
anything the Fire Lord asked him to do.

Chang exhaled heavily when the feeling of that damn dull anger thumped around inside him
like he swallowed a rock. Zhao did everything the Fire Lord asked except when the order had
been given to execute that boy, the ex-prince. Keeping him alive was a huge mistake and now
Zhao was paying the price for it, his idiot self was out in the woods searching for a person
who single handedly broke the Avatar out of one of the most secure prisons in the Fire
Nation.

But sure… Zhao and his loud-ass group of men clomping around the woods in the cold rain
were going to find the Blue Spirit. The entire situation was amusing… or at least it had been
before Zen Se came by and told him what had happened to Ara. Chang needed more
information or the uneasy feeling wouldn’t go away. He cared about that stupid fucking kid
and even the annoying Water Tribe boy… he wouldn’t be able to feel normal again until he
knew if they were alright.

Plus, Lyn would earth bend his balls off if he didn’t find out if Ara was alright.

That damn woman had a soft spot for the stupid girl, and she was… a stupid girl.

The only reason that Zhao was even back at the prison camp right now was because Chang
had sent him three different messages urging him to return so that he could respond to the
Fire Lord and prepare for his departure to Omashu. The Fire Lord had sent a hawk for Zhao
the day after the prison was attacked, of course, it took some time for everyone left alive to
get their shit together enough to find out that there was even a damn bird there.

When the second messenger hawk arrived and the message was more urgently sealed, Chang
knew he needed to locate Zhao and get him back to the prison camp to respond or it wouldn’t
matter if the fucking prince lived or died because he would already be on the Fire Lord’s bad
side. Anyone with eyes could see that Zhao held the Fire Lord’s favor, but by taking one look
at his eldest son’s face, it was easy to see that his mood was capable of changing and the
results could be catastrophic.

So Chang decided to open the letters because what the fuck was Zhao going to do? Kill him?
Fine, then he could map out his own routes… Chang had always been better at knowing the
ocean and how to work her beauty and strength to get them to where they needed to be the
fastest and the safest.

Chang was a good navigator because he was patient, like his mother. Zhao was the opposite,
he was not a patient man and he did not like forces of nature that could not be controlled or
manipulated into his will… therefore the ocean and the weather above were no friends of
Zhao.

Chang was very sure the feeling was mutual, he couldn’t imagine the unforgiving ocean
enjoying someone with Zhao’s… Uh, personality not many people did. No, Zhao forged his



leadership from fire, fear and manipulation… He didn’t know how to do it any other way.
People would bend to his will or they would burn.

But Chang didn’t have to worry about that, all he had to worry about right now was finding
out what happened to Ara and Zuko.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

That evening, V and Eve left Sokka alone with Zuko. There was a stone bowl holding a few
halved potatoes steaming freshly, along with a plate carrying a few pieces of pig-chicken…
which Sokka hoped wasn’t one of the pig-chicken he had named. Zuko was sitting up in the
bed, propped up with pillows and Sokka was standing awkwardly in the middle of the room
as Zuko’s very alert dragon eyes watched him. His eyes still carried a fog and his pupils were
still bigger than they should be, but his eyes were filled with that liquid gold and they flashed
at him in a way that made his skin feel cold and his insides feel hot.

“Why are you just standing there?”

Zuko’s voice sounded better, but not the same… not yet. His face was almost free of the dark
tinted veins and only a few dark lines snaked down his jaw and down his neck, but other than
that they were back to his normal vein color… whatever that was. The marks on his face
under his scar were fading into mere shadows of the dark spots they once were, his upper
body still completely bandaged from his neck down.

“Oh… Uh…. Do you want me to come over…. Uh, there?” Sokka tried to sound… smooth?

Zuko blinked, his eyelids didn’t move at the same time and the blink was slower than a
normal blink but his eyes did open back up, which was good.

“You were going to just stand there?”

“No….”

Zuko snorted and his lip twitched, making Sokka’s toes go numb... He was fucking losing it.

“You are weird. Is that food for us?”

Zuko lifted his bandaged arm and pointed at the small table that held the flickering candle
and their dinner, Sokka nodded quickly and then scrambled towards the table.

“Oh, yeah here!” Sokka grabbed the bowl in one hand and the plate of meat in the other as he
began his unsuccessful attempt to crawl on the bed. The plate began to shift as Sokka tried to
pull his leg up over the stupid raised bed… which was dumb and should just be on the floor
like regular beds. But no… V had to be fancy and lift it just enough that Sokka couldn’t get
his dumb leg up and hold the –

“Hand me the plate.”

Sokka looked up from the floor to see Zuko leaning forward with his hand out, Sokka was
able to extend his arm and hand him the plate of meat. Zuko took it and set it down on the



bed next to him before reaching back for the bowl, Sokka handed him the bowl next and then
flushed when Zuko reached back out for Sokka’s hand. The stupid heat flooded Sokka’s face
and he felt is rush down his neck because he didn’t need help getting on the bed it was just a
fucking bed… but Zuko was always there to help him.

Sokka took the hand and ignored the jump his heart made into his throat when their skin
touched and the way his legs trembled from the strength Zuko had even in his weakened
state. Sokka released his hand as quickly as he could and crawled up into his normal spot
next to Zuko, he sat on top of the blanket that Zuko was under and put the bowl and plate
between them. Zuko sat with his legs crossed surrounded by three pillows propping him up
and the blanket pulled up over his legs, bunching at his waist.

Sokka mimicked his position and grabbed a piece of meat and took a small bite, chewing it
tenderly he stared down at the piece of charred protein in his hands. The flavor was a perfect
mixture of smokey and salty, he promised never again to take the flavor of meat for
granted… Each second he spent chewing was one to be cherished. When he finally
swallowed the small bite and the flavors left his tongue, he exhaled slowly and smiled to
himself.

“You really like meat…. Huh?”

Sokka looked up and Zuko had his one eyebrow raised and a weird expression on his face.
Sokka was torn between foggy-amusement and foggy-disgust.

“Yes I do, now eat your potatoes.”

It was impressive to see how quickly his fire bender found his scowl and his eyes narrowed at
Sokka in the all-too-familiar expression.

“You are not the boss of me.”

Sokka rolled his eyes because he forgot how childish and petty Zuko could be when he was
loopy… but at least he wasn’t completely out of it like he was previously. He didn’t like it
when Zuko couldn’t articulate at all… or worse, when he thought he was still back in the
prison camp… No, Sokka would never let Zuko think he was back there.

“I actually am the boss of you. You were sleeping when we took a vote and I won by a
landslide. So I am officially the boss of you, forever.”

Zuko’s eyes narrowed and he scoffed. “Not forever.”

Sokka smirked. “Yes, forever. Now eat your potatoes, I’m sure you have some questions and
I’d like to help answer them if you want?”

Zuko's expression softened just enough that only Sokka would notice and his shoulders
shrugged subtly, “yeah, I have some questions.”

“I figured, so why don’t we play this like we do the eating game, you ask a question and then
you have to take a bite of food and I will answer.”



Zuko rolled his eyes but didn’t protest, which made Sokka’s tummy squirm with that cold
fluttery feeling, which he ignored because he couldn’t be weird… or weird-er.

“Well, go ahead and ask your first question.” Sokka knew it wasn’t fair to lure Zuko into
talking about the future by playing a game but honestly it would be nice to see where the
other boy’s mind was at.. Plus, it was all in Zuko’s control, he was the one asking the
questions.

Zuko snorted in amusement and Sokka grinned at his friend who looked up at him briefly but
quickly put his eyes back down to the bowl of potatoes. Zuko reached out and took a potato
half and Sokka could see the slight tremble in his hand. He knew the journey to recovery for
Zuko would be long and difficult, but Sokka wasn’t going to let him do it alone. Hopefully he
knew that, if not… Well then, Sokka would have to figure out how to tell him.

“So… Where are we, exactly?”

Sokka waited to answer until Zuko glared at him and took a bite of the potato slice, all while
keeping his narrowed eye contact with Sokka, who just rolled his eyes in response. The
expression deflated quickly when Zuko swallowed the potato and relaxed just the smallest bit
more and Sokka had to fight back another smile.

“Well… I’m not sure exactly where we are but I do know we are on a mountain and we are
safe.”

“Who is the woman with the weird hair?”

“That is V, she is the one who has been healing you.”

Zuko frowned and took another bite of the same potato slice… Sokka tapped his fingers
anxiously against his thigh with his free hand. He took another bite of meat and watched
Zuko swallow his second, tiny bite… but at least he was trying.

“So who is V? Why is she helping us?”

“V lives here with her… uh, her wife.” Sokka ignored the weird expression that crossed over
Zuko’s face and the way his eyebrow narrowed under his shaggy dark hair. “They know
Zhao, which is how they were able to keep us safe, V got him to leave and we are prepared if
he comes back… or when he comes back I guess.”

Sokka cringed at his own harsh words, he certainly wasn’t sugar coating it for his friend…
but he knew deep down that Zuko wanted the information raw and real. Sokka appreciated
that about Zuko, he didn’t need any extra fluff or confusing paraphrasing which made it
easier for Sokka to communicate. He wasn’t used to communicating with someone his own
age.

“Ok… Uh, how was it… Umm, that we were able to get away from him in the first place?”
Zuko seemed to hesitate on each word of that sentence. Sokka knew he didn’t want to talk
about it… and Sokka would respect that, for now. But eventually they were going to have to



talk about what happened to Zuko… or what had been happening… fuck, Sokka’s stomach
ached at the thought of someone’s hands on Zuko… hurting him, burning -

“Sokka?”

Sokka blinked and he noticed that Zuko had placed his hand on knee, and as soon as Sokka
looked down at it his fire bender retracted it instantly. The gesture left a longing in Sokka’s
chest for Zuko to put his hand back on his knee but Sokka ignored that feeling and took
another bite of meat instead… pretending like he was just hungry, which he was…

“Sorry, so uh, you know the scientist guy?”

“The who?”

“The healer?”

“V?”

“No, I know V’s name… I am talking about back at the prison camp, he was the guy who
gave out the bending suppressants.”

“Oh, that guy… Yeah, I don’t know his name, I just referred to him as glasses. What about
him?”

“Glasses?” Sokka shot Zuko an amused grin and the other boy shot back a fake-annoyed
look. “Ok well… Glasses untied me and gave me back our bag and a few other supplies
before he let me go. So obviously, I went to where they were keeping you and I got you out…
Well… Uh… Ara helped me get you out….” Sokka tried to hide the way saying her name
brought a pained expression to his face. He could feel the betrayal still circling around inside
of him, like a rhino-vulture ready to pick off any remaining emotions it could find, he hated
that it wouldn’t just leave.

Zuko didn’t say anything but Sokka could see him fidgeting with the potato piece in his hand,
the slimy chunk was starting to break apart from all his manhandling. Sokka knew he felt
uncomfortable, he knew because he could feel the other boy’s heat from where he was sitting
and he didn’t think it was from Zuko’s fire bending… or lack thereof.

Sokka continued talking, knowing the other boy didn’t want to say anything about the
situation.

“So after we escaped I carried you for… fuck, I don’t even know how long. It was raining…
it fucking sucked single-handily the worst experience… well… hmm… No, maybe not the
worst, but it sure sucked. I was too tired to keep going and that’s when V found us, she took
us up the hill to where her and Eve live, which is where we are now.”

Zuko blinked a few times before his golden eyes trailed up to where Sokka was staring at
him. He tried to ignore the way his chest and stomach seemed to plunge into the cold feeling
and twist around together… he had never felt such an intense feeling before from just simple
eye contact.



“So… now what?”

“You need to heal and in order for you to do that you have to rest and if you are alright with
it, I want us to stay here for a few days at least. Maybe we can come up with a plan and
figure out where we want to go next. We don’t have to talk about it tonight… but we can
soon.”

Sokka smiled at Zuko and he hesitated when he saw the sadness in his eyes and the way he
took away his gaze and wouldn’t look back up at him, he kept his golden eyes fixated down
at his now empty fingers. Zuko’s shoulders were tense again and it was odd how he had just
shifted… fuck… maybe it was because Sokka had said we and just assumed Zuko would
want to stick together… In all actuality, Zuko was probably planning on leaving Sokka after
the escape and then all this happened...

...This had been a big mistake and one fumbling capture and escape after another and they
became all twisted up together… But Zuko had never intended on staying –

“Why do you want to… Why did… Why did you save me Sokka? Why didn’t you just leave
me there?”

Sokka felt like someone had kicked him in the chest… What the fuck?

“Zuko, what the actual fuck?”

His burning golden eyes pulled up from his hands and met Sokka in the face, the flickering
strength and fire that had once poured out of his expression was twinkling there now. Sokka
wanted to smile but Zuko’s fierce eyes had him and wouldn’t let go… So Sokka sat there
across from his…No, the angry fire bender as he stared at him.

Zuko’s weakly thrown together strong demeanor quickly crumbled and Sokka’s heart broke
when the moisture glazed over Zuko’s angry, sad, hurt eyes… He jerked his head down and
squeezed his eyes shut before mumbling.

“… you didn’t say bye.”

Sokka could barely hear his soft rasp. “What? I didn’t say bye? Zuko what are you….
Oh……”

”Say bye to your friend Zuko.”

Zuko didn’t look up, he kept his eyes squeezed shut and his head tilted down so his dark hair
covered most of his face… his mouth was set in a firm, tight line, indicating Zuko’s jaw was
clamped shut tight.

“Zuko…”

Sokka pulled himself to his knees in one swift motion and scooted forward in a desperate
rush towards Zuko… pulling the blanket along he knocked over the bowl of potatoes and
spilled plate of meat all over the bed… but he didn’t give a fucking fuck… He grabbed Zuko



and pulled him in, squeezing him as gently-tight as he could and burying his face in the top
of his head.

“I didn’t say bye… because I was never going to leave you behind Zuko… It was never
goodbye for me… I’m so sorry if you thought I didn’t say it because I didn’t care about
you… are you fucking kidding me? I was so fucking worried about you…”

Sokka could feel the hot tears balling up behind his eyelids, poking and prodding at the
crease until finally, they broke through and streamed down his cheeks as he rubbed his face
into Zuko’s head and held him close. Zuko had moved his arms so they wrapped around
Sokka and his fire bender’s fingers were buried in the fabric of his plain grey tunic as he
gripped onto Sokka like he was the only thing holding him to the earth. Zuko’s forehead
rested against Sokka’s chest and he snaked one of his arms up Zuko’s back and tapped him
on the shoulder.

“Zuko?”

It took a couple breaths before Zuko finally brought his red-rimmed eyes up to Sokka’s view,
the streams of tears were still rolling down his face and Sokka moved his arms so he was able
to take Zuko’s face in his hands. It was the identical way that Zuko had comforted Sokka all
those nights ago... When he came back for him that very first time… proving to Sokka that
they were a team… He proved that they were in this thing together. Using his thumbs he
wiped away Zuko’s tears and smiled down at his friend, who just couldn’t resist giving him a
confused expression.

“It was never bye for me and I promise it will never be bye. I will never leave you behind, do
you understand me?”

Zuko nodded, he lightly pulled back as Sokka released his grip and brought one of his own
bandaged arms up to his eyes and wiped away his own tears. He couldn’t help but continue
grinning at his scruffy fire bender who looked like he had been run over by a herd of
komodo-rhinos and then possibly pushed down a mountain. He looked exhausted and kind of
stupid as he still sat lotus style under the blanket with the stupid pieces of potato and pig-
chicken scattered all over the bed…

Chang had been right, they were fucking idiots.

Sokka laughed out loud like a maniac and startled Zuko, who jolted out of his daze and gave
Sokka a deeper expression of confusion… but mostly he just looked tired and Sokka couldn’t
blame him. This was the most awake Zuko had been in days and his exhausted body
language indicated it was probably time for bed.

“Let me get this mess cleaned up and see about a new blanket and we’ll get some sleep.”

Zuko’s eyes were already half asleep but he nodded in acknowledgment and Sokka patted his
head nicely and wasn’t surprised when the other boy found enough energy to shake him off.

Yeppers….. he was fucking smitten.



- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Chang waited until early the next morning before he approached Zen Se again, “I need some
extra help in the kitchen. Now that there are all these extra mouths that need feeding, I need
to borrow Ara.”

Zen Se shook his head, “Chang, you know I can’t let her help you, she has to chop wood with
the rest. No special privileges.”

Chang’s brow furrowed and he squared his shoulders and stood his full 6’5 height, “I need
some help in the kitchen, all the fucking prisoners with brain cells either escaped or I scraped
what was left of them off the ground. So if you want to eat food that is edible then I need
someone’s help who isn’t fucking completely incompetent… Is that going to be a problem? I
don’t see this as special privileges, if you could see the fucking mess that we are using to
cook with… I don’t know if you realize that the kitchen exploded, it’s like a group of savages
over a campfire back there.”

Zen Se smiled and Chang knew that his mixture of humor and size intimidation worked like a
charm. He was well aware that he was a rather intimidating looking man and his deep voice
was loud in comparison to those around him. But he always used his humor to relax the
people enough to give him what he wanted, if not… then he reminded them of just how large
he was.

Zen Se sighed, “fine, I will send her to the kitchen after they eat.”

Chang grasped the man on the shoulder and gave him a firm shake, “I knew you’d do the
right thing! Thanks buddy.” He turned to head back into what was left of the kitchen, or as he
liked to call it ‘the place that almost killed him.’ Smirking and shaking his head, he could still
remember the moment he heard Zuko’s muffled voice squeezing between the cracks of the
door… His heart almost burst from the happiness that the little shit was alive, followed with
exploding anger that the little shit-for-brains had come back for him.

Chang was distracted with thoughts of the ornery little fire bender and his snarky comments
and the mixture of worry and fear that was starting to ball up in his gut. Chang hated the
feeling, he wanted it gone as soon as he could and hopefully talking to Ara would fix the
situation…

….that was…

….until he saw her…

….. oh the poor stupid girl….

The feeling in his gut solidified into a permanent companion, attaching itself to the wall of
his stomach like a barnacle. Ara’s eyes, the ones that usually danced with life, were dull and
pale in comparison to the vibrant emerald color he was accustomed to seeing from the girl.
Chang frowned when he took a longer look at the far-too-skinny young woman, the left side
of her face was painted black and blue with tiny knuckle shaped welts running along her



cheek bone and down to her jawline. The blood vessels in her left eye were damaged and had
leaked blood into the whites of her eye, tinting the entire thing a soft pink color.

The barnacle in his gut gained a friend after another sprouted when he realized that half of
Ara’s hair was short and the other half was still long. Her silky black hair had clearly been
burned off on her left side where it stopped just below her shoulder. The length picked back
up about halfway around and flowed down to her center back, she had always worn her hair
long. It was painfully obvious that the uneven burning of the hair was a humiliating gesture
meant to mark and embarrass the girl.

Speaking of marks, Ara’s pale skin was hardly visible under the darkening bruises that
painted a layer of purple and grey over her youthful complexion; she was a mess. Chang
could see there were a few burns on her arms, they didn’t look too deep but they would be
prone to infection if not treated soon.

Lyn was going to be so fucking pissed when she found out what that man had done to Ara…
Chang was not looking forward to that conversation. She was a large and passionate woman
and had no fear voicing her opinion. Chang realized Ara was still standing in front of him
with her eyes fixed firmly down at the ground and a slump in her shoulders that was so far off
from the gracefully, confident Ara he has grown to know over the last 6 years.

“....you needed my help?”

Chang cringed at the whispered tone she used and the thick layer of emotion her words
carried. Still, her eyes stayed fixed on the dirt under her feet. The kitchen was practically
burned to the ground with only a few walls were left standing, the tarps they had hung in
various areas protected them from the heat of the sun, but that was about it. The entire place
was a shit show, so Chang wasn’t worried about how fucked up the kitchen was, but he was
concerned about the girl standing in front of him.

“Ara, what the fuck happened?”

Slowly… her eyes rose up from the floor until they met him in the eye, there was the same
uneasiness in her stare, just like the looks from the soldiers… The look in her eyes made him
feel sick. Chang had an iron gut and he liked to think he could stomach anything, but he was
having a hard time swallowing this feeling. There was a reflection of something dark in the
depth of her green eyes and her next words made the sweat on his back suddenly run cold.

“Do you really want to know what happened?”

Chang gave the girl a long hard stare and she didn’t flinch. Chang nodded and gestured to her
to follow him. They arrived at what used to be the back door, all that was left was a metal
beam bent in three places and scattered derbies. It would take an unimaginable amount of
time for the few prisoners left to haul away the numerous piles full of rock, metal, glass,
busted pipes and other various materials. But for now, the derbies gave Chang enough cover
to slip behind one of the larger piles, he turned to face the girl who had followed him outside.

“Speak, but hurry and don’t spare any details.” Chang crossed his arms and leaned against a
flat piece of metal, possibly a door at some point – it was hard to tell. He let part of his



body’s weight rest against the sheet of metal behind him, taking the pressure off his injured
leg. Letting out a long exhale, there was a noticeable difference in the intensity of pain when
he took the weight off his injured knee. Lyn was right, he was probably fucking up his leg by
moving around so much, but what the fuck else was he supposed to do?

Ara's fingers went up to twirl the end of her hair’s longer side, a nervous habit. But when she
started speaking, he was the one who needed a nervous habit and Chang’s good knee felt as
weak as his injured one. The only reason he stayed on his feet was the understanding that if
his fat ass hit the ground it would take half the prison camp to get him back to his feet.

Ara told a story of a Fire Nation Prince and how he sacrificed himself to save another boy
from an enemy nation… The Water Tribe of all places. Ara's story took a turn and she spoke
about a wet-noodled-boy who found his inner strength and refused to leave his injured friend
behind. Chang’s heart smiled at the bond the two boys had built… but it quickly collapsed
into itself when her words started to paint a picture of a dark tent and a burned boy… a boy
who was chained to the bed… a boy who wasn’t clothed… a boy who had just been….

Chang’s hands reactively cupped his face, burying his visible disgust and shame into his
palms, he started to rub his face with a certain ferocity. He couldn't tell what emotion was the
strongest, was it disgust? Anger? Sadness? Maybe a big fucked up ball of all three?

All Chang knew was that he felt sick from the images that displayed themselves through his
mind, unable to escape the imagery of the young fire prince defiled in such a way, the very
thought flooded him with shame. What the fuck was this war coming to where children were
used in such a way by the very men who were supposed to be fighting for their nations
greatness.

What a wonderful lie that was.

Ara’s story continued into a time after the boys had escaped and she was left to deal with the
consequences from the decision she made. A good decision made for maybe the first time in
her life, just one that was decided a little-too-late and one that led her to where she was today.
Zhao was a man filled with rage and when that rage was facilitated into one person or
situation, the results could sometimes be a fate worse than death. Ara’s face and what Chang
was sure the rest of her body looked like, were proof enough that the man could and would
hurt anyone.

“Did you know?”

Ara stared at him and Chang found himself taken back by the question. “Did I know what?
There is a lot about your story that this question could pertain to.”

“Did you know what Zhao was doing to Zuko? Did you know the… severity? The…
forcefulness?”

Chang scrunched up his nose, the idea alone made his body react as if there were a spoiled
slab of moo-saw sitting in front of him and that shit smelled like death plus some. His chest
hurt when he thought of a drugged-up, wandering boy in the middle of the prison camp… his
hair still barely a stubble of new growth, with a longer patch in the back sticking up just-so,



limping as he snarled at anyone who looked in his direction. Chang tried to ignore the brat,
he knew the kid would be trouble… he just had no idea how much trouble he would bring.

… He just couldn’t ignore the little brat with his stupid hair. His mother would have beat his
ass if he didn’t coax the vicious kid back into the kitchen, where he was able to get him to
finally lay down in the corner. Chang would never forget how those creepy gold eyes
watched him while he worked. Never closing once.

That skinny, snarling, biting, kicking, steaming shit-for-brain kid who arrived at the prison
already scarred and neglected… and Zhao exploited that. Zhao hurt that boy so fucking much
and Chang knew all about it because he had been the only one to help heal the little fire
prince when he could hardly stand… Chang squeezed his eyes shut when he thought of all
the flinching and the pulling away… he could vividly remember a time when he tried to help
and Zuko had nervously ripped away the bandages and insisted he would do it himself.

Chang had seen the signs… but it was easier to ignore something as uncomfortable as sexual
assault, no one wanted to think about that shit, even though everyone knew it happened. It
was easier for people to just not speak about things that were uncomfortable, but because of
that mentality the problem was hardly dealt with.

This was a prison and these were all different types of men put in charge of a group of people
who were completely at their mercy... and each guard and soldier exhibited their power in
different ways. Some of the men liked to conquer a person by taking pleasure from stealing
something so precious from someone unwilling… They enjoyed the struggle. While other
men got off on the attention they revived when they flexed their power with kind gestures or
trading things for their sexual favors. Then there were the men that simply enjoyed a person’s
pain and suffering, they wanted to see a person bleed and know it was because of them….

Whatever way they demonstrated their power, the prisoners would always be the ones that
suffered and Chang had always ignored it because this was war and these people were
criminals. But the prince… well the little prince was a fucking child and when Ara looked
him in the eye and explained the way the terrified Water Tribe boy-child held out a knife and
used every ounce strength to protect his friend…. Well, that story struck a chord in his heart
that sang a tune Chang couldn’t ignore.

The song sounded through his heart and wrapped itself around his brain, Chang was a sucker
for thinking with his emotions and following his heart places he shouldn’t go. He was just
like his mother in that way, always seeing the best in every situation… She would have seen
two nations divided, one virtually destroying the other in the process… but when all that crap
was stripped away and all that remained were two people… Those two people were able to
find comfort in one another. They had formed an alliance and somewhere along the way it
must have grown into something so much stronger than a hand shake over a dirty sink… No,
from the way Ara told the story and the look in her eyes – whatever they held between them
was much stronger than a handshake.

Chang looked at Ara one last time, “I want you to help me in the kitchen… and fix your
fucking hair.”

“...Zhao told me I had to keep it like this – “



“I don’t give a fuck what Zhao told you to do, you look awful and the hair is an easy fix. We
will deal with the rest of you later.”

Ara knew better than to argue with him, her posture stayed curled into herself and she didn’t
look up from the ground when they turned to head back ‘inside’. Chang ignored how stiff Ara
moved when she made her way back into the… well, the ‘leftover-kitchen’.

Chang guided her to a spot where they had an empty barrel and a metal tub for washing
dishes and with a gently placed rag and a soft, affectionate shoulder squeeze, Chang left her
to wash. Hopefully, the mundane task would wash away the memories of the experiences she
had been forced to endure since the escape and fuck, probably before that too. He would
come back and deal with her injuries later, he had to figure out some things first.

Ara was a messed up girl… but her situation had never been… Fuck, what would be the right
word, dangerous? Yeah, she was a prisoner and she was young, but Ara was resilient. The
young woman was smart and personable, she worked the guards and the soldiers alike. Zhao
had always been careful with her, he seemed to like her, or so Chang had thought he liked
her…

Things must have changed when Zuko arrived…

Another barnacle latched itself to the inside of his stomach as the weird feelings continued to
slosh around inside him. He hated that the situation had spiraled so out of control without
him knowing and now it had to be stopped before anyone else was hurt… but Chang had
always known that eventually he would have to intervene, as much as he liked to pretend he
wouldn't. Chang knew he should have interjected himself into the chaos a long time ago…
but it was a difficult decision to make… especially when it came to family.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

V eye’d Sokka and her annoyed eyes went back over to Zuko when he adjusted himself into a
different stretch. She had advised him against putting any type of strain on his body... but
Zuko argued that if he didn’t stretch he was going to break through the window and run away.
Sokka didn’t like that comment and gave Zuko an annoyed expression that might have had a
hint of the ‘Katara Look’ in it until he rolled his eyes and mumbled that he would have taken
Sokka with him. It was nice of him to say, but not the point. (Although, the gesture did make
Sokka’s face feel hot.)

“No one is breaking any windows and running anywhere… if you want to stretch that is fine,
but if you feel anything pulling or any type of discomfort you need to stop. You will not leave
this bed or I will sedate you again, your little stunt when you woke up pulled my stitch-work
in a few different spots and I am not stitching you up a third time. So you will stay in this
bed.”

Sokka was sure if Zuko did have his bending back he would have probably lit V’s silver
spiked hair on fire… not enough to hurt her, but enough to deeply annoy the older woman.
Zuko huffed and turned his head so he was no longer looking at the healer, his asshole way of
dismissing the conversation as he shifted his legs so he was in a new position. Sokka’s eyes



flickered between Zuko and V and he couldn’t resist the chuckle that tickled at the bottom of
his throat when V gave Zuko one last huff before she turned and exited the room.

Zuko looked over at the door and when he was sure she was gone he let his upper-half flop
backwards on the bed, leaving his legs still half bent in front of him.

“I am going fucking crazy here… when we can we leave?”

Sokka grunted and sat at the edge of Zuko’s bed, watching the steady rise and fall of his
bandaged chest before he pulled himself back up so he was facing Sokka. Based on the look
in his eye and the way his eye brow titled up, it seemed he expected an answer from Sokka.

“Zuko, you have been awake for less than a day… You need to rest.”

“I feel fine.”

“No… you are definitely not fine Zuko, but you are getting better and that's because you have
been resting. So just relax and enjoy not having to do anything.” Sokka let himself fall back
on the bed and his eyes closed, relaxing.

That was until he felt the bed start to wiggle and then shake slightly more violently, opening
his eyes he saw that Zuko had extended out one of his legs and he had his bare foot next to
Sokka’s head and was shaking the bed. Sokka couldn’t help but notice that Zuko didn’t have
any hair on his toes…

“Get up. If I am stuck in this bed then you have to stay awake.”

Sokka fake yawned and rolled over, pushing himself onto the bed further. “No… I’m too
tired.”

He felt a soft pressure on the side of his head and Sokka knew Zuko was hesitating but he
followed through (no surprise) and pushed Sokka’s head with his foot. Earning him a sharp
rollover and a humorous blue glare accompanied by a playful smirk, “did you just kick my
head?”

“No. If I had kicked your head then you’d be unconscious on the floor. I tapped you with my
toe.”

Sokka made sure his tone sounded as mocking as his expression looked. “Ohhhhh…. Is the
big bad fire bender so strong that when he kicks people they immediately fall unconscious?”

Zuko’s eyes narrowed and his lip twitched into the look that gave Sokka’s stomach the
squirmy feeling and sent the cold chills into weird places. He was stuck in the golden eyes
and he could feel the flush spreading and he was just hoping that Zuko didn’t notice how
captivated and embarrassed he was right now. But lucky for Sokka, Zuko was obliviously
uninterested in most things so he didn’t seem to notice... or if he did, he didn’t say anything.

“Yes, which is why you are still conscious.”



Sokka pulled himself onto his knees so he was facing Zuko, who pulled his leg back when
Sokka began readjusting himself. His expression was back to the normal unenthusiastic look
he carried around with him but Sokka could see there was something different in the way he
looked at Sokka. It was not as distant or as guarded, Sokka felt like he could see a bit more of
the Zuko that had looked at him completely emotionally exposed when he thought Sokka
hadn’t wanted to say bye….

The thought of Zuko thinking that when Zhao….

The squiggles in his stomach burned to a pile of crispy ashes when the angry dragon in his
chest consumed any feeling of happiness in one angry burst of flames. He burned for Zuko
inside, the heat vibrated just under his skin and he could barely stomach the conversation
they had just the other night about what Zuko had thought just before –

“Sokka?”

Blinking, Sokka realized he had let himself get consumed by his thoughts again. Quickly, he
corrected it because the last thing he needed to do was make Zuko feel uncomfortable or
weird… or whatever Sokka was doing that would make everything so much worse…

“Sorry, I uh….” Sokka was fumbling and Zuko looked away, fuck... Sokka was making
things so much worse… “I was just thinking about telling you what I found in Zhao’s desk!”

Zuko perked up at that and his eyes came back to Sokka… even though that wasn’t at all
what Sokka was going to say... but it was a valid point (stupid mouth for speaking without
thinking) and now was as good a time as ever to tell him about the bundle of parchment…

“What did you find in Zhao’s desk?”

“Here, let me show you.”

Sokka crawled off the bed and shuffled over to the bag that was crumbled in the corner of
their room. Sokka bent down and opened the top flap, scooting his fingers through their loot
he found the familiar silky red ribbon that held the parchment bundle together. He let out a
long exhale and mentally prepared himself to show Zuko everything he had found…
including the letters between Zhao and the Fire Lord. (his dad)

Sokka had already decided he would show Zuko the letters, it was only fair for him to know
and he wasn’t going to taint the trust they had built together by hiding something from the
other boy. No, this was the real world and Zuko knew how ugly and cruel it could be, the
evidence of both the message’s correspondents' cruelty was displayed across Zuko’s body
from all the scars they both had left him.

Sokka walked back over to the bed and Zuko slid back until his back was pressed up against
the wall, he moved over so Sokka could scoot in next to him. Zuko seemed to enjoy Sokka’s
presence and that idea gave him cold tummy-squiggles and hot flares in his chest. Sokka got
back into the bed, crawling over the blankets until he was sitting next to his fire bender with
both of their backs pressed against the wall and their heads resting on the glass of the



window. The afternoon was still fresh and there were patches of sunlight floating in through
the glass, casting scattered glowing patterns across the bed.

Sokka was close enough to Zuko that their shoulders touched and he followed Zuko’s
position and let his legs stretch out in front of him. Sokka’s green pants must have been
shorter than Zuko’s because his own pant legs were popping up over his ankles and exposing
his beaten and battered feet. Sokka did not have time to really look at his feet and just how
scratched and bruised they had gotten walking barefoot through the woods. Zuko watched
him with those golden eyes, waiting patiently for Sokka to stop staring at his disgusting feet
like an idiot.

Sokka cleared his throat and unraveled the parchment. “So…. The first letter is… Uh,
communication between the Fire Lord and Zhao… about you.” He watched Zuko’s
expression for any sign of emotion, but to Sokka’s surprise Zuko didn’t even flinch at the
news.

… which was kind of concerning.

“I read them already… What else is in there?”

Sokka’s heart squeezed at the pained idea of Zhao reading out the cruel messages just so he
could watch Zuko’s reaction… He hated that fucking man so much…. He wasn’t sure how
but he was going to make him pay for the pain he caused them. All of them… Zuko, V, Eve,
Ruth… All the people who had felt pain at the hands of that fucking monster.

The hot tingling feeling he felt when he thought of making Zhao pay for what he had done
was like a burst of hot steam clouding his mind and making him sweat inside. He wanted to
hurt Zhao so badly… he wanted him to feel all the pain he had caused him and Zuko…. He
wanted to do horrible, terrible things to Zhao…

“Sokka?”

Sokka glanced over at Zuko, his blue eyes slicing through the emotional wall Zuko had
attempted to hide behind and seeing all the worry that his fire bender had in his eyes for him.
Sokka felt himself flush and his hands began to tremble as he fiddled with the couple pages
that had the letters about Zuko, setting those to the side he revealed the page that had the
information about the troop advancement to Omashu. He handed the page over to Zuko who
took it and began reading over it, Sokka was surprised to find that Zuko could read extremely
fast as Sokka handed him the last page of the Omashu communication.

Zuko set the second page down and glanced over at Sokka, his right side was facing him,
which Sokka did purposely to make sure he could hear him alright. His brow was furrowed
like he was thinking about what he had just read and his eye contact kept switching from the
papers on the bed and back to Sokka.

“So… If the Fire Nation is having trouble in Omashu then they will probably send for
reinforcements and considering Zhao is the admiral of the largest fleet of ships in the western
Earth Kingdom the Fire Lord would most likely send him to assist with the efforts. If that’s



the case… he might not come back here…” Zuko seemed unwilling to sound hopeful but his
words still made Sokka’s heart start beating a little faster.

But Sokka refused to allow himself to get his hopes up, it would be better to continue to
mentally run through the 4 scenarios and be prepared, then let his guard down and think they
were safe. “Yeah… We’ll see about that, Zhao has an annoying habit of popping up.”

Zuko nodded, “I agree, I don’t even know what day it is… This information could be old and
the city could have been conquered already.” His fire bender shrugged his shoulders in an
awkward effort to casually show he didn’t have any fucking idea about what was happening
in Omashu. Sokka smiled and bumped the other boy with his shoulder and of fucking course
Zuko had to nudge him back… competitive asshole.

Sokka pulled out the next sheet and gave it to Zuko who stared at it for a minute before
Sokka took it back to help explain. “It’s schematics for a drill, a really big one and it looks
like they are planning on using this to penetrate the outer wall of Ba Sing Se in an attempt to
flood the city with soldiers, see - “ Sokka pointed at a part of the blueprints that illustrated
what he was explaining. “This part drills through and then opens up and the soldiers can use
it almost like a large… tube, bridge, thing and thousands of soldiers can storm the city… if
that happens – “

“A lot of people will die.”

Sokka nodded, his heartbeat picked up an uneven rhythm when he felt the nervousness
bubbling up inside of him… they were venturing into unknown waters… the waters that were
still murky and filled with all the scary unknowns and the distant memories of two people of
the opposite side of the war. Two people fighting against one another for a different fate of
humanity… Sokka’s position on the fate of the world had not changed, but he hoped Zuko’s
had.

“Yeah they will… it says Princess Azula will be leading the charge.”

Zuko frowned and Sokka saw his lip snarl as he reached out and grabbed at the next sheet of
parchment Sokka was holding in his hands. Luckily his warrior skill reflexes were too quick
and he yanked it away from the snarling boy at the last second.

“Woah! Calm down! You’ll rip it! It’s on the next page… I wanted you to help me read it
anyway because there are some fancy characters that I don’t understand and they have their
coordinates coded so I thought you might – “

“I won’t know any of the current codes, but if anyone could crack it, you can, you’re smart
enough. Now give me the other fucking page.”

Sokka smiled at the compliment and then rolled his eyes at the attitude at the end as he
handed his impatient fire bender the page that had the stupid information about his sister.

“So... Do you just have the one sister?”

“Yeah.” Zuko mumbled as his eyes scanned the page.



“Older?”

“Younger.”

“Oh…” Sokka was not expecting that. “How much younger?”

“She is 14… maybe 15 now? Not sure, I still don’t have any concept of time.”

“I hear you there.”

Zuko snorted and glanced up from the page. “Are you telling me you have been awake this
entire time and you haven’t thought to ask about the date? You haven’t even tried to figure
out how long you have been locked up?”

Sokka shrugged and let his head lean back against the cool glass once more, his eyes shifted
down towards Zuko. “I was way too concerned about you dying and Zhao trying to kill us, so
no I didn’t think about it.”

He smirked when Zuko’s right cheek tint a soft pink and he took his eyes back and put them
on the information in his hands instead. Sokka smiled at the little crease that formed when
Zuko’s dark eyebrow narrowed in an angry-confused expression. “Are these…. Balloons?”

“Oh, yeah… balloons… but for war.”

“How the fuck…?”

“I kind of… uh… well, I kind of helped invent them and the blueprints must have somehow
ended up in the Fire Nation’s evil clutches. And of course, the evil geniuses managed to build
them and now they are going to use them to destroy Ba Sing Se. So pretty much the city is
fucked and they have no idea. The people pretty much have 2 ways of dying right now, drill
or balloons...”

“If Azula is really leading the siege, like this message says she is, then the city is going to
have a lot bigger problems than these balloons and a giant drill… Azula is a prodigy fire
bender who can probably generate lightning at this point, she alone is a threat to the city.”

“Ok, so 3 ways of dying, thanks for clearing that up….”

Sokka looked at Zuko with his big blue eyes and made sure he put all the hope and
determination he felt inside on display.. because when he thought about all the lives that were
at risk and how they held the only information that could prevent the attack, or at least give
the city a fighting chance... Sokka knew it was time for Zuko to choose, would he stick with
the Fire Nation after everything they have done or would he do the right thing (and stay with
Sokka)

He hesitated a couple times before finally asking, “So what do you want to do?”

Zuko’s gold eyes met Sokka head on and there was a warmth in his chest that erupted when
he felt the cold lightning strike deep into his stomach and further down... Zuko was so



fucking… he didn’t even know… but even just holding eye contact with the other boy was
enough to twist him up inside and make everything feel hot and cold at the same time.

There was a pause, a long… fucking agonizing pause as Sokka held his breath and he
watched Zuko search him for… something. He finally answered.

“I’ll go wherever you go.”

Sokka’s chest exploded with warmth and the expression of goofy fondness plastered itself all
across his face as he reached out his left arm and wrapped it gently around Zuko’s shoulders
pulling his dumbass fire bender into him for a side-hug. Zuko was stiff for just a breath
before he relaxed under Sokka’s grip, the Water Tribe boy laid the side of his face on Zuko’s
head, burying his senses into the dark locks of his stupid princely hair. Blowing out a puff of
air, Sokka watched the thick strands flutter and dance away from him, he lifted his head
enough so he could make sure Zuko heard him.

“Yeah, you better…”

Zuko let go of any other tension he had left and leaned into Sokka just enough that they were
able to support each other’s weight until the brief moment passed and Zuko began to shift
around beneath him.

“So… We should look at that map…”

Sokka pulled his face out of Zuko’s hair and coughed awkwardly before scrambling through
the blankets in an effort to find the bag, before remembering it was on the floor.

“Uh.. yeah… map. Ok. Yes. Map! I will get that and you just stay there…”

Sokka almost fell off the bed as he kicked away the fucking death-trap-snare-blanket that was
trying to entangle his ankles together in an unbreakable hold. He didn’t glance back at Zuko
to know the other boy was probably judging his stupidness, which was fine because Sokka
was judging his own stupidness.

At least all his rolling around and stuttering over himself was hopefully distracting Zuko
from the heat that was surely displaying itself all over his face and neck… his heart was
pumping in his chest and his hands trembled from the intensity of the emotional turbulence
his heart and mind were currently undergoing.

…. Fuck, he was on fire for Zuko… and Zuko said he wanted to stay with him, wherever he
went.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Aang had felt conflicting emotions before, like when he discovered he was the Avatar, but he
was feeling more emotionally conflicted now, then he ever had before. He was torn between
his emotional attachment to his lifelong friend Bumi… and his obligation to the King of
Omashu as the Avatar. There was war just outside of the city, past the Earth Kingdom army
tents, down the slope and into the open fields where red and green clashed in a bloody battle.



Even though violence waged on outside of the city, the real war was happening between King
Bumi and General Fong, both men were having extremely different opinions on what to do
about the Fire Nation’s advances.

General Fong had opened up communication with General Chan of the Fire Nation and he
was demanding the city's complete surrender, along with the Avatar. He assured General
Fong that if he complied with their demands that they would cease fire and no one else would
have to die. Katara did not appreciate entertaining the idea of handing Aang over to the Fire
Nation, but General Fong assured them that the Fire Nation was starting the negotiations high
and there would be room for negotiations.

Aang noted that surrendering the city seemed to be Bumi’s first choice.

His friend wanted to surrender the city peacefully in exchange for a halt on all further attacks
against Earth Kingdom soldiers and a full evacuation of Omashu’s citizens. The very idea
made the purple vein in the center of General Fong’s forehead bulge and pulse with anger.
Aang was impressed by how dedicated General Fong was to defending Omashu, but he was
worried that the risk might outweigh the reward.

If the Fire Nation agreed to evacuate the city and the citizens would be promised a safe
evacuation, Aang didn’t see the problem with surrendering, besides the Earth Kingdom
taking another loss in the war. But Aang wasn’t concerned about who stood on which land
right now, he was only concerned for the people who were being injured every day with the
fighting, both Fire Nation and Earth Kingdom.

Aang was glad that Katara abandoned the negotiations and went down to the area of the city
that had been set up to care for the injured, she was using her time more effectively down
there anyway. Aang had to hide the flush that tingled his cheeks and the flutter his heart did
when he thought about the look Katara got on her face when she concentrated on healing. It
was a task that took complete focus and a level of patience that only came from practice and
Katara was getting a lot of that where she was at.

Aang had visited only once, but the pained noises the men made as they begged for release
from the burns that ate away at their flesh and the ones who suffered from horrendous
nightmares from the fevers that erupted from their injuries. Aang wanted to do something,
anything... he was the Avatar! He was supposed to be able to fix this and stop all the
unnecessary violence and suffering but he couldn’t even save his friends. How would he stop
the Fire Nation from taking the city?

Aang found it hard to sleep at night, ever since Sokka disappeared and Katara slipped into a
cold place of isolation and anger. After the talk with Katara he found a little comfort in
knowing that she was healing and finding peace in the idea that Sokka might not be coming
back. Aang knew how she felt, he knew that the space in his heart where Gyatso lived would
always be with him even if Gyatso wasn’t.

Katara was finding solace knowing that she could still make a positive impact on the world,
even if she had to carry around her pain and sadness with her everywhere she went… At least
she was making a positive difference.



What was he doing?

Sitting in a stuffy war room and watching General Fong and his men move around little stone
figures that were supposed to represent their troops? How could he move around those stone
figures and talk about them like they were just pieces of rock and not the living, breathing
men who were brothers, fathers, cousins and sons… They didn’t deserve to die while they sat
here and contemplated their situation.

It was time for action.

Aang slammed his fists on the table before standing to his feet with an abrupt and
unannounced motion, everyone in the room turned to look at him, even Jet looked surprised.

“It is time to make a decision. You are talking about sending more people into battle to lay
down their lives to buy us more time? No, we can’t sacrifice anymore lives even if that
means I have to turn myself into the Fire Nation – “

The room exploded in angry earth benders yelling and Jet waving his arms in the air and
saying something along the lines of ‘stupidest decision ever’ – Aang stopped listening when
his language took a colorful turn. He waited patiently for all the men to share their concerns
and the yelling finally died down, he looked over at Bumi who nodded in support.

“If my surrender is out of the question then we need to have a realistic conversation about
what is on the table, because right now we are just discussing how to risk more lives and put
more people in harm's way. We need to talk about what we are going to do about Omashu,
the Fire Nation is not going to back down and we can’t keep pretending we can fight them
off.”

The room was silent and King Bumi stood, Aang smiled at his friend and smiled back before
his expression took a serious turn.

“General Fong, I respect the efforts you have given to protect this city but I have to agree
with Avatar Aang, we need to talk about our terms for the city’s surrender.”

There was a moment of silence before the Earth Kingdom military men had a hushed
conversation together about what Aang and Bumi had proposed. Aang kept his eyes on
General Fong, he was the one who would have the final say and the one who looked the most
unamused by the entire idea. There was a thick tension in the room and Aang had to sit down
when General Fong came back with an idea that did not involved surrendering but instead put
even more men in danger.

Bumi took over the conversation and Aang found himself staring out the window wondering
what Katara was doing and wishing he was sliding down the mail shoots with Sokka and
Katara carefree like the last time they were here together. That time felt like a lifetime ago
and even the three people in his memories, laughing and screaming… They looked like
strangers to him now.

It took too long to convince General Fong to negotiate for the cities surrender (Bumi almost
threatened to forcibly remove Fong from his city at one point and that seemed to get his



seriousness across) but finally Fong realized that it was their only option if they were going
to save lives instead of destroying them.

They responded to the Fire Nation’s demands and countered with the surrender of Omashu as
long as they ceased fire and allowed the city’s population to safely evacuate. The goal was to
save lives and unfortunately sacrifices had to be made… but Aang wasn’t expecting to have
to sacrifice another friend…

The next day they received a messenger Hawk from the Fire Nation with their final
negotiations. The leaders in the room all knew they were running out of time, it would be any
day now that the Fire Nation would send reinforcements. There were many Fire Nation Naval
ships that were not destroyed in the battle at the Northern Water Tribe and it was very
possible that those ships were already en route to their location. Once reinforcements arrived,
it wouldn’t be much of a battle as it would be a massacre and there would be no more
negotiations.

General Chang agreed to the surrender of the city and allow the citizens to evacuate but they
required that King Bumi surrender himself and be held as a captive in the city under the Fire
Nation. Aang was distraught, the onslaught of emotional distress was overwhelming but he
only let his brow crease in distress, he had to keep calm if he was going to get through this
situation.

Aang liked to think he stayed calm… up until the very end of the discussion when it was
obvious that King Bumi had already surrendered the moment that letter arrived. Katara joined
the meeting at the very end, she must have picked up on the tension (Katara was always good
at that) because she joined Aang where he sat at the giant table and set her hand gently on his
arm. His grey eyes finally found the courage to look at her and as soon as he found her blue
eyes his heart swelled with warm feelings.

In her eyes he found the words that held him together when he had lost everything and
wanted to fall apart… ”We can be your family now.”

His heart deflated when his mind accepted what had to happen, King Bumi had to surrender
and let himself be captured as a prisoner of war. The battle happening outside of the city had
already claimed so many lives, this was the best decision to save the most people… even if
Aang didn’t like it. Once the messenger hawk departed with the acceptance of the terms of
surrender both General Fong and King Bumi agreed on one thing and that was to ensure that
Aang escaped the city without any complications.

Now that the decision was made, Aang watched with a heavy heart as the Earth Kingdom
soldiers gathered supplies and assisted Katara in the specific way she liked the Appa’s saddle
loaded. Jet was having a conversation with General Fong off to the side, he seemed to look
up to the General and respected the man’s passion for destroying the enemy. They both
shared a certain enthusiasm that some people found in the drama of war, they liked to feed
into the energy which only resulted in the continued spread of violence and fighting.

The Fire Nation people were not the only people excited by war, Aang was starting to see this
in the different people he met, but none more than General Fong and Jet. Aang knew Jet was
a good person, he was just lost and confused and needed guidance… but someone like



General Fong was probably not the best figure for Jet to idolize. The General had a lust for
violence, a dangerous urge that Jet was already familiar with and if Jet were going to survive
this war with any of that good left inside of him, he would need a better figure to guide him.

Which is why Aang was going to invite Jet to come with them.

Jet was a capable leader, he had proven this by organizing and leading the Freedom Fighters
(even though it ended kinda-badly…) he also was a skilled hunter and swordsman, which
would come in handy as they ventured away from the comforts of Omashu and back out in
the open air. Jet might also benefit from some distance from a man like General Fong, it
might help to be surrounded by people like Katara and Aang that might be able to teach him
about compassion and love.

He hadn’t asked Jet about coming with them yet, but something told him that from the way
he stared at Katara, that he would say yes. He would have to leave Long-shot and Smellerbee
behind… but again, Aang thought it might be better for the group to spend some time apart.

When it came time to say bye to Bumi, Aang buried his face in his friend's robes and let the
sadness flow through the tears that soaked his friend’s thick, colorful robes. Bumi hugged
him with all the intensity he put into everything and when they finally pulled apart, Aang
wiped away his tears with the back of his arm and smiled up at his friend.

“Listen to me, Aang. There are options in fighting, called jing. It's a choice of how you direct
your energy – “

“I know! There's positive jing when you're attacking, and negative jing when you're
retreating.”

“... and neutral jing when you do nothing!” Bumi smiled at Aang.

The air bender felt confused… because there were only two jings?

“There are three jings?”

“Well, technically there are eighty-five, but let's just focus on the third. Neutral jing is the key
to earth bending. It involves listening and waiting for the right moment to strike. This is why
I believe surrendering is the best decision and I believe it is in the city's best interest if I stay
behind to protect it.”

Aang smiled, “but you’ll be a prisoner… Besides, who will teach me earth bending?”

“Your teacher will be someone who has mastered Neutral Jing. You need to find someone
who waits and listens before striking. Do not worry about your old friend Aang, he isn’t
buried in the ground yet!” Bumi cackled the way that he had since they were just kids.

Aang sighed, “I guess you’re right… I’m going to miss you…” He threw himself into Bumi
once again, he just couldn’t help it. He hated the war and what it did to families and friends.

“Aang, I have to give you something from a friend.”



Aang pulled back and opened his hand to accept a small trinket, when Bumi pulled back his
hand he revealed a small white tile… a Pai Sho tile.

“The white lotus Pai Sho piece? I don’t have a set, no one else knows how to play.”

Bumi laughed and wrapped his hand around Aang’s own hand, closing it over the small tile.
“This particular piece is not for playing. After you find an earth bending master there is
someone I want you to meet, he is a dear friend of mine and he will help you master all four
elements before the comet. There is a small tea shop in the Upper Ring of Ba Sing Se called
the Jasmine Dragon. Go there and give whoever is working there this tile and they will know
what to do. Good luck Aang, we will meet again when the time is right.”

Aang nodded and he turned to see Katara finishing up her final inspection of the packing job
that the Earth Kingdom men did, she must have noticed his stare because she turned and met
his eyes. She smiled at him, it wasn’t like the smiles that he remembered from the Katara
before the Northern Water Tribe battle… but it was still a smile.

Even though they had lost this battle and another friend… they were another step closer to
mastering all four elements and Aang vowed that all this sacrifice wouldn’t be in vain. He
would defeat the Fire Lord before Sozin’s comet and end the war.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When Zuko’s bending didn’t come back on the third day of him being awake, Sokka felt his
own mind beginning to panic and he found himself putting in extra effort to distract the angry
boy from his lack of fire. (Which was probably a good thing with how heated his temper was
about it)

It was later in the afternoon at this point and V communicated to Sokka that Zuko had been
hardly eating and wasn’t getting enough nutrients. She shared that if he didn’t start to eat
more, his health would begin to decline again and if that happened it could be a slippery
slope back into dangerous territory.

Growing up in the Southern Water Tribe, Sokka knew all about slippery slopes… he had slid
down enough to know that once you got going it was almost impossible to stop. So when
dinner time came around, Sokka decided to whip out the good ol eating game to get his fire
bender eating again. He knew Zuko was getting irritated from being confined to the bed,
especially without his bending. Sokka was scared that eventually Zuko would do something
reckless and stupid, so his attention was hyper fixated on him right now… just in case.

“So I was thinking… for the topic of the eating game, let's do things we are most excited
about now that we won't be in prison anymore. So… I’ll start… Hmmm… OH! I am excited
to shower alone… even when I used to go in the early mornings there was always at least
some nakedness in there... and if I never again have to see another old dudes saggy nut sack, I
will die a happy guy.”

Sokka ripped a chunk of red meat from the bone and completely melted when it hit his lips as
the juices exploded with flavor that made Sokka’s taste buds dance with joy. He wiggled in
his seat with joy, squirming around; he didn’t even try to contain the happiness that grinned



through his chewing. He caught Zuko staring at him with an amused expression... still not a
smile, but they were moving out of the glaring/frowning stage of their friendship, which was
nice.

“Your turn!” Sokka forgot to swallow before he spoke and he knew he just flashed Zuko a
mouth full of half-chewed-dead-moo-saw and he knew the other boy hated it when he did
that. His fire bender reached out and grabbed a chunk of potato, Eve had chopped up a few
herbs that would add flavor and help with digestion. Sokka could see the tiny green specks
scattered around the streaming yellow and red roots.

“You know what I am excited for? I am excited to get my fucking bending back…” Zuko
growled out the statement as he crushed the potato he was holding with a crushing motion.
The bits of soggy yellow potato sprang out from between his fingers and splatter across the
bed, some of it hit Sokka in the chin, but he fixed it with a simple swipe-and-lick.

“Damn… this face potato is good!”

Sokka made a point to not let his fire benders temper-tantrum steer them away from eating.
So when he saw a few bits of yellow potato stuck to Zuko’s angry looking face, Sokka
ignored all the cautionary warnings his mind was flaring up and he reached out and wiped the
food off Zuko’s scarred cheek. The boy flinched and his unscarred eye twitched and closed
for only a second before opening back up and looking at Sokka with a surprised look when
he ate the face potato.

“What? I’m not going to waste it. Also… don’t crush the food please, I have to sleep in this
bed too. I don’t want to wake up with bits of potato stuck to my face and I don’t know how I
will explain to Eve how we got food all over another blanket.”

Zuko smirked, “but you just said you liked face potatoes.”

“I’m going to face your potato if you do that again.”

They didn’t say anything for a minute because the very real issue that Zuko was dealing with
his fire bending was weighing heavily in the air. Sokka inhaled deeply and reached out and
placed his hand on Zuko’s arm and the boy looked at him. Gold and blue locked together and
Sokka pushed any reassuring energy he could into Zuko’s eyes as he rubbed small circles
with his thumb as he held his arm.

“Your bending will come back, it just will take a little time… Zuko, you are the strongest guy
I know, well… besides Aang, but he is the Avatar! No one will be able to take away your fire,
I promise. I mean… look how many of those pills it took to take it away, it’ll be ok. I
promise.”

Zuko’s gaze was strong but Sokka could still see the fear and sadness in his eyes… He knew
he had to be patient and just give it time, but Sokka wanted to reach into Zuko’s eyes and
take out all that hurt and fear and just make it better… he fucking hated feeling like this…
helpless.



Zuko nodded and pulled his eyes away from Sokka and looked back into the bowl before
grabbing another piece of potato and taking a small bite. He chewed like he didn’t know how
and Sokka stared at him until he saw his fire bender swallow and a happy buzz filled Sokka’s
ears, if Zuko could start eating real food again he could gain his strength back so much faster.

“Ok… I am excited to never have to step foot in a coal mine again.” His raspy voice was
continuing to sound better with each passing day.

Sokka perked up immediately. “Oh, fuck! The coal mine! Fuck, that place was so awful…
Yes, that was a good one. Ok my turn, I am excited for…”

Spending everyday with you.

Sleeping at night with you pressed up against me.

Learning everything there is to know about you.

Being there every step of the way so you know you are never alone.

“I am excited for… Well, I’m just excited about the future.”

There was a pause.

“That was a stupid answer, say something else.”

Sokka rolled his eyes, fucking asshole.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

There wasn’t much left in this world that Chang could call his own, but he did have a desk
once and when that desk had been in one piece, it was full of various sentimentals he had
collected throughout the years. He couldn’t even remember how he started collecting
memorabilia, even though it didn’t matter now because all the small memories were scattered
across the compound in shattered pieces. All that remained were the memories that were left
in his mind and the feelings he carried with him in his heart.

Oh… and the constant remindings from Lyn, the woman who stole his soul right out from
inside him. His crazy old lady was brought here when her Earth Kingdom Mayor-of-some-
stupid-town husband refused to meet the Fire Nation’s demands, she was sent to the prison
camp to be detained until he complied. The fucking coward never did anything to help Lyn
(Chang was pretty sure he was dead) and she was left here to rot, and with her being an earth
bender... her time here was difficult. Chang met her by chance when he insisted on having
competent adults working with him in the kitchen around boiling water and open flames…

That’s how he met Lyn.

They didn’t vibe at first, she didn’t like him… which to be fair… He wouldn’t like him either
if he met him… but Chang had a way about him. He began to notice that he was growing on
her and they developed a sort of… friendship. Lyn is a thick woman, tall and strong. She



didn’t take shit from anyone and her earth bending roots kept her stance strong and her
reflexes sharp.

But the poison they fed her was slowly destroying all the things he was starting to find
beautiful about her… so he used his pull in the prison to make it so Lyn would report to the
kitchen early on bending suppressant day for a ‘completely necessary and mandatory’ pantry
and freezer inventory count.

Chang strongly insisted that the inventory count had to be completed once a week, he
vaguely remembered lying on the fly and telling Zhao he thought people were stealing food.
He couldn’t remember how he swung the whole ‘it had to be done on bending suppressant
day’ but he was sure the reasons had been smooth.

That was how Chang received the responsibility of making sure Lyn took her pill… The pill
he made sure she threw down the sink drain every week. Their close relationship was
completely secret and honestly… it wasn’t supposed to be real until it was… and it really
became real when Ara stepped into the picture and Lyn took a strong liking to the young girl.

Ara was convinced she had been in the prison-camp the longest and for those who had been
hiding in the shadows and surviving only on simply existing unnoticed didn’t challenge her
on it. But in fact… there were many sullen expression that belonged to men and women who
had been in this prison compound before Zhao turned it into his own personal torture
playground. He turned it into a place where he kept the people he could use to gain
something and once they were no longer of value they were executed... sometimes those
deaths were long and cruel…

But who was Chang to step in and challenge the way the Fire Nation chose to deliver justice?
The Fire Lord gave Zhao the position and power, he was allowed to distribute it however he
saw fit.

That was, until Chang watched him abuse that power with Zuko… the young boy was a
fighter and Zhao loved him for it and if only Chang could have seen through all the denial
and saw the situation for what it was.

A predator and his prey and the little fire prince never stood a chance.

Was that the moment he stopped trusting his Fire Lord?

Or was it when he saw the way the Fire Nation army destroyed towns, homes and families….
He wasn’t sure if it was a slippery slope or if it happened all at once… but either way, Chang
had slid… and he was a fat fucker so his big ass slid fast and crashed hard. He remembered it
every time his too-small-shirt rode up over his belly or when he was reliving the past and
playing navigator for Zhao… it was every time he had to squeeze between his desk and the
wall to get out of the broom closet Zhao had labeled an office for him.

… but there was one thing that survived the implosion of his broom-closet-once-was-an-
office, the small rectangle box constructed from steel which held the two things he always
knew he would eventually need. The first was a small pouch with a few pieces of silver and a



handful of copper, it wasn’t a lot but it was so much compared to the nothing they had all
these years.

Coins were hard to come by in the prison, the soldiers didn’t bring much money inland and
the guards were stingy and hardly had enough personal funds to afford their own needs aside
from what was provided for them inside the prison. Chang was lucky to have collected the bit
he had, but having coins would be necessary if they were ever going to escape this place. The
second item was a dark liquid sealed in a glass vial, he had been holding onto it for many
years now… A necessary weapon in a silent battle waged between his mind and his heart.

But the battle was finally over and surprisingly his heart did not lose, but instead
surrendered… finally seeing his brain’s cause for what it was. Logically, this should have
been done so long ago… but emotionally, he would never be ready.

Taking the glass container out of the metal box he thanked the spirits that it had not shattered
in the explosion, implosion… situation. That damn desk came through in the end and kept the
only things he really needed safe.

Slipping the poison into his pocket he remembered what the Earth Kingdom healer had said
about what would happen when the poison was ingested. He said it wouldn’t take much, but
that the taste would be bitter and quickly recognized by the consumer. Chang moved with
purpose to where the small group of prisoners were cooking a shit ton of rice in a large black
pot hanging over the open flame they had built in the hollow shell of what was once the
stove.

Chang moved slowly, the only thing keeping him on his feet was the knee brace and that
damn stone crutch Lyn had earth bent for him. She did her best to construct the crutch as
natural-looking as she could, though she was concerned about someone recognizing it as
unnatural and obviously the result of earth bending. But Chang wasn’t really concerned about
what people thought about his fucking stone-crutch.

If they had something to say, they could march their confident ass over to him and say it to
his fucking face… which they wouldn’t, so he told Lyn not to worry about it. She was always
so worried about corruption within the camp… she was terrified that someone would try to
kill Chang because they would think he was a traitor for helping Zuko escape.

….. what she didn’t know was that it was Chang who wasn’t being truthful with her... and it
wasn’t because he didn’t want to be truthful, it was just because sometimes people had
secrets that were better left unspoken. It wouldn’t matter soon anyway, he had to bury this
secret and stop the spread of unnecessarily vicious violence… The continuous circle bred
through the family for generations. Chang was convinced that some people just wanted to
watch the world suffer and burn.

Chang finished preparing the special blend of tea, he watched the warm water blossom into a
copper liquid which would slowly seep into a deep color that would disguise the dark poison
he released into the kettle. The slithering goo swirled around for a beat before sinking below
the surface, closing the lid, Chang put the kettle with two cups on a small tray and prepared
for his walk to Zhao’s tent. With an uneasy sway and a sudden realization that this would be a



struggling journey if he was going to make it all the way to Zhao’s tent without spilling the
poisoned tea. Chang would need to concentrate and take his time.

He hobbled begrudgingly through the prison camp, with only a few sly-not-funny comments
from a couple of the not-dead-guards and soldiers while they fucked around and didn’t offer
him any assistance. Which was fine, because he couldn’t risk one of these fucking-fuck-faces
dropping the tea on the ground and wasting his only shot at this…

When Chang finally made it to Zhao’s tent, he felt a small ripple of uneasiness just below the
surface of his calm demeanor. He was not looking forward to this, but it had to be done. He
threw his stone crutch to the side, just outside the entrance to Zhao’s over-sized tent because
if anyone would notice something created from earth bending, it would be Zhao. The man
had an eye for things like that, he was extremely clever and had always been the type of
person to notice things that were out of place, things that normal people might not have
noticed – so the crutch would have to stay outside.

Chang pulled back the tent’s entrance and his eyes found Zhao immediately, sitting in his
armor at a large desk scattered with various maps, scrolls and an ink quill. There were a few
candles lit around the tent, casting a flickering glow of warm light crawling up the canvas
walls. There were two metal chairs sitting in front of the desk and a massive fire nation
banner hanging behind him, but besides that, the tent didn’t have a very Admiral Zhao
feeling. That could be because all of his possessions were either a pile of ashes or being
unloaded from the caravan, probably getting set up in whatever tent they were preparing for
Zhao’s personal quarters.

Zhao looked up, his amber eyes narrowed at the intrusion, the lines in his forehead shifted
into a frown. Chang hated when he scowled, he looked just like their father when he did that.

“Brother… What are you doing here?” Zhao scoffed, his bushy eyebrows raising the lines on
his forehead. “Is that tea?”

Chang nodded and gave his little brother a weak fake-smile. The little brother who wasn’t so
little, unless he was standing next to Chang. He didn’t even pretend to get up from his seat to
assist the injured man with his tray of tea as he clearly struggled to make his way to the desk.
When Chang finally made it, he set down the dingy metal prison food tray, one of the lone
survivors of the attack.

“Yes, this is tea, try not to look too excited. I thought you might need some of mother's
special calming blends after your forest adventure.”

Chang felt his barnacle filled stomach slosh around when Zhao’s amber eyes darkened with
an emotion that he recognized from the way his father would get angry growing up. Zhao had
inherited their father’s deep anger and quick temper. Chang was lucky enough to walk away
with their mothers patience and kind spirit.

Their father was a military man, strong, loud, commanding and before he died he was a
captain in the Fire Nation Navy, he was always so proud to serve under Fire Lord Azulon.
Chang knew his father had always been disappointed that his first born son, the one who



carried his father’s father’s name, was born without the gift of fire... even if he never said it
directly.

When Zhao was born, Chang was already an older child, but he was still so excited to have a
little brother to play with. Their father was often out to sea and they would only receive
letters from him every now and then, so having a new little brother was a dream come true.
When Chang saw the flecks of gold in Zhao’s little baby amber eyes, he knew Zhao would be
a fire bender… but even knowing that, he never saw his little brother as a threat or an
impedance on the love he received from their mother and at times, their father.

But as soon as Zhao was old enough to articulate, he began competing with Chang and his
little brother was a spitting image of their father… Tall and strong, with all the fire and drive
that helped their father climb to the position of captain. Chang tried to love his brother… he
tried his entire life to love his younger brother, even though he made it so fucking difficult…
He knew his father felt the same way. His father tried to love Zhao, but when they were
together they only brought out the worst in one another… and that’s when the violence
started.

Their father never hit Chang, only Zhao.

Zhao wouldn’t back down, ever… and Chang wondered if that’s part of the fascination he
had for Zuko… because they were two in the same – Zhao could take a hit and he would
never stop getting back to his feet... Zuko was the same. Their father would always realize
what he was doing or their mother would step in but Chang knew the abuse had a lasting
effect on Zhao… but he never imagined it would get this bad.

As Zhao got older, his personality and fire grew stronger and their father started staying out
to sea for longer periods of time. Chang watched their mother stumble her way into
depression as she hit wall after wall while trying to raise his little brother. She blamed Zhao
and his inability to just ‘get along with people’. It must have been the added pressure from
their mother that snapped something inside of Zhao, because that’s when Chang started to
notice the… odd behavior, and then that odd behavior became disturbing...

Chang remembered back to a time when he used to collect spider-lizards, they liked to hide in
the rocks behind the small house he grew up in. He would wait for a day when rain fell and
just after the last drop would hit the ground he would run outside to his hiding spot and wait
for the little buggers to emerge from the rocks to drink the scattered water-droplets left
behind. Chang had an entire stalking, capturing, naming and containment system he used
when he hunted for spider-lizards, they were really difficult to capture alive and he would
never want to accidentally hurt one.

The most he ever had in confinement were eight of them at one time… his mother hated
them so much and she called them vermin, so he was only allowed to keep them in his room
and after a couple days he had to let them go… Well, Chang wasn’t the best at the letting go
part because he liked to name them and watch the way their different personalities interacted
together. He remembered there were many arguments with his mother that included him
spewing promises to keep them contained and if he put them back outside they would die.



Little did he know, the spider-lizards were in far more danger inside his room than they ever
were outside…

He didn’t notice at first, Chang just thought the spider-lizards were escaping because that's
what happened to idiot children who brought things in from outside, they would escape. So
he would capture new ones to replace the ones that left. He never thought anything of it until
one day he and Zhao got into a heated argument which resulted in Zhao throwing fire at him.
The outburst ended up catching the blankets that were drying on the line outside on fire, their
mother had been furious.

Even though Zhao tried to argue it was all Chang’s fault… whatever the stupid argument had
been about, his mother knew that Zhao had reacted dangerously. Growing up, that was the
one thing his mother was really worried about – she didn’t want them to get hurt or Zhao hurt
someone else with his fire. So obviously, Zhao was sent to his room with no dinner and no
bed-sheets until she was able to figure out if the remaining charred fabric could be salvaged.

Zhao was furious, the little shit-face, he was always mad about something and his temper was
always out of control, even as a child… Later that night, Chang realized that 4 of the spider-
lizards were gone and it wasn’t until he found all thirty-two of their legs had been plucked off
and scattered in his bed under the blanket and all over his pillow… that he realized what had
happened.

Looking down at the spider-lizard massacre, he had the sick realization that none of those
other poor spider-lizards had ever escaped….

…. Zhao had killed them.

Chang immediately to let the remaining spider-lizards free.

He hid his emotions when he sat down at breakfast the next morning, sitting across from his
little brother who smirked at him with the most evil look in his eye. It was the first time
Chang ever thought that his little brother might be a fucking psycho-path, even at such a
young age he was displaying morbid tendancies. When they grew older, Chang decided to
serve his mandatory 4 years in the Fire Nation Navy, a tradition carried on by the men of his
family for generations. When Chang received his documentation and departure date, that was
the only time he ever saw his father respect and appreciate him as his eldest son.

Without Chang in the house their father was worried about Zhao being a young,
temperamental, fire bender alone with their mother, so their father arranged for Zhao to be
sent away to train with a fire bending master. Their father had many friends in the military
and he found someone to help him out with Zhao..
However, Chang wondered if all that time spent away from their mother’s guidance hurt him
more than it helped him, because all that training did was make his inner weapon more
powerful.

Chang enjoyed most of his time in the military, he followed orders well. He had an easy-
going personality that was ideal for taking direction, he wasn’t ambitious like his father and
his brother so he didn’t rise up the ranks, he stayed comfortably stagnant. When Zhao was
old enough to get his foot through the door, he was on a ship shoveling coal before he was



even old enough to enlist.. but it paid off because he flew through the ranks and became the
youngest Naval Captain in Fire Nation history. That was right around the time their father
passed away… just before Zhao’s promotion their father was killed in action and neither
brother got the closure they desperately needed. You always think you will have more time...
but time is an elusive mistress and she doesn’t slow down or wait for anyone.

Chang knew Zhao took their father’s passing the hardest but he never said a word about it. If
Chang ever brought it up, the topic was quickly dismissed and if the topic were pushed, then
there was usually an outburst accompanied with fire. Right after their father died, his mother
got sick.. and that hit Chang hard he tried to take as much leave as he could to be there for
her... but there just wasn’t enough time… He wasn’t there for her when she passed, but he
remembered the last conversation they ever had.. it lived in his mind like the sickness that
took her from him, eating away at him slowly as it left a dull pain in his heart.

She had looked at him, just like a mother did. His mother had always been a larger woman,
full of love and laughter layered in each curve and enough of her to suck you into the
warmest hugs you could ever imagine.. but when she looked up at him from her bed, with her
face so thin and her skin dull and lifeless, she still managed to smile at him.

She looked at him with all the love and all the seriousness of what she said next…

“Please, watch out for your little brother…”

Chang had nodded and she closed her eyes to rest, she didn’t have another lucid moment
before he had to leave… She died just a few weeks later. He received the messenger hawk
from Zhao, of course as a captain he was informed first, that little detail always irked him for
some reason. Chang found himself emotionally hysterical for many sleepless nights and filled
his sadness with food. Eventually, he found himself a piece of that temper his brother and
father had growing up and Zhao kept with him well into adulthood.

It didn’t take long for Chang to fuck up his life… and it didn’t take much. Just an empty
street and struggling child.. boy or girl, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was the person was
young, too young to be in the arms of his captain. When Chang saw the struggle and the
young persons attempt to dislodge themselves from under the intoxicated man’s grip, he just
completely lost his fucking shit…

He should have stopped after he pulled his superior officer off the struggling teen… but he
couldn’t resist smashing his fist into the man’s face. He only hit the man once, and that was
because the feeling of a man’s nose crumbling beneath his knuckles still makes him nauseous
to this day. He will never unsee the way his captain’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and
his entire body fell into a limp heap on the cobblestone floor.

But that one hit was enough to earn himself the title of ‘traitor of the Fire Nation’ for
attempting to murder his superior officer. (Chang couldn’t recall the exact story they spun but
he remembered coming out of it looking really, really bad) He was sentenced to death… by
order of Fire Lord Azulon himself, oh special him!

He was not expecting Zhao to do anything for him, why would he risk his career and all the
great things he had going for him on his stupid older brother he didn’t even like? In a cruel



twist of the universe’s opinion of a joke, Zhao did save Chang’s life. He worked his creepy,
Zhao-manipulation-magic and had the report drawn up that the execution had taken place and
he dragged Chang’s ‘dead-ass’ to the middle of nowhere and set him up in this fucking prison
camp. He even gave him the bogus job of being the cook, probably because he was fat and
Zhao was an asshole.

What Chang found most disturbing, even more than the prison camp, was that not even a full
moon-cycle later his old captain mysteriously died in his sleep, no one knew what happened
to him considering the man had been in full health. That was another defining moment in
Chang’s life, when he realized that his little brother had obtained a lot more power than he
thought.

It wasn’t until Chang was living in the prison camp and found himself around Zhao more
often, he recognized that his brother had grown into everything his mother had feared he
could become… organized, manipulative, determined, powerful, evil.

After a few years, there was news that Fire Lord Azulon passed peacefully in his sleep and
that Prince Iroh, the Dragon of the West abdicated the throne to his younger brother, Prince
Ozai…. lets just say the entire nation was taken by surprise.

Zhao used the brief hesitation between the military and the new Fire Lord to find the rift and
squeeze himself into alliance with the new Fire Lord Ozai to secure himself the favor from
the most powerful man in the world. After that, Zhao became unstoppable and no other
military official would dare speak out against him, even the more seasoned military figures
that were expecting the Dragon of the West to take the throne, closed their mouths when
Zhao spoke.

Chang had a long time in the prison camp to think about his mother’s last words, each time
he would sit down with Zhao and the man would regale him with the details of his latest
conquest or when Zhao would lose his temper and mutilate a prisoner. Her words…

”Watch out for your little brother…”

Most sons would hear those words from their mother and think, of course, they will watch
out for their little brother as the eldest brother.

…. But that is not what his mother meant when she spoke those words to Chang, with her
dimly lit eyes begging him to understand her true meaning. She was warning him and giving
him a responsibility that they both knew would be a heavy burden to bear. She knew what
Zhao was, her own son… she saw what he was capable of doing and she wanted to make sure
someone who knew would be watching out and would do what was necessary if it was
needed. With enough power, Zhao could light this war on fire and fuel the flames as the
world burned.

Those words were ringing in his ears when he poured the hot tea into the two ceramic cups,
he ignored the way Zhao sneered at the lack of elegance the tea set had when he handed his
brother the steaming cup. Chang poured himself a cup, making sure to mentally remind
himself not to accidentally take a sip like an idiot or he would be in hotter water than the tea
in his cup.



“I assume one of my men filled you in on all the details… I know how my men like to gossip
with you.” Zhao didn’t reach out for his tea and Chang held his own cup calmly in his hand.
He knew this could turn into a game of patience, Zhao didn’t particularly like to drink
mother’s tea and remind himself of his childhood. But if he brought any other tea it would be
suspicious, they were not known for their tight knit brother relationship and Chang didn’t
really visit Zhao that often.

Chang took the opportunity of the open dialogue to sit down in one of the metal chairs that
hardly had enough seat room for his ass, but it did take the weight off his knee. Lyn would be
happy at least, which was a lie... if she knew his was here she would surely murder him, no
matter his intentions.

“Yes, they do because I’m a great gossip, don’t be jealous.” Chang tried, like he always did,
to get Zhao to be a human being instead of… whatever it was he was.

“Yes brother, you are the one everyone wants to chit-chat with. You are so lucky. Meanwhile,
some of us have important things we need to deal with and we don’t have time to gossip with
the common soldier.”

“When you say important things to do… Are you referring to the messages from the Fire
Lord or the search for his son?”

Zhao’s eye twitched and Chang knew he hit a rather sensitive nerve. He was treading into
unknown waters because the brothers never discussed the young prince, but Zhao was aware
that Chang was the one tending the boy’s wounds. The Earth Kingdom healer and Chang had
a mutual understanding and similar opinions on some of the tortures that happened. He
provided Chang with the supplies he needed to keep Zuko from dying from infection or
suffering too badly… but if Chang had known the teenager was suffering so deeply, in ways
that he could never even fathom...

Chang could feel the anger for his brother growing, the more he thought about what he had
done to that poor kid, he could feel the flare of anger boil inside him. Most of the emotion he
held towards Zhao was disgust and disappointment but he had always still tried to love him.

Not anymore…

Zhao reached out and took the cup in his hand, Chang held his breath waiting for the tilt and
swallow... but of-fucking-course, before he could just take a sip of the poisoned tea like any
normal person would have… Zhao had to run his mouth and give a stupid speech in a weak
attempt to smooth over the obvious predicament he was in.

“After I received your urgent messages I decided to cut the search short... For now. I have
delegated the task of finding the boy to a group of men that I know will be able to get the job
done for me and most importantly, get it done discreetly. The Fire Lord will never know his
disgraced son was ever breathing after I gave word of his execution, I will make sure of that.
I have more pressing matters to attend to now. As you know, the siege of Omashu is at a
standstill and they require immediate support. There is also word that the Avatar is there and
what a glorious victory for the Fire Nation if I were to take the city and capture the Avatar.”



The gleam of malice in his eyes sent imagines of a convulsing fire bender, shivering and
holding onto Chang’s arm as he mumbled he ”was a loyal son” or the way Ara’s bright green
eyes were hollowed out and her young mind was twisted with choices she would have to live
with until death released her. He lifted his own tea cup to his mouth and Chang brought it to
his closed lips and pretended to take a sip, he could feel the tingling burn where the liquid
splashed against the skin of his lips.

The poison was strong and the burning from the hot liquid accompanied with the toxins
irritated where it briefly touched his upper lip and he just hoped Zhao didn’t notice. Chang
just wanted to pretend that this was all normal and get his brother to drink the tea, but of-
fucking-course Zhao had to keep talking.

“I trust Colonel Mongke to take care of Zuko and that Water Tribe savage he has with him. I
will admit, I underestimated the water-savage boy and I didn’t see his loyalty to Zuko being
as strong as it is, but all that information has been communicated to Colonel Mongke and I
trust the job to get done. The Rough Rhinos don’t have the reputation they have for not
getting the job done.”

Zhao smirked when he brought the cup to his mouth and took a sip of the tea, it would only
take a single sip. Zhao’s brow furrowed instantly and Chang sighed heavily and set his cup
on the desk, exhaling a long breath he slowly stood up, his eyes never leaving Zhao’s
confused expression.

“Brother… if I didn’t know any better I might have thought you hit your head during the
attack because this does not taste – “ a violent coughing fit interrupted his speech, his next
breath came in as a deep and painful sounding wheeze. He reactively dropped the tea cup, the
copper liquid spilling across the desk and onto the floor, his amber eyes burned with anger.

“You traitor – “

“No brother. You are a traitor. You became a traitor the second you started raping children.”
Chang reeled back his throbbing anger and adjusted his tone to something more neutral. “You
didn’t have to be like this, you know. You and I grew up in the same home, I get that you and
dad had an estranged relationship... but if he could see what you have done with all the power
you achieved… he would be disgusted with you, just like I am and just like mother would
be.”

Zhao made a valiant effort to stand and throw fire at him, but the poison was already coursing
through his blood and the flames were weak and badly aimed. It was a futile attempt to
probably try to kill Chang, but even with his best efforts Zhao was not invincible and no one
can escape death.

Zhao fell back in his chair, the color in his face was being sucked away by the poison as it
slurped and gnawed away at Zhao’s nervous system, spreading death in every corner or his
body. The whites in his eyes began to turn pink as the painful toxin wrecked his nervous
system and his body started to seize up, causing the blood vessels in his eyes to begin to pop.

Zhao was fighting the poison (no surprise) and it was making the death so much more
painful, the toxin had already started the descent to death. The flower used to make this



particular poison is actually very beautiful but when ingested it turned into a truly hideous
creation as it attacks its victims from the inside. Right now, Zhao’s arms and neck were
jolting and twitching without his control as the toxins chewed their way through his nervous
system. The blood vessels in his eyes began to burst with pools of red and there was a stream
of blood running out one of his nostrils.

Zhao never knew when to stop and Chang’s blood ran cold when his blood red eyes glared up
at him and the sinister smirk crossed his lips. His voice was hoarse and it was painful to hear
but Chang could hardly stomach the words…

“You know… that boy… the one you’re doing this for…. He had never been touched by
another person…” Zhao began to violently cough and dark red blood splattered across the
papers of his desk and the gooey mix of saliva, mucus and blood ran down his face and
dripped from his chin. “I took… I t-took it all from him… every l-last bit.”

Chang closed his eyes and slammed back the disturbing images of the resilient fire prince
struggling to get away, trapped and beaten down by a man he had once called his brother, his
fucking family. He had to accept long ago that just because you are born to someone, doesn’t
make them your family.

No, not when they twisted themselves into such a living, breathing poison, whose very
presence inflicted death and pain wherever they went. Zhao deserved a death worse than
this… he should consider himself lucky for the mercy Chang was showing him.

Zhao was unable to talk anymore and Chang watched as the remaining life was physically
sucked out from inside him as his amber eyes sunk deep into his skill as the whites of his
eyes were stained dark red. Blood flowed from every orifice of his face, dripping from his
chin and collecting on the desk and floor. Finally, his body no longer had enough strength left
to hold himself up and Zhao’s upper body fell forward with a heavy thud. The ink quill that
was resting on his desk was knocked over by the heavy, crashing body that spilled dark ink
over the contents of his desk.

The dark liquid soaked into the pieces of parchment, spreading out and consuming everything
until it lapped at the side of Zhao’s face. His open eyes stared at the ink, but they lacked their
fire as the final spark flickered away as Admiral Zhao made his last attempt to breathe.
Chang exhaled loudly and shook his head, pulling at his shirt he turned to limp back out of
the tent, leaving his brother in a pile of his own blood and ink.

“I’d say I’m sorry brother… but I’m not. Good riddance, may Agni make you burn in internal
fire for what you did to all those people, especially those children.”

Chang didn’t turn to see Zhao one last time, he was already dead and he had only stayed to
make sure the poison killed him. Chang held up his promise to his mother and he liked to
think that he did a good thing by making sure no one else ever had to endure what Zhao did
to Zuko and Ara and fuck... to everyone Zhao had ever laid his hands on.

Now, he needed to collect his woman and get the fuck out of there, just in case someone
decided to start pointing fingers and insinuating murder. These dumbass fuckers would
hopefully believe Zhao choked to death…. Or poisoned, it definitely looked like Zhao was



poisoned. The last person they would suspect would be Chang, he was the most trusted man
in camp – but sometimes it was the most trusted people who were hiding in plain sight.

Chang had given up on his nation so long ago he couldn’t even remember anymore, but
maybe if that fire prince and his Water Tribe friend had survived and they managed to not get
caught by the Rough Rhinos...

Chang rubbed his eyes with one hand, jabbing his index finger and thumb into the crooks of
his eyes because fuck that was really bad news for the boys… The Rough Rhinos and their
leader Colonel Mongke were trained directly under General Prince Iroh. They were Fire
Nation mercenaries for hire that pledged their loyalty to the Fire Lord and when they weren’t
contacted, they were conquering villages for the Fire Nation in the name of Fire Lord Ozai.
When Chang was still a soldier his squadron had come behind the Rough Rhinos a few
times… and he knew first hand that they didn’t hesitate with the brutality and there were wild
tales of their violent raping and pillaging, apparently they liked to leave a mark.

Things never seemed to get any easier. Fuck.

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

“Shhhhh, someone will hear you.”

“I’m not saying anything.”

“That’s impossible, you’re never not talking… even when you think you aren’t talking,
you’re still talking.”

Shen could hear a soft mumble from behind him but other than that Reho finally shut the
fuck up and let him try and pull together the half-assed plan… The plan he wasn’t even the
least bit confident in, but he knew he had to do something… Ara didn’t know what she was
doing when she sent that messenger hawk… She couldn’t have. He knew Ara, he knew her
so well and even though there was always a weird energy when anyone would mention her
and Admiral Zhao, Shen had always assumed it was more of a mentor-type relationship?

Squeezing his eyes shut and rubbing his dark eyebrows he tried to ignore all the obvious
signs Ara displayed over the years, he just couldn’t think about the girl he loved being in love
with a man like… Zhao. Shen tried to remind himself it wasn’t love she had for him, it was
some kind of other feeling… He didn’t know what that feeling was but it was not love. He
knew Zhao didn’t love Ara, that man wasn’t capable of an emotion like love… Not when
Shen has seen the depth of Zhao’s war crimes and the way the colonies have been brought to
their knees in fear of the Admiral.

He was going to wait for Admiral Zhao to bring Ara back to the prison camp and he was
going to go down there dressed as a guard and convince her to leave with him. Or die trying.
He already lost one of the loves of his life when he was sent to this fucking prison camp, he
wasn’t going to lose another. He had to try to reason with her, he had to think she could still
see reason.



After Ara's betrayal and the Fire Nation soldiers attacked, he fled into the woods in a
scattered panic, he had no weapons and no bending, his only choice was to retreat. Shen was
lucky enough to survive but just unlucky enough to find Reho first. It didn’t take long for
them to find Zuko, more like Zuko found them and he seemed… distressed.

Shen didn’t claim to know the boy very well, he spent most of his time staying away from the
walking-human-target, but it was very clear that he was contemplating something. His shifty
gold eyes kept looking back in the direction where they were just attacked and that’s when
Shen put blue and red together and realized the little water-rat wasn’t with him.

“No.” Shen was shutting that shit down before it even became a tangible thought.

“We have to go back for him.” Zuko’s voice was commanding and he stood tall as he squared
up to Shen, but unless Zuko was ready to actually burn or stab him… he was powerless…
and shorter than him, by a lot.

“I’m not going back, Zuko, and I strongly urge you to stay away from Admiral Zhao, if you
get caught again, you’re dead.”

That fucking kid gave Shen a look that made the smallest hairs on the back of his neck stand
tall, it was a look like Shen was dead to him. Zuko snorted like the entitled prince he was,
just before he turned around and left in the opposite direction… the direction that would
surely lead him to death’s door.

“Zhao will kill you, Zuko!”

Zuko didn’t turn around, but Shen heard him clear as day. “I am not leaving him to die! Fuck
you Shen!”

Shen rolled his eyes and ignored the now-actually-dead-prince-of-the-Fire-Nation and he
looked at Reho. “Are you going with him or are you coming with me?”

Reho gave him a crazy-confused expression, “Zuko doesn’t even like me, I’m sticking with
you.”

“…great.”

And that is how Reho and Shen began traveling together, all the way back to the prison camp.
Shen knew that they couldn’t follow Admiral Zhao and the convoy all throughout the dense
forest, all while trying to stay unnoticed. Not to add in the fact that he was exhausted, hungry
and had no camping or survival supplies… So he decided they could go to one the place he
knew Admiral Zhao would eventually have to return to, the prison camp. No matter how far
he traveled or how wrapped up in whatever trouble Zuko would surely bring his way, the
Admiral would have to return to the prison camp and eventually head back out to sea.

That shitty idea was the only shitty idea he had, so that was what Shen was going to do, with
Reho trailing along behind him. He didn’t want to admit how long it took for them to find the
prison camp again, the broken-down place looked like a haunted shadow of what the



massive, inescapable prison used to represent. The towering wooden walls were splintered
and broken and there were entire sections where the fence was completely gone.

Shen and Reho found a rather hidden spot in the woods, close to the prison where they could
wait for Zhao to return; it took a lot longer than Shen had thought it would for the Admiral to
return to the camp. He was trying to fight off the lingering fear that was trying to distract
him. As a soldier, Shen was trained to remove any fear or hesitation and focus only on the
anger that burned inside and fueled his fire. He had to take that blazing anger and shove it
through his stomach and with the right stance he could incinerate his enemy and right now
Shen was angry.

He was angry that Ara had lied about the true nature of her relationship with Zhao.

He was angry because she turned on them and got Opal killed.

He was angry that Zuko had turned back for the Water Tribe boy.

He was angry that out of all the people he could get stuck with… Reho was the one here and
Shen couldn’t imagine being stuck with a more annoying person.

Reho seriously never shut the fuck up, but right now he had sad Reho… so he sighed heavily
and asked stupid fucking questions that made him wish that he had just exploded when the
earth benders attacked the prison came. Fucking Zuko had to fuck it all up by saving him,
asshole.

Death was supposed to be peaceful and quiet….

“Do you ever think about your place in the universe Shen? Like… what does it all mean?”

Shen closed his eyes when he felt the heat tingle the insides of his hands, the fire wanted to
come out as his anger for the young man sitting so close behind him flared every time he said
something stupid.

“Reho… I swear to Agni and every other spirit in this fucking world that if you ask me one
more fucking question about ‘what it all means’ or ‘why is life the way it is’ or ‘do you think
a person can die from their sad feelings’ I will drag you down to the prison camp and we will
surrender right now. I would rather be a prisoner again than hear you moping around like a
dog with a broken leg, I’m going to have to put you down.”

Reho made some annoyed sounds behind him and Shen could hear the rustling of the brush
and the shuffling of feet against the dirt as Reho threw himself around in a fit of self pity.

“I don’t even know why we are here? Ara is a bitch, she got Opal killed.”

Shen’s head snapped up and he turned as the anger started to become uncontrollable, but he
remembered his lessons and he had the scars on his arms and legs from the correction-switch
used during early fire bending training. He could control the flames, but he might not be able
to control his human instinct to reach out and choke this fucking guy to death.



Reho’s eyes went wide and he shuffled back until he hit the back of a tree truck, Shen’s eyes
narrowed and he sized up the skinny, terrified guy, in the most threatening way he could
muster up. Before turning back to watching the prison camp from their hidden spot on the
tallest hill around the prison. From where they were positioned they could see into the prison
camp just enough that they would be able to see when Zhao’s convoy entered the compound.

“Listen Reho, I am trying to be patient with you because I know your ‘heart hurts’ but you
knew Opal for five minutes, I have been with Ara for years. She is not only someone I love,
but she is my closest friend, I know her the same as I know myself, she is hurting and lost
and I will not abandon her. If you have a problem with that then just leave, head east and get
the fuck out of the colonies.”

Shen turned back to watching the prison, his dirty clothes stank from all the traveling they
had done. The once vibrant fabrics were smeared with so much dirt and grime that Shen was
sure he was carrying an extra ten pounds of mud with him. He had ditched the shoes long
ago, burying them under a tree so no one would find them. That would be fucking stupid to
just leave a trail of shoes.

Reho didn’t respond to what Shen said and that meant he was thinking about the fire bender’s
word. He hated being that mean to Reho, but the guy needed a reality check, he couldn’t
compare his silly crush to the bond Shen shared with Ara. Even if she never touched him that
way again, he would still love her as his best friend over all things, but he really hoped she
would touch him again because he was fucking crazy about the girl.

When Zhao finally arrived back at the prison, Shen and Reho slipped into position, it was
time for the second part of their shitty plan. They were one step closer to saving Ara. He just
hoped she wouldn’t be in Zhao’s quarters… he couldn’t think about her and Zhao, he just
needed to talk to Ara.

They were going to wait for nightfall but Reho (being the sneaky thief he was) informed
Shen that he was confident sneaking them into the prison during the day, he assured him had
enough time to stake the place out. Shen agreed that unfortunately daylight seemed like the
best option if they had any hope of making it down the hill without twisting an ankle or
falling and breaking a bone. Using fire to light the way was off the table too, it was too easy
to spot in the darkness.

When the time came to head down the mountain Shen and Reho worked surprisingly well
together under the cover of silence. It was odd to see Reho concentrating on something other
than talking, but the way he moved through the prison camp impressed Shen. The skinny
man was almost silent as they hid behind the various piles of derbies, Shen tried to hold back
the bile that was triggered from the lingering smell of burning flesh. There was nothing that
made his skin crawl more than the way human flesh crumbled into ash, it was always
accompanied by screaming and the smell.

He up-chucked the first time he experienced the trifecta, the sight, smell and sound triggered
the involuntary squeeze of his stomach which naturally expelled the contents. He hardly
remembered the sneering laughter from some of the men, but he did remember when one of
the more seasoned soldiers told him he would get used to it.



And here he was, all these years later… not used to it. He knew he would never get used to
the blood curdling scream a person made when the fire stripped their body clean and their
bones were reduced to nothing but a pile of ash and a terrible smell.

No wonder the world referred to them as ash-makers.

Reho’s spying paid off when they arrived at the tent holding an array of junk. There was a
specific section that was very clearly dedicated to storing what was left of the guard
uniforms. Shen started shuffling through the unorganized piles of different sized uniforms
and the scattered mess of boots and other guard accessories. His hands grazed over a whip
and he had to shake his head to chase off the memories of the sounds a whip made when it
cracked against a prisoner's flesh.

There was a noise at the entrance of the tent and Shen scrambled to his feet in a hurried
reaction and his heart stopped when he made eye contact with an all too familiar face.

“S-Stay back – Chang?”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Chang limped his way into the tent the soldiers had named ‘Shit-That-Survived-Tent’ and the
men were filling it with anything they found around camp they thought could be salvaged.
Chang was going to see if there was anything in there worth bringing before he departed but
when Chang stepped into the tent his eyes landed on a stuttering Shen. He quickly let the
tent’s entrance flap close behind him so no one else would see this ex-soldier-ex-prisoner-
idiot standing there covered in mud with no shoes on.

“Shen… What the fuck are you doing here? You people are the worst escaped prisoners I
have ever fucking met. Every single one of you has been re-captured! Are you all so fucking
stupid – “

Chang felt something hit him from behind, it might have hurt… if he were the Water Tribe
kids size, but he wasn’t, so it didn’t. Turning, he saw Reho standing behind him with a
broken metal pipe in his hands… The young man’s eyes were wide with fear and he was
trembling but he still held the pipe up, ready to strike again if he needed to.

“Are you…. Fucking… FUCK! Fuck you Reho, you little shit! Put down the pipe because I
swear to Agni and above if you fucking hit me again I am going to bend you over and
shove…” Chang paused and decided to shift gears with his insult. “I am going to rip open
your jaw and shove that pipe so far down your throat it’ll come out the other end and I will
rotisserie you over the fucking campfire tonight and serve your ass to the guards.”

Reho instantly dropped the pipe and let his arms snap back to his sides tightly.

“That’s what I fucking thought. I am going to guess you two are here to rescue Ara?”

Shen didn’t say anything but he nodded yes as Reho slowly slinked out from behind Chang
and crept over to where Shen was standing. The fire bender had a small pile of different



clothing pieces and a helmet on the floor next to him, it was a bad plan… he would have
definitely gotten caught if Zhao were alive.

Chang didn’t feel sadness or regret when he thought of his little brother laying dead on his
desk in a pool of his own fluids and the blackest ink, the only word he could think of was
mercy. Zhao deserved to die and he was lucky Chang didn’t have the stomach or the hate
inside of him to do the things he actually wanted to do to Zhao... The man deserved to suffer
but at the end of his life, Zhao will still have been his brother and for that he was given
mercy.

“You are all the worst fucking people at everything, now come on, finish suiting up and find
something for your pipe-bending-partner to wear and hurry.”

Shen looked at Reho and they began shifting through the piles and Chang rolled his eyes and
leaned against his crutch as the two men pulled themselves together. It didn’t take long for
them both to secure helmets onto their heads and as long as they kept their faces down they
wouldn’t be recognized.

Chang flinched back from the sound Ara made when Shen took her in his arms, the sobs that
racked her body and the steady stream of ”I’m sorrys were coated in a thick layer of snot and
tears. The emotions wrapped thickly around the two people and Chang gripped Reho’s
shoulders and he led the younger man away to try and give them some privacy. Chang
walked through the kitchen and a few of the prisoners were spying on the commotion, it
wasn’t like he was being discreet, with Zhao dead it was more of a time sensitive situation
then a stealth mission.

Chang already had his supplies with Lyn in the forest where she was waiting for him, but of-
fucking-course, he had to deal with all the escaped prisoners that wouldnt stay escaped. He
knew the three of them would need some sort of medical supplies and food if they were
going to survive long enough to get out of the Western Earth Kingdom.

“You, Reho. Keep your head down but go back to the tent where you got the uniforms from
and get whatever supplies you can find, don't get caught and hurry. We have to get you guys
the fuck out of here, go now.”

Reho almost tripped over himself with his hasty departure and Chang went back to where
Ara and Shen were whispering softly, at least the tears were gone. Ara had fixed her hair, the
short length didn’t look bad against the thin girl's sharp bone structure, but it was still very
un-Ara-like.

“Do you two have a plan? I sent the annoying one to get you supplies. You need to head out
of here as soon as he gets back, you can leave out the back and go through the gap in the
fence. I will make sure you aren’t followed, do you know where you will go?”

Shen looked down at Ara and her emerald eyes flashed with a small hint of that passion for
life she had only a few weeks ago. Hopefully the girl could find a little more passion for life
now that she realized she wasn’t alone. Shen had come back for her and now she had a
chance to really start her life over, she could be anyone she wanted now and leave this
nightmare behind her.



“We are going to find Sokka and Zuko… I need to know what happened to them.”

Chang raised his eyebrows in surprise. “That...is a really stupid idea.”

Ara crossed her arms and Shen pinched the bridge of his nose, “I don’t really care if it is
stupid or not…” her voice got quiet and her tone became melancholy. “You weren’t there…
You didn’t see… It is my fault that they ended up there and I won’t be able to live with
myself until I know what happened to them. I have to find them, I have to know if they made
it out alive.”

Shen looked pained, but Chang knew he would follow that girl to the ends of the earth… or
back into a torturous prison camp. There was no point in arguing, it wasn’t like Chang wasn’t
thinking the same thought… Not knowing what happened to Zuko and his Water Tribe boy
would be a nagging thought he would have to live with forever.

But he wasn’t about to risk it all for something so unknown. If Ara, Shen and the other one
wanted to put their lives on the line to find out what happened to the boys, that was their
choice. The silence was thick as they all stood awkwardly in front of one another, Shen
finally cleared his throat and winced.

“You didn’t really send Reho to get our supplies did you?”

Chang frowned, “yeah, why?”

“Nothing…. we will probably just die out there.”

“Is he really that stupid?”

Ara and Shen spoke in unison.

“Yes.”

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

When Sokka woke up the next morning, Zuko was gone.

So the logical response for Sokka was to have a full-blow-fucking-panic.

He had woken up just as the sun was starting to rise to an empty bed and a hollow feeling
inside his chest. He jumped out of bed and took off out of the room, no one else seemed to be
awake and he scoured the cabin before realizing Zuko wouldn’t be inside… he would have
gone out.

That made Sokka panic even worse… because what if he went outside just at the moment
that Zhao was coming up the mountain!? What if Zuko wasn’t strong enough to get away and
-

Oh, he was sitting on the back porch. The biggest weight lifted off his chest and the thumping
panic instantly disappeared now that his eyes were on the back of his fire bender’s head.



Sokka blinked and watched Zuko sit with his perfectly straight posture, lotus style with his
hand out in front of him and his palms flat facing up. He sat directly under the sun, allowing
the soft rays of sunshine to touch his skin as the light began trickling in through the leaves.
The misty morning was still chilly from the cold night but Zuko didn’t seem bothered, Sokka
cleared his throat to announce his arrival.

His fire bender turned and his eyes lit up with a familiar fire and Sokka’s heart burst with the
heat from his own inner-fire that burned for Zuko. It wasn’t until at second glance he saw the
flames in Zuko’s eyes were a reflection from the actual flames that danced in his hands.

His fire was back.

Zuko looked down and his eyes went wide when he saw the handful of flames wiggling in
front of him, he looked back at Sokka with a smile. Not a snarky smile, or a sarcastic smirk…
but an actual, genuinely happy smile. Sokka had never seen him smile before...

It was the most beautiful thing Sokka has ever seen, Zuko was so handsome when he smiled
and Sokka knew right then and there that he had to tell Zuko how he felt. He couldn’t hide
this from him, it felt too much like lying… no secrets between them, just honesty and trust.

“Your fire, it's back! Hey - I was fucking worried about you.”

Sokka walked over to where Zuko was sitting close to the edge of the stone platform where
the ledge stepped down into the grass, Sokka sat down next to him. He still held the fire close
to his chest, his eyes burned with life again, in a way that only his bending brought back to
him.

“Don’t disappear like that again.”

“Sorry.”

“I’m glad your fire is back, how do you feel?”

Zuko paused and Sokka could see an array of emotions cross his face and he seemed to
hesitate before finally speaking up. “It feels different, I can’t explain it… It just suddenly
came rushing back when you came out…”

Sokka watched Zuko’s face flush a deep pink and he was pleasantly surprised to feel the heat
radiating off of him in hot waves crashing over him and shielding him from the chilly
morning weather.

“Well… that's good! I’m just glad it came back, I knew it would. So... I was wondering…
while we have a moment just the two of us… I mean not that we haven’t had a lot of
moments but just this moment feels like the right one to talk to you about something…”

Zuko frowned and the fire flickered out and he closed his hands, balling them into fists he
pulled his arms back so his hands were placed in his lap. He tensed up and Sokka wondered
what wild thoughts were running through his mind, probably all of them not at all what
Sokka was actually going to tell him.



“So, just to start… I want you to know that I am being serious and sincere when I say that I
feel very strongly about you…”

Zuko’s eyes went wide, the widest he had ever seen his scarred eye open, but he didn’t try to
speak, so Sokka continued.

“When I’m around you I feel like I’m on fire… but in a good way… there is a burning inside
me that wants to keep you safe and make you happy. I just want to be around you all the time
and I’m serious when I say all the time. I know it sounds crazy and I am probably not making
much sense, but I had to tell you because… well, because I want to tell you everything Zuko.
You’re my... you’re my best friend, I think… I don’t know exactly because Katara has always
been my best friend, but I think it was by default because she was born into the role. But with
you, it wasn’t even supposed to happen, no offense… but the whole angry-yelling, breaking
people’s watch towers wasn’t a great introduction... But I can’t even remember that guy,
because all I see is you… my Zuko… the Zuko that I fought tooth and nail for, the Zuko that
I watched give himself up to save me… you have done so much for me and I just want to be
there for you… I don’t know… I sound crazy…”

“No.”

Sokka blinked, and Zuko turned and looked at him, the fire was bright in his eyes.

“I feel it too.” He hesitated, like he wasn’t sure how to formulate his feelings into thoughts…
much less words but here he was trying for Sokka.

“I uh.. I think I like you? I don’t know what it feels like to like someone in that way, or to
care about someone that wasn’t my uncle… or my mom. But when I am around you I feel the
same things, an almost overwhelming need to stand between you and any threat to your
safety. I.. I want to see you happy, like when you eat meat and you smile and get so excited
that you wiggle around. I want to help you feel like that… But with me.”

Sokka blinked, because he was sure that he forgot to do that when Zuko started talking. There
was a tickle in his throat and Sokka realized he had been holding his breath too, he choked a
little when his lungs desperately reached out for the air between them. Zuko’s face flushed
and he quickly turned his head away and Sokka was just trying to breath… but instead, he
continued to choke on the air.

“I’m sorry.. I shouldn’t have… I uh…” Zuko shifted to stand and Sokka reached out in a
desperate, almost pathetic way but Zuko caught him none-the-less. Sokka laughed and looked
up at Zuko’s startled expression, he smiled and reached up and cupped the unscarred side of
his face, gently grazing his cheek with his thumb.

“I like you too, idiot. I think that’s what I was trying to say before, you know... with all the
fumbling over my words and shit.”

Zuko turned bright red, his entire face was hot in Sokka’s hands as he stared at him with his
beautiful gold eyes.

“Well.. ok.”



Sokka laughed and pushed himself off of Zuko and smiled at him, his heart was hot from the
feelings he swore were going to light him on fire.

“Well, ok. So… together?” Sokka asked, but he already knew the answer.

Zuko nodded and smiled, for the second time. When Sokka saw Zuko’s raw and unguarded
smile and the way his perfectly princely teeth peeked out from behind his lips, it was still the
most beautiful thing Sokka had ever seen.

“Together.”

Sokka reached out and placed his hand, palm up, halfway between them. Zuko looked down
at it like it was a foreign object that was once associated with pain, but was now extended to
him in a loving gesture. Zuko reached out and placed his hand in Sokka’s and they laced their
fingers together and exchanged awkwardly flushed smiles before they turned and looked out
at the peaceful morning.

There was a nervousness in Sokka’s stomach about the future, knowing that they had barely
survived the past… but they agreed that they needed to get this information to his dad, or
Aang… whoever they found first. Sokka thought about Zuko, and everything they had been
through together, all the pain and sadness they shared, but also… the strength and tenacity to
survive, accompanied with the warmth they felt for each other. Sokka knew they were risking
it all by heading towards the war, rather than away from it.

But without ending the war, they would never truly be safe… Zhao would always be out
there with the Fire Nation’s navy at his back. The soldiers would continue to invade and burn
until the world was nothing but ash. Eventually, they would be caught and Zuko would be
recognized as the not-dead-prince and they would drag him back to his father… where he
would surely kill him this time…

So no, they would never be safe, not until the war was over the Fire Lord defeated. Sokka
wouldn’t be able to rest until he knew that Zuko was safe… So yeah, they were going to risk
it all… but they were going to do it together.

Chapter End Notes
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