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That one night

when Korra felt really, really homesick.


It was too late for winter.

"Korra," came Asami's soft voice from the other side of the small room. Korra glanced at her from the corner of her eye; she was standing in front of the mirror, brushing her long hair, and she hadn't looked up.

Korra gently curled her fingers around the warmth of her mug, feeling snug beneath a mountain of blankets, and waited.

"Are you sure you don't want to come?"

The inside of her hoodie was warm, the froth of her crappy hot chocolate was thick, and the very idea of trying to remove herself from this spot was simply too much.

"I don't think I'm up for it right now," she replied honestly.

Asami turned around then, dressed in a sleek little black dress designed to kill, and examined her roommate with curious, made-up eyes.

"I thought you loved the cold?"

Korra glanced down at herself, layered and bundled, buried and hidden, and lifted her eyes toward the gentle cityscape outside. The window was lined with frost, and even the cars and lights seemed hushed in the snowy twilight.

"I'm not so sure anymore," she whispered.


A half-hour later, Tahno arrived in her mostly empty apartment, complaining of dissertations and cheap reading glasses and certain young graduate students wasting his time. But he held an extra caffe mocha in his hand, extra hot, and the whipped cream was missing, just the way she liked it.


Korra had always known that you're not supposed to fall in like with your (supervisor)(co-worker)(friend) enemy,

and this is the story of how she ended up there, anyway.
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That one night

Korra and Tahno got lost in the woods.




It'd all started with an accident.

"I hope you realize that this is entirely your fault."

Korra scoffed. "Just shut up and check the map," she glared nastily.

"The map won't help," he gritted through his teeth. "Professor Tenzin's probably already halfway down the river now, and by the time anybody realizes we're not with the truck, it'll be long after nightfall."

A snappy remark waited on her tongue—what, you're not scared of the dark, are you?—but they were without provisions, and this was serious.

"So try your phone again," she muttered, brows scrunching over the topographical lines. Now what were the red ones again?

"We don't. Have any. Service."

"Dude, what do you expect me to do?" she rounded on him, feeling the flimsy paper crumple in her grip, but beneath the exasperation, there is something too close to desperation in her voice. "We lost the trail. We've got two hours left of daylight. You can either stand there and complain the whole time about how we got ourselves lost—"

"How we—oh, yes, let us use the royal we, shall we, because that's exactly—"

"Or you can help me climb this tree."

A beat of silence.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Look, we need to find a way out, right?" she went on, her rapid words piling out into the brisk, rolling wind. "Help me get to the top and I'll be able to get us reoriented with the map."

"Are you... you have got to be kidding," Tahno hesitated, and his frown deepened. "This pine alone is twenty feet up. You fall down from that and—well, that's it."

"You got any better ideas?" she challenged.

As he looked away, a sharp exhale curled into the air. There was tension still, but it was a cold, creeping kind of strain that made her nervous; Korra didn't do nervous.

"Well?"

"What if I climbed up instead?"

Korra blinked. What?

"What?" she asked, bewildered. "Could you?"

He huffed. "I've got as good of a chance as you do, don't I?"

"Please. You may be star student and all, but you do not strike me as the kind of kid who spent his summers building tree houses," she spared him a once-over glance; it wasn't particularly admiring. "Trust me, I've got this."

He rolled his eyes, and muttered something under his breath, which she didn't catch. She told herself she didn't care.

"Just don't die, all right?" he crossed his arms and stepped back, allowing her space to take hold of the first knot of bark. "I'd hate to have to carry back your sorry carcass."

She deliberately rammed his shoulder as she brushed past, and when he spat out another insult as she ascended—and this time she heard, so half the climb was spent conjuring a few choice words for when she touched back down—she decided that he wasn't half-bad.

It was the thought that counted, she supposed.
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That one night

Tahno got invited over for a fancy academic dinner on Air Temple Island.




"So," came from behind him, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. "You got guilted into coming, too?"

Tahno looked up from his cocktail, which was just a little too dry. "I'm surprised you were invited at all."

His once-over was intentionally uninviting, but that didn't stop her from taking the cushion next to his... or arranging herself at the low table.

"Shouldn't you be off at a daycare center or something?"

"Such crankiness—is this past your bedtime at the senior center?" she quipped, a devious smile playing at her lips as she unfolded her napkin; he let her comment slide, if only because he was so surprised that she even used a napkin. "And you know," she whispered conspiratorially. "I actually think a daycare would be more bustling than this."

Unfortunately, she was right. The restaurant was far from empty, but their party offered very little in the hopes of genuine excitement. The average age must have been close to sixty-five, save for Professor Tenzin's quiet twelve-year-old, who looked ready to burst at being in the presence of so many intellectuals all at once.

Well, he thought, glancing to the side with narrowed eyes. Mostly, anyway.

"Unfortunately, a senior center would also probably be more bustling than this," Tahno admitted, barely withholding his sneer. To prevent himself from any other inane small talk, he took another hard swig of his whiskey and mentally envisioned the opening paragraph of the grant application letter he would have really rather been drafting right now.

"Shouldn't you be off schmoozing or something?" she asked a minute or so later, despite his obvious attempt to ignore her. "I mean, that is why you're here, right?" Mental spreadsheets of a budget proposal paused halfway down mental-column two: Why was she over here? Wasn't she supposed to be doing something useful? Serving hor d'oeuvres or something?

"The colleagues here are all from the history department," Tahno responded with a heavy sigh, wishing absently that he were at a bar. Preferably something dark and dim, with cheap drinks and a stage. "There is little chance of networking that would be beneficial in either direction."

"Networking? Do you actually know how to talk to people normally?" she smiled. Impishly, he might add.

"I hope the incident in the woods hasn't led you to believe that this kind of interaction between us is acceptable."

"You should probably get used to it," she smacked her lips, eyeing the rim of her glass. "You're looking at your new lab assistant, after all."

"You... you're the new intern?"

"Professor Tenzin was so impressed by my commitment to his research that he hired me on the spot," she shrugged casually, but he could see the taunt swim wildly in her eyes.

Tahno could only stare at her, open-mouthed in alarm, as the rest of their party migrated from the open bar toward their long table, where the servers began to busy themselves with taking drink orders down the line.

"Plus, it doesn't hurt that he's my godfather, I suppose."

"And that makes you... ?" What? An academic nepo-baby?

"I guess that makes us teammates now," she took another sip of water, smiling cheekily.


Despite academics' love of an open bar, the next martini he drank wasn't nearly strong enough, nor were any of the ones that followed.
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That one night

Tahno met a very young fan.




"You know she's totally into you, right?"

Tahno glared at her over the stacks of papers but otherwise decided not to acknowledge her. His biology lab was already noisy with beeping and bubbling and he didn't need her to add her own personal monologue.

"I'm sure your life together will be very difficult, though," Korra sighed a gusty sigh, alternating between holding her chin thoughtfully in her hand and using that hand to make wide, sweeping gestures, all implying tragedy, no doubt. "But that's just how it is with young love, is it not?"

"In case you hadn't noticed, intern," Tahno replied smoothly from his desk, while Korra twirled in her chair across the room. "Your report is due thirty minutes from now."

"No sweat, Professor Tight-Pants," she brushed him off, giving another twirl. "I'm almost finished."

Not a Professor. Yet.

Just one more year, just one more year, just one more—

"Yes," he intoned dryly. "But will it still be almost finished after you run these pressing errands for me?"

Korra's sneakers screeched over the tiled floor as she came to a halt. She nearly tore the to-do list from his hand, eyes roving frantically over the many lines, and when her disbelieving eyes rose again to meet his smug ones, she hit him with the fiercest of glares.

"Are you kidding me? There isn't a single thing on this list that can't wait until tomorrow."

"On the contrary," he replied evenly, already making his way back to his desk. "They are of the most imperative nature."

She narrowed her eyes, crumpling the lined paper with a surprisingly strong fist, and in a flash, she'd turned back to her processor, typed a few remaining lines into her document, and submitted her report.

"That's it?" Tahno asked, aggravated, watching in frustration as her computer slowly shut down. "That's all you had left to write?"

"I told you I was almost finished," she huffed as she put on her coat. It was a dark red, he noticed, which obviously didn't suit her.

"You had thirty seconds worth of work left, and yet you rolled yourself about my lab for nearly an hour while singing about the tragedies of young love?"

She smiled. "So you were listening."

He sneered, raising his pen in preparation of making a valid, reasonable point about all the topics she could sing about—

"Now, if you please excuse me, I have some rather important matters to attend to," she lifted her chin high in the air, and strode toward the door. "And from the looks of it, you are about to receive another visit," she smiled back at him, eyes gleaming. "Hello again, Jinora!" she called into the lobby.

Not very quietly, Tahno cursed under his breath, and began to clear out the space beneath his desk. In the midst of wondering just how likely he was to lose Professor Tenzin as the head of his dissertation committee by fleeing his twelve-year-old daughter, Korra laughed.

"Psych," she smiled broadly, taking her lab key from the hook. "Have a wonderful evening, Prof. Tight-Pants. Can't wait 'til tomorrow."

Through the muffled aluminum of the space under his desk, he heard the door close behind her. Cursing under his breath, he didn't think to mind his head as he uprighted himself in his large chair, which left him cursing again. "Stupid intern," he muttered under his breath, rubbing at the bump on his skull.


Still, before leaving the office later that night, he couldn't help but carefully glance around the lobby for the sight of a young, gray-eyed, aspiring intellectual. He half-expected the intern to be lurking in the shadows, biding her time until she could burst out with her freakish speed, and laugh in his face.

He straightened his coat with a huff, and left the lab without further incident.
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That one night

Korra and Tahno ran into each other in Republic City.




"Well, what do you know," she smiled, coming up beside him in the frozen foods section. He'd been deeply contemplating the pros and cons of each style of Hot Pockets, so her sudden appearance caught him off guard. "The lab rat actually walks the streets with the rest of us mere humans."

"I believe you are confused as to what defines a street," he replied absently, trying to pretend that he didn't have two cardboard boxes of lonely-at-home-meals in his hands; somehow, holding onto—one, never mind two—microwave dinners seemed to cut down his intimidation factor a bit.

"You know, I think part of me was actually convinced that you ate and slept at the office, too," Korra continued, thoroughly ignoring his jab.

"Frequently," he slipped, and then nonchalantly looked back at the items in his hand, acting as if it were an intentional thing by deliberating between the two with unusual care.

She blinked. "You're serious?"

"Look, little girl," he bit out testily. "Why don't you try being four months away from defending your doctoral dissertation, and then let's see how well you manage a work-life balance."

Korra held up her hands in defense, but her lingering smile did little to placate him. "Yikes, sorry, Professor Tight-Pants. Didn't mean any offense."

And because she actually seemed rather contrite, he offered her a single nod of acceptance and returned to his internal debate—Pepperoni Pizza or Philly Steak & Cheese?—fully expecting her to be gone by the time he looked back up.

Her hands were stuffed into that stupid red coat, and the basket hanging off her arm was filled with healthy snacks, which surprised him.

"Anyay," she breathed a soft laugh, muttering under her breath. "I'm sorta failing that whole work-life balance thing already."

He lifted his head high to consider her, letting it tilt, but she had already taken the first few steps away from him down the aisle. Brows furrowing, Tahno did something very unusual for the second time that night—his guard slipped, just a smidge.

"How far along are you into your Master's?" he called.

After a moment, she turned back around, looking surprised that he had actually addressed her. "Still have a whole other year after this one," she shrugged, still looking a little bewildered.

A beat passed, and then he nodded to her basket. "You seem to have the nutrition down fairly well, at least." He'd honestly expected proverbial college-kid ramen packets.

"Uh, yeah, that's only because you haven't seen my weekend junk food stash," she laughed easily, taking another step toward him. "I can't cook a meal worth shit, so I have to rely on prepackaged goods to survive. Plus, I am developing a rather terrifying addiction to caffe mochas."

An eyebrow quirked. "As opposed to regular coffee?"

He didn't even know what the hell a caffe mocha was; Tahno knew he was getting old, but he didn't think he was that much older than her.

Was he?

"Have you ever tried one?"

"Of course not."

Her smile broadened. "Well, prepare your tastebuds, Professor Tight-Pants. There's a coffee house right around the corner."

He couldn't just get coffee with his intern, Tahno thought, covertly clutching onto the cardboard boxes in his hands. He had a very important choice to make here, and he was not to be deterred. "It's not exactly like I have the time," he replied steadily.

"There's a reason why they call it to-go," she reminded him shrewdly. "And you would if you'd save the lengthy-decision making process for the actual hard stuff—Pepperoni Pizza always wins."

"I'm sorry, are you the official Hot Pocket expert?"

"Believe me," she eyed him with grave seriousness. "I should be."

Well.

It's not exactly like he could argue with that.


That night they ate in the lab while they worked, the microwave beeping in time with the lab equipment and machinery while two obnoxiously expensive caffe mochas from a far-too-hipster-for-Tahno's-tastes-what-are-you-talking-about-it-just-has-plants-that's-all!-coffee-shop sat cooling on his desk.

All in all, Tahno considered it a very productive evening.
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That one night

Tahno and Korra were detectives.


"Shh," Korra hushed him, again. "Are you sure you didn't hear that?"

"Kid," he sighed, letting the document fall to his desk. "If you don't calm down—"

"I am not a kid," she assured him snappily, slapping her pen onto the computer desk across the room. Her legs were still tucked beneath her, and she had all but enveloped herself inside her dark blue hoodie. "Especially if you aren't one, either!"

Tahno looked at her, his face screwed up with confusion. "What do I have to do with any of this?"

"You may be closer to attaining your shiny doctorate, but you are not that much older than I am," she clarified, using her shifting weight to slowly but surely scoot her rolling computer chair closer to his desk, ever careful not to touch the ground. He eyed her with a level of incredulity that even he couldn't believe.

"Right."

"Now, are you going to help me find it or what?" she demanded.

"What?"

"The rat!" she hissed, pressing a quieting finger to her lips.

"It's not like it can hear you talking about—"

"Shh!"

A minute of silence passed.

"This is absolutely ridiculous," Tahno muttered, making a motion to stand—

"Shhhhh!" Korra waved frantically, latching onto his desk as she rolled her way to where he sat, before she all but shoved him back into his seat. He blinked, looking down at the hand that was still attached to his chest. "Are you trying to drown out the sounds of its little scurrying feet, or are you just naturally this obnoxiously loud?

He had a few choice words for her general sense of volume, or lack thereof, but her eyes were already locked on the farthest corner of the room—her workstation. "Quick, pull up your feet," she whispered, latching herself to his armrest to bring her chair flush with his.

Tahno eyed her strangely, already exasperated beyond measure; he examined the steadfast hold her fist had over his chair with something close to resignation. At least her hand was no longer on his chest.

"You're not going to get any work done until you get over this, are you?"

"Nope," she whispered tightly, gaze never abandoning her corner.

"Fine," he muttered, short and stern through a sigh, and carefully reached over to flick off the lights.

An unfamiliar sound escaped her, and Tahno waited, utterly bemused, as she regained her bearings in the darkness and held tight to his chair. "What are you doing?" she hissed.

"You supposedly want to find a rat, and the best way to lure one out is through a distinct lack of light," he replied impatiently.

"I thought it'd be food?"

"Well, unless you have some stashed in your backpack—"

"Actually—"

"No."

Minutes passed, and the only sounds throughout the room were the soft clicking and bubbling from behind the glass divider, the gentle whirring of the ancient desktop computer's tired tower from across the floor, and the count of their breaths strained against the quiet. The silence persisted just long enough to make Tahno uncomfortable, just enough to make him acutely aware of just how close his young intern was.

"Enough of this," he snapped, reaching over.

"Wait!"

Tahno and Korra glared at one another, blinking away the painful brightness. It occurred to him then, how endearing some people might find her, what with her inane ability to almost completely disappear inside her sweatshirt. This was roughly around the same that they both overheard a strange, soft, scratching sound coming from below.

Slowly, together, they turned their heads to look below—

Only to find a fat, fat thing staring back at them, right where their feet should have been.

A single beat,

and then—

"Holy shit!"

"Ahh, oh my god, oh my god, don't kill it—"

"Are you crazy? Squash the motherfucker—"

"Wait, wait, waitwaitwaitwaitwait, just don't do anything rash—"

"Watch it, he's right underneath—"

"Ahhh, Tahno, that's not a rat, that's not a rat, what the fuck is it, I can do rats, I can handle rats, but that is not a rat, that is a demon—"

"Will you shut up, it can hear you—"

They froze, both breathing heavily as they stared into the space over the white floor, half-on their chairs and half-off—half-on each others'—and watching as the thing scurried off into a hole under Korra's desk. Tahno swallowed roughly, and when he turned back to his intern, she was eyeing him with a hard, questioning, expectant sort of look.

Absently, he nodded his head. "Right, then," he said, still nodding, still breathless. "I'll make a call."

Korra fell back against her chair and let out a gusty sigh.


For the remainder of the evening, they kept every single light on, and finished the rest of the night's work from the couch in the lobby.

You know.

Just to be safe.
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That one night

he found out she was ticklish.


It started with an accident.

He knew that letting her move the lobby couch into his office was a bad idea; in his defense, she'd put up a very convincing argument, but hell if he could remember it now. Anyway, she'd wanted it in the office—which is really just a large glorified broom closet, and he only got it because literally no one else was using it, and also Professor Tenzin has a thing about containing bacteria samples—so now it was in Tahno's broom closet-office and not in the small-but-still-larger-than-Tahno's-office lobby, and that was that.

She'd taken it upon herself to claim it as her new workstation, and since her productivity rates had actually gone up over the last week or so—and as long as her godfather wasn't anywhere directly in sight—he didn't mention much more of it, and so she didn't either.

He should have known that it would only lead to trouble.

It was another too late night for Tahno at the lab, with another too-long to-do list with too many unfinished tasks, so by the time he tore himself from the computer screen and rubbed the soreness from his eyes, he had found very little out of the ordinary. They had splurged on take-out that night instead of the usual cardboard box treasures, which meant he was sated with Panang Curry and tea (she had Pad Thai, a so-called"classic"), and to top off the evening, he had even remembered his reading glasses from home, even if he avoided actually wearing them unless he absolutely could no longer stare at words on neither screen nor page without seeing double. Overall, it was a most satisfying end to his typical Friday night.

He scoffed.

Not.

Tahno sighed again and luxuriously allowed himself to recline back in his less-than-luxurious computer chair. Let his eyelids slide shut, and wondered once more where the glory days of his youth had gone.

Halfway between one fantastic memory of the victory night of his senior year championship and a superb fantasy of rewinding life by at least five years, Tahno suddenly stilled, his attention caught by a soft flutter of movement off to the side.

"Unbelievable," he whispered under his breath, eyes locked tightly onto the lobby's ex-couch.

Not only was his intern dead asleep, but she had also somehow nestled herself into the nook between two cushions—as if the vintage furniture-beast had decided to have a little midnight snack—and her head was tilted awkwardly against the stiff armrest. He inhaled sharply from where he sat, already imagining the crick that would settle itself into her muscles before the morning and, in an unusual act of gentlemanly behavior, decided to take pity on her soul.

"You were supposed to be out of here at least two hours ago," he grumbled as he walked over, ever-wary of furry creatures bustling about in the dim light.

The task of waking her seemed simple enough, but Tahno quickly learned otherwise; to call her a heavy sleeper would be a gross understatement. Funny, Tahno's brows furrowed, because it really wasn't funny at all. She's so hyper, you'd think she'd be just as restless in sleep. Then again... He fully expected to see drool, but luckily, somehow, the upholstery was still mostly clean. Carefully, Tahno gave her a gentle shove: nothing. Brows furrowing yet even more deeply, he tried again: nothing. Biting his lip, Tahno patted her cheek, shook her shoulders, called her name—(her real one, too, quietly)—but all of it left him with nothing. Tahno didn't want to hurt her, per se, but it wasn't like she was giving him many options.

Almost unthinkingly, he poked her side, the tender spot just under her ribs—

And that was also how Tahno got elbowed in the face.

The first time.

"What the hell, woman?"

Eyes still wide with the force of what could have arguably been the most un-Korra-like squeal of the century, Tahno and Korra regarded one another breathlessly, suspiciously, with questioning, accusatory eyes. Unfortunately, the effect from Tahno was less severe, of course, what with his hand cradling the bruise forming along his jaw.

"What the hell are you doing in my room?" she demanded; Tahno took this moment as an opportunity to squeeze his eyes against an oncoming headache. After a long, deep, useless breath, he opened them. The look on her face told him that she must have realized that she was not, in fact, in her own room.

Her state of disorientation, however, was not the most pressing matter on his mind.

"Are you... are you ticklish?" he asked her, bewildered.

Korra blinked, then paled. "Don't be stupid," she spat, disengaging herself from the couch and spinning her legs around to the floor. Her neck cracked three times, grotesquely so, but Tahno paid it little mind; he was still absorbing the weight of this discovery.

"Shit," Korra muttered under her breath, seeing the time. "Why didn't you wake me earlier?" she snipped, as she roughly pulled on one of her boots. He distantly wondered if she realized that it was on the wrong foot.

Oh, well.

"I'm sorry, do I look like your mother? I realize that my genes are enviable, but—"

"Shit, I am so late."

"Oh, right, yes, Tahno, of course I'm sorry for nearly beheading you, my mistake, are you quite all right?"

"What?" she asked confusedly, briefly glancing down at where he still sat on the floor as she pulled on her jacket. "Oh, right, sorry."

"Are all of your apologies this sincere?"

"Do you want a formal letter?"

"That would be acceptable."

She scoffed, frantically searching for her gloves. It was starting to get chilly out these days. How far did she have to drive to get home? Where did she live?

Tahno remained steadfastly on the floor, resting one forearm over a knee as his other hand massaged his jaw.

"Do you make a habit of falling asleep in strange, unfamiliar places?"

"Do you make a habit of excelling in rude awakenings?"

"Usually, the objects of my awakenings respond with a little more appreciation."

Korra paused, taking a moment to consider the implications of that.

"Gross," she said after a beat.

Tahno quirked a brow, amused in spite of himself. Her interpretation hadn't been what he'd meant to imply, but it was undeniably accurate.

"Someone's mind is in the gutter," he smirked, amused by it. Aside from general swearing and doing regular coffee runs and trading light insults, they'd kept their work relatively professional. Something in her face told him to push, just a little. "What was it, then—a hot dream? Off to a hot date, are you?"

"Shut it, Professor Tight-Pants," she rolled her eyes, and then—to his utter astonishment—she blushed. It was rather dark in the lab, granted, but it was visible from his angle all the same.

"Better not keep him waiting any longer!" he called unnecessarily, waving weakly from his spot on the floor as she grabbed her bag and hurried toward the door. "Before he thinks that you were off enjoying the evening in another man's company, or something equally ludicrous."

"Goodnight, old man."

"Have a wonderful evening, nameless intern!" he called sarcastically, mock-saluting as she let the door slam shut and quickly vanished from sight. He let out a scoff, but to his ears, it sounded more like a chuckle—amused, incredulous, and very, very tired.

"Can't wait 'til Monday," he muttered under his breath, to no one in particular.
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That one night

Korra almost hit Tahno with her car. 


"Shit!" Korra hissed under her breath, but the high-pitched panic in her voice garbled it into something almost unrecognizable. Her fingers were fumbling with the seatbelt clasp, wrenching it apart, but then she was scrambling out of the driver's seat, car still running, door left wide open in the vast, empty parking lot. "What the hell are you doing here on a Saturday?" she demanded, voice still fresh with panic and adrenaline.

"What am—what am I doing—" he practically sputtered, approaching her with deliberate, dangerous strides from the rear of her car. "What are you doing here? On a Saturday!"

"You're not supposed to be here!" she hissed, and oh crap, she could have killed him, she could have run him over, what the hell—

"It's my lab!" he reminded her, hair flying wildly. "And as we've already discovered, I'm always here! What I want to know is where the hell is your driver's license?"

"You should know better than to come up behind a car so quickly!"

"You should have looked behind you before you started to move!"

"I did! The coast was clear, and then—and then you just came out of nowhere, like some stray cat from hell—"

"So this is my fault?" he demanded, taking a step closer.

"This is no one's fault," she hissed through clenched teeth. "Nothing happened."

His face wiped blank with shock, mouth falling open with the force of his disbelief, and for a moment, Korra was almost sure she was going to hear him scream. Instead, he glared at her, hard and fuming, while he panted an indiscernible number of deep, quick breaths, which somehow turned into a long string of manic chuckles. Korra glared right back, but she'd be lying if she said that it wasn't at least a little unnerving.

"And what do you say about my lingering trauma?" He regarded her carefully, letting his narrowed eyes pierce into her. "I think I smell a potential lawsuit here." Korra's nostrils flared, and a new wave of panic began swirling through her stomach.

And then she saw it.

The first traces of a very familiar smirk.

Fear gave way to fury, and Korra ignored the urge to punch.

"Oh, get over yourself, Tahno," she scoffed. "It's not that funny. I didn't even bump you—"

"You, nameless intern, are a menace to society. Seriously, what do you think Tenzin is going to do when—"

"We are not going to mention this to him," she stepped forward again automatically, glaring directly up into his eyes. If he was surprised at the proximity, he didn't show it.

"And what makes you so sure about that?" his eyes narrowed.

"You've got barely more than a few months left before your dissertation defense."

"Four."

"You really think you're going to be able to find another intern to fill my place in time?"

"You just started a few weeks ago."

"And just how successful were you in finding an intern before Tenzin dropped one in your lap?"

He quirked a brow but otherwise made no other comment. Gotcha, she preened.

"You think your advisor is going to be so quick to go out of his way and find you a new one after you sue his goddaughter? In fact," she paused for dramatic emphasis. "Who's to say that he'd even allow you to continue in his lab at all? Face it, Tahno: you need me more than I need you."

Tahno looked at her levelly; Korra tried not to fidget.

"Are you seriously trying to blackmail me by claiming that your godparent is unprofessional enough to hold a grudge against me for pursuing my legal rights?"

Oh, please, what legal rights? she thought snippily, trying to ignore the feeling of his breath floating across her face. You don't even have a scratch on you.

"Yes," she said evenly, instead.

He didn't even blink, and luckily, neither did Korra. She sensed, rather than saw, that Tahno bit the inside of his cheek, his thoughts carefully hidden under his blank stare. Meanwhile, Korra shifted her gaze from one eye to the next, trying not to lose focus.

"Touché," he said finally, and then he tilted his head back.

Suddenly, it felt like she could breathe again. Korra released a sigh, feeling the energy being sapped from her shoulders right where she stood. It occurred to her then, that her car was still running.

"Shit," she hissed. "I am so late. Again."

"What were you even doing here in the first place?" he sneered, calling toward her back as she fled to the driver's seat. He followed her to the open car door, but she was too busy messing with the seatbelt again to shoo him away.

"I forgot my phone last night," she grumbled, blindly stabbing the buckle into the clasp without success. "I came here on a blind whim that I'd get lucky and the building would still be open. I didn't expect to find you." She paused, dissembled parts of her seatbelt clutched in each hand. "Where the hell did you even come from, anyway?"

Tahno offered her a blank glare, then rolled his eyes and pointed toward a footpath between two lines of unruly hedges at the edge of the parking lot, right on the other side of her car. She'd never noticed it before.

"Dinner run," he replied dryly. "Supermarket's right on the other side."

Korra blinked at him, suddenly feeling a little awkward now that the adrenaline had worn off. "Oh," she said simply.

He wasn't doing anything, and he wasn't saying anything else, but he wasn't moving out of the way of her door either, so Korra sighed and resumed her attempts at buckling herself in.

"What are you, four?" he looked on, exasperated.

"It's an old car, thank you," she defended, shooting him another evil glare. "It just—needs—some oil—or—something—"

"Oh, for the love of—enough of this," he sighed, reaching down to tear the pieces from her hands. "This is worse than trying to watch you compile a report."

"Hey, I—"

—am buckled in.

She blinked down at her seatbelt, then back up at Tahno, speechless.

He offered her an ironic sneer. Waggled his brows, once. "Safety first."

She narrowed her eyes, trying to keep her cool, and do not punch, Korra, do not, do not, do not—

"Gee, thanks," she replied just as dryly, watching intently as he stepped back and out of the way of her door. She slammed it shut with a fiercely muttered, "Annoying."

"I heard that," he called through the plexiglass. She tried not to see his smirk.

She glanced back through her rear window as she pulled the car into reverse, watching especially carefully this time for any stray cats or humans from hell, and swiftly pulled the car into position in the wide-open lot. In her rearview mirror, as she waited for an opening to pull out into the street, she could see him making his way into the building—strutting, striding, swaggering, ugh—up the short flight of stone steps from close behind, grocery bag slung over his arm.

While wondering just exactly how much gas she'd wasted during that little adventure, she happened to catch sight of the small cardboard box in his plastic bag—Hot Pockets, again.

She squinted hard, straining her vision against the growing twilight, and missing at least two separate opportunities to enter her lane. Did she see...? Was that...

Pepperoni Pizza?

Suddenly, his body turned, and his head swiveled back to look at her idle car.

With a short gasp, she dropped her gaze to the road and quickly drove off, heart pounding in her chest.
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That one night

Tahno ran into Asami during a Makorra date.


When Mako showed up on her small doorstep promptly at 7pm, and told her that Bolin unfortunately wasn't going to be able to make it, she figured that things might finally be looking up.

No offense to Bolin or anything, of course.

It's just that this was the opportunity she'd spent ages looking for. She was finally, finally going to have a good excuse to take advantage of some rare alone time with Mako.

And of course—

She was very, very wrong.


"Hey, kid," he smirked, sauntering over to her booth. "Fancy seeing you here."

So great was her shock, Korra nearly knocked over her glass of water. It was a good thing that Mako had run off to the bathroom, or this would have been even more embarrassing.

Dammit, she cursed. Can't I lose this guy for one, single day?

"I thought I already told you not to call me that," she crossed her arms, trying to will him away with her glare; she probably only had another minute or two before Mako got back.

"Did you now? Well, that's funny. Must be slipping in my old age. Or perhaps I could be suffering from delayed shock or something. Speaking of—run over anybody else lately?"

"You're not going to be able to use that one forever, you know."

His smirk grew wider. "I'll use it for as long as it works."

Korra's brow slanted suspiciously, but the slight upward tilt to her lips betrayed her. "You're outside the dissertation dungeon... and I see no microwave dinner in sight. What are you up to?"

"Just the usual depravity, I suppose," he shrugged as Korra made a face. "And what about you, hmm?" He took a step closer, leaning against the wall behind the seat opposite her. "Look at you, out at a bar on a Sunday night, you wild child. It's almost like you're just fresh out of college. Oh, wait: you are."

"What's your excuse?"

"Met with our department head for drinks about funding application deadlines for January," he nodded toward the bar. "Experience has taught me that alcohol usually helps tip the scales in our favor, so to speak. Lucky for us, I was met with great success."

"So you've finished the meeting, then?"

"Trying to get rid of me so soon?"

"If only I knew how."

"Really? You almost finished the job yesterday."

"Look, Professor Ti-Tahno," she snapped, sneering up at him. "Don't you have data to compile or something now? Bacteria cultures to lick?"

"That was dessert," he whispered, with mock relish.

"What was the main course?" she asked, lips twitching against her will. "Frog legs? Worms? Some poor pig's fetus?"

"Wouldn't you like to know. You think I'm going to tell you what goodies I keep in my snack jar? Nameless intern, you have yet to earn the honor."

"I'm sure it's one that I'll be working toward with great anticipation."

"As you should; it comes with a trophy."

"As opposed to a medal?" Korra asked, temporarily straying from the game in her bewilderment. "Or a plaque?"

"Old school, remember?"

"Then why not a ribbon or something?" she suggested, genuinely puzzled. "Of all things, why a trophy—"

"Ahh, speaking of trophies, where is this hot date of yours?" An eyebrow quirked knowingly, making Korra's slant downwards, dangerously.

"Would you like a detailed report of his whereabouts?" she asked. "Perhaps a map or a diagram, too?"

Tahno's slow smirk curled into something predatory. Oops, she paled. She'd walked right into that one, hadn't she?

Before she could bluster her way out of this "date" (not a date!) assumption, he waved her off. "Don't bother," he chuckled, already sauntering away. "If it's anything like the ones you usually give me, I probably won't be able to read it anyway."

And with that, he turned the corner and went back to... wherever it was he came from.

Good riddance, Korra thought... biting down her smile.


"So," she tried again, with enough fake cheer to strangle an elf. "Anything new?"

Ugh, can this conversation get any worse?

And lo and behold—

Her cell phone vibrated.

"Ahh, crap," Korra muttered under her breath, eyes locked on her phone. When she peered up, Mako looked concerned. Oh, now, you show expression?

"What is it?" he asked.

Korra glanced up again, then sighed back at the screen. "I'm sorry, it's just—I think I'm going to have to skip out early."

Mako blinked. "Oh. Oh, well—okay. I mean, is everything okay?"

"Yeah, it's just Asami," Korra sighed a deep, long sigh. "She and that guy she was seeing—Iroh or whoever—were eating at the restaurant down the road, and they got into a fight. Do you mind if we give her a ride home?"

Ugh, she thought. I told her it was a bad idea to let him drive. She has a car. She has a nice car. I don't care if it's supposed to be more romantic or chivalrous or—

"Asami? Asami, your roommate, Asami?"

"Uhh, yeah," Korra confirmed, more than a little perplexed by his sudden fumbling. "That'd be the one."

"Well, is she all right?" he asked quickly. "Does she need anything else?"

"Um," Korra said. "I don't... think so."

"Well, maybe we should start walking now—you know, to meet up with her halfway."

Korra blinked at him. "But we haven't paid yet."

Mako sat back down, coat still halfway on. "Oh," he said blankly, before his shoulders slumped. "Right."

Korra's head tilted ever-so-slightly to the right.

Crap.


"So, how long has she been dating that guy?"

Korra sighed. Again. "I don't know. A couple of weeks, maybe?"

"Well, was she really into him? I mean, were they serious?"

"Dude. I said it was a couple of weeks."

"Right. Yeah, sorry."

Unbelievable. She finally had Mako all to herself for the night, and he was arguably the most talkative she'd ever seen him, but none of it mattered because all he wanted to talk about was her roommate?

"Figures," she muttered into her straw. Mako didn't hear.

"So have you known her long?" he asked, practically shaking the table with his nervous jiggling. She stared pointedly at his fingers tapping on the wood. "Sorry," he muttered, before hiding them under the table.

"Since freshmen year." She placed her chin in one hand, stirring the melting ice cubes in her glass with the other. A quick glance at her watch told her that either Asami was crawling there, or she'd gotten kidnapped.

Korra nearly snorted. Who was she kidding?

Asami could probably kill a guy with two fingers, if she wanted to. She had the belt somewhere in her closet to show for it.

"Are you guys pretty close?"

Korra shrugged. "As far as roommates go, I guess."

That wasn't true. Korra and Asami were close; close enough for Korra to tell Asami not to let her boyfriend drive her when it seemed obvious that they were about to break up; close enough for Asami to respectfully disagree and then do it anyway; close enough that they both knew Korra was going to go home and ream her out all night, and then immediately follow up with copious amounts of ice cream and The Lion King. They shared a ton and they knew their limits. Asami always knew when to tell Korra to go for a run to let off some steam and Korra always knew when to say, damn, girl, go eat a granola bar or something already, you're cranky as hell.

Or something along those lines, anyway.

The point was that they had a system, and it was a good one; they were close.

They just weren't close enough for Korra to admit that she'd had the biggest crush on Mako for the past four months.

Somewhere in between recalling everything she'd ever read about the Black Widow femme fatale and mentally picturing Asami in a black catsuit, Mako suddenly pounded the table, just enough to make her ice cubes rattle.

"Ugh," Mako groaned quietly, lip curling in disgust. "She's here."

Korra's head lifted in surprise.

Well, that was an unexpected reaction.

"I'm sorry?"

"Asami's here," he repeated, eyes narrowing with anger. "And some creep is all over her."

"What?" she whipped around, immediately prepared to kick some ass—black belt be damned, if there was a creeper hitting on Asami, then he didn't know what—

Oh.

She faced the bar, vaguely recognizing that Mako was quickly trying to put on his coat behind her, and saw what he meant.

Well, that was fast, she thought.

Though Mako actually had it a little backward.

She couldn't see Tahno's face—stupid, frickin' hair, what the hell is he still doing here?—but Asami was in clear sight. His posture was cocky, arrogant as always, engaged but aloof. It was so characteristically Tahno that Korra nearly rolled her eyes. Her roommate, on the other hand... She was staring into his eyes, smiling the trademark Asami smile—

And she obviously liked what she saw.

Korra's eyes narrowed.

"What?"

Korra could see the way they were both leaning toward one another, just slightly, when there was really no reason to in the low din of the small bar. What's worse was the way she kept tossing her hair back as she laughed—charming and light and Asami—and kept briefly touching his arm.

Asami, have you lost your mind?

And then she noticed that Mako was already halfway there.

"You have got to be frickin' kidding me," she hissed, tossing a few dollars' worth of tip on the table. Her jacket snagged on the coat hook as she hurried to catch up.

"Korra!" Asami smiled brightly as she saw her approach. "There you are!"

Korra quirked a brow. Oh, really? Because you were searching?

"Hey," she smiled cheekily, as Asami gave her a sheepish, apologetic grin. "We already paid, so we're good to go."

"I'm Mako," he said immediately, offering a hand to shake. Asami blinked, surprised at the sudden movement, but then sweetly returned the gesture.

"Nice to meet you, Mako," Asami greeted warmly. "I've heard a lot about you and Bolin. I'm Asami and—oh! Where are my manners? You guys, this is—"

"Tahno," she finished for her, voice tight. In her trying not to scream, she unconsciously crossed her arms.

"Korra," he said smoothly, offering her a stiff nod before taking a sip of his drink. She tried not to react to the fact that he'd actually used her real name in front of her friends—usually, he only reserved that privilege for times when they were in front of Tenzin or department stakeholders or the super intense professors from the other departments in their college. Are you... actually trying to make a good impression? Korra blinked.

Korra and Tahno looked at one another.

"You... know each other?" Asami glanced back and forth between the two of them. Mako seemed equally surprised. Not that Korra was paying attention to him, or anything.

"We do," they replied in unison; her voice was dry, his was not.

"I have the pleasure of working with Korra at the university," Tahno swirled the liquid in his glass, offering said intern a tight smile.

"Oh, really?" Asami turned a curious, meaningful glance toward Korra, who bit her lip to keep from... from... well, from doing something. "I forgot you had that part-time research assistance internship, Korra!" She turned back to Tahno with glowing eyes, like she was about to share some deep, juicy secret. "Korra and I are roommates, you know."

The look he gave her made her skin crawl. "You don't say?" he said slowly, clearly enjoying watching her squirm. "Splendid," he turned to Asami, making Korra's grip on her arms tighten almost painfully. "I'm afraid she hasn't had much of a chance to mention you while at the lab."

"Speaking of," Korra cut in. "How did that funding meeting go? I certainly hope we're not looking for new partners anytime soon."

"You know how these things are," he smirked, eyeing her narrowly. "I wasn't looking, but when an opportunity arises..."

"Well," Korra began frigidly. "How about, instead of just driving straight into a decision without thinking of the consequences, we first stop to consider all of the parties involved and how it might affect our habitat sources."

"You know, funny story about driving, actually," Tahno smiled more widely, looking back and forth between the two; Mako was ignored completely. "You wouldn't believe what happened yesterday when—"

"O-kay, and that's enough of that," Korra interrupted quickly, grabbing Asami's wrist and all but pulling her from the stool. "C'mon, lady, we're outta here."

"Oh!" Asami exclaimed, nearly tripping on her heels as she left the stool. Aaaaaaaand great, Korra thought. How lucky she was that Mako was right there, ready to lend her a hand. Fuck my life. "Oh! All right," Asami repeated, still a little shell-shocked. She glanced over her shoulder at Tahno, much to Korra's dismay, and sent him her worst, most dangerous, disarming smile. "Call me."

"Oh, please," Korra grumbled, still dragging Asami along until they were out on the street. It was only after a pointed glare from Korra—and a questioning glance from Asami—that Mako let go of her, too.

As soon as they were in the parking lot, Asami rounded on her.

"What gives?" Asami laughed, lightheartedly punching Korra's shoulder—even though there was nothing light about it. "You have a total hottie for a supervisor, and you didn't even tell me?"

"What?" Korra and Mako both exclaimed.

"That guy?" Mako cringed.

"Uh, seriously, Asami," Korra scoffed, opting to take the back seat with her instead of sitting up front with Mako. Let him sit alone for all I care, she thought, and then, Ugh, except I totally do care, this is so messed up.

"Seriously, what?" she laughed, biting her lip as she buckled her seat. "Thanks for the ride, Mako," she thanked Mako sincerely. Before he had much of a chance to respond, however, she'd already turned back to Korra. "How old is he? He looks a little older."

"I don't even know," Korra sighed, melting into her seat. "He's really pretentious about it, though."

"Well, he's finishing his doctorate, isn't he? He's quite young to be getting his Ph.D. so early, no? Is he as clever as he is handsome?"

"Asami!"

"What?"

"He is a sleaze!"

"I think he's charming," Asami argued, playfully crossing her arms. "And mysterious."

"You were just with Iroh less than an hour ago!" Korra exclaimed, half-desperate. Okay. Maybe a little more than half.

"And you said it yourself earlier," Asami reminded her with another nudge. "We were going to break up sooner or later, and look—you were right! It happened sooner."

"But—"

"Besides," Asami's smile turned positively feline. "He seems like the bad boy type, and I could use some of that right now."

Up front, Korra could see Mako scowling in the rearview mirror.


Needless to say, she really wasn't looking forward to Monday.
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That one night

Tahno disses Mako.


"You know your boyfriend's a real creep, right?"

Korra let her head fall to the desk with a thud. It was already bad enough that she'd resolved to spend a little less time on the couch thanks to Friday's sleepy-time mishap, but now she had to listen to Professsor Tight-Pants go on all afternoon with judgments of her friends, too? She'd already spent half the night listening to Asami babble on about—what else?—his tight pants; the amount of reaming on her end was considerably less than what Korra had predicted. Instead, she suffered the brunt of it.

The amount of ice cream was still the same, though.

"I'm sorry, are you, of all people, trying to point out someone else's supposed creepiness, Mister-I-Hit-on-Co-Workers'-Roommates?" she huffed. The next part slipped out without her consent. "And he's not my boyfriend."

Tahno blinked, glancing up from his laptop for the first time. Korra crossed her arms awkwardly and tried not to swivel.

"He's not?"

Korra tried not to slump. "No," she said decidedly. "He's not."

A beat.

"Huh," he said simply, with a slight, thoughtful nod. And then he turned back to his computer.

That's it?

"Right," Korra said, even more sternly than usual, simply because she didn't know what else to say. Better get this over with. "And listen, buck-o: my roommate is off limits."

"I beg your pardon?"

"You heard me," she repeated. "Off. Limits. None of that crap you tried to pull last night."

"And, may I ask, just whose job is it here to supervise whom?"

"Dude, you may be my supervisor, but you're not the boss of me."

"And are you the boss of your roommate?" he smirked.

She scowled.

"Cool your jets, little girl," Tahno chuckled. "What do you care what I do, anyway?"

"I don't," she sniped. "Provided that it doesn't affect my living situation."

"I have an apartment too, you know," he offered meaningfully.

Korra let that sink in.

"Ew."

He only laughed harder.

"So it's settled, then."


But in truth, Korra didn't think it settled anything.
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That one night

Korra wishes she'd stuck with wine.


"Alone again?"

Tahno must have jumped at least two inches out of his seat, and Korra would be lying if she said she weren't at least a little proud of that fact.

Korra had found him sitting by the large, dark window in the southernmost parlor, occupying a whole ottoman to himself, looking out into the snowy park scene below, and barely paying attention to anyone around him. She'd had half a mind to sneak up on him from behind, but she was also pretty certain that Tenzin might not appreciate the humor in such a stunt at his fancy New Year's Eve dinner party. And besides, she was getting too old for those kinds of pranks, anyway.

Supposedly.

Instead, she snuck a glance at the park view from another window down the hall, just to see if there was anything out there worth looking at; the Commons was always aflutter this time of year, and not even the near-freezing temperatures could keep the tourists and New Year's partiers at bay, but for the most part, she couldn't see anything that would hold his interest so strongly. For a while, Korra merely watched him watch the world outside; meanwhile, dinner guests came and went, stopping to say hello to him and dabble in other such small talk, but none ever lingered for more than a minute or two. And Tahno seemed to prefer it that way.

Too bad, Korra thought with a smirk, finally making her approach.

"I should have known," said Tahno, once he had regained his bearings. His voice was just as smooth as ever, even despite the damage control he was currently attempting for his disheveled hair. When's the last time you got a haircut, buddy? Yeesh.

"How was your winter break?" she asked instead, all but plopping down and scooting him over, taking what little space she could on the ottoman next to him.

He glanced down, his lips and brows quirking in typical Tahno fashion as she made herself at home, but aside from his irritating grin, he made no mention of their proximity. Good, Korra thought quickly, and then—just for a moment—she irrationally feared she'd actually said it aloud; the voice in her head had sounded so much louder than usual.

"Well, that answer could go two ways," he began, looking anywhere but at her; the window, his drink, random party guests, literally anywhere. If Korra didn't know any better, she'd assume that he was trying to hint her away into leaving; luckily, Korra knew that if Tahno wanted her gone, he would have had no qualms about saying so... not that she would have listened, anyway.

But he probably already knew that, too.

"As winter break is not actually over, I could either assume that, one, you are misinformed about the precise dates of our intersession period, in which case I recommend purchasing a planner from the campus bookstore, or two, I could assume that you're merely being ironic because, honestly, what break could you possibly be suggesting I might have had when I defend in less than three months?"

"Nice to see that four weeks of not-vacation hasn't altered your alluring personality," she quipped, taking a sip from her own drink.

Tahno sighed. "Four weeks," he repeated. "It wasn't enough."

Korra tried not to fiddle with her glass; she honestly would have been happier with a beer or a glass of wine, but Ikki had begged and begged behind her mother's back for Korra to take the sparkly one, so here she was now with something sparkly and bubbly that made her feel sparkly and bubbly. Just my luck.

"Did you go to the lab every day?" she asked, genuinely curious. She hadn't set foot in there since the last day of term. It weirdly felt like another life, another dimension.

Tahno's side-eye was brutal. "I had to wrap up all the final data collection by myself in eight-hour increments. What do you think?"

"Hey," Korra defended, but it felt easy and light. Maybe it was the bubbles. "I don't get paid winter break hours. I'll be back in just two days and then you can have me run data analysis all you want."

Rather than playing along, Tahno seemed to retreat within himself, mind far away, likely calculating his next move for the lit review. She could almost feel his blood pressure rising.

"But seriously," she interrupted, her face scrunching together. "Didn't you already finish—"

"Data collection?" Tahno scoffed, taking a sip. He opened his mouth to say something, but then, seemingly thinking better of it, he took yet another drink. He glared down into the glass, cooling the burn in his throat with the air of the room. He settled with, "Yeah. It's officially over."

"Yeah, but that's good, right? I mean, it's over?"

"Yes, but what I have is what I have. There are no more chances to go back for a do-over. Moving forward, it's just... data analysis and discussion, only."

Korra didn't know what to say to any of that. She wasn't sure if she'd ever want to bother going for a Ph.D. of her own, and she couldn't really relate to the unique gleam of stress in Tahno's eyes...

"If you start to miss your bacteria, I'm sure Tenzin would let you play with his samples?"

She's pretty sure the bark of laughter that came from Tahno was supposed to be a scoff, but she bit down her victory smirk and hid it behind another sip of sparkles.

"That, at least, is guaranteed," Tahno sighed again, but this time it sounded lighter and less burdened, maybe. "Tenzin has us on like three simultaneous projects, including the last touches on the big grant app and his own preliminary round of initial testing of a new batch he just picked up last week."

"Oh," said Korra, a little alarmed. She didn't really want to think about all that yet. She had a feeling that Tahno actually didn't want to think about any of that, either. "Piece of cake, right?"

"Is that... meant to be reassuring?"

"I hope not."

"You realize that the lab's collective success this coming semester is partly your responsibility now, too, right?"

"Well, I don't really bake, so."

"Well," Tahno looked deeply into his drink, again. The ice cubes floated innocently in the clear liquid, but Korra could smell the strength of it from where she sat beside him. "Can't say I'm surprised, considering what I've seen you demolish with a Bunsen burner. But in any case, might as well turn in my hopes of getting a diploma now before everything crashes and burns. Knowing us, you'll probably start a fire in a Petri dish and set the sprinklers off on my life's work."

"What if we accidentally created zombies? A rare breed of swamp-zombie-variety."

Tahno's head turned slowly. "We?"

"Are we not teammates?" she smirked. A beat.

"Young intern," he began in a low voice. "If you usurp my dissertation defense to breed a rare species of swamp-zombie, you can kiss your day job goodbye."

Korra quelled the smile that threatened to slip out. Was this... fun? It feels different outside the lab, she realized. It's been a whole month since the end of the fall semester. That's why she wasn't as annoyed as usual; she was running low on her Tahno-time quota, so his heinous jokes weren't nearly as off-putting as usual. She had only spared him a few passing thoughts over the winter break, wondering how he was faring with the final stages of his data collection, wondering if he was still sleeping in the lab when the campus was mostly closed down, wondering if and where he went home for the holidays... You just haven't seen him in a while. You've forgotten what he's like.

He leaned back a fraction, perhaps sensing her sudden deep-ponderings. Studying her face carefully, he warned, "You're not actually allowed to set anything on fire, you know."

"Got it. And the zombies?"

"Only make them if they're better at typing than you," he said, but he was already fighting back a smile. Something about the drink was upsetting her stomach, though, because it started to get all fluttery. She had the briefest moment of fight-flight-freeze as she watched him stare at her, and then he said, "You are ridiculous."

"Um, excuse me," she countered, leaning the teensiest bit away so she could fully face him to assure him of her victory. "There is no one faster at typing than me. You're gonna be stuck with me the whole year."

"Great. Tardiness, insubordination, and mocha-whats-its. Just what I ordered."

"Don't pretend like you don't know how to say it," Korra smirked.

"I can't live knowing that caffe mochas are all you've been exposed to," he told her with all due gravitas, staring her directly in the eye. She could feel the glass under her fingertips, and, distantly, crowds of people—a party?—all very, very far away. In a strange out-of-body split-second, Korra could see the two of them, she and Tahno, huddled together on an ottoman in a small area away from the main rooms, talking quietly against the loud din of the lively party down the hall and down the stairs, all the warm lights still strung along the walls for the holidays. When did they get so close?

"At least let me show you that there is more to the world of caffeinated drinks than just cheap, chocolate, coffee knock-offs," he was saying.

Korra blinked herself back to reality, but it was glow-y and warm and still a little bit unreal. "How long have you been practicing that tongue-twister for? I hope you didn't hurt yourself."

"Don't you worry about my tongue; it can handle plenty more than that."

"Ha! Spare me the torrid details," Korra rolled her eyes, taking a sip from her glow-y, sparkly, bubbly drink. "And you'd best lower your voice, unless you want your little love bird's father to hear you."

"Aren't we done with that game?"

"Oh," Korra paused. "I wasn't talking about the little one; I mean your actual little love bird."

The one you've been texting these past four weeks...

He faltered. "What?"

Korra leaned in more closely, and Tahno, upon seeing the serious look in his intern's eyes for once, cautiously leaned forward, lending her his ear. "I was talking about Asami, actually," Korra whispered. "While the appetizers were being served, Asami's father was the man standing on the far side of the dining room, by the mirror with all the candles."

Tahno's eyes widened. "Yikes," he murmured, cracking a smirk. Korra had to lick her lips to keep from smiling, too. "Captain of Industry or Robber Baron?"

"A little of both," Korra whispered back. "But either way, he's not the kind of guy you want to advertise your tongue-twisting to, especially when it's being done with his only daughter."

"Fair enough," he allowed himself another drink. Korra watched him swallow it—bourbon, maybe. "Think his reaction would be more favorable if I clarified our non-relationship status? It is, after all, only a little mutual twisting on the side."

"I think if you were to also drop a few hints about your commitment to the public transportation system or mention any outstanding student loan debt, he might even be willing to sign you into the family business."

Tahno smiled knowingly, staring at her. It was suddenly a little unnerving, given how close their faces were, and just as Korra was about to move away, he said, "As long as you'd be willing to put in a good word for me."

"Believe me, it would take a lot more than just typical tongue-twisting to make you sound good."

Tahno's smile slowly spread.

After a few startled moments, Korra took a hurried sip of her drink, trying to lessen the sudden surge of awkwardness while she vaguely wondered why he hadn't volleyed back another response. Korra cleared her throat, quickly looking back down into her drink. If he noticed her slight blush, then for once, he was being a gentleman and choosing not to mention it. Ha. Right. No way.

"Seriously, though," she couldn't help herself. "You're really not dating?"

Ahhhhh, s hut up, Korra, just shut up, shut up, shut up up up up—

"It's not what I'd call dating," he said simply, with a casual, careless shrug. Something about that shrug sobered Korra a bit; she wondered what he meant by that; knew that Asami didn't call it dating, either.

"But you're still texting one another," Korra clarified, eyes narrowing. "And going out to... dinner, sometimes. So, what is she to you?"

"What's it to you?"

"She's my roommate," Korra responded immediately, and with heart. Asami's a big girl, but she needs somebody to watch out for her, and for the last four and a half years, that has been me. And it was true.

Mostly.

"So what, then?" she asked, trying to hide her curiosity behind her glass. "Friend with benefits? Booty call? Lab rat?"

"Relax," he rolled his eyes. "If you're still griping about where we'll end up, all you need to know is that no one's going to be invading your apartment anytime soon. Your habitat is safe for now."

"Are you always this casual with your relationships?" she asked, with such blank, plain curiosity that it unnerved even her.

"Rela—whoah, slow down, kid. You might not have caught onto this over the last few months, what with the glimpses of the positively enthralling life I lead, but I don't exactly do relationships. PhD candidates, in general, barely do anything other than their PhDs."

"Really?" Korra muttered slyly. "Because that's not how you made it sound before."

"And you seem to have this habit of twisting the words on my tongue."

They stared at one another for a while then, sizing each other up from where they sat—too closely—on the ottoman in the corner of the mostly empty hall near the window. The distant noise of surrounding chatter suddenly seemed even farther away, and the glass suddenly felt heavy in Korra's hands, big and bulky and fragile. Were the lights always this dim? she wondered, and again, Where did all the sound go?

Releasing a small huff of laughter, Korra eased herself forward and leaned both forearms over her knees, over the length of the blue evening gown she'd been coerced into borrowing from Asami. "I bet I can picture what you were like in college," she said slowly, smirking into her drink; for some reason, she didn't think she could look him straight in the eyes anymore.

"Is that so?" he drawled, and a few moments later, all of her work became for naught; he leaned forward to rest his elbows over his thighs, and suddenly they were eye-to-eye, again. She kept her gaze on her drink.

"You paint it pretty clearly," she shrugged. "I mean, you're a twenty-something who sometimes talks like he's seventy and acts like he's seventeen. You've got a penchant for recalling the glory days of yesteryear, and you've got a bit of a taste for the theatrics... I bet you were some big shot or, at least, you thought you were. Probably an athlete? Though you may not look the part anymore."

"I object," he interrupted, though truly he didn't sound all that offended. "I don't know how you hope to make that sort of judgment when you have never seen the build. I hope you've come prepared with evidence to support your claim."

"Seriously?" Korra blinked, trying to wrap her head around the connection between Tahno and physique and build, or rather—not to. "Out of all the things I just mentioned, that's what you're focusing on? My critique of your physique?"

"Your unfounded critique; you have yet to see my body."

"All I was referring to was your reading glasses!" she exclaimed, ignoring the breathy gasps of incredulous laughter that slipped out just a little too loudly. She clapped her free hand over her mouth to stifle the sound, and kept it there, just in case her throat—her mouth, her inhibitions—had any other funny ideas.

"Are you implying that jocks cannot own a pair of reading glasses?" he leaned closer, nudging his shoulder into hers. "My, what a shallow world we live in."

"And how often did you actually wear them in college?" she challenged.

"That is beside the point... I didn't need them in college."

"Oh, and don't forget about your computer hunch. That is hardly becoming of a star athlete."

"I do not hunch."

"You're hunching now!"

"So are you!"

To further the point, Korra leaned closer. "Look, you may not think you usually do, but you don't see the way you curl yourself around that computer screen for five hours a day, every day," she laughed, and then took a respectable swallow of bright sparkly liquid, feeling that perhaps she should really just stop talking; she already felt like she might have given away just a little too much. Like what? She couldn't think.

"How did this turn into a Tahno roast?" he asked confusedly, apparently oblivious to Korra's internal discomfiture. "We haven't spent nearly as much time dissecting your flaws. How about I have a go?"

"A go with what?"

"Picturing what you were like in college," he smirked, nudging her again. She glared at him from the side. Buddy, if you want to keep that shoulder...

"What, no cheap comment about wanting verification first? No weak joke about my really being a runaway undergrad in disguise or needing to see my diploma for confirmation?"

"No, though now that you mention it, I will make a note to speak with the Registrar's Office before returning to the lab on Tuesday," he smiled easily, making Korra want to punch him in the mouth more than ever.

"All right," she said, tongue-in-cheek. "Have at it. Tell me: what was I like in the wild days of my youth?"

The look she gave him then.

Well—

It was almost a relief when he turned away, tilting his head to see what all the sudden commotion was in the other room. Luckily, Korra had regained her composure and had managed a steady stare of solid disinterest into her nearly empty glass by the time he turned back around. Still, things were getting far too dangerous for her tastes.

Korra could sense his eyes on the side of her face, so much so that she could practically feel his eyes narrowing as he considered her. "They're about to start the countdown," he offered.

"Already?" she breathed, still feeling a little displaced. The disinterested facade wavered.

"Almost," he turned back towards to her, lips quirking. "Past your bedtime?"

"You're lucky it's a holiday, or else I'd be all too likely to give into temptation and slug you where you sit," she warned, before his shoulder nudged hers and spilled a taste of her drink over her lips. She may have laughed a little, without realizing it. "Watch it!" she hissed through her clenched—smiling—teeth, nudging him back.

"You watch it."

"Oh, whatever," she rammed him again, clutching her glass with both hands for safety's sake. "The ball is about drop, so just watch that instead." She nodded to the main room distantly down the long hallway, tucked around the corner, where most of the party guests had gathered for the countdown. "It's about to start. You wanna go?"

Korra was already poised to leave and halfway from her seat when Tahno shook his head, glancing down at his nearly empty drink. "I'll pass."

She paused. Sitting back down, she said, "Oh, come on, not that again. You can't avoid the mingling forever." When he made no sign of changing his mind, Korra's brows drew together. "What were you planning to do? Watch the shenanigans here on the Commons? You could at least watch the fireworks over the harbor, but that's on the other side of the house."

"I chose this specific spot for a reason, you know," he smoothly replied. "Visible enough to lure in a passing chatterbox, but secluded enough to be forgotten after anyone's second glass of wine. I have a perfect view of the park shenanigans, where I can watch the tourists shy away from the crazy-ass college kids wearing too-high heels and the too-short mini skirts in below-freezing weather, all from the comfort of my very own footstool."

"You are ridiculous."

"You are ridiculous," he quipped immediately, smiling at the echo of their conversation before. How long have we been sitting here together, just talking? "Especially if you think you're taking one step away from what is bound to be the greatest location in all the world to welcome the new year." She considered him.

"Well," she said flatly. "Happy New Year to us, I guess."

"That's the spirit."

"When I'm looking back on this night fifty years from now and can't remember a thing, I'll have you to thank for—"

"Hey," he nudged her again, more gently this time.

"What?" she sighed, letting her eyes roll with exasperation.

"Kiss me."

Her mouth ran dry.

"...what?"

"It's New Year's," he gave a little shrug. "It's bad luck if you don't."

Korra blinked, feeling her heart begin to thump loudly in her chest, willing away this sudden awareness of her mouth. And his.

"What about your non-relationship with my roommate?" she asked pointedly, refusing to lick her lips.

"What about it?"

She eyed him with mock criticalness if only to distract him from the way her fingers had started to gently shake. Stupid sugary drink. I should have known better than to get anything other than wine tonight.

"What about our working relationship at the lab?"

"What about it?" he asked again, but his eyes took on a devious gleam. The smirk only grew wider.

Korra considered him carefully, feeling the rising energy of the apartment—the city, maybe the whole eastern coast—thrum through her veins. Slowly, she felt her smirk creep wider, too.

"I didn't take you for a superstitious kind of guy."

"Are you gonna kiss me or not?"

She nudged her shoulder into his, hard, but that's all it took for the tension to break. Fifteen, fourteen. She was laughing a little now, and he was too, a little, under their breaths with disbelief and the kind of relief you get when the tension finally lessens, just a bit, but in the same breath, it could snap at any moment—

"Wait," Korra's breath hitched. "Are you serious?"

Twelve, called the crowds, and the numbers rang through the house, through the streets, and Korra could begin to feel the whole building, brick and mortar and all, tremble with the force of the New Year ringing in. Nine.

"Are you going to hit me again?" he smirked, and god, when did he get so close? 

Against her will, Korra felt her lips being pulled into a smile. Seven, six.

Fuck it.

"You're safe for now, I guess," she whispered, feeling the world closing in, and she barely had to move—the world, her face, were tilting all on their own. "I just wouldn't linger in any parking lots... if I were you."

Four, three—

"No promises," he whispered back, smiling. She could feel it, even with her eyes closed.

Two—
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That one night

they had ice cream for dinner. 


Korra honestly wasn't sure what she'd been expecting to happen when they returned to the lab two days later, so it's not like she could really say she was disappointed.

Routines resumed, and life at the office returned to normal, if not a little more harried and hurried than it'd been during the fall. The culmination of Tahno's program was steadily approaching, which meant that it was time for Serious Business™, in more ways than one; over the next week or so, Tahno sometimes almost even forgot to maintain his snark.

Almost.

It became a day-in and day-out grind of test tubes and microscopes on behalf of Tenzin's new batch of time-sensitive data, in which Korra did the work she was assigned and mostly—occasionally—stayed out of Tahno's way. Korra stayed focused so they could optimize the time she had at the lab for Tenzin's projects, such that Tahno would have the rest of the day free to work on his dissertation. The days never felt too long, and the hours at the lab were spent in generally comfortable silence, punctuated by somewhat-friendly snipes, the continuation of the caffe mocha vs. coffee wars, regular take-out, and the occasional vat or two of ice cream.

Trips to the supermarkets were the most dangerous of all battles, because, like most other things related to food, their tastes in ice cream differed on all fronts; they fought about all the flavors in the world: Triple Caramel Chunk vs. Butterscotch Swirl, Bubblegum vs. Mint Chocolate Chip, Strawberry vs. Raspberry—and they weren't above the age-old battle of Vanilla vs. Chocolate—which meant that their wallets suffered the worst casualties.

While waiting for Tenzin's data to process, or during eye-breaks from their retina-burning screens, he would sit at his desk while she would claim the not-lobby-couch or spin in her chair, and they would argue about whose flavor was better, and even though nobody's mind ever changed, in the end, everybody won—sort of—because they always ate lots and lots of ice cream.

Although.

Maybe if she had made any sort of assumption about what to expect when she first walked in on the Tuesday after New Year's Eve, then maybe she would have imagined a look or a glance, a 'go ahead, mention it, I dare you' sort of stare that she just knew Tahno would be able to pull off all too well.

But he never mentioned it.

And for some reason, Korra didn't want to.

It didn't take Korra long to notice that they didn't really mention Asami, either, and that he rarely brought up the incident with the car anymore, both of which surprised her. But then again, she avoided teasing him about Jinora now, too, so Korra admitted that maybe they had entered some sort of wordless truce... Or perhaps they had merely tired of the same old jokes. Either way, despite the switches in war material, the strategies were still the same; neither of them seemed any different, and nothing about their time at the lab had changed.

Again, it wasn't like Korra was really expecting it to.


Neither of them ever mentioned forgettable, laughable, meaningless things like New Year's midnight kisses, and that told Korra all she needed to know.
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That one night

Asami talked dirty.




"So I know you don't like it when we talk about your lab supervisor. But."

"Asami."

"But Korra, I am dying here."

She tried not to stab her pasta too harshly, but the damn stuff was sticking, dammit, and she wasn't about to sacrifice her dinner just because a few uncooperative noodles didn't know when to detach themselves, all right?

It didn't help that Asami was sitting on one of the barstools at the kitchen island, watching Korra's every move over the rim of the mug of hot tea cradled in her hands; Korra only stopped when she heard the grinding, shrieking noise of her fork against the metal pot. She took a deep breath.

"Asami, no."

"Korra, please?"

"No," she repeated, trying a rubber spatula next, full-out scraping her drying pasta from the pan into the bowl. "I don't care what you said about it being a non-dating, non-relationship, or whatever. I don't want to hear about any relations between the two of you, pseudo- or not."

"Ugh, you are killing me," Asami sighed, holding her head in her hands. "We always talk men. Who else am I supposed to dish all this out to?"

"Start a journal," Korra quickly replied, then paused. "Actually, don't, that creeps me out even more."

"You can act like it's a joke all you want, but I'll have you know that I am suffering, lady. I have so much I want to tell you, but you refuse to listen!"

"I see him almost every day!" Korra exclaimed, giving up on her spatula and gently dropping the remains of the pot in the sink. "If you want to go back to conversations about Iroh, then by all means, talk as dirty as you want, but under no circumstances will I want to hear about the details of your little arrangement with my creepy lab rat colleague."

"Well, fine," Asami huffed under her breath, hugging the teacup closer. "Even though I know that you really don't think that," she muttered, and then, "So what can we talk about?"

"Anything!" Korra exclaimed, standing on tip-toes as she dug through the cabinets for a better bowl. Maybe some Tupperware. "Practically anything but your weird attraction to my even weirder supervisor."

"Fine," Asami smiled, a pure feline in action. "Mako called again."

Something lodged deep in the back corner of the cabinet gave way and fell.

"Oh," Korra replied, hastily fixing the precarious stack of Tupperware that she'd nearly destroyed. "Well, that's nothing out of the ordinary."

"It's not?"

"Definitely not," Korra said immediately, shuffling around the plastic containers. "Mako calls all the time, just as much as Bolin does... You know that."

"He said it was important," Asami continued, unfazed. "He was even willing to wait on the line with me until you got home."

Korra's eyes narrowed into the cupboards. "Yeah? I bet he was."

"What? Don't believe me?"

"Oh, I believe you all right," Korra scoffed, finally settling on an old disposable takeout bowl they'd kept—stolen—from the Italian restaurant down the street. She tried not to throw it at the wall. "It's just... It was probably just about our report, you know. It's really important, and it's due in—"

"Mm-hmm," Asami murmured, sipping her tea. "You bioengineers are so dedicated."

"Asami," Korra deadpanned, staring into space. "You're an engineer, too."

"Mechanical, babe," her lips quirked because—crap, I looked up, and she got me. Korra usually knew better than to fall into her roommate's traps, but she literally fell right into that one. "So when we're you going to tell me that you're deeply attracted to your classmate?"

"Ugh, Asami," Korra groaned, stabbing her clumpy pasta into her new bowl.

"Don't deny it; you're already in far too deep!"

"How would you even know anything about—"

"Don't insult me: I've been living with you for five years. I know. Now spill."

"How do you do that?" Korra asked irritatedly, in full-out stall mode.

"Call it a roommate's intuition, if you will. Or obvious."

Korra glared, and opened her mouth to send a flying retort her way, but then sagged beneath the weight of her denial.

"He doesn't seem to think so."

Asami's lips tilted into a thoughtful frown. "Mako's cute, but he's a guy," she shrugged easily, but her casual lack of concern did little to appease Korra of hers. "An engineer. They need stronger signals, you know that. Hint, hint, Korra."

"I bet you think that was clever," Korra replied shortly, but her laugh gave her away, even as she threw a dirty dishrag at Asami's head.

"It's true! I'm all for ladies taking the initiative, but confidence breeds confidence! In order for guys to feel confident about a favorable reception to their advances—"

"Did I accidentally switch on National Geographic in here?"

"Then you need to give them a little nudge. Show him that you like him!"

"I can't do what you do, Asami," Korra reminded her. "I've tried, but I just can't play those tricks."

"They are not—"

"I know! I know, okay? I just—sometimes I just gotta come out and say it, you know?"

"Then why don't you?"

"Because I'm not confident about this at all!"

"Then you're reading the signals all wrong, because he's totally into you!"

Korra rolled her eyes, and bit her tongue. Ugh, so embarrassing.

"So now I'm supposed to be transmitting my own signals and reading his, too? Yeesh, what were you doing throughout the whole bar scene that started you and Professor Tight-Pants, then? Between the shine from his hair gel and all your supposed signals, you must have had more flashing lights than an airport."

"Goodness gracious, are you willingly bridging the conversation toward your hot supervisor?"

"Asami."

"Right. Sorry," she smiled, looking anything but. "Better not push my luck."

"Please."

A pause.

"Well, you know what, too bad, because you've provided a perfect exception to the rule."

"Oh, for the love of—"

"Shut it, and listen!"

Korra shook her head hopelessly. Asami was a truly capable girl, and often provided exceptional boy insight, but this was bound to be interesting. And by interesting, of course, Korra actually meant a load of awful.

"Tahno's a bit of a different ball game," she said slowly, sitting up straighter as she spoke.

"That's one way of putting it," Korra muttered, adding a tablespoon of butter to her mess of a bowl.

"Hush," Asami warned. "Tahno's not typical boyfriend material. In fact, he's not boyfriend material at all. He'll never be the guy that I bring home to Daddy–"

"Uh, yeah, can you imagine—"

"Hush!"

"Sorry."

"He's not looking for commitment in anything but his doctorate and securing a tenure-track post, which is fine by me."

"Yeah, okay, I don't really know what any of that means, but I get the gist."

"Don't interrupt! After Iroh, I could really use a break from serious, polite, perfect, marriage-talking Mr. Right characters, anyway."

"And you wonder why your father hates—"

"Korra."

"Right, yeah, okay, yeesh."

"He's sure of himself not just because of his experience, but because of his determination not to answer to anybody else to achieve his goals, including a partner. It's refreshing to meet someone so upfront and honest about his thoughts—do not interrupt me, Korra, or so help me, God—and for once I feel like sharing that same kind of forthright candidness is finally something that won't make a guy intimidated of me. Do you have any idea how hard It is for me to find someone who won't run off at the first sign of a backbone?"

Actually, she didn't, Korra thought a tad bitterly; she usually scared them off long before she even got the chance. She was unusually strong for a girl her size, after all.

"It's a perfect match for what I need right now. Plus, he is smart. And he is super invested in his work, which makes his schedule unreliable for much of anything except for, you know... that which interests me most."

"Asami!"

Her roommate took a delicate sip of her tea, smiling.
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That one night

they were so exhausted, they didn't feel like doing anything.


It'd finally happened: the end of the world.

Well.

Not really.

But no one could convince Tahno otherwise.


It was during a particularly nasty thunderstorm that the internet went down, and Tahno didn't just mean the wi-fi—oh, no. The entire server was down, due to the university's crappy budget cuts and lack of I.T. people, and you know what, it's just a fucking mess, a huge fucking mess and—

"This can't be happening," he said again, as if somehow, this time, it might be true.

He could tell that Korra was eyeing him warily. Did she think he was trying to be funny? Was this funny to her? Maybe this would be funny to him one day, say, twelve years into retirement, if only he could be so lucky.

Most likely not.

The electricity in the lab was fine—perfectly fucking fine—courtesy of the generators stowed away in the basement to make sure they never accidentally did create a new breed of swamp-zombies in case the power went out, but little good that did them now. After spending nearly four hours in the lab waiting for the latest of Tenzin's experiments to complete—you know, just something I've done a million and one times, triple-checking, because I'm a psychotic mess—and painstakingly jotting down all of the data, interpreting it, cross-referencing it, and summarizing it in the report, followed by each of them rereading the online document—twice—

They lost it.

"This can't be happening."

"We didn't lose it, Tahno," Korra tried to reason with him. "It's still right here. Or most of it, anyway... It was auto-saved to the cloud a half hour back, and then somehow... stopped, but! We were good about backing the whole thing up pretty regularly, so it's really not that bad. We just can't... access the rest of it."

He turned toward her then, seeing but unseeing, and blinked. Taking this as some sign of encouragement, instead of the look of intimidation and hatred that it was intended to be, Korra continued, "I mean, it's not like it's actually due until the end of next week, right?"

"Do not talk to me about flexibility with my work schedule when you know perfectly well how—"

"Okay! Okay. I got it. It's Friday. It's supposed to be done by Friday, so that Tenzin could read it over the weekend and get back to you with feedback by Monday, so that you can spend the weekend doing the dissertation thing and job hunting. I know. I got it."

"We need to send it tonight!"

"Okay!" she exhaled sharply, piercing him with a sharp glare that he did not feel. "But really, Tahno, think about it—how much of a difference is it really going to make if it gets sent tomorrow morning?" Panic swarmed him. "I mean, it's only going to be a matter of a few—"

"It has to be done by—"

"I know," she hissed through gritted teeth. "Okay. Okay, I said I got it."

"Well, obviously you must have missed something or else you would have—"

"Fine! Fine. Just shut up and give me a second to think, okay? You're being completely useless by just standing there, all catatonic-like as you are."

He watched her pace the room, hearing occasional snippets through the mumbling—enough of crazy-ass-Tahno for one week—and although something deep in the recesses of his mind told him he should be offended, his brain had quite honestly shut down. There was nothing. It was nothing.

"I am nothing," he whispered.

"Dammit, Tahno, don't be such a drama queen, just—oh! I got it! I know what we can do!"

Tahno merely looked at her, blinking.

"Well," she faltered, wavering under his blank, penetrating stare. "Why don't we just leave?"

Tahno's nostrils flared.

"No, no, I mean why don't we go work on this somewhere else?" Korra tried to suggest, already starting to feel more than a little frazzled herself; he seemed to have that effect on people. "Isn't all that we have just on the cloud? We'll just take it to the library."

"The library closed two minutes ago," he responded blandly.

"What?" Korra whipped toward the clock. "When the hell did it become midnight?"

"At midnight."

She rounded on him so fast that she nearly lashed him with her ponytail, no doubt expecting to see some cheeky sort of taunt in his eyes, but he didn't have any for her.

That was when she started to look well and truly afraid.

"Okay," she said again slowly, taking a deep breath, but he could see her swelling panic. It must have been contagious. "Isn't there some pizza place still open with wi-fi or something?"

"You're telling me that you're going to want to analyze bacteria while sitting in a pizzeria?" She swallowed thickly.

"Good point," Korra whispered. "No coffee shops open this late, you think?"

"Not unless you have connections with some underground caffe mocha ring."

"Yarrgh, why don't these establishments understand that they operate next to a university?" she groaned, yanking her hood over her head and pulling down on the drawstrings in frustration. She looks like a miserable and underdressed Eskimo.

"You look like a miserable and—"

"Well, why the hell don't we just go back to your place?"

Tahno felt something remotely human flicker into life within his eyes for the first time in many, many hours. Korra must have noticed it as well; he certainly noticed the blush peeking through the cavern of her hood.

His gaze shifted. "Did you... just invite yourself over to my apartment?"

"It was just a suggestion," she defended, but her fingers tightened around the strings.

"It was certainly suggestive," he smirked.

Wasting no time at all, she threw her hands into the air and groaned, muttering many more most-likely-offensive things that he couldn't quite catch. Slowly, life and energy returned to his limbs.

"But while I appreciate your eagerness," he replied, "my apartment is too far."

"Oh, now you choose to be responsive. Well, then, Mr. Chatterbox: why don't you figure out where we're going to fix this?"

"Why don't we just go to your apartment?" he suggested. Suggestively.

Korra snorted. "And let you get some extra macking time with my roommate? Yeah, right."

"Don't you live nearby?"

"Forget it, pal; it's not happening."


And that was how Korra found herself driving in the rain too late at night, in hot pursuit of the last car she ever thought she'd be following, feeling herself drift farther and farther away from the familiar downtown.

While waiting at a red light—and straining her vision through a blurry dashboard onto the uncommonly empty highway—Korra vaguely wondered if she was going to end up being this bat-shit crazy when it came time for her to pursue her doctorate, however many years from now that was, if she ever decided to be as crazy as Tahno and go for one herself. She doubted she'd be as young as Tahno though, if she eventually went for it. From what she understood, Tahno had basically gone straight through the academic gauntlet, with only a few years of research work as a Biologist between programs. Swamp research was quite literally his whole life. Fitting, she chuckled to herself in her empty car. And while that was admirable to some people, Korra supposed, and while that kind of dedication was pretty impressive, to some, Korra wouldn't want to put herself through so much training in just one thing like that. And she needed to see more of the world first, in any case. As soon as she fulfilled her current responsibilities...

A sudden buzz from her pocket signaled a new text on her cell phone. Glancing at the red light, which was still red, she glanced down and read:

Don't you dare get into any sort of accident while you are in possession of that flash drive. I can't believe I let you take it. I will sue you for all you're worth if anything happens to those files.

And then:

Seriously, little girl, if you think I'm joking then—

Korra stopped reading, but just as soon as she was about to toss it onto the passenger's seat, another arrived:

Stop reading while driving! Keep your eyes on the road!

She swore into her empty car.

Yeah.

Real hilarious, all right.


"Did you remember to cross-reference the original?"

"I already did, back at the lab."

"But did you do it here?"

"Why? The data is the same!"

"But now is the perfect opportunity to check again."

"Tahno, it's fine. Nothing about the data has changed. Driving twenty minutes into this weird little streetcar suburb did not alter our data."

"But—"

"Tahno, I am not checking it again!"


"I hate you so much."

"Less talking, more typing."


"Where did you put the records from Case #63?"

"I've hidden them away and am planning on paper-cutting you to death tonight while you sleep."

"A simple 'on the coffee table' would have sufficed."


"Have you saved it recently?"

"Yes."

"You should save it again."

"Tahno, I save it after every sentence, even though it auto-saves to the cloud!"

"That's it?"

"What? You want me to save it every time I hit the space bar?"

"Do you remember that it was the auto-save feature got us into this mess in the first place?!"

"You are losing it right now. There's no other way of explaining it."

"Just save it again."

"But—"

"Save it!"


"Did you label the files the way I asked?"

"Yes."

"Did you? Because I can't submit them to Tenzin if they're not named and organized properly."

"Trust me. You're set."

"Are you sure? Because I'll know if they're not."

"Tahno."

"Just double—"

"No! No more. That's it! That is it! Finish that sentence, and I swear to god, Professor Tight-Pants, the only thing your tongue will be twisting around anymore is a serrated knife."


"...how much longer?"

"Did you proofread the final rough draft?"

"...yes."

"..."

"..."

"...not much longer, then."


It had to have been close to four in the morning.

He should have passed out by now. He should have already turned off the coffee pot and gotten into a pair of his designer sweats, and been conked out in his bed, dead to the world. He should have shut his laptop closed twenty minutes ago, when he hit Send! He should have turned the computer off straight away and gone to bed.

But instead, he'd spent the last eighteen minutes reading and rereading these lines, torturing himself over the words he'd lost hours before. He'd remembered every letter, every comma, and they'd recreated the missing final pages of the document to perfection. Tahno was sure that although his original work was gone forever, this was a perfect duplicate. There wasn't anything he'd missed, but he couldn't help but mourn the wasted time and energy; he had so little of either anymore, after all.

Tahno rubbed at his eyelids, allowing himself to feel the fatigue for the first time all evening. He breathed in deep as a heavy weight settled over his limbs like a wave. There it is. It took him another moment to will himself to a standing position, but soon he was up and moving in the old kitchenette, pushing in his chair and flicking off the coffee pot. See you in a few hours, my friend.

As he stumbled through the few meager steps toward the living room, it occurred to him that the bedroom was simply too far. His couch wasn't that old, was it? It seemed perfectly suitable. Maybe he'd try it. Or the recliner? No, no, the couch is definitely better...

He should have planned ahead and just moved his bed into the living room. Or moved the couch into the kitchen. It's probably something Korra would do. I bet she'd move her couch into her kitchen. She probably already has. Wouldn't put it past her, the little freak. Should have never let her move the one from the lobby. Should have made her stick it out in her chair. It's a perfectly good chair. I should have—

—realized that she was still here.

Tahno blinked his eyes into the dim light, staring blankly at the small figure curled on his floor, surrounded by mounds of paperwork and at least four different shades of highlighters.

She should have gone home hours ago.

But she didn't, Tahno's tired mind registered, as he watched her shoulders rise and fall. Her brow was smooth, her expression soft and relaxed in the near-silence of the little suburban neighborhood that rankled the old not-dead-wild part of him but assuaged the very-much-alive you're a PhD student on a living stipend one. Her neck was at a weird angle again and—she should have gone home hours ago—her back looked like it was leaning too hard against the corner of the couch, like it was being stabbed in the side by a faux-leather wall.

She didn't need to come at all, a little voice reminded Tahno as he leaned over her. She didn't need to, but she did, and then—and then—she'd stayed. Why? the little voice asked; it was no more than a whisper, but it was surprisingly difficult to drown out. With a sigh, he crouched onto the floor, swaying slightly as he almost lost his balance.

She'd helped him when he'd needed it, and she'd stayed when he hadn't asked her to, and then he'd forgotten about her. Tahno rubbed at his brow again, staring down into the young girl's face, feeling like, for all of his touted knowledge, he still didn't have a clue. He'd just gotten so used to her presence—so used to her being around—that he hadn't even noticed when she'd become such a natural part of his daily framework; she was always just there. That might explain it. Or maybe he just got too caught up in his work again, as usual. Who am I kidding?

Idiot, he silently sniped as he reached down, though just who he was referring to remained unclear. Uncharacteristically gentle, Tahno carefully slipped one arm beneath her tucked-in knees and—a tad more hesitantly—used the other to support her neck and shoulders as he slowly lifted her into the air. Damn, you weigh a ton, he mentally spat, feeling his joints groan as he struggled with his hold. Curse your deceptive muscles. Still, he barely so much as breathedas he fastidiously arranged her on the couch; he'd already learned his lesson once before, and hell if he was going to take another elbow to his face again.

He looked down at her then, leaning against the armrest for support as he took in her oversized hoodie and messy ponytail in all of her recent-graduate glory, and decided that he was getting too old for this. He should have woken her, and offered to drive her home.

"You give me nothing but trouble, you know," he whispered.

He should have said thank you.


Well. Looks like it'll be the recliner, after all.


When Korra awoke the next morning, she was warm beneath a blanket-cocoon that smelled nothing like the ones she had at home, but still familiar enough. She cuddled it even closer but quickly stopped when something awful jolted through her spine. There was a terrible pinching in her neck, but she tried to ignore it. If she could just hold onto this dream, maybe the pain would go away...

Nope.

It wasn't so much waking up as it was waking to the side. Korra had just blearily opened her eyes to the strange ceiling, feeling a slow-moving panic begin to crawl its way through her senses when she caught sight of a fluorescent highlighter on the ground—blue—and remembered.

I'm at Tahno's apartment? Korra blinked groggily, and then—

Her head snapped to the side so fast she smothered her nose right into the black leathery pillow cushion of the couch. Ow. She paused and took a deep, calming breath, allowing her composure to slowly rebuild as she carefully turned her head back around to the other side. Stupid girl, she thought, catching sight of Tahno safely spread out on the recliner a few feet away. She stamped down the observation that he was still fully clothed. What were you thinking?

He looked as dead to the world as she felt.

When did I fall asleep? she wondered. When did I move up onto the couch? What time is it? I should get up and go, before he... before he... wakes up...

But then again, what the hell did she care?

If he doesn't... then I sure... don't. Korra yawned and snuggled deeper. I'll just... stay a little... longer.


And besides. That blanket smelled too good to resist.

And besides. That blanket smelled too good to resist.
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That one night

Korra was working late. 


"No wonder you're always too tired to go out!"

Korra looked up, bewildered.

"Asami?"

"Just look at you," Asami tutted, closing the door behind her. Korra watched as her roommate strode forward into the lab and made herself at home on the opposite end of her couch. "Hasn't anyone told you that it's a Friday night?"

"It may have occurred to me once or twice," Korra laughed a breath, leaning back into the sofa. "But I work here. What are you doing in my bio lab?"

Asami gave her a sly look.

Korra tried to ignore the sinking feeling in her stomach. "Seriously?" Her voice dropped to a whispered hiss. "Couldn't you have at least waited until I got off work?"

"I didn't know you would be here!" Asami whispered back, leaning in close. She looked somewhat apologetic... at first. "I thought you'd be doing the smart thing and be jumping Mako's bones right about now."

"As a bio major, I am a full supporter of bone-jumping," Tahno appeared from the back storage room. Asami's head perked up; Korra's dropped onto her screen. "Even if I do have strong objections about the jumpee."

"You can hold whatever objections you like," Korra loftily informed him, returning her gaze to her work. Asami watched the exchange with interest, highly entertained. "It's still none of your business."

Tahno considered her a moment, brow in full-out quirk. "Fair enough," he conceded, if not a little too easily, in Korra's opinion. What the...? Where's the fight? The banter? "And speaking of business..." Tahno turned to Asami, his voice suddenly silky as it slid through the air.

Ugh.

"Ready when you are," Asami replied in a voice Korra knew all too well. Double ugh. This was terrible. Instead of watching one proverbial train wreck, it was like watching two. She already knew both of their little tricks, so seeing them use their tactics on each other was downright painful. Give me a break, she internally groaned, as they sexed each other up with their respective bedroom eyes. She could see right through both of their little charades, but that didn't mean that she wanted to sit around and watch.

"All right!" she snapped, giving Asami's shoulder a gentle kick. "Out, you two! Go get a room or something, and I do not mean one of the spare broom closets, Professor Tight-Pants. Get out of here, both of you, I've got work to do."

"Aye, aye, m'lady," Asami winked and stood, quickly taking Tahno by the arm.

"If you'll recall just whose lab it is that you're currently sitting in—"

"Girls' night tomorrow!" Asami called as she dragged Tahno toward the door, where he all but yanked his coat from the hook as she hurried him out. He looked affronted, but didn't put up a fight. Ha. As if he could. "Don't work too hard!" Asami threw in as an afterthought, about to close the door. Tahno was struggling to get an arm through his coat sleeve, but he still managed to be an ass about it; his smug smirk just begged to be punched. She was honestly considering it, when— "I'll see you at home, if you're not too busy gettin' busy with Mako!"

And just like that, in a whirlwind flash of limbs and fabric, the door was shut and the lab was back to its gentle hum of quiet, full of tiny beeps and blinks and ticking. She watched the hushed silhouette shapes of Tahno and Asami through the window shades until they gently flickered out of sight, until she was left only with her laptop and lab work and cooling caffe mocha.

"See you," she said quietly, into the empty lab.


But Asami didn't come home that night.

The only notice she gave Korra was a 2am 'don't wait up!' text that left Korra thinking, Well, I guess it's a good thing I didn't wait up then, as she put away the half-eaten tub of ice cream and turned off the lights.


And wasn't it just peachy, she thought, that just when she caught herself thinking that something might have somehow changed, he went and proved that nothing really had.
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That one night

they found a brand of hot chocolate she didn't hate.


It'd started out with noble enough intentions, with Tahno suddenly on a diehard mission to expand Korra's horizons—You cannot survive on caffe mochas forever, intern, please, what are you, a college freshman?—which meant, of course, that it was a doomed outing from the start.


The box very nearly fell out of his hands.

"Wait a minute... you're the scholarship student everyone has been talking about?" he floundered, wondering why his tongue suddenly felt so thick in his throat. "The recipient of the Ava—"

"Shhh!" she hissed with a ferocious glare, covering his mouth with her gloved hand. "Do you mind?"

Korra glanced left and right, eyes frantic with paranoia, but Tahno could only blink. He vaguely decided that she had little reason to worry, anyway; who the hell else would be in this corner of the supermarket at 3AM?

"But... how?" he wondered aloud.

"I beg your pardon?"

"No, seriously, I mean... You are the Avatar kid?" he scoffed. "How?"

"Whatever," she huffed, obviously offended. "Don't think you know everything about me just because I happen to be in your office for a few hours every day. Do you even know what I'm studying?"

Tahno blinked again. Had he ever even asked?

Yeesh, he thought, watching as she angrily sorted through at least five different brands of hot chocolate. It didn't look like he was going to be winning any supervisor awards this year.

"I just assumed that you were studying biology," he replied, a bit defensively. "Most rational people are required to commit to labs that align with their field of study, you know. Though now that I think back on the general quality of your reports, I suppose I should hope that my assumptions were wrong."

"Just because you've never seen what I'm capable of doesn't mean that I'm incapable. Your dissertation is not supposed to be my area of expertise, thank you."

"I don't get it," he bypassed her comment and shook his head, practically forcing this realization to sink in. "If I were in your shoes, I'd be shouting it from the rooftops. Come to think of it, I'd have figured that if you were in your shoes, you'd be doing the same. What's your deal? Why all the tight lips?"

She glared, and belatedly, Tahno realized that perhaps that wasn't his best choice of words.

"So I can avoid people like you judging me for it, for one. Listen to yourself—just like everyone else! You hear Avatar, and suddenly your mind conjures a million petty reasons to look at me differently. You automatically assume I have privileges now. And before tonight, you questioned my competence on a matter of qualifications—"

"Or lack thereof, actually—"

"And now I can see you already calculating my grade point average in your head, and wondering how in the hell someone like me could deserve something like this." With an angry swipe, she grabbed the first box of chocolate powder her arm could reach and stormed toward the register.

"Hey, wait a minute, don't go tryin' to make me out as some sort of villain or something," he warned, following close behind while ignoring the sharp, subtle pang of guilt he felt right below his second rib. "I have a right to be surprised, you know. It's not like you gave me any sort of clue or anything."

"That is the point, you moron."

"And what, you were never planning on saying anything? You were just gonna keep me in the dark?"

"I'm not even supposed to be saying anything to people until the end of the spring semester at an awards ceremony!"

"Yeah, but like, we work together. So I was really supposed to just go on and continue researching what is conceivably the most important project of my young, glamorous life, never knowing that I supposedly have the best and the brightest of the entire student body stealing from my snack jar while she completes my lab reports?"

"You don't even know what I'm supposed to be the best of!"

"Well, how the hell am I supposed to know what you're studying?"

"You could ask me, you idiot!"

"Fine," he snapped, turning explosive eyes onto her steely ones. "Absolutely fine. What the hell, may I ask, is it that you study?"

She stopped, right in the middle of the aisle, so quickly that he nearly ran into her. Her eyes dropped to the ground then, and, in spite of himself, Tahno faltered.

"Everything," she whispered.

He blinked, not once, but twice, and he still didn't understand what had just happened. He was about to lean down and ask her again, to ask her to repeat what she'd said, but by that time, they were already at the cashier's, and the woman with the splotchy uniform apron and scratched-up name tag did not look particularly pleased to be there dealing with them so well into the wee hours of the morning. Thus, the few painful minutes spent waiting for their prepackaged hot chocolate to be purchased were spent in awkward, anxious silence.

At least, for him, anyway.

Only when they'd finally made it through the electronic sliding doors and into the eerily quiet parking lot did Tahno pause. She kept walking toward the path that led to the science building, but luckily for him, she noticed his absence after a mere few steps. On any other day, it would have been expected, but tonight it only surprised him.

He was surprised that she was still even here.

They looked at each other then, staring at one another over the space of a few feet of frozen pavement, and he'd never found himself wishing so hard for an ounce of decency as he did in that moment.

"What is it that you study?" he asked again, softly.

A small breath of laughter curled into the night air. As she spoke, quietly, carefully, she slowly made her way back toward him. She sounded tired. "My scholarship requires that I study oxygen purification," Korra shrugged, hands still stuffed in her pockets with her plastic grocery bag strung over her arm, rustling gently in the breeze. He was suddenly reminded of another night at the supermarket, one with a very similar coat and a much different feel.

"But is that what you want?" he asked, and Tahno was a little started to realize that he already knew.

"Don't get me wrong," she started, voice long and low. "It's fascinating and vital and relevant in its own right, but it's just not me. I want to study all the elements. I want to soak up everything I can about everything—geology, thermodynamics, hydrodynamics, and... you know, biology and life in general. I want to conduct research all over the world."

Tahno watched on quietly, waiting, processing, still feeling like he hadn't a clue as to what he should say.

"Tenzin knows how I feel, which is why he set me up here as an independent study for one of my lab requirements," she explained, looking up at him again like she was waiting for his reaction. Good luck with that one, he thought absently; he had absolutely no idea what she might find in his expression. "Well," she laughed, tapping her forefinger to her temple as she pondered her afterthought. "He gave me the choice. It was either the regular biology lab or working with Professor Lin Beifong in geology, and that was never gonna happen. Well, her or the creepy professor in the blood lab, but... well, you can imagine the intensity of my no."

"Right," he frowned, remembering. "Tarrlok. The guy with the... rats."

She shrugged, squinting, suddenly looking sheepish. "So that left you."

Tahno paused. "Me," he repeated, deadpanning under the light of the thick neon signs. "Against creepy blood guy with the rats and hard-ass titanium lady with the rocks?"

She bit her lip, considering.

"And your snack jar."

He deflated but tried to pull it off as a glare.

"Stellar," he muttered under his breath. With a heavy sigh, he readjusted his hands in his pockets, somehow so much colder than they should have been, and looked up toward the moon.

"I don't..." she hesitated. "I don't particularly regret choosing the biology lab with you." He glanced at her to the side, surprised again. "And Tenzin."

"And Tenzin," he echoed.

"I mean... you do have some pretty decent snacks in your office," Korra smiled, if not a little cautiously.

Tahno looked down at her then, so close, so warm, and there was something about the moment that made it different from all the rest, something that told him about how easy it could be, if he wanted it be, if he leaned down just an inch or two, just a breath away—

"What kind did you end up buying?" he asked suddenly, instead.

Korra looked down at the box in her bag with surprise, and then laughed, almost as if she'd forgotten that it was there.

"Hell if I know," she muttered quietly to herself.

She smiled at him, laughing, and, slowly, he smiled back.


And wouldn't you know it, but Korra finally found a brand of hot chocolate that she didn't entirely hate.
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That one night

they went for a swim.




It was just another typical Tuesday evening.

(Until the sprinklers went off.)


"Will you at least pretend to do something productive?"

A tad guiltily, Korra glanced back. Tahno was grumpily hunched over his chaotic desk, as per usual, while she'd practically glued her greedy little nose to the laptop screen; she wasn't even trying to hide the page she was looking at. A new video game release was exploding all over the browser—Halto or Balto or Halo or something. Whatever. He didn't pretend to keep up with those sorts of things.

"Sorry," she winced, but she made no move to minimize. "Though it's not like I can really do anything until you prepare the next stack of articles for me to go through, right?"

A deep, penetrating sweep of Tahno's red pen tore across the crisp white paper; he thought it rather accentuated his glare. "You could start packing up the samples."

Korra blinked, finally turning her head fully. Ah. Now she was giving him her undivided attention. They were going to have a talk, really, because he had put up with this kind of behavior for long enough, but if she were going to continue working in his lab, under his supervision, then—

"But... we didn't run any experiments today," Korra's eyes squinted with confusion. "There aren't any out."

Tahno's red pen paused. Ah. Right. "Fine. Then arrange the files in the cabinets according to topic, and then alphabetically," he ordered. They were an absolute mess the last time he checked.

She allowed herself a spinny-chair twirl—another one of her stupid pet names for childish acts that would be committed by nobody but she—before answering. "I did that last Thursday," she said simply, her upturned gaze circulating under the ceiling.

Oh.

"Did you make sure to update the labels?" he tried, but it was in vain. Korra merely laughed.

"You know, sometimes I'm not even sure why you still need an intern."

Something within him squeezed.

"This program entails a highly demanding schedule that requires a substantial workload that is both challenging and demoralizing, occasionally bordering on overwhelmingly—"

"Okay, okay. Okay. I know, I got it. I'm just saying..." Twirl. "That it might make more sense to be more strategic with how you distribute the hours, you know? Maybe enlist the help of another assistant during the really crunchy projects and then cut back on some hours during the downtime-lulls."

Tahno blinked. There were too many things wrong with what she'd just stated. "Crunchy projects?"

"Yeah, y'know, like—crunch time. The really crunchy ones."

Tahno blinked again, then turned determinedly back to his paperwork. "The next time you open your mouth, it'd best be about fresh-water bacteria or rainfall shortages in the south."

Sensing a victory, Korra showfully pursed her lips shut, shot him a knowing, waggling set of eyebrows, and turned back to her violent and destructive video game advertisement. Dammit.

He opened his mouth once more—

—and promptly choked down a gulp of stale, dirty, pipe water.


"What did you do?!"

"What did I do!? I didn't do anything!"

"Fuck! Quick, the computers—"

"I got them! The files, on the desk—they're—"

"Grab your phone—it's—the puddle—"

"Awww, dammit, the couch!"

"The entire lab is flooding, and you're worried about the upholstery?!"


"Goddammit," Tahno hissed, sloshing through what was rapidly becoming half a foot of water. The alarms were sounding all throughout the building—they should have known better than to place the biology labs in the same sector as the fire-happy chem freshmen!—and he could hear the collective shouting and cursing from the nearby stairwells with ease.

Tahno stood alone amidst the chaos, in the center of his laboratory-turned-wading pool with hands placed firmly on his hips, regally and unavoidably wet. He watched a soggy sheet of loose-leaf paper float by.

"Tahno?" a voice called from the lobby. He recognized it like the back of his hand, but he didn't bother to look up. The sprinklers, still running, were pelting the bits of paper down into the roughs of the shallow waves, and he was watching the struggles with a detached, morbid sort of curiosity.

"There you are!" came the relieved sigh, broken by soft panting breaths and the deceivingly gentle sounds of the ceaseless indoor rain. "The important stuff is dry in your trunk—well, mostly, anyway—and I just called Tenzin, so he's already working out the budgeting kinks for the equipment replacements, and it's a really, really good thing that we weren't running any experiments today because all of the gross bacteria is safely locked away and not-contaminated, I checked, and I practically accosted one of the maintenance guys in the parking lot along with twelve other people, so the system should be turned off soon, but it's still anybody's guess for how long it'll be until—" She paused, abruptly. "Hey... are you... are you okay?"

He didn't look up.

Upon hearing his continued silence, and no doubt sensing distress, or perhaps another explosive true-to-Tahno malfunction of some kind—Danger! Danger! Danger!—Korra stiffened, then approached him slowly, careful not to make any sudden movements. He could only see her out of the corner of his eye, but he got the vague impression that it was a good thing she'd never be asked to hunt in this lifetime.

"Tahno?" she tried, warily. "Hey... you're not gonna freak out again or anything, are you?"

The drips from the strands of his long bangs were spilling onto his lips—he could practically taste the staleness there—so he swiped the water away with the back of his hand, glaring at the rising line of water against his soggy desk in all of its offensive glory.

"Because the damage really won't be all that bad, you know, even with—"

At her sudden pause, his eyes finally wandered toward hers.

Curious, Tahno quirked a demanding brow and angled himself toward her, waiting expectantly; what, then, was more surprising?

The slight hitch to the breath in her throat as he turned? Or the flush lining the cheeks of her open, gaping stare?

(Or the unfamiliar wave of self-consciousness he felt while standing under it?)

A beat passed, then another, but still, she did not speak, and soon it was merely the two of them, standing wet and dripping and silent under the steady stream of sprinklers in a supposedly-once-science lab, ankle-deep in still-stagnant water, unmoving and unyielding and unwilling to think. She's cute, he thought suddenly, just before surprise quickly overtook him. Idiot, you already knew that—I know she's cute, that is, but—I mean, she's actually not half-bad looking, and is—might actually be—sort of—maybe, at least, when wet—

Abruptly, he cleared his throat. She blinked at the sound, rapidly, which promptly snapped the world back into focus for both of them.

Shit.

"Looks like we might be out of commission for a few days," Kforra plowed on immediately, pretending that nothing was amiss. Like nothing strange had just occurred between them. He bit the inside of his cheek, nodding thoughtfully. Korra paused, just a moment more, and when Tahno thought that he might finally open his mouth to say something, she blurted out: "Look, I should call Tenzin one more time, to keep him updated, um, y'know—on the chaos, so. I'll just—I'll be right back."

Tahno watched her trudge through the water with forceful strides, feeling the lukewarm water drip into the fabric at his back.

What... just...?

It was then that Tahno happened to glance down and catch sight of himself. It took a moment, but once realization set in, a slow smirk curled over his lips.


Tahno ultimately decided that it certainly wasn't the worst day for him to have worn a thin, white dress shirt.


As she followed him to his car—arguably less affected by their little non-moment than he remembered her being five minutes ago—she rattled off all of the damage-control tasks she'd completed in the last fifteen or so minutes, or rather, all of the things that could be further categorized under Korra Saves the Day—Yet Again! 

As he buckled himself in, still vaguely listening to her rushed chatter, Tahno wondered why he hadn't noticed any of her frantic errands while they were happening. But—ah, yes, that's right; he hadn't noticed her grand efforts to salvage his life's work because all throughout the faux-storm, Tahno had, of course, played the stunning role of drenched totem pole.

Masterful job, really.

It was as she was leaning into his open car window, talking his ear off about having rescued his latest stack of articles and apologizing for not being able to save the label-maker, that Tahno looked up at her still-yammering profile, and that Tahno realized something very important.

This, he thought, watching her jaw as it moved. This was it. This was exactly why he needed an intern.

But actually, he decided, ten minutes later, on the silent drive home. That wasn't quite right.


It was why he needed a Korra.
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That one night

Korra was just a little too distracted.


It was henceforth known as The Great (And Terrible) Flood.

(Tahno would never refer to it that way out loud, of course, probably even under pain of death, but Korra just knew that he called it that too, in the privacy of that oversized head of his.)

Anyway, the rest of the week's lab work was completed according to a pseudo-nomadic existence, in which they bounced around every coffee shop and diner in Korra's busy-young-professional neighborhood, occupying whole booths in the corners of unsuspecting restaurants, carting their bags and mountains of paperwork with them wherever they went. They tipped generously every time (at Korra's insistence), they managed to maintain at least eighty percent of their typical productivity rates (under Tahno's authoritarianism), and he only forgot his reading glasses twice (the blame for which was still a matter of understandably heated debate).

She got into the habit of kicking her feet up onto the seat of the booth on which he sat—a space he never needed, never used, but always complained about not having, anyway—and he got used to her frequent—extended—trips to the upstairs bakery, even though she always ended up buying the same double-fudge brownies. (And she never offered to share. The cow.)

Their new, temporary routine quickly became second nature; seamlessly passing paperwork back and forth over the cluttered table; a mess made of coffee-stained chaos, sheets of lined paper spattered with dark liquid and bright red ink, a system of organization that only they understood; acting preemptively on suggestions and commands only half-spoken, intuitively, like the stiff links of a chain having finally worn themselves flexible, like a well-oiled machine.

(And Korra got rather used to the look that came into his eye as he pored over a document, and the way he would automatically reach for his coffee cup when she occasionally nudged it toward him, without ever looking up.)

Despite their relative accomplishments under the less-than-ideal circumstances—amidst all of the displacement and irregular hours and confined spaces—Korra occasionally found it especially difficult to fully concentrate on her work. And who could have, what with the scratch-scratch of Tahno's pen—because one strikethrough line was never enough—and the way he twirled his pen through his long fingers—and then scolded her for doing the same, like he didn't even realize that he had the habit himself, like he wasn't the one she'd picked it up from—not to mention all of endless sighing and shifting and—oh!—and the stupid way he would look at her over the rims of his reading glasses and—well, Korra thought with a huff. Forget about it.

But.

Maybe.

Maybe that was the problem.


She wanted to forget about it all. (Believe it, she did.) But Korra couldn't forget; not about that moment during The Great (And Terrible) Flood—just barely an instant, not even a moment, really—she couldn't forget the non-moment when it was just the two of them in the lab, when the whole room was literally swirling around them, when Korra nearly forgot that she had legs, that she was standing—because she was falling, wasn't she, is that what that was?—when her head was swimming and her legs were still somehow standing, and that feeling washed over her—

What Korra always could do, however, was tell when she'd drifted off for too long.

(It often included her catching Tahno glaring at her, his eyes narrowed, his thoughtful and critical gaze framed by a made-just-for-you scowl.)

She usually took that as her cue to get back to work.


(Usually.)
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That one night

Korra witnessed a Tahno-Asami date with Bolin.


But of course.

This was reality.

(And things were never quite that simple.)


"Ugh, man. Of all the bars to end up in..."

Bolin peeked at the booth along the far wall, shooting a glance that only he could think was sneaky. Whatever. It's not like they noticed; it'll be at least a century before either of them even bother looking anywhere else. They probably got confused, staring into the shine of each other's hair gel. Hmm. Bolin would appreciate that joke.

Too bad it wasn't funny.

"What's wrong with the two of them hanging out?" he asked, in such an honest, curious way that all considerations of deception promptly flew from Korra's mind... But evasion might work.

"Nothing, I just... I guess I should just resign myself to the fact that they're not gonna get tired of one another anytime soon."

Bolin looked concerned. "Is he that bad of a guy?"

"No..." Korra sighed, feeling herself waver. "It's just weird, you know? Since he's my lab internship supervisor and all." Now Bolin just looked interested; he leaned closer over their booth's table, dropping his voice low. Pfft. The little gossip.

"You think she has real feelings for him?" he whispered.

Korra snorted. "God, no."

"...do you have feelings for him?"

Korra nearly stilled but quickly recovered. "If wanting to retch every time he makes a lewd comment counts, then yes." (Avoidance?)

"So..." Bolin squinted. (Confusion.) "So you don't like him?"

"I do," Korra sighed, exasperated. "I mean, I guess I do. But only because I'm so used to him now. He's a bit of a sleaze."

"So you do like him... But not... in... that way?" he tried to clarify. (Suspicion?)

"Bolin, what are we, in high school?" she scoffed, dropping her voice lower too. Great, now I'm just as bad a gossip as he is! "No, okay? And if this is how we're gonna discuss it, then let me be the first to just come right out and tell you that I don't particularly like anyone at the moment, to be honest, thank you very much."

(Confusion redoubled.) "I thought you liked my brother?"

"What?" Korra's eyes grew wide as saucers. He merely gave a sheepish smile and a shrug. "You knew?" The hell. Not Bolin, too!

"Of course."

(Panic.) "Does he know?"

"Dude," Bolin outright laughed. "Of course not! It's Mako. I was wondering when you were going to enlist my help for an intervention. That guy really is as dense as a block of wood about this stuff, you know."

"Terrific."

"Wait. Were you serious about not liking anyone? Not even... not even my brother?"

Korra sighed. "Yeah. I think that ship has sailed... and sunk."

"Ooh, clever."

"Bolin."

"Though perhaps next time you should go for wrecked instead."

"Bolin."

"Sorry, sorry. Right. Well, this certainly opens things up then!"

"For what?"

"For a little manhunting, of course," Bolin waggled his brows. "You got the goods, I got the insights—together, we'll be unstoppable!"

Korra blinked. "Are you... are you offering to be a wingman?" (A disconcerting lack of surprise.)

"Please, Korra, I'm the best there is; I prefer to be called the Wingman. Feel free to capitalize the 'W', by the way."

"Really. I'd like to see stats on that."

"I have business cards."

Korra's left eye twitched. "Bolin, look, that's... nice and all, with you trying to cheer me up and everything, but... shouldn't you be off getting some love-life action of your own?" No need to drag down anyone else's love life, after all. (Bitterness.)

"Oh, you shouldn't worry about me, Korra," Bolin laughed, very much amused over a private joke. "The Bolin-ator has plenty of fish already hooked. You see, my problem is that there's simply not enough of Bolin to go around."

She shot him a look.

"Okay, so maybe it's been like four dates since Christmas, but still! At least they're biting."

"Yeah, well," Korra scoffed, staring down into her beer. She took another swig, but her eyes inevitably slid to the side, where they found two other gazes still ensnared in what could only be each other's oozing sexuality. She scoffed again. "Even I wouldn't be opposed to a little biting these days." (A very particular kind of frustration.)

Bolin's eyebrows perked up, curiously—suggestively?—but her dry glare leveled him.

"Bolin."

(Seriously, though. If Korra were to slip a container under their none-the-wiser faces, she could probably sell the stuff for profit. She'd make millions.) And their faces are going to get stuck like that, eventually.

"Hey!" he smirked, tapping his glass to hers in a quick cheers! On the one hand, it brought here straight back down to Earth, but on the other... well. His smile was bright and boisterous and almost made her crack one herself. "Can't blame a guy for tryin', right? But enough of that. My vote for the rest of the evening is that we get shit-faced and walk back to my place and then play video games loudly until Mako flips his lid."

And that was all it took—the smile finally broke through.


Although their tolerance levels left hardly any opportunity for actual debauchery—he'd earned the Bolin-ator nickname in college, after all, and she wasn't called a tank for nothin'—they still played a shit-ton of video games, and Mako still flipped his lid, which—in Korra's honest opinion—made the night just that much better.
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That one night



Korra caught Tahno with his pants down.


All she'd wanted was the box of frozen waffles.

"Oh, hell."

Korra eyed the five gallons of ice cream sitting in her freezer—in sheer horror—and slammed the door shut.


"You have a problem."

Tahno looked up, peering at her over the rims of his reading glasses. "I currently only see one problem in the room, and I have a feeling it's not what's on your mind."

"Tell me what this Thursday is," she demanded, striding towards his desk.

"It's a Thursday," he dryly replied.

"What kind of Thursday?"

Tahno glared at her, then decided to simply ignore the rest of the conversation. Best not to encourage her. "Don't you have files to file?" he waved dismissively, turning back to his work. "Go. Off with you."

"Tahno. It's Valentine's Day."

He stilled. Then, very slowly, Tahno looked up at her. She blinked.

He blinked.

"So?" he drawled, but even he could hear the new note of caution in his tone. Dammit. "What do you expect me to do about it?"

"Tahno, don't tell me you don't realize what this is going to mean if you don't do anything for Asami this week?!"

Tahno had to blink a few times to clear his head. "We're not dating," Tahno pointed out reasonably, still not seeing the point. "Technically... I don't have to do anything."

And then things got serious.

Korra was suddenly very, very close, lowering herself down to eye level. He eyed her hands on his armrests with distaste, but she didn't seem to notice; she was hovering right over him. Just another step or two, and she'd straddle him.

He forced himself not to swallow.

"This isn't a game, Tahno," she claimed, but he had the sneaking suspicion that, somehow, he was already losing. "And since you're so clueless, I'm gonna have to give you the rundown." She leaned closer in; uncertain, Tahno leaned farther back.

"Asami—bless her—is a fickle creature. Gifted with an insatiable sexual appetite and the face of an angel, her body essentially gives her all of the materials she'd ever need to lay the perfect trap for unsuspecting men who, by the way, are frequently found to be more than willing to bend to her will—yourself included." He scoffed; she didn't acknowledge his outburst. "While inarguably convenient for her more primal desires, and occasionally her socio-emotional ones, these trends in behavior more often than not allow her to get tangled up in short-lived love affairs with guys who are either so perfect for her that she flees—her latest ex, Iroh, case-in-point—or those who are so wrong for her that she'll have no hope of ever taking them seriously as a lifelong partner and so merely chooses to use them as a means of fulfilling her sexual needs until she eventually tires of them and tosses them to the curb—you, of course, would be the latter."

"Is this supposed to be convincing me that—"

"What many fail to realize, however, is that during all of the major romantic holidays, regardless of whether or not she's single, taken, or happily bouncing three men at once—"

"Th—three?"

"The one she comes home crying to is me," Korra's eyes narrowed. "Whether it's mindless sex followed by an all-niter of Disney movies or mindless, bone-breaking, primal sex followed by three tubs of ice cream, I'm the one that's going to have to deal with all her pent-up sexual frustration and deeply-rooted daddy issues and never-ending disappointment with the typical male specimen. So. I don't care if it's romantic or suggestive or just downright explicit, but you are doing something for Asami on Thursday in honor of this stupid holiday, or so help me god, Tahno, you can expect a living hell come Friday afternoon, in which I will seek revenge on you in all the worst ways, starting with a demonstration on I don't even know what yet, but it ain't gonna be pretty, so don't you dare test me."

Tahno stared at her. Korra stared down at him. She was so close. She was right there.

"I'll think about it," he hissed, surprised to find much of any voice at all.

Korra leaned back and smiled.

"Great," she quipped. "Good talk."

She settled in at the new computer desk (courtesy of The Great Flood) not long after that and got straight to work. He glared at her back for the remainder of the afternoon.

(And he was very, very lucky, Tahno realized, that at no point during her tirade had it occurred to her to look down.)


That Thursday night, Tahno took Asami out to a nice restaurant, got her 'fuck-buddy' flowers—it was so clever, Korra, just wait 'til you see them!—and then even bought her ice cream. Korra was proud of him.

(Really. She was.)

Korra stayed at home in her sweats and planned to watch cheap zombie movies all night, occasionally texting Bolin—thanks, but I'm not really in the mood to go dancing—and resisting the urge to text Tahno, which she never did, about swamp zombies.

When Asami didn't come home at a reasonable hour—whatever—she put borrowed a pair of Asami's skinniest skinny jeans—she won't mind—and wingman-skills or no, manhunt or no, Korra decided to put Bolin's money where his mouth was.

The night ended way past her weeknight bedtime—Ahh, I knew you were a rebel, Korra!—and they stumbled—half-dancing, half-drunk—into Korra's apartment at half-past two, with Korra's arms full of corner store liquor and Bolin's mouth running off over the incredible hotness of this one girl he danced with for two and a half songs, leaving Korra breathless with laughter until the lights flipped on—

—and it turned out that Asami had come home after all.


After the very awkward goodbyes—they'd needed to find his shirt, and Bolin just wouldn't stop apologizing over his shameful lack of will-power in preserving Asami's honor—the men were outed, the door was shut, and the very exhausted, very drained roommates were finally, finally left to themselves.

For the first time in four years, there was no Valentine's Day talk; Korra didn't have much to say to Asami for the rest of the night (and it's not like she gave Asami a chance to say much of anything, anyway).

In an unspoken agreement, it was decided that they would start (finish) the Roommate Contract conversation in the morning.
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That one night

they played a game.




Tahno expected many different things to happen Friday afternoon. Knowing Korra—and he liked to pretend that he did—it was still impossible to predict exactly what her reaction to the previous night's incident would be.

He likened the anticipation of waiting to the world's most difficult guessing game; only, instead of playing a game, it felt like running a gauntlet, and instead of moving pieces forward, each guess felt like pulling the pin off another grenade.

And speaking of explosions—a tantrum, perhaps? (Maybe she'd fly off the handle the second she entered the lobby, and his ears would be greeted by a storming rampage about respecting habitats and privacy and probably something about leaving a courtesy scrunchie on the door handle.) Or maybe she would actually hit him? (No, no, there were university policies for that sort of thing, although it wasn't like he'd enforce them.) If nothing else, at the very least, he expected a little cold shoulder. Korra wasn't the kind to reel in her anger, but he bet it could manifest in all sorts of ways. (Though he certainly wouldn't imagine her capable of the silent treatment for very long.)

When it came down to it, though, really, he knew with certainty that no matter how much she might like to pretend otherwise, Korra was simply not capable of holding a grudge. Armed with this knowledge, Tahno entered his lab Friday afternoon with two caffe mochas—extra hot, no whipped cream—and an air of bravado that he only wished he could feel, but he was ultimately ready to face whatever Korra-catastrophe came his way.

(What he didn't expect, of course, is exactly what happened.)

Friday evening came and went, and Korra... never came at all.
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That one night



Korra got a visit.


"You're not gonna answer that?"

Korra spared a glance toward the cell phone lying on the couch's armrest; the blinking screen showed that she now had three messages waiting for her, not to mention the two missed calls from before. "Nope."

"But won't your boss get upset?" Mako's forehead scrunched with concern. Typical. This guy only has two settings: Money-monger... and Mom.

"He's not my boss," she said flatly. A few seconds of awkward silence followed—surprise!—and Korra finally realized that Mako had yet to withdraw his judgment face. "What?" she nearly snapped. "I sent him an e-mail saying that I needed to take the day off. I followed protocol! It's not my fault he doesn't check his inbox unless somebody reminds him."

Ah—there, down goes his eyebrow... Incoming!

"It just seems kind of harsh, you know... to just blatantly ignore his messages like that."

The look she sent him was drier than sandpaper. "I took the day off. I'm essentially on vacation. Does he honestly expect me to answer this late on a Friday night? And even if I hadn't skipped, I would have left the lab hours ago, anyway, so it's not like he can really expect me to be free." Yeah. Okay. Because all of her other Friday nights were always so riveting.

"Yeah, but wouldn't you want him to reply back to your messages?"

I never message him. "Dude. Why do you care? I thought you hated this guy."

Mako scowled. "I'm just saying that if a guy is texting you that much, the least you could do is respond once, all right?"

"Oh, yeah? So still no word from my roommate, then?"

"...that's what we call a low blow, Korra."

Oh, really? 'Cuz I could show you just how low I can blow.

—and whoa-kay, time to put the bottle down, polar bear.

"Sorry," she mumbled, absently pressing the glass into her lips. "I'm just irritated with the jerk, okay? I'll text him back eventually. I mean email."

"Yeah, whatever... Ugh, sorry. You're right. I don't care about that asshole," he announced with a scoff, taking another swig of his beer; despite her better judgment, it wasn't long before Korra followed suit. Damn. Commercial break. I wonder how long I can flip away from ESPN before he freaks out.

"So... Asami's still seeing your creepy boss then, after all?"

Korra rolled her eyes, mindlessly scrolling through the channels. "Yep."

"Damn," he hissed. "I still don't know what she sees in this guy."

"Hnn."

"I mean, unless you're into the eyeliner and the tight pants sort of thing, or whatever."

"Mm-hm."

"Or just insane, because that guy is clearly a tool."

"Hmm."

Mako looked up. Korra kept her eyes glued to the TV.

And then he did something that surprised her.

"Sorry," Mako mumbled. "I promised we'd hang out, but all I keep doing is talking about your roommate... Or your asshole boss."

Korra took another swig from her beer. "He's not my boss."

(She hadn't bothered coming up with an excuse—he probably wouldn't have believed one—and who said she even needed to make one, anyway? She hadn't done anything wrong. [Except. Except she'd totally brought this on herself, hadn't she?] She'd sent an e-mail, straight to the point. Sorry for the late notice, but I won't be in the lab today. Something came up.)

Korra took another sip, at least trying to tone it down. Mako was obviously feeling uneasy, checking his phone every few obnoxious seconds. Honestly. What was he expecting?

"She's not gonna be texting back for a while, you know. She's visiting her dad for the whole weekend, so you can just relax with the scowly eyes thing."

"What?" Mako's forehead wrinkled. "Ugh—no, sorry, it's not that. I just... I was just thinking about this whole thing. How weird it must be for you that I've been... all over Asami lately." Is this the part where he was gonna tell her how he felt awkward around her? Like he didn't know how to act? Ugh. Spare me. She'd heard it all before.

"If you'd rather wait until Bolin's rec league season is over and he's free in the evenings again to start watching the games here, that's totally fine," she said nonchalantly, even though it struck a chord within her. "I've noticed that you and I don't seem to have the best team-chemistry when it's just the two of us."

"What? No, that's not it," Mako said hurriedly. "I just... I've been feeling pretty bad about how things have been going these last few weeks. Bolin's been giving me crap for it all month—about me getting so stuck on Asami, but... I don't know. It's been hard to stay focused, you know? And I know it's been affecting you guys because I've been such an idiot recently, and... you're already dealing with enough awkwardness as it is because of... well. Anyway. I'm sorry."

Korra blinked. "Wow... Uh." How do I respond to that? Thanks? "Yeah, sure... Um. Sure thing."

Stupid.

"Yeah," he sighed, taking a sip from his bottle. "Don't mention it." A mirthless chuckle. "And whatever. It's not like it's ever gonna happen with me and her, anyway... She's way outta my league."

Korra tried to be patient.

"This is true."

(Really.

She tried.)

Mako sent her a droll look. "Yeah, thanks. A true friend, you are." (She raised her glass in mock-cheers. Cheerfully.) "Anyway, you don't have to worry about me pining anymore," he sighed again. "I can take a hint. Well, mostly. Sometimes. Bolin tells me I'm one of the most oblivious guys in the world, and I'm finally starting to think it might be true."

Korra snorted. "That's for sure."

"Excuse me?"

Korra swigged, eyes locked on the endless montage of various two-second commercial blips dashing across the screen. "You know I liked you, right?"

Mako blinked, startled.

"You—what?"

Korra kept flipping. After yet another prolonged silence, she tilted her head to look at him, surprisingly bored. Figures. Even Mako can turn an intriguing reveal into something... anticlimactic.

"Oh, yeah. I had the biggest crush on you since the start of fall term." Then Korra laughed, while Mako merely looked at her, dumbfounded. "Apparently, everyone else already knew about it. The jerks. You don't have to worry about it anymore, though, since I'm apparently currently pining over another oblivious jerk who hasn't noticed me."

"You—I—what?"

"Sorry, that was a bit much all at once. And I didn't mean to indirectly imply that you're a jerk; it's not your fault you're so totally clueless."

Mako looked lost.

"I... feel like I should be offended by that."

I'm offended by your face. Actually. Nope. Not really. It was still just as attractive as ever. Dammit. "You're more than welcome to be," Korra offered graciously. "I didn't exactly mean it kindly. You're a good guy to chill with, Mako, but I can't say I'm all that disappointed that things never worked out the way I'd hoped."

"What... what do you mean by that?"

"You mean aside from the fact that you're totally hooked on my beautiful roommate?" Oh, god. Mako actually blushed. "Here, we can make a whole list. Let's see. One: it's been over half a year, and we still know next to nothing about one another. Two: we work very closely with one another in classes, so just imagine the awkwardness there. Three: when we're not drinking—or talking about said beautiful roommate—we literally have nothing to talk about—ah! My mistake. Sports. That is literally the only thing we have in common. So, there you go. Aside from your decent taste in teams and your sometimes laughable, but forgivable, general understanding of the rule book, we've got nothing to connect us. And we'll be graduating in no time at all... Just another year and a half in the same program and—boom. That'd be it."

Mako swallowed another gulp of his beer. (She rather thought the alcohol helped with the processing, too.) He looked pale. "You don't... you don't think we'd work?" he asked.

Korra's head lifted, just fractionally, as she glanced up. The hell?

"In a relationship? Never. As friends?" she shrugged, allowing a playful smirk. She was just teasing him now. "We'll get by. As long as you keep bringing those citrusy tortilla chips, I'm totally game."

The game was finally back on, and she was content to get back to watching, ironically feeling closer to Mako than ever. But... Even though his eyes seemed glued to the TV screen, she couldn't help but notice that he looked unsettled. He took a huge gulp of his beer. Uh-oh.

I think I broke him. Shit. Stupid! What's that Asami's always saying? About the signals? Ahh, crap, I thought he was totally getting the joke—now I have to explain this mess and—

"Are those the only options?" Mako asked suddenly, his voice tight with caution. Her ears perked up. A strange rhythm punctured her heartbeat.

"The only two I was aware we had available," she answered honestly. "Unless..."

No. Nope. She wasn't going to allow herself to finish that sentence. O-kay, Korra, that's enough now... you've had plenty. Just put the beer down, nice and slow—

"You think..." he bit off his words, frustrated. "How much do you think our friendship has in terms of... flexibility?"

Wait.

Was he...?

(She probably wasn't breathing at this point.)

"Mako," Korra said very carefully. "Are you... insinuating what I think you're insinuating?"

His blush deepened. "Well, I'm just—" (Flustered.) "You know, figuring that we both are in similar situations right now, and—" Hand through his hair. "Damn. Too much to—too much to drink." (He took another sip.) "Look, I'm just saying—"

"Are you by any chance proposing that we—you and I—two people who are not interested in each other romantically at all—but are instead very much interested in other, clearly unavailable people—fool around... with each other?"

Mako blinked. "Oh, god, you're right, that sounds terrible, I don't know what the hell I was—"

"Do you really think I'm that kind of girl?"

"I'm sorry—no, I just—God, I'm sorry—"

And then she kissed him.

When they finally pulled away, breathing hard, Korra laughed under her breath. "For the record, I'm not," she whispered through a dangerous smirk, voice hoarse from beer and kissing. "But at this point, I'm frustrated enough that I'm willing to try just about anything," she panted. "What do you say?"

Mako looked just as lost, but twice as determined; his breathing was just as short. "I've never been good with words," he warned her seriously, under heavy-lidded eyes.

But Korra's smile only grew.

"Babe... I'm not gonna keep you around to talk."


(And on that one night, Mako did learn

just how low she could blow.)
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That one night

of drunken phone calls. (Part I)


"No," Shaozu held up a stern finger. "Tahno, no."

Ming nodded solemnly from behind. When he was convinced that the knots binding Tahno's wrists were secure enough, he stepped back, leaving an ucoordinated-and-writhing Tahno struggling against his restraints in the chair. "We're doing this for your own good."

"You assholes!" Tahno spat, managing a ferocious swipe of a kick that nearly took out Shaozu's left knee-cap; they looked down, unimpressed. Tahno snarled in response. "Get me the fuck out of here!"

"Not until we can be sure that you won't be making any poor decisions."

"Do you know who I am?" he raged. "The only decisions I make are poor ones!"

"This isn't undergrad anymore," Ming explained reverently. He and Shaozu shared a collective sigh to mourn. "You can't just call up college girls anymore like any regular old booty call."

Tahno glared. "Says the one who still refers to it as a booty call! And who the fuck said anything about calling for one, anyway?"

"Texting also applies."

"I wasn't talking about texting!" Tahno snapped. "I'm not new to the twenty-first century! God." His head was splitting. His friends were morons. Were they his friends? He didn't remember referring to them as such while sober. He'd have to get rid of them. They were more trouble than they were worth. Why did he keep them around again? "I'm not a child—I can monitor my own texts, you crazy motherfuckers! Let me out!"

"Until we can be reasonably assured that you can restrain yourself, I'm afraid we'll just have to let these ropes do it for you."

"Where—" (Struggling.) "—the hell—" (Wrangling.) "—did you even find—?" (Cursing.)

"Maybe if we transcribe his message for him?"

"Yes, which certainly shouldn't be a problem, considering the fact that I'm not nearly as drunk as you seem to think I am! I'm clearly capable of expressing how thoroughly I'm going to skin you both come morning for what you've done to me!"

"You've always had a silver tongue, Tahno; alcohol just ups the value."

"Yes, you've always been a very eloquent drunk."

"Don't forget sober, too."

"Really? You think so? I've always found that rather debatable."

"You assholes—"

"Fine," Ming's nostrils flared. "Just tell us who you were about to message or whatever, and we'll see. Consider this a test."

"That's none of your business!"

"So, I don't suppose we'll be needing to charge your phone, then... Perhaps I'll just turn all of the apps on and stick it in the one corner of your apartment without service until it sucks your battery dry..."

"Wait—wait, Ming, no. Ming, I fucking swear I'll—Ming! Stop!"

"Then spill. Who were you planning to drunk text?"

"You motherfu—no, no, okay, just stop, you fucking—fine! Fine! Just my stupid intern!" Tahno snapped, straining against his holds. Ming and Shaozu stiffened. "And for the last time, I'm not—"

"Your intern?" Shaozu murmured. "That young master's student?"

"The—what?—hey, she's not—she's not that young, okay, and—yes, all right, yes, I was going to text my intern—"

"At 2AM on a Saturday night?" Shaozu challenged, as he and Ming shared an oh yeah, likely story look right in front of him. Steam escaped his nostrils like a bull. "What are you hoping to accomplish with that?"

"Do you have any idea how fucking behind I am with work now, thanks to her? She has the gall to not show up at the lab on a Friday—without any decent sort of notice—on a day that she knows is one of our busiest workloads, and—and she didn't even—and all I get for all the trouble she causes me is—so the little thorn in my side better remember all the shit that she owes me next week and on Monday—well, she'd better be there early, and with absolutely none of that fifteen minutes late with coffee crap and—and she'd sure as hell better not expect to leave any earlier than—what? What the hell you lookin' at?"

They blinked.

"Hey... Hey, cut that out—would you—would you stop fucking looking at me like that?"

"Oh, shit," Shaozu said under his breath.

"Agreed," Ming murmured, watching Tahno nearly topple his chair over in fury. "This is much worse than we thought."


The morning came and, sure enough, he was out of coffee by eleven. The two lightweight bastards were still sleeping, so when Tahno took the scenic walking route to go get more—fucking snow with its fucking brightness and its fucking cold—he left a note on the counter. His post-it missive offered them a grudging thanks—don't think I owe you guys, or anything, but you can fucking expect me to return the favor one day, I'm warning you right now—and a short and sweet: now please show yourselves the fuck out.
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That one night

they were at an impasse.




Eventually, Monday arrived.

By mid-afternoon, Tahno was practically an open nerve. This time, he'd brought no beverages of any kind into the office—though he did spend ten minutes agonizing in the parking lot of the coffee shop down the street, not that he'd ever admit it—and now he was hunched over the paperwork at his desk, working much harder at appearing focused rather than doing any of the actual focusing, itself. The clock on the wall was typically silent, but today the ticks all but hammered against the glass beakers, leaving ringing sounds blaring through his ears. The slightest blip of a bubble bursting from the other room would send him rocketing into all kinds of internal disarray, and fling his staccato heart into a rhythm that was at least three times too fast; at this rate, this stupid, insignificant, little girl was quite literally going to be the death of him.

But eventually, the charade grew easier to pull off, and soon he was so engrossed in pretending to be engrossed that he didn't notice his intern standing over him until: "Afternoon, Professor Tight-Pants."

The amused voice rolled across skin, and he froze. (No, literally. Things just stopped.) Then Tahno took a deep breath, carefully schooled his expression into something bored and unreadable, and looked up.

But she was already settling in at the couch and arranging her paperwork over the coffee table; she'd stolen that too, almost three weeks ago. He'd almost forgotten about that.

"That's it?" he asked, before he could appropriately bludgeon himself into silence.

Korra spared him a brief glance, with one crooked brow raised high, and then nestled deeper into the couch. She extended one long arm over the armrest and down to the floor, where she retrieved her to-go cup. "What's it?" she asked, like she didn't know exactly what he was talking about. At least she's still a terrible liar.

"You're not even gonna say anything?"

"About?"

"About the other night," he gestured. Oh, shit. "You're... you're not—?"

"I'm sorry," she said slowly, obviously confused. "Did you want a lecture?"

"I didn't say that," he snapped back immediately. "I just expected—I mean. I just expected you to—"

"What?" she retorted crisply. "No, really. It's all right. Go ahead, Tahno. Tell me: what did you expect?"

He swallowed, and bit his tongue. Well. This is going as splendidly as I'd imagined.

"Look, Professor Tight-Pants," she said with a sigh. He was still wracking his brain for something to say, but inspiration simply wouldn't strike. (Though perhaps that was for the best, because if one of the argument-muses did strike, then she might, too.) "I figured it'd be in both of our best interests to just let it go. Water under the bridge and all that."

Say something, his mind urged. Say— "Don't you think that nickname's getting a little old?"

Her face darkened. "You're lucky I mentioned your pants at all, considering their whereabouts the last time I saw you."

Dammit! "That's not what I meant to—ah, fuck it, I just meant—"

"Look," Korra cut in decisively. "It happened. I asked you not to bring your little adventures back to my apartment, but you did. Just don't let it happen again. Drop it, okay?"

And to make her point, she pointedly turned back to the notebook in her lap and began scanning the notes. But he couldn't drop it. Not like that.

"Fine," he spat. "But don't forget that you're the one who told me to do something!" Her expression turned murderous. Shit.

"I didn't mean on my couch!"

"This is stupid!" Tahno groaned in frustration, while Korra glared daggers. "Just tell me what I'm supposed to do!"

"Me? I'm not responsible for your actions! Figure it out yourself!"

"That's not what I meant! Look, all I want—fucking hell—I just want to know how—"

"Holy crackers, Tahno—out with it! What in the hell are you trying to say?"

"I'm trying to apologize!"

Korra blinked, and he felt the realization of what he'd just said steadily creep over him like a slow-rolling wave of desperation; his seething anger deflated with each deep, panting breath, and was replaced with the slow-burning heat of humiliation. He didn't do humiliation. Tahno's tongue was already wrapped around another scorching deflection—well, if you hadn't come home so early—

But then she went and surprised him. Again.

She laughed.

"You idiot," she smirked. Out of nowhere, she chucked a crumpled ball of paper toward him, which hit him square in the nose. He'd had masterful hand-eye coordination back in the day, skills that weren't too shabby even now, but he was so caught off guard that he hadn't even seen it coming. Confusion wrapped itself around his features, and when he looked up, perplexed, Korra was still laughing at him... This annoyed him, but on a very distant level, in a very quiet space inside his mind. Her laughter continued, but her smile was soft—warm, even.

And, all things considered, Tahno decided that things could have gone much worse.


"Look, I think I've heard you grovel enough for one day—"

"I do not—"

"But I still want you to answer me one question: why my apartment?" Korra asked curiously, glancing up from the book resting against her upturned knees.

Sometime not too long ago, she'd taken it upon herself—for the sake of proper space utilization, duh, Tahno—to lay herself out along the couch completely. Strands of her chaotic ponytail hung over the armrest every which way—the long, dark tendrils covertly marking her territory—and her bare feet had tucked themselves into one of the crevices between the cushions, obscuring her toes under the warmth of the ugly fabric. The wretched red hoodie was thankfully missing in action, tossed and clumped unceremoniously into a makeshift pillow beneath her head, which meant that she could work more comfortably in the warm lab in her simple t-shirt—and without the dreadful bulk of such a hideous color. Without meaning to, he glanced once more at the small slip of skin between the rise of her jeans and the navy blue cotton, where the shirt had rode too high from her endless shifting along the couch—blue, he thought urgently, distractedly, pinpointing a small metal button at the corner of her left pocket. Blue, it's—it's obviously a much more fitting—

"Hey, earth to Professor Tight-Pants."

What?

"What?" Korra rolled her eyes, effectively dismissing his selective hearing; apparently, she was used to being tuned out. Tahno tried not to feel annoyed about that, though he didn't see why he should.

"Why my apartment? Why didn't you just go to yours, like usual?"

"That's a useless question."

"Yeah, and I want to know."

Tahno's eyes narrowed. "All right, fine," he snipped. "Yours was closer."

"Really," she sat up, turned herself toward him, and revealed an even wider slice of smooth, dark skin. Not that he noticed. "You reneged on our truce because of locational convenience?"

"Hey, I never—okay, listen, we were already downtown, so we would've had to backtrack to bring her back. Plus, it was late. I mean, really. Be reasonable."

"Oh, right," she said dryly, gesturing stiffly with her pen. "I forgot: safety first."

"Oh, come on," he groaned, barely believing himself for what he was about to say. "The only reason I even considered your apartment usable was because Asami was convinced that you were off fooling around with that Mako creep."

He paused. Should this feel like a confession or...?

But Korra barked out laughter, shaking him from his unsettling thoughts. "No," she said firmly, still laughing, which made him feel a little better, until— "Not Thursday night, at least."

...

...

...

Tahno deadpanned. "You're kidding."

She shrugged, and then ducked her head down, doodling intently into the notebook in her lap. She looked like she was hiding her face. Her smirk. What?

"So..." Tahno began, feeling slightly stunned. "So, what... you're together now, or something?"

"I wouldn't say together is the right word," she said distantly, smiling more to herself than speaking to him. The words sounded just a little too familiar, like they'd played this scene before. He didn't like it. What does she mean by that?

"But you're seeing him now, then?" he asked, mustering all the nonchalance he could find; he used to be so good at haughty aloofness... there had to be some still left in there somewhere. "Douche personality, and all?"

Her head cocked to the side, minutely, like she was digging around inside his head, and then before he knew it, she had plopped back down onto the couch and returned her gaze to her ballpoint pen, watching it twirl over her fingers in the way that she knew annoyed him. "I don't see how you're really in any position to talk. You may be kindred douche spirits, but you hardly know him."

"So you admit he's a douche?"

"Every day," she announced. "Often to his face."

Tahno blinked. This was not necessarily a side of her he expected to see. I mean, I know that we often—that is, she and I—

"And he's okay with this?"

Korra's head lifted up an inch, and she turned questioning, curious eyes toward his. She still looked amused, and that bothered him. Reel it in, star player, you're not in undergrad anymore—pull yourself together. 

"What?" she challenged through a smile, digging one elbow into the cushion as she leaned forward, facing him more fully. "You think you and Asami are the only ones who have the right to be casual?"

He winced so hard he saw spots. Or maybe he'd almost gagged. He couldn't tell. "Our idea of casual does not usually entail such charming tête-à-têtes."

"Oh, trust me, I've seen your idea of casual. Firsthand."

He scowled. It's not like he could argue with that.

"Hey," she shrugged, laughing again, this time at his obvious disgust. "I've got to put up with all your crazy somehow, don't I?"

No. No. That idea did not sit well with him, it did not. He was not playing any part in this alleged cause-and-effect nightmare. "So you combat charisma with commonplace?" he scathed. "Tell me, how does one manage such a large, lunkhead cretin, anyway? I'm sure he can't be very easy to transport, even with all that empty space up top. What do you store up there?" he crossed his arms. "Car keys? Imported coffee beans? Perhaps a list of better life decisions you've decided to ignore?"

"Look, I get it: you don't like him, he doesn't like you—at all—but you're both forgetting something very important."

"And what is that?"

"That I don't particularly like either of you, anyway," she smirked.

"Do not  lump me together with—"

"Listen here, pretty boy," she sighed, impatience wearing thin. "I'm a busy girl, so here's a new deal, one that you will not break: keep your conquests out of my apartment, and I'll keep my rendezvous to myself. Oh! Would you look at that, they're both things we were planning to do, anyway... Settled, then?"

Her tone made it clear that the conversation was over; a competitor he'd been and a competitor he still was, and his instincts were telling him that there would be no more ground given today.

"Fine," he muttered, forcefully. "Whatever." With a flourish, he turned back to the paperwork on his desk, decidedly ignoring the infuriating presence across the room. His pen scritched and scratched illegible words in the too-small margins and wove sloppy arrows that would no doubt be worthless later. His intern tended to hmm in thought, or clack her pen along the metal spiral of her notepad, or even, sometimes—and this was the worst—start singing under her breath, probably without even realizing it. Tahno usually put an end to this nonsense before it even began, but today... he just couldn't seem to muster the energy.

(Because, in truth, Tahno knew they hadn't settled anything.)


It didn't take long for Tahno to realize that this Monday was quickly becoming totally and utterly useless; on the one hand, his intern was especially motivated today, and even managed to accomplish twice the workload she normally generated after a weekend, which—technically—more than made up for the loss on Friday. But on the other hand?

Tahno's eyes hardly left the pages in front of him the whole afternoon, and yet, somehow, it still ended up being his most unproductive session to date.
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That one night



on the kitchen floor.


Korra stiffened when she felt a chin drop gently onto her shoulder.

"I'm sorry," Asami murmured into the red hood scrunched around her neck. The tiniest trace of a smile attacked the corners of Korra's lips, and when Asami leaned closer in to catch a glimpse, Korra lost control and had to turn away. She rolled her eyes for good measure, but to no avail; she was caught. "I aaam," Asami pleaded, knowing full well that the worst was over. She trapped Korra's shoulders in her arms, and when Korra struggled and tried to break away, Asami only wrapped her arms around her more tightly. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry," she begged, burying her face even deeper into the red, love-worn fabric of their alma mater... and Korra might even have stood a chance, if not for the fact that every apology was punctuated by another fervent nudge of Asami's nose to the space above Korra's clavicle, which meant that her ticklish spots were simply no match. "I've apologized so many times!" Asami continued, as Korra finally cried out and tried slapping, scratching, and wrestling the hands away; unfortunately, all she succeeded in doing was making herself laugh even harder and completely ruining the already-minimal level of organization to the class notes she'd arranged over the small kitchen table. "Korra, please, please, please don't still be mad. Please, please, please, please—"

"Asami!"

"Please, please—"

"Ah—Asami!" Korra finally broke free. (She'd had to launch herself from the chair in order to do it, of course.) Korra backed herself against the counter at the sink, and held out a halting hand to try and maintain some distance between them; Asami was still leaning over the back of the kitchen chair a few feet away, but Korra didn't trust that illusion of safety for a second. (Asami could be a sneaky one, and she was fast.) When she finally caught most of her breath, she looked across the open space above the stained and splotchy hardwood. "Asami, I wasn't mad."

Asami leveled her with a mere look.

"Korra."

"Okay, fine," she grumbled, crossing her arms. "Yeah, I was. I was pissed, but only because I was so caught off guard. I mean, it was one thing when I would walk in on you and Iroh, or even that guy with all the random-ass cabbages—"

"Korra! It was a family business," she hissed. "And I told you to never speak of him again!"

She smiled as she ducked a flying eraser, and this time Korra didn't bother to hold back her smirk. "Or what about that Hasook guy that you dated from my oceanography course freshman year?" (Duck.) "He was quite the keeper. Or maybe that shady guy—" (Duck, dodge, drop.) "What was his name again? Shady—shady something, right? Isn't that what I called him? Shady—ow!" Korra curled in on herself, nursing her left shin. There would be a bruise there tomorrow. "Asami!"

But Asami merely cackled. The hard floor was digging into Korra's hip, but her roommate didn't seem to mind, rocking and rolling all over the ground as she was. Her pouting lip jutted farther, and she shoved her roommate hard enough to send her tumbling, but by now, Asami barely noticed because she was practically roaring with delight. "Just typical," Korra huffed, crawling over to poke Asami's shaking shoulder. "You're a frickin' maniac, and your laughter still sounds like bells."

She should have seen it coming, but by then, it was no use; when Asami reached over and pulled Korra's shoulder down onto the kitchen floor beside her, Korra couldn't even put up a fight. Down she went with an oof! and an ugh! and: Asami, if you give me another splinter, so help me—

"I guess I've dated some pretty disappointing characters, haven't I?" Asami sighed, sending shockwaves of exhaustion all the way down Korra's spine. It wasn't the most comfortable position—they normally had the sense to at least do this in the living room—but Asami's warm shoulder was pressed against hers, and truthfully, she didn't want to move. Korra sighed, too.

"I liked Iroh," she offered quietly, sending a sidelong glance to her left; Asami caught it with a very familiar look. "But you already know that."

"Yeah," Asami breathed deeply, staring up at the ceiling. "I know."

Many things passed between them. The warmth shared from one shoulder to the next. Memories of break-ups and hook-ups and ice cream. Too late nights with too many movies and never enough pillows. Old rooms, dorm rooms, living rooms, bathrooms, and now, even the kitchen floor.

This is gonna be okay, Korra thought to herself, studying Asami's profile carefully. We've been through weirder shit than this. Right?

"Hey, Korra?"

She could feel herself frowning but found it impossible to stop. "Yeah?"

Asami hesitated, which was almost never a good sign. She opened her mouth once, closed it, and opened it again. Korra's senses went on alert. But finally, Asami sighed and leaned back, letting her head gently drop back onto the old floor. Korra tried to tell herself that this wasn't unusual... but she was already feeling a strange kind of loss.

"I'm sorry, Korra. I know it's weird because he's your supervisor, and... I shouldn't have brought him over, especially after you asked me not to."

"Hey," Korra said softly, shifting closer. "Look, it's over with. It's no—"

"I'm sorry," Asami whispered, eyeing her roommate seriously, and surprising Korra into silence.

She couldn't remember the last time Asami had looked at her like that.

"I promise you," she smiled a sad, sheepish smile. "It won't happen again."


And her promise rang true.

It didn't.
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That one night



Tahno paid for his obliviousness.


"That can't be right," she muttered, squinting at the date on her cellphone's screen.

But it was; somehow, while Korra hadn't been paying attention, time had inexplicably drifted into March. Figures. I start to feel grounded just as soon as the semester starts coming to an end.

Perhaps it wasn't a total surprise, though, what with just barely—passing!—finishing midterms, preparing for the lab's upcoming research ventures out into the field—swamps!—not to mention that huge conference that Tahno had coming up, where he was going to be doing all sorts of network-y things and pushing for a career path she didn't really understand, plus prepping for his dissertation defense... Tahno was becoming more and more like a skittish cat every week, unpredictable and territorial and, strangely enough, prone to taking naps in the strangest of places. (She once found him sleeping under his desk, but she wasn't even going to start on that one... Though, she did wonder why she never found him on what she considered to be a perfectly good couch.)

To be perfectly honest, with everything that was going on—swamped!—it was a miracle she managed to scrape by at all.

Speaking of.

"Oops."

Korra was already at the register by the time she realized that what her fingers were scraping at the bottom of her wallet was absolutely nothing at all.

Tahno heaved a sigh.

"Airhead," he chided, reaching into his own wallet once more. "I'll buy it, but don't get used to it."

Korra smiled wide, all cheeks. "Thank you, Professor Tight-Pants, sir!" Her arm swooped down and scooped up the pint of ice cream with impressive speed. "Whoah, look at all that green in there... That's funny, I always took for you for a plasticky kind of guy."

Tahno glared. "I'd say that I'm unimpressed with your display of gratitude, but I suppose I should know better by now."

"Sorry," she quipped, but this time she had the grace to look at least a little contrite. "Asami always gets on my case about that, too... I swear she'd lock me up and torture me with socialite classes for weeks if she had her way... as if it'd do any good," Korra snickered.

Tahno watched with morbid fascination as she tore open the plastic film protecting her ice cream with her teeth. "Charming," he drawled.

"Oh, lighten up," she nudged, poking his elbow with hers. (However, his words did cause Korra's plans to quickly change course: she decided to wait until after they got back to the lab to bring out the plastic spoon she'd snagged from the service stand by the garbage cans. Just in case.) "I said thank you, didn't I? And I really do mean it. Look, stingy, I'll even buy yours next time!"

"With the lint in your little pennies purse? How generous of you."

"Hey, no need for rudeness, you snob," she made a face. She hoped he could see it properly in the light cast off from the fluorescent signs; his exasperated stare told her of her success. "You know, half the time I wonder if Asami has ever actually seen this slimy side of you. I bet she doesn't get nasty, pretentious comments when she tries to offer up a kind deed... oh, for—really, Tahno?" She grumbled as they walked along the dirt path below the arch of wild, barely-managed bushes. "Never mind, you sleaze. Don't answer that."

"I didn't even say anything," he protested.

"You insinuated it with your eyes."

Tahno considered this. "I suppose that's possible. I'm often told I have that power."

Korra glared. "Let me guess: did my roommate tell you that?"

As he reached out and held back a low-hanging branch for them to pass through, he glibly replied, "Your roommate tells me many things."

"Ugh, forget I said anything."

"Believe me, I try."

You know what? To hell with caution. If she was going to survive the evening, she'd better be prepared; Korra whipped out the plastic spoon from her red hoodie's pocket and ripped off the lid, digging right on in through the journey up the steps leading to the science building. The container was cold in her hands—Why did we buy this again? In March? At dusk?—but she ignored the chill and kept shoveling to her heart's content.

Once the sugar had achieved her a certain level of calm, Korra glanced to the side, stamping down the sudden defensiveness that had risen to the surface. "Seriously, though," she eyed him, and the undercurrents in her tone demanded a response. "I'm obviously gonna pay you back."

Unfortunately, somewhere in the in-between, her resolve had gotten shaky; Korra tried not to think about how her voice had just sounded, like a little of her wounded feelings had just slipped through. She'd wanted to sound convincing—Does he really think that little of me? Am I really just some sort of leech to him?—and... well.

Tahno halted at the doorway and looked down at her in surprise. Ahh, great.

She seized the opportunity of the open door and slipped right past him, forcing herself to keep up her regular stride as she approached the sanctuary of her couch. She could hear Tahno place his own bag of groceries down on his desk—it's so messy, even messier than usual—and could sense him shuffling uncomfortably behind her.

She spun back around—runaway coins from the bottom of her backpack in hand—and it was a good thing that her mouth was already halfway ready to speak anyway because it probably would have dropped open from shock.

Tahno was close—much closer than one could consider their usual sort of close, Korra's addled mind registered distantly, as blaring sirens echoed from the farthest corners of her mind—and he was looking right down at her, and at the quarters and dimes and nickles in her hand but—What is he thinking? Korra wondered.

(What she wouldn't give for a penny, she thought blandly.)

"You know what?" he said abruptly, shifting back. Korra blinked up at him, the coins still held aloft in her upturned palm. "Forget about it."

"But..." Korra's brows drew together. She stared down at the money in her hand. "Really, it's not a big—"

"No," he said firmly, and for reasons that Korra couldn't entirely explain, she stopped. He licked his lips thoughtfully and then: "Consider it... my display of gratitude."

A small, tentative smile spread across Korra's face. "Yeah?"

Immediately, Tahno stiffened. "Hey. I said don't get used to it. This is a rare occasion, so savor it."

Korra's smile grew cheeky, but her voice remained soft and light. "And if I say I'm unimpressed?"

"Then I'll simply bestow my highly-coveted gifts upon those who show a tad more appreciation upon receiving them."

Korra outright laughed and flounced onto the couch, effectively breaking the tension. Tahno huffily made his way back to his desk, ignoring her laughter all the while, but eventually... it died down. With as much of a brave face as she could muster, she said, "Well... thank goodness you have Asami, then."

By the time he looked up, she was already digging back into her ice cream, but that didn't mean she didn't see:

Tahno's only response was a frown.


(Though... that might have just been her imagination.)
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That one night

shit got complicated.


"What's that noise?"

"Ignore it," Korra ordered, recapturing Mako's attention with her mouth. "It's just Asami getting home from work."

"Ah," he breathed absently, promptly returning to his proper duties; Korra was delightfully surprised to see that this news had only barely fazed him.

After a moment, Korra paused. "Wait," she halted him, and Mako immediately huffed a breath of frustration. "Is she—talking to—someone?" she asked, in between the kisses being dotted along her jaw.

"She's probably just on the phone," he surmised, nipping at her ear, to which Korra gave a breathy sigh of laughter. With a knowing smirk, he looked down at her rather pointedly, then dropped down to bring his mouth to her ear, where he huskily echoed, "Ignore it."

She didn't need to be told twice.


"I would, but your apartment's just so far away. Couldn't we meet somewhere closer?"

Tahno scowled into the cell phone, tipping his kitchen chair back until he was balancing on its two hind legs. "We'd still have to come back here, anyway," he reasoned.

"Well, I know, but—oh. Hold on."

A soft rustling from the other end told Tahno that she was moving about, and he could almost hear the sound of her jangling keys unlocking the door. Tahno waited patiently, tapping his pen against the edge of the kitchen tabletop. It wasn't really interesting enough for him to be staring at it as hard as he was, but what could he do? He couldn't stand to look at paperwork anymore, and there wasn't much else to look at in his apartment these days.

"All right, sorry about that," she said, in a much softer voice.

"What was that?"

"Korra's home... and it looks like she has a guest."

There was no mistaking her tone. Tahno's scowl deepened. "What's he doing there?"

"Well, from the looks of the courtesy bra hanging over the door handle—"

"Yeah, got it," Tahno ground out, yanking the phone away from his ear. "Never mind."

"Sorry," she said again, but this time with a laugh. "Supervisor-intern boundaries. I keep forgetting."

Yeah, Tahno thought morosely. He tossed the pen against the wall and watched it clatter onto the floor. Tell me about it.

"Has he been over often?"

"Ah, Tahno," Asami chided. "You know better than to compare his situation to yours."

"So she's seriously allowed to have guests, but not you?" he demanded, though he had no real reason to feel so upset. (He didn't even like their apartment. It was too small, and the furniture was old. He couldn't fathom why they insisted on keeping stuff, when Asami's family was loaded, but it wasn't really his job to understand the rich apart from having to suck up to them at banquets.)

"Yeah, well, I still kind of owe her one after Valentine's Day," she sighed, breaking Tahno's train of thought. His stomach did that strange flipping maneuver again. "I apologized, like, a million times, but I know I'm not entirely off thin ice just yet, so I don't want to take any chances. Plus, she's always been so lenient with me, and it's time I repaid the favor... besides," Asami added pointedly, with a hint of suggestion. "She actually keeps her business behind closed doors."

Business, Tahno's mind echoed. Business.

"I'm glad she's finally got him, though—she's been crushing on him the whole year, practically."

He didn't really want to hear any of this; he really didn't want to hear any of this. "Well, it's a good thing I'm a decent supervisor and stay out of my interns' lives," he intoned dryly.

"Pffft, please. You're such a gossip."

"What's that supposed to—"

"Though, you know, I was actually thinking the other day about how nice it would be for us to all go out together."

What.

"What."

"You know," she demurred. "Like a double date."

"They're not dating," he replied immediately, eyes narrowing.

"Yeah," she laughed into the receiver; he could hear her smirk at the other end of the line. "And neither are we."


"Hey. I was thinking..."

Oh, god. I thought we'd already gone over this.

"I mean," he continued, not ever once breaking his momentum; his hands were still trailing down her back. "You already know that I had a thing for your roommate."

Korra slowly lifted her head up. She shot a quick glance to the strong, naked chest below her and cocked an impatient brow. "Is this really the best time for this?"

"Oh," Mako shifted over the mattress, looking uncomfortable. "Sorry, that didn't come out right. I was just wondering, well... you know about my romantic troubles, but I don't know anything about yours."

Korra couldn't believe it. She was half-naked and willing—Mako did work out a ton, after all—and he wanted to talk about romance? Hers?

"What's your point?"

Mako shrugged, and Korra felt herself grow distracted all over again. What beautiful muscles. What solid, rippling, beautiful— "I'm just curious," he hedged, though his discomfort sent Korra spiraling back toward reality. "Can't I know about this other guy that you like?"

"Does it matter?"

Whether or not it did, Korra wasn't going to allow him a chance to answer; she swooped back down with a predatory smirk, targeting the space below his jaw and effectively exploiting all of the good intelligence she'd gained on his weaknesses—all of which had been acquired through hours and hours of extensive research over the last few days. Appropriately redirected, Mako gave up on their little chit-chat and resumed the wonderful work he'd been doing with his fingers—long, warm, calloused—moments before. She released a breathy sigh of success into his mouth and promptly felt the world spin; she was surprised, until a primal growl rattled her brain and made her realize that she'd literally been flung onto her back, actually flipped by the gorgeous pair of arms encasing her into the mattress. Now this is more like it.

Mako nipped and sucked, testing and teasing, numbing Korra's mind in ways that made her think that, perhaps, she wasn't the only one cataloging certain kinds of weaknesses, and then—

He pulled back abruptly, wrenching his lips from hers with a panicked, wary look in his eyes. "It's not Bolin, is it?"

"What!"

Mako frowned. "It's a valid question."

"How so?" she asked flatly, rising up on her forearms to strengthen her glare.

Mako made a shrugging gesture and nodded his head, looking uncomfortable all over again. "Well," his voice dropped to just above a whisper. "You know."

Korra stared blankly.

"Since he likes you."

(What.)

"What?"

Was that... smugness in his eyes?

"Now, who's oblivious."

"Hold on," Korra flew upward, almost knocking him over. They were nose-to-nose, but that was the furthest thing from her mind. What a waste!

"What are you saying? Are you telling me that Bolin actually-and you knew?" she demanded. "And you didn't say anything?"

Mako reared back at her accusatory finger. "I thought you knew. I figured you'd already talked to him about it or something, so I just went with it."

(Shock.) "But... but he's never said anything!"

"Does he have to?"

What kind of question is that? "Uhh—yeah! It would frickin' help!" She exclaimed hotly. Incredulously.

"What were you expecting? Bolin's a relatively open guy, but I think not saying anything has been kind of the point; he's had it in his mind the whole year that you liked somebody else, so he stayed quiet."

"Oh, shit," Korra muttered, rubbing her hands down her face. (It vaguely occurred to her that she still wasn't wearing a bra. Or a shirt.) "He knew it was you!"

"Yeah," Mako suddenly scowled, but it resembled more of a pout. "Though it's not like he ever bothered to tell me."

"Ah!" Korra exclaimed again. "He didn't say anything to anyone!"

"Biding his time, I bet."

"Dude, this is so not the time for a bitter brotherly rivalry-thing."

"What?" he demanded defensively. "You gonna try to tell me I'm wrong?"

"No, I—that's not what I—ah, dammit," she groaned, letting her head fall back as frustration soared. (In a distant part of her mind, she could sense Mako's hungry eyes on her throat, her bare chest—propped by the strength in her arms.) "It's just that I told him recently—about how I was over you."

"Wait," Mako shifted forward. (She loved it when she could see the muscular cords of his throat at work, dancing just under the skin.) "You talked about this? You talked to him about this guy that you like, but not me?"

"No!" she snapped, rising up again. "I told him I wasn't into anyone!"

"So you're not into anyone?"

"No, I'm—goddammit, I am, but I haven't told anyone apart from you, and I don't even like it myself, and it's not Bolin!"

"Then you lied to him?"

"I—well—fine! Yeah, whatever, I lied to him about it, okay?"

"Well, shit," Mako muttered, sitting back. He rubbed at his temple with the heel of his palm. "Then he'll probably start trying to pursue you again."

"Ah—again?"

"And I'm pretty sure he thinks he's been sending all the right signals, too."

Korra groaned aloud, collapsing back onto the pillows. "If I hear one more thing about these supposed signals..."

After a few moments of silence, Mako followed suit. His whole form fit snugly against her side, and she had to admit—even if only privately—that she kind of liked the way he was looking down at her, with his head propped up on his hand like that. She didn't even mind when Mako began playing with her ponytail, which had come half loose. Great, she thought miserably, because, for all her sudden guilt over everything, she still felt... good. She couldn't bring herself to regret this arrangement with Mako, as basic and frivolous as it was. Hey, she thought, defensively. I'm allowed to live my life. Right?

She lounged back, feeling the chilled skin of her shoulder against Mako's warm chest, and met his gaze. "Don't you have some kind of brotherly code against this sort of thing?"

He considered this, absently brushing the hair away from her face. "Not that I know of," Mako shrugged. "Though it's not like I've really brought it up..."

Korra groaned again.

"Does this mean we have to stop seeing each other now?" he asked, a hint of worry to his tone.

Korra paused, biting her lip. She replied honestly. "I don't want to stop."

Mako brightened, though, in his defense, he seemed like he was trying not to be too obvious about it. "I don't either," he admitted. "I like spending time with you."

She leveled him with a look, but he gave one right back. She gave his shoulder a little shove; he nudged her with his hips, pushing and rolling her to the side. She gave an incredulous little breath of laughter, and punched his chest; he smirked in challenge and—rather audaciously—gave the side of her nose a teasing swat. Oh, no, you didn't—but he did, and the next thing she knew, they were wrestling over the bouncy mattress, tearing apart the already unmade bed, and—it was fun, Korra realized. It was easy. It was simple.

Mostly.

"Ah, hey, watch it, watch—watch—watch it—ugh," Mako groaned, as they finished toppling to the floor. Luckily, he'd broken her fall.

"Oh, god," Korra laughed breathlessly, ruffling his hair with her fingers as she leaned forward to assess the damage. As she checked the top of his head for any bumps and bruises, he caught her chest with his face, effectively earning a rather un-Korra-like squeal of laughter as he claimed one breast with his tongue. It's not that she didn't appreciate his artistry; they just had a conversation to finish.

(She'd meant to distract him with her mouth, but... well.

It wasn't the first time one of her plans backfired, and it wouldn't be the last.)


"And here I thought we were actually decent people," she commented sometime later, as they laid themselves over the comfy next of covers strewn across the floor.

Mako examined one of her knuckles he was kissing with solemn confusion. He brushed his thumb over the valleys and hills, and asked, "Aren't we?"

Korra sighed, blowing out her bangs, and admitted, "I'm not so sure anymore." And then, more quietly: "I guess we're both assholes."

She felt his hand squeeze hers.

"We're allowed to want this, you know."

She smiled, but it was tainted. "Yeah? And what happens when you want too much at once?"

He laughed, though she really wasn't sure why. Korra pouted, but Mako merely gave her another nudge.

"Yeah, okay," he teased. "Like that's stopped you before."

A skeptical brow raised high, but a ghost of a smirk played at her lips. "I feel like there's a challenge in there somewhere."

"There wasn't, but I'm not surprised you found one, anyway."

"Why, you—"

(And it's like she said:

It wouldn't be the last.)


"So... you're really not gonna tell me?"
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That one night



Tahno spilled his coffee. (Part I)


"Kiss me."

"...what?"

Tahno surreptitiously cleared his throat and took another careful sip. He stared at the words below, but they merely floated around the page.

"It's New Year's... It's bad luck if you don't."

The dark liquid burned his throat long after it had been swallowed down. It was his second cup of the day, and he really should have called it quits by now—he felt restless, jumpy, unusually alert—but he couldn't seem to stop; it gave him something else to do.

Tahno bit his cheek, glancing up.

The coffee table was stacked with all sorts of tedious things, and his intern was lounging away on the couch, squinting her entire focus into the tiny lines of a document that she held above her face. It couldn't have been comfortable.

He looked back down at his own paperwork, feeling the itch in his skin more than ever. He couldn't sit still. The styrofoam cup felt rubbery against his mouth.

"Are you going to hit me again?"

This was a bad idea. This was a terrible idea. He had no idea what he was still doing there, or why he hadn't yet bothered to shut his mouth. He was supposed to be her supervisor; she was his intern, his assistant fresh out of undergrad—the roommate of the woman he was fucking on the weekends—and according to some abstract rules of society or whatever, he was supposed to be the responsible one. She was going to have to work with this girl for the rest of the year, to keep trusting her with his life's research, to keep seeing her every day, sprawled over her couch, wearing that stupid—

"You're safe for now, I guess," she whispered through a smirk, and he could feel the wisps of breath against his lips. Her eyes were hooded, lids growing heavy. "I just wouldn't linger in any parking lots... if I were you."

Four, three—

(Fuck it.)

"No promises," he whispered back, throat thick beneath his smile; she didn't need to know all that he'd really meant by that. (Just one kiss. One kiss wouldn't hurt. What she didn't know wouldn't hurt.)

Two—

And for most of it, it was barely a kiss at all; it was the kind of kiss he could feel every millisecond along the way; the kind where he could feel the other person even before he touched them; where the electricity beforehand was so intense that the actual contact sent a jolt all the way down to his toes, all the way into his brain, curling around his spine; where the heat seared into the skin of his lips, and left an invisible mark. It lasted now more than a second or two, but he could still feel it, even after she pulled back, when their noses were just barely touching. He could still feel it, even when his focus was entirely on her eyes—still closed—and the soft sigh that escaped her amidst the cheering crowds echoing throughout the many rooms. He could still feel it, right there, because she had pulled back but not away, only for a moment, and was leaning back in to—

"Hey, Profe—"

"Ah!—fuck."
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That one night 

Korra was Tahno's knight in shining armor.

… or when Tahno spilled his coffee. (Part II)


"Fuck," he repeated. Hot! Fucking—hot!

"Holy—yikes, Tahno! What the hell are you doing over there?"

Tahno sent a scathing glare toward his intern; the last person he needed assistance from was his assistant. "No concern of yours," he muttered moodily under his breath.

"Look at you," Korra commented with a sigh, leaning down to examine his ruined shirt.

"What the—" he exclaimed, swatting away her hand from the lapel of his shirt. "How the hell did you move so—?

"Figures," she interrupted, rocking back onto her heels. "Only you could spill your coffee out of a to-go cup."

Funny, he glared. That might have been something he might have normally said about her, "Yeah, well," he grumbled, futilely trying to dab at the stains with a stray napkin. "They sure as hell don't make 'em like they used to."

"What?" Korra laughed. "The shirts? Or coffee cups?"

He considered this, shrewdly eyeing the brown splotches seeping into the threads. "Both."

"Whatever," she smirked, crossing her arms and watching him attempt a fool's task. "You should write a scathing letter, demanding that they bring back the glory products from the olden' times of your youth."

Tahno scowled. He wasn't that old.

"Yes, I'll be sure to do that, what with all the copious free time I have at my disposal."

"Well, I hope you have enough free time to buy another shirt, because that one is beyond all hope. And of all the days, too."

"It's fine," he snapped, digging deeper with the napkin.

Korra didn't look so sure. "Fine enough for that meeting you have with Tenzin in twenty minutes?"

"What meet—oh, fuck."

"That's what I thought," Korra sighed in exasperation. "That's what I called over to you for in the first place, to remind you that you're meeting with my godfather and his colleague to go over the conference itinerary because, of course, you'd never remember yourself."

"Fuck," Tahno spat, staring down at the taut fabric beneath his fingertips. He couldn't meet with his supervisor looking like this! "Of all the days—"

"Already said so."

He rounded on her, eyes fierce. "Not helping, intern."

"Well, what am I supposed to do? Don't you have any spare shirts lying around somewhere? Your car, maybe?"

"Why the hell would I pack extra clothes for work?"

"I don't know—for clumsy shit like this!"

"I am not clumsy!"

"Tell that to your shirt!"

Tahno's scowl deepened; he was only wasting time. His hands ran through the waves in his hair, clutching them tightly in an effort to curtail the full-out rage he could feel blooming. He rose quickly, pacing the floor behind his desk. "I mean, it'd be one thing if it were just Tenzin," he mumbled to himself, thinking out loud. "But he's bringing the College of Science dean with him—"

"Wait. Who's our dean?"

His grimace turned rueful. "Well, technically, it's the guy who studies paralysis, but... He's under investigation for some sketchy business with the physical therapy department, and the interim just happens to be his brother."

"Who's his—"

"Tarrlok," Tahno groaned, rubbing his hands over his face. "The creepy guy with the rats."

"Tarrlok?" she exclaimed. "From the blood lab?"

"He got promoted to full tenured Professor this semester, and he's already started being more vocal about initiating changes in the College," he said shortly, digging even deeper into the drying splotches. "Ridiculous changes. Stupid, asinine, illogical changes."

"You've never gotten along?" she guessed.

"He's always had it out for me," he defended. Or accused. He couldn't be sure which.

"Well, what are you going to do?" Korra asked nervously, beginning to understand the urgency of the situation. "That guy is so—so particular! And he's such a stickler for professionalism, too! He always wears like thousand-dollar suits or whatever outside the lab, even though he's supposed to be the bloodwork guy! He's gonna take one look at your shirt and flat-out withdraw your conference registration funding without ever looking at what you've written, because he's not gonna want a slob representing the—"

"I know!" he snapped. "Believe me, I know. I got it. Dammit," he growled, nearly tearing the napkin to shreds as it uselessly slid over the completely dry fabric. "I'm fucked."

"Wait! Ow," Korra suddenly exclaimed, ramming her hip into the corner of the wood in her rush to make it to the other side of the desk. "Hold on—I've got it!"

"What? You've got another men's dress shirt stowed away somewhere in that backpack—"

Before he could process what she was doing, Korra was up against him, colliding into his chest from the force of her momentum, and as he stumbled back, his hands immediately reached out to steady her, lest they both fall. Still a little thrown off-guard, Tahno glowered down at the girl in his arms and accused, "Your clumsiness is fucking contag—"

Tahno's words promptly disappeared, however, for Korra—once steady—had lifted her hands to his collar, and wrenched it apart.

"What the—what the hell are you doing?" Tahno hissed, immediately shooting a glance to the lobby down the hall. In an unusual stroke of luck, he'd left the blinds closed this afternoon. "Seriously," he insisted, grabbing her hands away from the remains of his shirt; she'd already torn off three buttons when she'd ripped it open. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"

"You can't wear this," Korra reminded him, before making quick work of undoing the buttons near his waist; she didn't even seem to notice that his fingers were still wrapped around her wrists. He watched in shocked fascination as her fingers traveled lower, brushing along his stomach as she finished the job. He hoped she didn't notice how hard he'd swallowed.

"Right," Tahno said slowly, watching as she fumbled with the final button. She ducked her head down to take a closer look, and Tahno used the opportunity to regain his composure. He lifted his head to the ceiling and took a deep, normalizing breath. "So what," he sniped, still focusing on the ceiling, and not on the activity at his hips. His fingers wouldn't let go. "You propose I greet Tarrlok in a beater?"

"Nope," Korra said simply, quickly rising. Tahno reflexively glanced down, coming face-to-face with his intern, where he was met with a pointed look. She shook her wrists free, and as his hands floated down to his sides, she eased her fingers under the fabric at his shoulders and slipped the ruined shirt down to his elbows, revealing the beater that he'd previously mentioned. That, at least, had been safe from the caffeine invasion—thanks to its being black—but he didn't really see how she thought that was going to be of any use, beyond pretending to be impervious to coffee stains or—

"Whoah," he resisted, leaning back away from her proximity. "What are you—?"

"Well, it's not exactly like you're helping!" she snapped, gesturing down to where he stood mostly-stiff while she was trying to free his arms from his long sleeves.

This seemed like the perfect time for a snarky comment—you know, I can't say that this is how I would have imagined you undressing me—but the words felt stuck in his throat.

"I hope you don't make Asami work this hard, goddamn."

Tahno's scowl returned, full-fledged, just as she tore the other cuff of his sleeve from his wrist, leaving him significantly less dressed than when he'd first entered the lab two hours ago. She crumpled the shirt into a pitiful ball of fabric and tossed it in the trash beneath the desk. "Hey!" he protested. "That was—whoah, hey."

Korra reached down to the hem of her horrendous, oversized red hoodie, and pulled it off.

"Whoah, no, what—wait, what—"

"Quick," she urged him breathlessly, ponytail askew from the ferocious removal of her sweatshirt. He looked at her like she was crazy. "C'mon," she snapped impatiently. "Put it on."

Oh, hell no! "Absolutely not," he ground out, with more anger than the situation probably warranted. "There is no way in hell—"

"This isn't really the time to be worrying about a fashion statement, Tahno!"

"That is actually precisely why we are worrying and—wait, where the hell is your shirt?"

"I'm wearing one!"

"You call that a shirt?"

"I call it a beater, thank you. Just like you do," she argued, roughly shoving the hoodie into his stomach. Tahno's eyes flew across the sight before him, taking in the small ridges of the white fabric, the low-sweeping slope of the neckline, the barest traces of a bra peeking out from beneath the straps—black—and swallowed.

"What happened to the t-shirts?" he asked dryly, pushing the sweatshirt back. Granted, he'd only seen one—t-shirt! One t-shirt!—but it was far more preferable to the despicable garment currently in his hands; and besides, she should have been supporting her new school, and it was about time somebody told her to buy some frickin' blue.

"You know the drill," she quipped, and then boldly gave him a wink. "Easier with fewer layers."

Tahno was speechless, but Korra didn't stay long for victory; she used his moment of loss to secure the bundle in his arms and flee to the other side of the room, where she immediately picked up her coat and scooped up the remainder of the day's paperwork.

"Do not tell me that's for that vapid moron's benefit!"

"Well, it's not exactly for Asami's!"

"Wait," he called, as soon as he was able to resume normal functioning. His brain was about to shut down from overload. "Where the hell do you think you're going?"

"Tarrlok's not supposed to know that I'm into biology. I chose you instead, remember?" she told him with a sigh. Her dark shoulders disappeared beneath a black winter coat. "I've got to get out of here before they arrive, which will be any minute now, so put on the damn hoodie!"

"You think this is more professional than a coffee-stained dress shirt?" he demanded, holding it at arms' length. "The atrocious undergrad sweatshirt of my supervisor's goddaughter? Tell me—in what part of your brain did this make sense to you?"

"Look," Korra marched over to him, coat on, and fully packed up and ready to go. She looked him straight in the eye, even though her gaze should have been level with his collarbone. He couldn't help but notice—at least, from what he could tell—that it didn't seem to make a speck of difference to her that his arms were exposed, or that the definition of his chest was clear, plain for all to see— "Tenzin is observant, but he's not gonna call you out on anything in front of somebody else; Tarrlok probably doesn't remember shit about your undergrad experience, and although he's not gonna be a huge fan of your attire, it'll probably be a hell of a lot better than any of your other options. And in a matter of moments, they're both going to be walking through that door! You have a completely ruined dress shirt in the trash bin, and you have a perfectly good sweatshirt in your hands—well, okay, it's mostly clean—so, really, it's up to you, but either way, I'm outta here."

"Wait!—you can't just—"

"Good luck, Professor Tight-Pants!" she whisper-called as she slipped out through the door, leaving him sort of shirtless in his own lab. "Tell me how it goes tomorrow!"

Tahno watched the door close, looked down at the loathsome red sweatshirt in his hands, and scowled.


"Well done, Tahno," Tenzin complimented, as soon as Tarrlok was out of earshot. He'd needed to step out to make a call, so it was anyone's guess for how long it would take. "Even Tarrlok is impressed in spite of himself."

Involuntarily, Tahno released a sigh of relief. "But is it enough for my dossier? Is it—do you think I have a shot at the tenure-line position?"

"Easily," Tenzin assured him. "However, there is one more detail I would like to discuss with you."

Unease reigned. "Yes?" Tahno asked steadily.

"Forgive me if I'm mistaken," he began, and then his eyes dropped in a subtle glance toward the red hooded sweatshirt Tahno wore. "But I could have sworn you attended a public school near the swamps."

"That's correct, sir."

"Ah," Tenzin said slowly, while Tahno internally cursed the day he even requested an intern in the first place. "Yes, I thought so. I couldn't help but notice your attire; I know that my goddaughter attended that very university. She's very proud of her alma mater."

"I'm sure she is," he agreed, not entirely able to keep out a hint of bitterness. Tenzin's eyes turned amused, and Tahno felt more like a fool than ever. To Tahno's surprise, Tenzin looked meaningfully toward the wadded-up shirt still in the trash, just barely visible under the rim; he smiled good-naturedly, lips quirking with understanding, but that did not make Tahno feel any better.

"Do I want to know?" he asked warily.

Tahno shook his head slowly; he told himself that his swallow wasn't a gulp.

"No, sir."
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That one night



Tahno did something reckless.


Tahno knew that if he tried to carry out this plan, he was probably going to die.

(He did it, anyway.)


"Hello?"

"So, I was thinking," he casually began, peering down at the sweatshirt in his lap. He played with an aglet of one of the hoodie's drawstrings while he spoke, looping and twisting it around his steering wheel.

"Tahno? You're calling me? What happened at the meeting? Is everything okay? Did we lose funding? Is the lab closed down forever?"

"You wish," Tahno drawled, glancing up to the townhouse across the street. It looked fancy enough on the outside, but Tahno knew better; Asami's father had more than enough money to have them both live out their graduate careers in a mansion, but still, they chose this young and hopping neighborhood full of hipster coffee shops and hipster bars. At least the shutters were nice.

"Oookay, so, why are you calling me then, you weirdo?"

"I thought you might want to know where your beloved sweatshirt is. Then again, I never really liked this sweatshirt much in the first place... I'd understand if you no longer cared about it."

"Tahno," she began, cautiously. Warningly.

(But Tahno was a wild man, unpredictable and unstoppable—or, at least. He used to be. Whatever. He just wanted revenge.

No.

He wanted justice.)

"I mean, it's really not worth all that much to me," he went on. "And I really don't feel like holding onto it until tomorrow."

"Tahno," she repeated, more urgently this time; anger and annoyance laced her tone. "This isn't funny."

"There's a dump just five miles from here," he remembered aloud.

"Tahno..."

"Though Goodwill would be more humane."

"Tahno, enough," she bit out. He could hear her moving around inside, and it sounded like she was dropping heavy things all over the floor. Shoes, maybe? "Where are you? I'll just come meet you and get the damn thing myself."

He smirked into the phone. "You can try."

"Shit, Tahno, did Tarrlok traumatize you or something? What's gotten into you?"

"Traumatized might be a little strong, but it mostly fits the bill," he admitted evenly.

All motion on her end of the line suddenly stilled. He could feel the cogs turning in her brain, a few of the puzzle pieces slowly clicking together.

"What's your condition?"

(So maybe he wasn't all that unpredictable, after all.)

Tahno smirked, watching the shadows over the curtains of one particular room on the third floor. "I am willing to give it back," he offered graciously. "Indeed, on one condition."

"What condition?" she sighed impatiently, resuming her rustling. She was getting ready to go out and find him, he bet.

"We'll need to meet in person to discuss this condition."

"That's two conditions," she pointed out.

"Fine," he responded easily. "Two conditions. I don't really care."

"All right, fine. I hope you know how much of an inconvenient asshole you're being," she muttered. "Where should I meet you?"

"Your apartment."

He waited in the silent car, barely breathing. The other end of the line sounded completely dead, but he knew she was still there. His eyes glanced up to the window once more; the light was still on.

"You're kidding," she said, finally. Flatly.

"I am not the kind to kid," he pointed out.

"Asami's not here, Tahno," she tried again, with a sigh. "She left early for the weekend to visit her dad."

Silently, Tahno licked his dry lips.

"I know."
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That one night 

Tahno felt like an undergrad again.


"All right," she huffed impatiently, shutting the door behind her. "Hand it over."

"You can stop looking at me like I'm going to break something. I'm not here to trash anything—you know. Nothing like what you did to my shirt this afternoon, anyway."

"Ha, ha, very funny. Now give it up."

"Not so fast," he crossed his arms, staring down at her. She'd barely let him cross the threshold, which simply wasn't going to work. "We've got things to discuss."

"So discuss."

Well, all right, then. "Fine. I want apartment visitation rights," he declared.

"You're visiting right now, aren't you?"

"Full visitation rights."

"No way," she immediately denied, aghast.

It wasn't unexpected, but he was still taken aback by the severity of her dismissal. "On what grounds?" he demanded.

"On the grounds of being an asshole!"

Tahno scoffed, "And yet you still let Mako inside."

"Is that what this is all about?" she snapped incredulously. "Some hissy fit because Mako's allowed over, and you're not?"

"Well, you have to admit that the imbalance is a little uncalled for."

"Uncalled for—uncalled for—"

"All right," he backpedaled, rapidly; her glare was so fierce it was actually a little difficult not to do so physically, too. Hurriedly, he tried, "So maybe not uncalled for. Maybe we blew it last month with the whole—with the whole Valentine's debacle—"

"Trust me, Tahno," she crossed her arms, more severe than he'd ever seen her before. "I know all too well what was blown."

He floundered, just a little. "All right," he nodded absently, unable to argue. "Yeah, all right—I fucked up, okay? But you're not even hearing me out!" he accused.

"News flash, Tahno," she took a step closer. "We're not in the lab; we're in my territory, and here I make the rules."

Well, that's funny, he thought spitefully, feeling a glower taking over. Because you somehow end up making the rules everywhere, anyway, no matter where you are.

But that was gonna change.

"This isn't a territorial dispute," he countered, holding her gaze steady. "This isn't even supposed to be a dispute!"

"Then what is it supposed to be?"

"A negotiation," he drawled. Not that you would know one if it smacked you in the face. "It's time we made a deal. An official one."

Korra regarded him very carefully. Slowly, she said, "I'm listening."

Tahno had to blink a few times before he was certain that he'd heard her right. He waited for any sort of invitation—something, whatever, anything—but she was perfectly content to keep him cornered by the door all night, apparently. "Can I sit down?" he asked, trying to be patient. (It wasn't easy.)

She rolled her eyes and turned her back on him, wordlessly ordering him to follow her to the small kitchenette in the adjacent room. It was a little smaller than his, but much, much brighter. Plus, there were five trillion different gadgets that he wouldn't know how to name, let alone ever have any use for.

"Goddamn, are you a barista on the side?" he asked incredulously. "There's enough coffee and espresso makers here to—"

"Asami is something of a connoisseur, as you should probably already know," Korra said curtly. Tahno's brows furrowed; this wasn't usually how they played the game. She really was annoyed. "She's the main reason for my preferences in the first place."

"Ah," he said.

A beat passed, then another—an awkward silence that felt far more awkward than it probably should have, and then Korra leapt from her seat and strode over to the Mr. Coffee. "Goddammit," she hissed, reaching for the filters in the upper cabinets. "Why do I have the feeling you're going to be here for a while?"

"Um—"

"You want one?"

He'd never had any of her home-brewed coffee before. "Is it safe?"

She glared.

"Yeah, fine, whatever," he mumbled, shaking his head. She was in an even worse mood than before, and he only kept making it worse for himself. God, Tahno, he chided mentally. Pull it together! His undergrad self would have been mourning this evening as a series of unspeakable failures; never would his younger self have ever thought he'd be so capable of saying precisely the wrong thing at the wrong time. Hadn't he used to be suave? Seductive?

"Er," he caught himself staring when she'd turned to face him with an expectant brow. "Thanks."

(Asami thought so.)

"So, were you not a coffee person before you met her, then?" he asked curiously, watching as she scooped the proper amount of coffee grounds into the filter. And by proper, of course, he meant estimated; the measuring spoon seemed to be more of a guideline than a tool. "What did you even drink?"

"You didn't come here to talk about coffee, Professor Tight-Pants."

Ah. The nickname. Although it hadn't always been clear to Tahno, the nickname seemed to be a good sign; it usually signaled that she wasn't yet furious enough with him to commit murder.

"You never know," he said airily. She had chosen nothing to replace her dreadful sweatshirt, so she was wearing a gray t-shirt—better—and black yoga pants, but he tried not to pay too much attention to those. And there, peaking out from underneath the gray cotton, was the bottom of a white tank top, the beater that he'd seen her wear that afternoon, which meant that she probably hadn't changed that, at least, which also meant that she probably hadn't changed what was underneath it, either—he coughed, gently, clearing his throat. "You never know," he repeated quickly, staring at the countertop to her right. "It could become part of the deal."

"How so?" she asked dryly, locking the pieces in place and flipping the switch on.

"Although I'm not quite so up-to-date on Asami's beverage preferences, I do happen to be very aware of your tastes."

Korra's eyes narrowed imperceptibly, but he could feel her attention catching.

"Go on," she allowed, slipping into the chair adjacent to his.

Tahno leaned farther across the table, suddenly looking very serious. "In exchange for full visitation rights—including, but not limited to, overnight stays when granted advanced permission—I will buy you one caffe mocha every week."

Korra snorted. "Like you would remember—"

"Extra hot, no whipped cream."

She halted.

"And you have a reusable cup, but you never remember to bring it, so go ahead and throw that in there too."

Korra looked discomfited, but he took this as another favorable sign. "One drink per week? You really think that's fair?"

"And your awful sweatshirt," he reminded her.

"That's all?"

Tahno blinked. "What more could you want?"

Slowly, Korra leaned forward, a saccharine smile spreading across her lips.

"You better grab yourself a pen, Professor Tight-Pants," she smirked.

(He probably should have been scared, but he was too distracted by her mouth.)

"Because this is gonna be fun."


"Oh, god," Tahno muttered hopelessly, staring down at the napkin-document in disgust. "I'm practically signing my soul away."

"Chin up, Professor Tight-Pants," she quipped, already in a considerably better mood. "All good things will be revealed in time."

"Easy for you to say," he sniped, scouring the messy pen blots lining their agreement. Sixty-four conditions. What was I thinking? "The least you could have done was find a piece of paper to use instead of this paper towel; at least then I could have lost my dignity with dignity."

"Tahno, you lost that long before you ever stepped through my door."

(The sad part, he knew, was that her words were even truer than she realized.)

"So now what?" he grouched.

"Now it's time for you to leave," she said simply, hanging the document on the fridge with a magnet, right where Asami could see it on Monday morning. It wasn't truly official until the roommate signed it too, but it was still a binding agreement in action, nonetheless. "I have class in the morning, and you probably have more rehearsal to do. Conference presentations won't prepare themselves."

Tahno scowled into his empty coffee cup. He hated it when she was right—which, unfortunately, proved to be more often than he would have liked.

"Want one for the road?"

"Why not? I've already burnt off most of my taste buds, anyway. Ow," he rubbed the back of his head tenderly. "That wasn't part of the bargain!"

"No, but the old rules of douchebaggery still apply." Douchebaggery? Is that even a word? Where does she come up with this— "And speaking of bargaining: I want my sweatshirt back."

Oh.

(He'd forgotten.)

"Ugh. I don't even know why you like that ratty old thing so much." He rose from his chair, stretching his long, stiff limbs.

"It's called sentimentality," she explained loftily, pouring the last of the pot into the to-go mug that she never remembered to use. "Though the concept's probably unfamiliar to you."

He sent an impressive glare, but it went unnoticed. She was rinsing out the parts of the coffee maker in the sink and setting them on the drying rack. He picked up the to-go cup from the counter, felt the warmth flood into his hands, and said, "Come out to my car and get it."

"What?" she glanced back to where he was leaning against the counter, incredulous as ever. "You didn't even bring it inside?"

"It was my best bargaining chip. You think I was really gonna let it go that easily? And besides," Tahno looked down pointedly; he was wearing the now-infamous beater and a jacket, but certainly, nothing that would stow something of such a bulky, ugly size. "Where would I have hidden it?"

"Tahno, seriously, with all that you've put me through tonight, you should be bringing it to me," she said, effectively throwing him for a loop.

"I'm not gonna walk all the way out to my car just to walk all the way back up here," he said with an air of finality. (It was not petulance.)

"Tahno, it's across the street, and we're on the third floor."

"Not my point," he promptly took a sip from his cup, testing the waters, so-to-speak. Not bad. Not that she'll ever know. "Now, let's go."

"Wait—hold on a minute—"

"C'mon, intern," he started walking. "I'm leaving now."

"Arghh, fine!" she hissed, throwing the dish towel into the sink. "Just let me get something to put on. For the love of—"

(And that was how Tahno was left standing alone in her kitchen, holding a cup of her coffee—

—feeling younger and more stupid than ever.)

It reminded him of the old days of undergrad, before he was King; not quite so experienced, not quite so suave, not quite so sure. He caught himself deliberating over the best way to stand—hand in pocket, hand at his side, no, no, definitely in the pocket—and trying to find something in the living room unobtrusive enough to look at while he waited. (It's not like he really got a good look at the place the first time he was there.) There were family pictures, but Tahno had never really liked looking at those very much, and the shelves of roommate-bonding pictures just couldn't hold his attention. He found himself looking at her couch instead, which, unfortunately, was precisely what she caught him staring at when she appeared from what he presumed to be her bedroom.

"Revisiting fond memories?" she speculated, teasingly.

"More like wondering why you have such terrible taste in furniture. Do you make a habit of adopting couches that should be tossed to the curb?"

To Tahno's surprise, she blew out her bangs, inexplicably frustrated, and moved to the door. It was as he was standing behind, watching closely as she pulled on the handle, that he heard her mutter:

"You should see my taste in men."


"There," he said spitefully, handing it over on the dark street corner. "One hideous sweatshirt, safely returned."

"How do I know you didn't really do anything to it?"

"You don't; but trust me, I wouldn't be caught wearing it long enough to try."

Korra smiled in spite of herself, running her thumbs over the dark threads. "I trust the meeting went well, then?"

"Well, you'd know if you'd bothered to text."

She sent him a look, but he could see the apology under the give me a break. "Am I supposed to start texting you, then?" Korra's look was meaningful. "Now that we're doing phone calls, too, apparently? And unexpected house visits?"

Tahno very deliberately shrugged. "It's basically all the same as email, at this point."

He didn't know what to make of her smile. "Do you want me to tell you that you're welcome to drop by anytime?" she asked.

"Save it," he told her magnanimously, stepping away from where he leaned against the car door to reach for the handle. "I won't be tricked into breaking the contract so easily."

At Korra's easy bark of laughter, Tahno was already inside the car a moment later, grinning. She rolled her eyes and crossed the street, throwing a wave over her shoulder. He decided not to watch her as he turned the ignition; get out, go home—go somewhere—go fast. That was the plan. (It was a better plan. This plan had been stupid.)

Who am I trying to kid?

(There hadn't ever been any plan.)


Which was why things only got worse when his car wouldn't start.










32. Korra got more (Part I)


Disclaimer: I do hereby disclaim all rights and responsibilities for the characters in this collection. Kudos to Bryke, indeed. 

Word Count: 3,818

Author's Notes: 4/10/13. "Mama Do" by Pixie Lott and "Oh My!" by Haley Reinhart. ;)

Re-WRITE Notes: 5/18/2023. Hi! Going through a major re-write and reposting to AO3! See my tumblr for updates! Guess who's ready to finish this story after eleven years looooooooololololololool. If you've been around since 2012... HI, I LOVE YOU, WELCOME BACK, LET'S GO.

Gifted To: shoeninja & oriorio!


That one night 

Korra got more than she bargained for. (Part I)


"What do you mean it won't start!"

"I mean, it won't start!"

"Well—why not?"

Tahno's nostrils flared. "Don't you think that if I knew, I wouldn't have had to—"

"Oh, goddamit—move over."

"I beg your—"

The bottom of a house slipper connected with his hip, and the next thing he knew, he was sitting awkwardly over the handbrake, clutching onto the dashboard and the passenger seat's headrest for balance. Before he had the chance to arrange himself, his intern somehow managed to do it for him; estimating loosely based on how quickly he was shoved from the armrest to the passenger seat—not to mention the impact his cheek made against the car window—Tahno figured that she must have literally swung herself into the car. By the time he was finally able to untangle his limbs and round on her, she was giving the ignition a vicious crank.

Nothing.

"Dammit. Your battery is shot," she diagnosed with a frustrated sigh.

"I know that," Tahno spat immediately, feeling his irritation grow beyond controllable heights. (He should have been gone by now.) "I'm not an imbecile."

"Did you leave your lights on?"

Tahno sneered at the very thought. "What am I, sixteen? I am not the kind of person who would forget. And I wasn't even here for that long."

"A few hours might be long enough, if the battery is old or—"

"I did not forget to turn off my lights," he insisted.

"Well, how else do you explain it?"

"I'm not going to! That's what mechanics are for, which is exactly why I'm calling one."

"Right now?"

Tahno's fingers paused over the keypad. His eyes burned with incredulousness. "No, you know, I was actually thinking of waiting until one drove by, and that after I could have you teach him the mind-blowing differences between lattes and cappuccinos while I contemplated what I've done to deserve life's punishments—yes, now."

"Tahno!" Korra protested, with angry, accusing eyes. "I can't stay out here with you all night!"

"I can't say I remember asking you to."

"Dude, I'm not just gonna leave you out here," she pounded her fist against the edge of his steering wheel. "What if the towing company takes too long? Or if something else happens to your car in the meantime?"

"Like what? And I have wonderful insurance."

"Well, how the hell do you expect to get home?"

"I don't; I have access to the lab even when the building is closed. I'll just take a cab and—and fine, just call in a tow truck tomorrow morning, or something."

"Take a—take a—god, Tahno, for a doctoral student, sometimes you can be so, so stupid."

(He was sitting ramrod against the backrest of the passenger seat, jaw and spine stiff, trying to ignore the way her insolence had brought her even closer—leaning over the armrest into what little space he had, so she could insult him properly—and he thought:

Tell me something I don't know.)

"Well, you know what you have to do now."

"I know what I want to do," he muttered under his breath.

"Tahno, you are not sleeping with the bacteria all night, for goodness' sake. Again."

"Oh, really?" he spat nastily.

"Really," she hissed.

"Then enlighten me, why don't you?" he demanded, hair flying wildly across his face. "Where am I sleeping?"


"Extra blankets are on the top shelf, but you're probably not going to need them," Korra explained easily, shuffling about the living room while Tahno stood awkwardly behind. His hands were in his pockets. "Asami and I both like having the heat cranked up during this time of year because we're so frickin' sick of winter, and her dad doesn't mind the cost." She laughed suddenly, as she tossed a pillow at the armrest. "It's actually one of Asami's major projects; she's trying to figure out how the hell she's going to make her lifestyle more sustainable without making any actual lifestyle changes. I guess that's being an engineer for you. I always told her she should have gone into civil or environmental, but her dad is mechanical the way, so..." she trailed off, realizing that she was rambling. She made a face, squinting and grimacing out her apology. "But you probably already knew that. Right."

He hadn't, actually; he and Asami never really discussed much of anything relating to their career paths, apart from an occasional comment or two about the stress of her constantly feeling like her whole life path was under her father's jurisdiction and, once or twice, the stress of preparing his dossiers for his ongoing applications for tenure-track assistant professor applications on top of preparing for his two-hour-long dissertation defense. It wasn't like they really wanted to discuss the work that they were using each other to forget about, after all. For some reason, though, Tahno couldn't quite bring himself to correct her.

He shrugged.

Korra gave a heavy sigh. "Well, all right, then," she said evenly, still a little too chipper for his liking. (He refused to believe that she was okay with this. She couldn't be okay with this. She shouldn't be okay with this. Not while he was freaking out.) "You can get yourself some water or whatever—I'll be right back."

Well, shit, he thought.

(This was not how he'd expected this evening to go.)

Tahno watched her disappear behind the door out of the corner of his eye. As soon as she was gone, his hands practically flew to his head, fingernails scraping uselessly against his tired, aching skull. What was he thinking? (He wasn't.) He should have declined, like his good instincts had told him to in the first place, and just called a cab home as soon as this whole mess started. He could still do it, too. It wasn't too late.

Then enlighten me, why don't you? Where am I sleeping?

With me, goddammit!

(It wasn't long before he took her up on that offer for water.)


Tahno was sipping from his glass when a noise sounded from Korra's bedroom door. His head snapped to the side.

"Shorts?" he asked skeptically, raising a brow.

"Well, yeah," Korra looked them over, then held them out for him to see. They were black and appeared to be a good size. "You weren't planning on sleeping in your jeans, were you?"

Tahno frowned. That part hadn't actually occurred to him yet.

(He was still trying to figure out just much sleeping he was going to be able to manage in the first place.)

"God, Tahno, they're not going to attack you. At least try them on."

He caught them easily; it was the moment that they fell into his hands, however, that a very important question climbed its way up from the deepest trenches of Tahno's mind. His eyes narrowed at the fabric in his grasp.

His voice was low when he asked, "Whose are these?"

Korra licked her lips. "Would you believe me if I said they're mine?" she tried. Tahno glared.

"No."

"Well, it was worth a shot," Korra laughed quietly, taking the few extra steps needed to retrieve them from his hands. They were thankfully out of his possession a moment later, but she didn't bother to reclaim her distance. Instead, she held them up once more, stretching the fabric wide; they stared down at the waistband of the fabric suspended between them, while Korra hummed. "On second thought, he definitely wouldn't have wanted you to wear them, anyway. Yeah, no, definitely for the best."

"Wait a minute," Tahno halted her, spinning her back around to face him. "Whose are these?"

"Um," Korra hesitated. "Would you believe me if I said they were Asami's ex-boyfriend's?"

Tahno inhaled deeply, and he could feel his fingers digging into her shoulder. "Are you telling me," he began slowly. Dangerously. "That you were gonna try to slip me Mako's—and you weren't even going to—without ever—"

"Ugh, calm down, Professor Tight-Pants," Korra waved his hand away. She snatched the pair of shorts behind her back, hiding it from view. "Fine, sleep in your tight-ass jeans for all I care. I'm gonna brush my teeth, and then I am done for the night."

He scowled as she slipped back behind her door, into this mysterious room; she barely even let the door open so much as a crack. She's probably a slob, he guessed. Still, he'd resigned himself to this decision, and now he really was stuck with it, so he might as well get used to the idea. With a sigh, Tahno unzipped his jacket and tossed it over the back of the couch, then let himself fall back onto the cushions. Lying back onto the armrest, Tahno slowly went through the motions of removing his shoes and socks, and then—unfortunately—trying to find the most comfortable position for sleeping on a couch that was intended for someone almost a full head shorter than he was. The cushions were too stiff, and the fabric was too scratchy, and although he'd never admit it to her face, his jeans were maybe-a-little tight. In fact, he'd take it to the grave, but his discomfort was so great, it almost made him wish he'd taken her up on Mako's shorts.

(Almost.)

"You wouldn't happen to have any extra toothbrushes to go along with this mystical stash of extra clothes that you supposedly pack for everywhere you go, do you?" he ventured, calling out to his intern in the other room. "I'll be happy to accept one—provided, of course, that it doesn't match the shorts I've already declined."

"Use your finger," she replied shortly, her voice muffled by the sound of the door.

"Ugh," he mumbled. "That's disgusting."

"Whatever," she huffed, in a perfectly normal voice, if not a little on the sprightly side. He started when he realized that she was behind him, emerging from her room. "Be creative then."

His head turned, and he stopped.

"Well, I see you've made yourself at home," she observed with an unsurprised smile. It was amused, which was good for him, but he couldn't find the focus to appreciate it.

"What is that?"

Suddenly, Korra looked nervous; self-conscious even, which would have been rare, if he'd been in any mind to make those sorts of connections. "What?" she demanded, looking down.

"That," he repeated, staring hard at the dark, navy blue sweatshirt she was wearing. "You have one?"

Korra blinked. "Don't most students?"

"I don't care about the other students—I want to know why it is that you've apparently been hiding this sweatshirt away, and wearing that ancient one instead!"

"Tahno, you can't call a sweatshirt ancient; just imagine, what would we call you?"

His scowl deepened. "None of that is funny."

"You don't hear me laughing," she smiled, strolling over to the bathroom. On a whim, Tahno jumped up and followed.

"Why don't you like the blue one?" he demanded from the open doorframe, arms crossed.

"Jeez—Tahno!" Korra's hand flew to her heart, but her words were warbled by the loaded toothbrush clenched between her teeth. Hastily, she spit out the paste from her mouth and into the sink.

"Ugh," Tahno turned to the side, rolling his eyes. "So uncouth."

She wiped the excess from her lips with her wrist, glaring hard. "This is my home, remember? I live as I please, thank you very much. Try to keep the judgment reeled in a little, would you? You're going to be disappointed in the morning when you've wasted it all on trivial things like spit."

"I've got plenty to share."

"Spit?"

"Judgment."

"Well, so do I, so join the club and reel it in, anyway."

"All right, enough," he snapped. The last thing he should be thinking about, Tahno realized belatedly, was what went inside her mouth. (It was also unfortunate, then, that he couldn't seem to stop watching her brush her teeth. She made terrible faces, shamelessly, and he rolled his eyes at all of them, but he couldn't stop.) "You still haven't answered me," he pointed out crossly.

"Answered what?" she spoke around the toothbrush, watching her reflection in the mirror. She must have felt his eyes on her, but her own staring contest seemed to be occupying her whole attention.

"Why I've never seen you wear the blue one before."

Korra rolled her eyes. "Just because you don't see me wear it to work doesn't mean I don't wear it at home occasionally."

"That doesn't change my question," he persisted, watching her watch herself in the mirror. "What's so special about the old red one that you can't just wear your new school's?"

Korra shrugged, but the answer seemed to come uneasily, like she was only just connecting the pieces together as she spoke, connecting them along with him. "I guess I'm just so used to it. It's familiar, you know? I know how it feels, I like the way it looks, and it's easy to throw on whatever I need it."

"You just described every sweatshirt out there, ever."

Korra spit loudly into his sink—probably for his benefit, he thought. "No," she insisted, using the toothbrush as a wand. "The blue one is too new; I haven't broken it in yet, so it's still scratchy at the seams, and it's not really soft at all. It's actually one of the roughest hoodies I've ever owned, and it always feels like such a chore to wear it and—and why do you care so much, anyway?"

"I don't," he immediately denied. "Aside from the fact that you're a disgrace to our university."

"Oh, please."

"But hey, it's not like they're giving you shit tons of money to fund your education or any—ugh."

Korra jabbed the toothpaste tube directly into his gut, and held it there. She leaned in close—close enough for him to smell the fresh mint on her breath—and whispered conspiratorially, "You need to brush your teeth, man."

She shoved the tube further into his stomach as she slinked by, and as Tahno's hand reached down to catch it before it could fall, his fingers accidentally latched onto hers; they slipped out a moment later, but even he could feel the twitching in his abs as her fingers slid over the dark fabric covering his torso, and then he was left standing in the open doorway of her bathroom, clutching her half-empty tube of toothpaste with a scowl on his face.

He took a deep breath, carefully taking the few meager steps to the sink in their tiny bathroom. What the hell is with all these bright colors? He was getting a headache just looking at them. His fingers spasmed suddenly, nearly making him drop the toothpaste. He released a scoff of disgust and then went about very thoroughly washing his hands.

He had no toothbrush, and he had no other alternative.

(And he didn't want to think about where her hands had been.)


"I'm stealing your mouthwash," he declared five minutes later, perhaps a tad childishly.

"It's Asami's!" she called from the kitchen. (He tried not to feel disappointed. He couldn't figure out why.)

The splashes of water felt cool on his face, but his skin still felt too hot; she wasn't kidding about the heat. It was a veritable sauna in there. After wiping his face dry with his hands—he didn't trust either of the towels hanging on the rack—his bare feet padded into the kitchen. He desperately needed more water, but Korra—as usual—was in the way; she was standing right in front of the sink, staring at the paper towel-document contract on the fridge, sipping from a glass of water of her own. She spared a quick glance in his direction, then immediately returned her gaze to the list.

"Looks like you're utilizing your new visitation rights a little bit earlier than expected," she observed, taking a sip. She smiled an ironic grin into the glass, but her voice still sounded like a sigh.

"Well," he shrugged, still standing a little ways away. "If you suddenly change your mind, you do have every right to kick me out according to the 'must be granted advanced permission' clause."

Her smile turned more genuine, and she shook her head. "No," she disagreed. "Because my direct invitation overrules general protocol. If I were to kick you out now, I'd just be a bad hostess."

"So you're saying that if it's you who invites me over in the first place, then you are morally and contractually bound to host me for as long as I require?"

"Tahno, your presence here will never be required; not by you, nor by anyone else in this apartment."

"You say that now, only because you have never received the full pleasure of my company."

Her look was flat. (It only occurred to him then, the heavier implications of that statement; they were better off left as they were.) "I think I've managed a pretty fulfilling life so far without it," she assured him dryly.

"Yet," he continued, enjoying the feeling of something familiar again. "If I convinced you otherwise, my access to your apartment would be secured for life."

"Yeah," she scoffed, gently placing her empty glass in the sink. "Good luck with that."

"Don't say I didn't warn you," he commented suddenly, quickly filling the spot she abandoned by the sink. He grabbed a glass from the drying rack and filled it up immediately from the faucet. "I bet you that one day in the not-so-distant future, you'll be in the habit of calling me over here."

Her skeptic eyes narrowed, but the quirk in her lips betrayed her intrigue. "Why would I call you?"

The sip of water was refreshing, but not nearly as thirst-quenching as he needed it to be. He stared down into the water, and this time, it might have been petulance. "Because I'm the only one stupid enough to trap myself in a binding agreement that states that I must bring you coffee whenever you deem it appropriate to do so."

Slowly, Korra's smile turned genuine.

"Ah, right," she breathed. "Consider me half-convinced already."


"Gross," Korra groaned, eyeing the clock on the living room mantle. "You're lucky I don't have class until eleven."

"What are you complaining about?" Tahno grumbled, falling back into a seated position in the middle of the couch. "I should have been asleep hours ago."

"Ah, yes," she quipped, turning the light dimmer in the kitchen down low. "I bet it's way past your old-timer bedtime."

That sat wrong with him on too many levels. "I'm not that old."

Korra merely laughed. "Well, if tonight is any indication, you're definitely not getting any younger. I just..."

Tahno looked up, noticing her pause. "What?" he asked expectantly.

"I just find it funny, I guess," she noted with a shrug. The edges of her form were softened by the glow from the dimmed lights coming from the kitchen, and the tiny light coming from the bathroom around the corner, and the heat resting over Tahno's skin suddenly turned to warmth. "Asami thinks you're so mature for your age, but ever since she's met you, she's been acting like a first-year all over again."

Tahno didn't know how to respond to that. "I wouldn't have any basis for comparison," he pointed out, wary.

Korra's head dropped to the side, and her exasperated expression told him that perhaps she might not have required such a literal response. Oh, well, he thought stubbornly. Korra sighed again, obviously debating whether or not to continue, and he waited in silence, inexplicably curious.

"Whatever, it's stupid."

"Doesn't usually stop you."

She glared. "I was gonna say that you act completely different around her than you are with anyone else," she announced. "You show proper respect for Tenzin, but that could be only because he funds and advises your research in exchange for your partnership and loyalty. You're blatantly condescending to anyone you think is beneath you, and are incredibly argumentative when you think someone is challenging you, yet you're very covert about your dislike of Tarrlok because he's obviously so much higher up than you—"

"Objection."

"And you're a dick to Mako because—actually, I don't even really know why, but you're generally a dick to anyone who might steal your spotlight—"

(He didn't like where this was going.)

"But Asami..." Korra's mouth hung open, closed, then opened again. "I don't know," she bit off her own words, backing down. Tahno blinked, realizing that he was literally on the edge of his seat. (Her hands were in her hoodie's pocket.) "It's just what I was saying earlier, on New Year's—"

"New Year's?" he demanded.

Korra paused.

"Yeah," she said slowly. "When I got interrupted with trying to tell you how I was pretty sure I could imagine what you were like in undergrad." She shrugged, ponytail bouncing lightly with the movement; Tahno's fingers twitched. He clenched them shut. "Well, I see you with her, and... it's pretty easy to guess."

Tahno's mouth felt dry. There was a lot to what she'd just said, and he wasn't entirely sure yet if he liked all of it.

"She wants us all to go out together, you know."

"What?"

"The four of us," Korra sighed, rocking back onto her heels. She was still standing, and Tahno's neck was starting to crick from having to look up. He wasn't sure if he should stand or— "You, me, Mako, and Asami."

Tahno's eyes closed as he exhaled, deep and low. "Not that again."

A spark of laughter erupted from her chest. "Sorry, man. Once Asami gets an idea into her head, it's nearly impossible to get it out."

Tahno scoffed. "Sounds like someone else I know."

When Korra raised a sable brow, Tahno was convinced that she'd been spending too much time around him for sure. "I could say the same... And you know, if I'd had known that our deal would have started as early as tonight, I'm not so sure I would have bargained so easily."

"Eas—" Tahno rounded on her, twisting his torso to where she was hovering just outside her room. "Easily?"

Korra merely smiled, one hand on her bedroom door handle. "Goodnight, Tahno."

"Yeah," he muttered, pulling up a blanket from the foot of the couch, feeling grouchy all of a sudden. "Whatever."

"Oh," she breathed, pausing in the frame. "I almost forgot."

Tahno had already laid himself down along the uncomfortable cushions, already ready to end this nightmare of an evening. "What now?"

"Remind me to finish one day."

"Finish what?" he sighed, just wishing she would go away. (The least she could do was let him pretend to rest in peace. He already knew that very little sleep was actually going to be in the picture tonight.

The reason, of course, probably had something to do with her voice.)

Korra laughed, sleepy and amused.

"I still haven't described the way you act around me."


As he lay on the couch hours later, bare feet hanging off the end in his intern's mostly-dark living room, he wondered if either of them actually had any idea what it was that they'd bargained for in the end.

(But he imagined that, as always, he'd somehow gotten the shortest end of the deal.)
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That one night 

Korra got more than she bargained for. (Part II)


The door clicked shut, the lights went off, and finally, Korra was (mostly) alone.


"Shit."

She nearly kicked herself in an effort to rid the blankets from her overheated legs, but the sudden rush for fresh air in the sweltering cocoon of her bed felt too good to stop, and soon she was a whirlwind of limbs, flailing and kicking and pounding. Her ponytail had already fallen out twice, but it was too hot to even consider keeping her hair down—and just forget the pillow: she must have turned it over at least three times in the last hour alone.

"Stupid—damn—"

With a final pump of her fists into the bedsheets, Korra propelled herself upward from the waist, stray pieces of her hair whipping into her eyes and mouth. She coughed forcefully—having almost swallowed some on her way up—and frantically pulled at the annoying strands with her palms, trying to calm her breathing. It was barely spring, and yet Korra's skin was sticky with sweat.

Her hands instinctively reached down to the edge of the white tank top at her waist, ripping it over her head with a low growl. She collapsed back onto the sheets—blankets on the ground, pillows abandoned at the sides of the mattress, tank top, and yoga pants lost somewhere in the unknown—and decided that it was all fucking useless.

Korra tried to pull the remaining pieces of hair away from her neck, hating the way they curled and stuck to the sensitive skin there. One deep breath, then two—and Korra knew beyond all doubt that her partnership with sleep was over for the night. Another glance at the clock had her groaning into the dark, palms hiding the truth from her tired eyes; it was at that awkward hour where it almost felt too late to go back to sleep, but still too early to start the day.

What am I talking about, Korra thought spitefully, rubbing her hands over the back of her neck. It's never too late to go back to sleep.

(Except for the fact that she hadn't really slept much at all in the first place.)

"Screw this," Korra hissed, scrambling from the bed.


The plastic bag of snap peas from the freezer wasn't really ideal, but it was the best she had.

Korra sighed deeply, shutting her eyes against the shocking cold of the frozen vegetables soothing her forehead; her hand was still leaning on the open door of the refrigerator, and as awesome as it all felt, she was starting to feel guilty about killing the environment. She closed the door with the ball of one foot, giving it an extra tap to make sure it was secure, and then slowly dragged her feet over to the sink, where she gave the faucet a vicious twist and drifted her fingers under the running tap. After spending a minute or two alternating between sprinkling it over the back of her neck and splashing her face, Korra eventually gave up and dunked the whole back of her skull underneath. When she cranked the faucet off, still dripping into the sink, Korra placed the bag right between her shoulder blades, then around her neck, back to her forehead, and down to her chest.

Feeling only marginally better, Korra opened the freezer door—was momentarily stunned by the fresh new wave of cold after being semi-doused with tap water—and tossed the bag back onto the top shelf. She allowed herself just one second more—blissful, painful chill—and then let the door close with a soft thud.

And then, without any warning at all, Korra lowered herself to the kitchen floor.

Ahh, she sighed with pleasure; the cold tiles summoned goosebumps over the skin of her arms. Much better. A sports bra, a pair of spandex shorts, and still, nothing quite did the trick for an incurable heat like the tiles on a kitchen floor.

Well.

Almost nothing.

(Korra frowned at the ceiling, wondering how differently she might have been feeling if Mako had visited that evening as planned.)

Although she was unlikely to ever admit it out loud, the incident with Tahno's coffee spill had affected Korra more than she thought was acceptable; sure, she'd had every logical reason to leave the lab when she did—the last person she would ever want to know about her interest in biology was Tarrlok—but Korra was running out of excuses to convince herself that what she didn't do was up and run. (Would someone who hadn't upped and run been in such a state that they nearly hit a fire hydrant when they'd parked their car across the street? She didn't think so.) In fact, she hadn't even waited until she was back inside her apartment before she texted Mako, Are you free tonight?

She was already half-undressed when he texted back from his late-lasting seminar, promising to be available in just over an hour; although she could have finished the job herself and saved herself the trouble of waiting, Korra knew from previous visits that he would make it worth her while. It was as she was waiting out the final half-hour stretch before Mako's arrival, however, that she received Tahno's call... and eventually found herself lying on the kitchen floor however many hours later, thinking of the unexpected house guest currently sleeping on her living room couch, trying to ignore the heat.

(Korra had decidedly ignored him on her way over to the freezer.

She didn't think she'd be quite so lucky on the way back.)

"This is ridiculous," Korra muttered, quickly rising to her feet. The thermostat was just on the other side of the wall, in the living room; Asami would never notice a few degrees, right? She'll just have to deal, Korra huffed, pressing a few buttons, perhaps with a little more force than necessary. Considering all that I'm putting up with for her...

But once again, her rash decision-making had left her with a rather unfortunate situation; the soft noise of fabric shifting along fabric behind her made her stiffen, and her spine suddenly went as rigid as a plank. Had she... had she woken him?

Slowly, Korra pivoted her bare feet through the plush carpet, suddenly more thankful for Asami's luxurious tastes in décor than she ever thought possible. The light was still a little iffy, since all she had to go on was the streetlamps filtering in through the blinds and the distant nightlights from the bathroom and the kitchen behind her, but she could clearly see the dark shape of a figure draped over her couch, and a bare foot hanging off of one of the old arms.

For a moment, she merely waited, half-turned and half-adjusted to the new shades of shadows, letting her mind slowly pick apart the pieces and hoping that when they fell back together, they'd come together in a pattern that made sense. Shapes, shadows, and silhouettes; soon Korra was able to see a leg, a mass of hair, a hand, a leg, and—Well, Korra swallowed. Looks like he didn't need the extra blankets, then.

In fact, it looked like he'd had very little need of blankets at all.

She was silent as she crept closer to the couch, alert for any signs of waking—or, just as likely: feigning sleep—but all was seemingly well. Satisfied with her assessment—she had a job to do, you know, and part of that included making sure he could do his to the fullest capacity—Korra released a sigh of relief and stood tall, only just then realizing how close she'd gotten to inspect him in the first place.

(But now that she thought about it...)

Tahno had stretched his long body as far out as the couch would allow, and then some; one hand was tucked under the cushion beneath his head, and the other was splayed across his bare stomach, with his fingers relaxed over the solar plexus—or so Korra recalled, in a bizarre recollection of an anatomy course she'd taken in undergrad. (Or maybe it'd been during one of Tenzin's chakra-yoga classes. Whatever. It didn't matter.)

What did matter was that at some point while Korra had been battling the heat in her room, Tahno had already won the war; the blanket she'd laid out for him was crumpled uselessly on the floor, and she didn't know where his beater had gone, but it was certainly nowhere to be found while stumbling around in the dark. So instead, Korra was (sort of) faced with the very torso that she'd had the pleasant-unpleasant misfortune of brushing up against that very afternoon, the very same one she'd undressed in an office at a science lab, muscles and warmth and solidity and... all.

He's totally out of it, Korra frowned, watching the rise and fall of his chest with narrowed eyes. Lucky jerk, she spat enviously. He was sound asleep! Like a log, she thought scornfully, staring at the long fingers resting over the ridges of his abs. Like a big... grumpy, tight-pants-wearing log. (Though, admittedly, he looked a lot less grumpy now than he did while awake.)

God, how can he sleep like this?

But somehow, he could. Eyelids firmly shut, face turned ever-so-slightly into the seat. Pale skin exposed to the elements, well-defined muscles enhanced by shadows. Dark jeans made darker, a metal button gleaming with a tiny reflection of lamplight, and two clear-cut lines etched into his hips, framing his belly button, reaching lower, disappearing down into the line of denim—

Okay! she stiffened, immediately snapping upright. Korra clamped her hands over her mouth to stifle her gasp, but then her eyes quickly darted down to his sleeping face, begging for confirmation that her clumsiness still hadn't woken him somehow. (She was ready to bolt. All she'd need was a second, maybe two, and—) He was still asleep; Korra was every bit just as jealous as she was grateful. Asshole, she complained. He probably wouldn't wake up for anything.

Korra stilled.

( …

… anything?)

She caught herself licking her lips, staring at his mouth. High cheekbones, strong jaw, and a long, narrow nose. No wonder he's so stuck-up, she thought, with hardly any malice. (Had his lashes always been that long?) He was so still, and his mouth was slightly open, lips parted toward the fabric that he so earnestly despised. She would have laughed, if she hadn't been so pissed.

(She might have done any number of things, if she hadn't been so chicken.)

"Asshole," she hissed under her breath, right before he twitched.


(She'd been wrong.

A half a second was all she'd needed.)


Korra gasped into the tiled wall, eyes and face dripping with the water pounding into her from the shower head. (It'd been a fluke, just a measly muscle twitch. He was asleep, so calm the fuck down, Korra. Nothing had even—) She rubbed her hands over her face, slapped her cheeks, and massaged her temples.

It looked like it was time to start her day, after all.
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That one morning

he didn't expect to wake up without a shirt.


He woke with a splitting headache.

"Good morning," chirped a voice from way too close.

Blinking away grogginess, Tahno instinctively turned in that direction. The whole room smelled of coffee. My head? he groaned. He hadn't been drinking—he knew that—but his skull still felt like it'd been cracked open; a quick glance down at the old, creaky couch solved his every mystery. Ah. Right. 

"What time is it?" he rasped, still rubbing at his eyes.

"The perfect time to wake up for someone who makes his own work schedule." Suddenly, there was a mug of coffee in front of his face. Dazed and confused, Tahno blinked. The coffee cup remained. "On the other hand," she continued with an impatient edge. "It's cutting it a little close for someone who actually has to be somewhere doing something, like me." Slowly, Tahno sat up, feeling a brand new set of aches already clawing at his muscles. His hands reached out, taking the cup with silent gratitude.

"You're awfully chipper," he mumbled accusingly. "I didn't peg you as a morning person."

"Oh, I'm not," she dismissed, as she nimbly flitted away. "This is just the second cup of coffee talking."

Second cup? This girl was going to kill herself with caffeine. Wait a minute. Second?

"How long have you been up?"

"A while," she replied distractedly, sorting through a pile of mail on the dresser near the door, her to-go cup still in hand. Her hair looked still damp from a shower, but her signature ponytail was already in place, and her clothes were fresh—save for the blue sweatshirt she wore. He was about to comment, when: "You know, I actually wondered last night if you might have finagled all this on purpose, just to spite me or something, but one look at that bedhead is enough evidence to prove otherwise."

Tahno scowled, taking a long, bracing sip of his coffee; it was going to be one of those days. He could already tell.

"Where's the red one?" he asked, feeling the warmth return life to his veins.

"Safe from your clutches."

"Seriously."

Korra rolled her eyes. (She seemed to be doing that a lot lately.) "It's in the wash," she admitted, tossing an envelope to the side, and briskly walking back toward the kitchen. From the other room, she called: "I couldn't trust that it was safe until I could wear it and smell only me again!"

Tahno frowned. He didn't really like the sound of that.

He could hear her stirring in the kitchen, so he took another sip to distract himself. Alertness was slowly creeping in, and with it came an awareness of all of the usual pains of morning; with a barely-repressed groan, Tahno leaned his back against the seat—coffee still in hand—and tried the waiting game, as well as a few other imagery tricks to help expedite the process. Just as Tahno was considering how grateful he was that he hadn't decided to wear Mako's loose-fitting shorts, a blundering Mako conveniently popped into his mind wearing nothing but a fruit-basket hat, and—voila! All of his problems regarding morning wood were promptly resolved.

"All right," she said with an air of finality, abruptly marching back into the living room. Tahno nearly spilled coffee on his pants. (Given their track record thus far, he had a guess as to how that reaction might have exploded, and he did not need to think about how they probably would have solved the issue, okay?) "I need to get going, and I can't leave you here alone. I got you a kickstart, so put on your shirt and scram."

Put on my...?

Ah, he thought, looking down. His shirt. Where is...?

A bundle of fabric hit him on the face, almost spilling his coffee. Again. (Honestly, he wasn't going to be held responsible for anything that happened within the confines of her apartment if she was going to keep—)

"It must have offended you deeply sometime late in the night. I woke up and found it flung all the way over by the toaster."

Once more, Tahno became very consciously aware of the fact that he had spent the night on her couch... and as he clutched the shirt in his fist, Tahno decided that he wasn't so sure how he felt about her having woken up so much earlier than him.

"I think I may have suffered a heat stroke somewhere around two," he muttered, setting his coffee cup on the table so he could snake his arms through the holes. He could feel how much of a mess his hair was—with or without her help, thank you very much—which meant that he needed a shower, and he needed one soon.

"Trust me, I know. I used to prefer being bundled up in the cold, just like I used to prefer water over coffee, or anything else for that matter. Asami has a way of creeping her influence on me in strange and unexpected ways."

"If you like the cold so much, then why the hell do you keep the heat up while she's gone?" he demanded.

"Because she can tell when it's been turned off," Korra shrugged thoughtfully. "And trust me: it's not worth it."

Ah. Speaking of.

"Are you going to mention this to her?"

"I will when we go over the contract," she shrugged again, taking a sip of her coffee and looking him over. His beater was back on, but he felt very exposed under her gaze. "Knowing her, she'll probably be proud that we didn't kill each other. She seems to think I hate your guts."

Tahno scoffed, slipping on his jacket. "Don't you?"

"Of course," Korra chirped. "But significantly less so after the second cup." 
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That one afternoon

he saw the dawning of a new era.


"Next guest, please!"

With a sigh, Tahno stepped forward to the counter. His eyes weren't looking at anything in particular, but he still couldn't seem to raise them to meet the cashier's.

(He was being ridiculous.)

"Do you need another moment to decide, sir?"

"No," he snapped. "I know what to order."

But the kid behind the counter didn't look so sure. "Do you have one of our to-go cups?"

Tahno handed over the durable contraption with a sniff of disdain. He knew his irritation with the young man in the apron was unfounded—college kid, no doubt; he looks cocky and terrified all at once—but it wasn't really the most pressing of his concerns.

He scowled.

"One caffe mocha, extra hot. No whipped cream."

(And so it began.)
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That one night

Mako showed up at the lab.


"What are you doing here?"

Korra blinked up at him in surprise. She was settled over the couch, surrounded by documents, and was flipping a pen noisily over her knuckles. (In a word: normal.) And yet, he hadn't expected to find her there, just as she conversely hadn't expected his surprise.

"These are my Friday hours," she replied. He frowned at her underlying duh, but then she smiled. "Is that for me?"

Tahno glanced down at the to-go cup in his hand with a frown. He heaved a sigh and held it out for her to retrieve, but her look made it clear that she was in no hurry to leave the couch. As he grudgingly walked it over, he scowled, "I texted you that I would be late."

"I still want to get paid, dude," she scoffed. "And besides—if I hadn't been here, then my very first paid-for coffee would have gotten cold." She then shifted deeper into the armrest and glued her gaze back to her paperwork—tired of him already, apparently. I see my usefulness for the day has been fulfilled...

His bag dropped to his desk with a heavy thud. Tahno considered putting up an argument, but the truth of the matter was that he'd hit his caffeine crash hours ago, and he'd yet to recover.

He still also had mixed feelings about waking up shirtless on her couch this morning.

So instead, he slipped off his jacket—revealing a fresh shirt, one that would be better protected—and asked, "How'd you even get in here, anyway?"

"Tenzin gave me a spare key at the beginning of the semester."

Tahno's frown deepened. Funny. I don't remember him mentioning that. "Of course," he grumbled.

But as he sat down at his desk and began arranging his materials for the evening, he considered the truth; for as much of a fuss as he was outwardly making about her general—annoying, immature, childish—antics, Tahno really wasn't all that torn up about the return to normalcy. (Here, things made sense. Here, in his territory, the roles were clear-cut. Concrete.) For the next hour or so, they bantered and bickered as usual—picking up right where they left off, just like riding a bike, or humming the memorable tune of one's favorite song.

It was just as he was on the verge of forgetting that last night had ever happened, however, that his intern glanced down at her cell phone for what must have been the seventeenth time that evening, and he snapped, "It's not a crystal ball, you know."

(He briefly wondered if she was texting Mako, and how he could go about altering the lab's policies to limit cellphone use. For safety's sake.)

But Korra looked troubled. "It's Asami," she mumbled, more to herself than to him. "She's been texting me all afternoon... Things aren't going very well with her dad, I guess."

Tahno hesitated. "Is that... unusual?"

"Generally, it's the opposite," she sighed, eyes still locked on the screen. "The problem is that for someone who loves to drive so freakin' much—and she has a nice car, too—oftentimes she'll get picked up by one of her dad's fancy limos and drive out of town in style... which means that more often than not, she'll end up getting stranded when things go sour. Same with in town, too; her last date with Iroh, her ex-boyfriend, is a perfect example." Korra shook her head mournfully. "She let him drive, but they got in a fight, so she had to call in for an emergency pick-up... and winded up picking you up instead."

"Emergency pick-up, indeed," he murmured. "Isn't that a bit harsh for your dear friend Mako? Though I do suppose you would know him better than most."

When his intern didn't even bother to spare him a second glance, let alone a witty comeback, Tahno concluded that things were probably a bit more serious than he'd realized. "Hey," he tried again. "Did you hear me? I said that your—" Suddenly, a blip! rang from his pocket. Oh, now she looks up.

"Great," she muttered from across the room. "It looks like she's texting you now, too. Is it about her dad?"

Still a little put out, Tahno whipped the phone from his pocket and flipped it open, frowning into the screen. "Why would I read you my private messages?"

"Tahno."

"Fine," he grumbled, scrolling to the newest text. And then, in a completely different tone: "She wants me to call her."

"You should do it," she responded immediately.

"I'm at work."

Her incredulity was clear—but of course, Tahno realized; she couldn't have known the real reasons for his reluctance. "Dude," she complained. "You're not even doing anything. You've been looking at the same document for almost an hour now. You've rehearsed your presentation a hundred times by now, and the conference is still a few weeks away. You can't even work on the Discussion or Lit Review sections anymore until the article delivery from inter-library loan hits, so you're basically a sitting duck anyway, and rehashing the Methodology section again right now is not going to do you any good at this point."

He made a good show of looking affronted, but truthfully, he was a little startled to find that she'd paid such close attention. "I am being thorough," he defended weakly.

"Just call her."

"But I—"

"Oh, for the love of polar bears—just call her already!"

"You are so weird."

"Just do it!"

"Fine!"

"Fine!"

"Fine!"

And as he left the office to take a call he didn't even want to make, he slammed the door behind him.


Thirty seconds later, he stumbled back in.

She immediately turned a fierce glare upon him but faltered at his befuddled expression. "That's it? What'd she say?"

"I told you there was no need," he grumbled, collapsing back into his desk chair. Mindlessly, he allowed the seat to swivel back and forth, back and forth.

"Well?"

"She barely even got two words out before she told me that she had it under control and not to worry," he mimicked. Tahno huffed. "I don't worry."

Korra, however, looked worried. "I wonder what happened," she murmured, staring up at her phone. (Honestly, he didn't know how anyone could possibly think that couch was comfortable.) "She must have needed a favor—there's no way she'd call you for emotional support."

"Now, wait just a second," he began, before he realized that, really, there was no real reason why he should want to argue that point. (Just because it was true didn't mean he was okay with her saying it, and especially not like that.)

"So why wouldn't she call me instead?"

"Ever think I might be better at doing favors?"

"Bite me."

"I'm pretty good at that, too."

"Excuse me?"

The voice came from behind; a figure stood in the doorway—still left slightly ajar from Tahno's re-entry—and looked over the pair with curious, calculating eyes. His scarf reminded Tahno just how much he hated the color red.

And then it hit him.

Wait a minute. What in the hell—?

"Mako?" Korra questioned in surprise, her paperwork spilling to the side as she rose up to better face him. "What are you doing here?"

And then she smiled.


Fuck.
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That one night

Mako showed up at the lab. (Part II)


"No, but really," Tahno insisted, brow lowering dangerously. "Why are you here?"

Mako blinked, then sent him a questioning frown. He almost looked like he wasn't going to answer, but then Korra chimed in—

"I thought you were supposed to be studying?"

"Well, I was, but then I ran into Asami—"

"Asami?" she asked, brows sloping downward. "What's she doing on campus? Where was she?"

"Well," Mako coughed, looking a little thrown by the intensity of Korra's curiosity. "I was on my way to the library when I found her waiting at the bus stop. We got to talking, and she told me that she was headed to your lab, so I offered her a ride."

Korra looked very perplexed by this news; she also looked very suspicious, but he had a feeling that her reason was very different from his.

"She was headed here?" Korra asked.

"I guess so? I don't know. She tried calling you to say that she was on her way, but couldn't get through." The engineering brat offered up an apologetic shrug. "Something about your inbox being full."

Korra scowled at her phone. "Dammit," she hissed.

"It turned out all right, though," Mako added quickly. "I guess she didn't really know what she wanted to do, anyway, because she told me about all her dad drama on the ride over—"

"She talked to you about him?" An even deeper crease snuck into Korra's brow.

Interesting, Tahno thought, watching the scene play out with curious, hawkish eyes.

"Just for a little while, yeah. I mean. By the time we got here, she'd decided that it'd be better to just go for a drive and let off some steam." Mako looked around the lab office appraisingly and frowned. Then Mako turned slightly in his vague direction and mentioned, "That's when you called," before turning back to his intern. Tahno bristled in response, but it went unnoticed. "I guess she thought you'd be working or something."

"We are," Tahno confirmed, glowering.

"Wait a minute," Korra muttered thoughtfully. (Did she even realize she was ignoring him or—?) "Go for a drive?" she exclaimed. "With what car?"

"Well... Here's the thing," he warily began. Mako's apologetic smile returned in full force. "She said your car had better mileage."

"Asami!"

"She just took your car?" Tahno asked, surprised in spite of himself.

"Technically, they're both her cars," she groaned, then jumped to her feet to pace the room. After a beat, Tahno stood as well. (Hell if he was going to allow himself to stay lower than either of—) "Goddammit, Asami!" she hissed.

"I'm... I'm sure she'll be back soon," Mako offered. As Tahno slowly crossed his arms, haughty and intrigued, he had a distinct feeling that the little ferret was trying to resist the urge to flee. Maybe the kid's never seen this side of her before? Tahno hoped that he scared easily.

"But—all of my stuff!"

Out of nowhere, Mako held up a backpack and closely examined the giant zippered pockets. Tahno hadn't even noticed it. "Is this everything?" he asked.

"That..." Korra frowned. "That considerate little sneak."

"I guess that's a yes," Mako laughed. He adjusted his grip on the fabric handle of the pack, and Korra came closer to relieve him of his burden, but he just meaningfully hoisted it higher on his shoulder and gripped the strap like it belonged there.

They were right next to his desk, just barely an inch away from his trash can. It wasn't doing him much good to just be standing awkwardly over his desk chair, so he shoved a stack of papers to the side and sat down on the wood, then recrossed his arms. He wasn't sure if he should focus more on looking bored or annoyed, so he aimed for somewhere in the in-between.

"So, yeah," Mako continued, unfazed. "She gave me all your stuff to pass on and then took the car and left."

"Well, where is she going?" Tahno dryly asked, barely containing an exasperated sigh. The douchebag didn't even spare a glance in his direction, but Tahno saw the way his jaw tightened. Good, he thought, enjoying a private smirk. So he is paying attention, after all. Too bad his intern wasn't.

"Who knows," Korra huffed, rolling her eyes. "I sure as hell don't."

Somehow, Tahno didn't get the impression that all of this was stacking up very well for him. "What do you mean?"

"She does this sometimes. You know, for someone who doesn't seem to ever take her car when she needs it the most, she does an awful lot of driving herself around when she could just come home. When she needs time to think, she just drives. Hits the highway and goes."

"Well," Tahno paused, searching for an appropriate response. That's hardly sustainable, is all that came to mind. "That's—"

"Wait a minute," she interrupted, again. "How the hell am I supposed to get home?"

"Well," Mako began a bit unsteadily. "Since I never heard back from you after you canceled our plans last night—"

Oh?

"Oh," Korra stilled, freezing on the spot. "Right. Crap. Sorry about that."

Tahno was looking at her very intently—very curiously—while she was very pointedly not looking in his direction; for some reason, this pleased Tahno greatly. (Because when the word plans was followed by the word canceled and came from the mouth of a douchebag, then it probably meant that life was about to get a little sweeter.

He wondered if she'd told him the why.)

"I totally meant to text, but I—I forgot, and then it just got so late and—"

She was visibly flustered, which amused him; so her little boy toy hadn't caught wind of their little impromptu slumber party, after all. Tahno was suddenly overcome with the overwhelming urge to witness his reaction. What would she do? he wondered, as a gleam of a smirk began to spread over his lips. (Just because she wasn't looking at him didn't mean she couldn't sense it.) What would she do if I spilled the beans? The only thing better than having spoiled one of his intern's late-night booty calls with a douchebag classmate would probably be watching the realization play over his hefty, monstrous eyebrows.

"Nah, I figured something came up," Mako responded easily. "Which is why I told Asami I'd drive you home."

(So, naturally, the only thing worse than having one of his intern's late-night booty calls with a douchebag classmate be rescheduled, of course, would probably be watching the rescheduling take place right in front of his desk.)

"Ah!" Korra smiled, sending a fist-pumping through the air. "Perfect! Let me pack up my stuff."

Pack—?

"You still have ten minutes on the clock," Tahno spat, gesturing a long arm toward the device on the wall. (Okay. So that one hadn't been replaced after The Great and Terrible Flood, which meant that the world was perpetually set to two-oh-eight, but it didn't make his statement any less accurate.)

"So dock my pay, why don't you?" she chirped, bounding over to the couch—long legs, long strides. Tahno frowned at her good humor.

He scoffed. "So much for wanting to get paid, dude."

Without Korra beside him, Mako seemed to feel Tahno's presence all the more clearly. The kid shifted uncomfortably by the desk for a few moments, until he finally settled on crossing his arms. Tahno wasn't about to back down from looking wherever he wanted—it was his office—but he was torn; he couldn't decide if it was worse to actually force himself to look at the guy's face—simply out of spite—or to sit there and try the impossible task of ignoring his bulky, lurking presence.

"Hey," Mako called across the room. "I'm just gonna go give Bo a quick call."

By the time Korra turned around, he was already out the door.

Which meant that within precisely two seconds, she was towering over his desk.

"You."

Instinctively, Tahno reared back. "What?" he hissed, shell-shocked. His brain should have been devising a hundred-and-one snappy comebacks, but he was still trying to process how in the hell she had gotten so close, so fast. "Me, what?"

"You know exactly what," she snapped. His intern roughly shoved a few metal-ringed notebooks from the corner of his desk into her pack. "Stop with the act, Professor Tight-Pants. You're about as intimidating as a llama."

"Okay, first of all, I don't think you've actually seen a llama. They spit. That's not my game. Secondly: what?"

"You heard me," she glared, zipping up her usual backpack with a ferocious twist. "Knock it off."

"Excuse me, are you scolding me for being unhappy about your little plaything being in my office?"

Blip!

He and Korra both paused, glancing toward the vibrating cell phones in their pockets, then back at each other. "Asami," they concluded in unison; her voice was dry, his voice was not.

Tahno checked his message right away. When he looked up, smiling, he was delighted to see that Korra was looking just as troubled as ever. "Looks like your roommate could use a little stress relief this evening," he drawled, shifting further onto the desk. He leaned the slightest bit closer to her, pretending to glance at her screen. Expectedly, she snatched the phone away with a glare. "How lucky for her that I just so happen to be free."

"Don't take it too personally," Korra dryly warned, crossing her arms as she stared him down. "You're the only alternative to ice cream she has, and pistachio isn't on sale."

"Lucky for me, pistachio is never on sale."

"I could cut coupons."

"Don't bother. I come with my own rewards card."

"Ugh," Korra covered her eyes. "Why does that sound so gross?"

"You do realize, however," Tahno smoothly continued. Absently, he took a pen from the mug sitting in the corner of his desk and flipped it over the line of his knuckles. She might not have realized it, but her stormy eyes followed the movement intently. "That this provides us with the perfect opportunity to test out our new arrangement."

"What arrangement?"

He grinned.

Bingo.

"Oh—oh, no. No way!"

"Did you not agree that I have the newfound right to request visitation stays?" he asked silkily.

"Not when I—" Korra broke off, frantically glancing through the window shades out into the lobby. He had no idea what she saw, or where Mako was, but the next thing she did was lower herself down to his level and hiss, in a much quieter voice, right next to his face, "Not when I am entertaining guests, myself."

Tahno's lips curled downward. "Condition Number Twenty-Seven," he announced. "If at any point the Romantic Roommate finds herself in a time of distress—"

"Wait a minute. You memorized them?"

"Professor Tight-Pants should and will have an acceptable reason to request an overnight visitation stay, so that proper consolation may be rendered, and so that the cost-effective alternative to ice cream may be put to use."

"But not while I am there with Mako!"

His scowl deepened. "There is nothing in the contract stipulating that."

"There doesn't need to be—it's my apartment!"

"As well as hers," he countered reasonably, leaning back to admire his handy work. She looked positively ready to blow. "And until an amendment can be added to allow for Mutual Party Roommate vetoes in honor of facilitating douchebag hook-ups, you have nothing to stand on."

"Asami hasn't even signed the contract yet!"

"But it is a valid document," he reminded her, feeling his lips slide over his teeth. (It'd been a while since he'd enjoyed feeling so smug.) "You said so yourself."

"Tahno," she nearly growled, edging closer to where he sat on the desk; any closer and he'd be forced to lean back, but still, he held his ground. "I am not fucking around with you."

(Too bad, his mind thought, before he could stop it.)

"I can't imagine why Asami wouldn't approve of such a proposal."

Korra slammed her hands onto the desk, and the noise sent shockwaves through his spine. "While you would dare proposition this out of spite, there is no way that Asami would agree to it so soon after the Valentine's Day Debacle," she spat. "Give it up, Tahno. This is petty, even for you."

Tahno ignored the vibrations still echoing in his bones. "I guess you'll just have to wait until this evening," he nonchalantly replied, leaning back to get a better look at the full effects of his craftsmanship. "Perhaps I'll be seeing you in the kitchen after dinner?"

Her lips thinned to an invisible line, which surprised him. His intern was not known for reeling in her emotions, and this display of restraint almost seemed unnatural in comparison with the blowout he was expecting. Suddenly, Tahno felt like he was the one on the defensive, and forced his eyes not to stray from her face. She was very, very close.

"This isn't over, Tahno," she whispered.

He ignored the urge to swallow and, with the slightest tilt of his head, he considered her: the long hair, dark skin, fierce expression... and the dark, navy blue sweatshirt. Tahno let out a slow, saccharine smirk, feeling it spread long and wide in the reflection of her eyes.

"I hope not," he whispered genuinely.

She faltered—just a tick, a tiny fraction of movement—but her cover was shattered all the same. Tahno watched in earnest as she struggled to figure him out—good luck—and he watched with rapt attention as she shifted her eyes up, down, across his face, searching for clues that he wasn't even entirely sure he knew of himself... But within moments, what had started as entertainment morphed into something closer to unease, for Tahno was doing a lot less of the staring down and a lot more of the staring into, and she was a lot closer than he remembered. For a split second, he imagined what it would be like if... if he were to return to her apartment that night, if maybe the contract were just slightly diff—

"All set," Mako announced into the door frame, still wearing the pack that Asami had prepared for her. Tahno had been made aware of his presence a second before his arrival, thanks to the way his intern had bolted upright and whipped her usual backpack over her shoulders. She was looking at the engineering kid now, undeterred, as if nothing had even happened. Tahno was sitting tall and strong at the edge of his desk—back straight, chin high—but if he were to bite any harder into his cheek, he'd be drawing blood.

"Great," Korra smiled, slightly out of breath. Tahno frowned.

"Ready to go?" Mako asked, already opening the door. "That is... if you're not gonna lose any money over a few lost minutes."

She huffed, sliding a disdainful glare his way. Tahno returned it whole-heartedly. "Believe me," she said. "I've put in more than enough overtime to make up for it. And I've already paid my dues for the day."

"In that case, I sure hope you've remembered to cut some coupons," Tahno offered lazily, with a meaningful eye. "Not that it will do you much good in this economy, what with all your apartment's ice cream habits."

"Is that so?"

"I'm afraid it is," he responded gravely. "Oh, and by the way—I hear that newly-engineered flavor is on the cheap side, but you should know that it won't be long before it melts."

Korra's eyes narrowed. "Our ice cream is just fine, thank you," she hissed. "And you can be certain that I will be encouraging Asami to cut coupons herself during these very trying times, so thank you for the reminder."

Tahno enunciated, very carefully, "With pleasure."

To this, Korra offered a stiff and formal nod, and for another all-consuming moment, she was all he saw: tight lips, tight jaw, tight expression—tight pants—and he was again overcome with the sudden urge to move.

It was precisely at that moment, of course, that Mako turned to Korra and asked: "What are you guys talking about?"

Korra turned to her classmate with bright eyes, and Tahno's only thought was shit, because he knew that look, he recognized the cogs twisting in her brain, and—

"You know," she slowly began, looking Mako very seriously in the eye. "I am very much in the mood for ice cream. Would you like to join me for some?"

Mako, who had begun to look a little worried amidst all the banter, brightened considerably now that her undivided attention was focused back on him. Tahno resisted the urge to gag as they looked at one another, caught up in the warmth of each other's gazes. Ugh. Spare me.

"Yeah," he amiably agreed, holding the door open wider. At this moment, Tahno was naught but a forgotten detail in this kid's psyche; so it was here, naturally, that Tahno decided Mako had sealed his fate. Tahno was not so easily forgotten. "Don't worry—my treat."

Korra laughed, bright and genuine and real. She adjusted the straps on her shoulders, stepped forward, and said, "Mako, who are you kidding? You'll have a heart attack over the frivolous spending. Save your money for something else."

"But—"

"Don't worry," Korra assured him, sparing a single glance back toward the desk, where Tahno was still watching.

(He couldn't see her face when she said it, but that didn't piss him off any less.)

"It's on me," she promised, just as the door swung closed behind her.


Tahno leaned back in the chair, heels propped carelessly over a pile of something or other upon his desk, his cell phone tapping absently against his lips. His brows were drawn, his skin was taut, and his mind was restless.

Finally, after another moment of contemplation, Tahno pulled the phone away and flipped it open, staring fixedly down toward the screen in his hand. A few buttons here, a quick ring or two, and—

"Asami," he drawled, sweet and low. "There you are. Your dear friend Mako paid us a visit in the lab today, which has gotten me thinking a great deal about your dilemma. You see... I believe I have the perfect solution."

(And perfect, it was.) 
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That one night

of drunken phone calls. (Part II)


(Or, at least, it would have been perfect.

If he'd actually gotten a chance.)


"Dude, what happened to you?"

Having known Shaozu and Ming for quite some many years, it should have been far easier to ignore them by now; Tahno offered his drinking mates a cursory glance, a roll of the eyes, and then promptly returned to opening the handle of vodka.

"Tahno, man, I am all for drinking on a budget, but we haven't drunk vodka this cheap since undergrad," Shaozu complained, peering at the label. "We can afford the good stuff now, remember? That's what the diplomas are for!"

"And Tahno, you hated drinking this stuff even when we didn't have much of a choice," Ming frowned. He swiped the bottle from the countertop as Tahno reached for the shot glasses in the highest cabinet, but Tahno quickly snatched it back with a warning glare. Ming glanced his old roommate over curiously and asked, "What gives?"

"Yeah," Shaozu leaned forward, examining Tahno's busy form with critical eyes. "I haven't seen you this determined to get drunk since—"

"What," Tahno snapped, slamming the shot glasses onto the granite. "The alcohol snob can't take a day off?"

"Not if the snob is you," Ming countered with a peculiar frown. "Things might have been different years ago, but now you hardly take a day off for anything—in any aspect of your life."

"So now I'm a workaholic and an alcoholic?"

"I never said that," Ming huffed, crossing his arms. "And now you're just deflecting, which makes me even more curious as to why we are drinking such cheap liquor."

Tahno scoffed. "Who said any of this was for either of you?"

Ming and Shaozu shared a look, nodded, then converged.

"Hey! What the—you—"

"The couch?" Ming asked casually, as he held tighter to Tahno's left shoulder, which writhed and jerked against him.

"No, too generous," Shaozu decided, trapping Tahno's other side in his own strong grasp. "Tahno, if you keep moving, you're going to spill this perfectly cheap vodka all over your lovely tiled floors."

"Put me down, you stupid—"

"Ming, did you grab the good stuff from the fridge?"

"Already in my bag. And did you remember to grab the glasses from—"

"Already one step ahead of you."

"Mother—!"

"Splendid," Ming deemed, leading their party toward the bathroom. "I'm thinking more along the lines of the tub."

"Fucking—assholes! I can walk, you useless—I don't know why I even fucking put up with—"

"Wonderful," Shaozu squeezed tighter, narrowly missing a jab of the elbow—though he wasn't quick enough to escape Tahno's whipping hair.

"Just like old times."


"Spill," Shaozu demanded.

Tahno blearily glared up from where he sat, crowded and tangled in awkward angles in the tub he rarely used, and remained silent. His arms were crossed, and even though it was hot as hell in his small-ish bathroom with three people and a jacket still on, he refused to move. He refused to do much of anything, actually.

"So that's how we're going to play it, are we?" Ming nodded solemnly, throwing back another shot. The dramatic effect was lessened by the gruesome scrunching of his face, and the deep cough that tore apart his already burning throat. "Balls," he rasped, reaching over to the sink faucet to fill his shot glass with something to chase down the fire. "This is poison. I hope you realize how much of a testament this is to our devotion to you."

Tahno snorted. "Please. You're still hoarding the decent shit in your bag."

"Yet we're drinking your marvelous purchase with you first," Shaozu grimaced, slamming down another shot himself.

"Because when we suffer, we suffer together," Ming added, eyes starting to cloud—whether it was from alcohol or nostalgia, Tahno couldn't be sure.

"Goddamn," Shaozu hissed. "How did we survive off this for four years?"

"If memory serves, I believe there wasn't much left to taste after the first few shots," Tahno slowly drawled, leaning his head back against the shower tiles. The coolness was refreshing against his sweating skin, but his head was starting to feel light from the heat and the sluggish effects of his drink. His limbs were growing heavy.

"This is madness," Ming groaned, eyeing the already half-empty bottle. "By the time we even reach the good stuff, our sense of taste will have been seared away."

"So go ahead and give up, for all I care," Tahno muttered, rolling his eyes. "I didn't say it was for you in the first place."

"We're drinking it so that you can't," Shaozu pointed an accusing finger into the tub. "I believe that's what they call friendship."

"I don't think it necessarily includes trapping someone inside their own bathroom," Tahno countered, eyeing the prepared shot they'd left for him on the tub's ridge, just a foot away. And then: "I could still run, you know."

Ming snorted into his glass. "You could try."

Tahno scowled.


"It's the intern, isn't it?"

Tahno's spine stiffened so quickly, it nearly snapped.

"What?"

"The last time you got this sloppy, it was because your intern hadn't shown up for work," Shaozu remembered aloud, twirling the clear, sharp-smelling liquid in his glass.

"I am not sloppy."

"You will be, at the rate you're going," Ming predicted, watching with interest as Tahno clenched his fingers over his empty shot glass. Tahno's frown slipped lower.

"First, I'm an alcoholic, then I'm not drinking enough of my own shitty vodka, and now I'm drinking too much again?" Tahno huffed. "Will you make up your minds?"

"Again, never said that," Ming argued, leaning back against the toilet tank more comfortably. He was seated over the lid, and Shaozu had already barricaded himself against the door, so as much as Tahno had hated to admit it, there really was no way out. "What I'd like to see, however, is for you to make up your damn mind."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Come on, man," Shaozu nearly groaned. "We're not stupid. You don't think we don't know what's going on here?"

"And what, might I ask," Tahno managed through gritted teeth. "Is it that you think is going on?"

Ming leaned closer and gravely said, "I think that you know exactly what it is that we know that you know is going on."

"Dude," Shaozu chimed from the floor. "We've known for like, a while."

"Then enlighten me."

"Oh, no," Ming shook his head. "We're not gonna be the ones to say it. It's high time you grew a pair and admitted it for yourself."

"Admit what?"

"Seriously?" Shaozu exclaimed. "Seriously?"

"Seriously, what?"

"Ming," Shaozu sighed, holding out his glass for another drink. "I can't deal with this."

Tahno's anger soared. "Listen, here, you good-for-nothing—"

Blip!

The next thing Tahno knew, he was being pinned to the porcelain enameled steel, wrestling and wrangling two strong pairs of arms for the cell phone in his pocket. Vodka from someone's glass had flown into his face, so now he could feel the acrid stickiness seeping into his hair, his nose, and his mouth. A few choice expletives spilled from his mouth as he spat and coughed his way back to regaining his senses, but someone's knee was still in his stomach, and someone's arm was bracing his chest, and before he knew it, his cellphone had been ripped right from the left pocket of his jeans, and he was left gasping for air and sanity as Ming leaned back onto his new seat on the tiled floor and flipped it open.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" Tahno demanded, rushing forward—but halted when a rush of breath was forced from his chest; the sole of Shaozu's boot was still placed firmly against his sternum. "That's—that's private, you imbecile!" he gasped.

"Like you ever gave a damn about anyone's privacy," Ming smirked, tapping a few buttons.

"Ming," he clawed at his arm. "I am warning you—"

But then Ming frowned. He was staring thoughtfully into the screen and paused long enough that even Shaozu looked intrigued. Tahno's stomach dropped and turned cold.

"You have a text from your intern," he said finally. When Ming's eyes peered back up in his direction, he tried his best to look formidable, which wasn't very easy.

"So?" he scowled.

"So... it's not that unusual for her to text you on Friday nights, after all?" Shaozu prompted.

"No. I mean, yes—it's business and there isn't anything strange about an intern texting her supervisor, for fuck's sake."

"Does she always include winky faces?"

"Of course no—what?"

Ming pointed to the screen. "You, good sir, have received a winky face."

Tahno's nostrils flared. "What does—what does the rest of it say?" he asked, apparently without any real concern for his pretense of indifference. (A half-hearted attempt might have still been there, but if so, it was quickly and surely dying.)

Ming frowned. "Do you have any idea what she might mean by... 'better luck next time'?"

"Um... Tahno?" Shaozu tried, watching warily from the floor. "Tah—?"

"That... little—"

Tahno couldn't even think. Every muscle in his arms felt tight and hot, and the minor dizziness became a full-on head rush. Something was pulling his stomach out from under him, a red-hot hook and an icy cord that dipped and yanked at his insides, and when the exhale blew past his gritted teeth—as the crack of his skull against the tiles danced all the way down his spine—it took him a moment to realize that the crackling snarl he heard was actually coming from him.

"Um. Tahno, what—?"

"Who does she think she is!"

"I don't get it—what does it mean? Tahno, what's the—?"

"That little—that little—"

"Jeez, Tahno, snap out of it! Just calm the hell down and explain so we don't have frickin' heart attacks over here!"

"This is—unbelievable," he spat, giving the edge of the tub a brutal kick. "That she would—that she would dare—and to rub it in my face! As if it weren't already—as if it weren't already bad enough—"

"Tahno, I am about three seconds away from calling her myself to get a fucking clue as to wha—"

"Don't you dare!"

"Then out with it!" Ming demanded. For a moment, Tahno almost complied; eyes locked, jaws set, nostrils flared, and then Tahno snarled away his gaze, and drove the side of his fist into the wall. Ming watched one of the tiles rattle between the grout. "You are not helping your case, man!"

"Though this is certainly helping to explain the cheap liquor a bit more."

"Shut up, Shaozu!" Ming hissed.

"What, you gonna disagree?"

"Shut up, both of you!" Tahno snapped, flinging a hand through the air. "And you! Give me back my phone!"

"No way! Not after that shit show! I want to know what the hell happened with your intern today that has compelled you to get Grade A-Freshman Plastered."

"You're calling me—"

"Who's Asami?"

Tahno and Ming paused—fists still raised, faces still close—and looked over to Shaozu, who was sitting calmly on the floor nearby, casually scrolling through Tahno's cell phone.

"How did you—?"

"Give that back," Tahno hissed, snatching the phone away and roughly shoving it back into his pocket. He was already starting to feel that headache again.

"Isn't that the girl you're seeing now?" Ming speculated, rubbing his knuckles along his jaw in thought. (It was one of his habits, Tahno knew, but he'd also managed to clock him there sometime in the last two minutes, so that also made it considerably more satisfying.)

Tahno's scowl was answer enough.

"And... would the reason why you're so whiny tonight have anything to do with the fact that this Asami lady canceled your plans?" Shaozu asked.

"Yikes. That is a bona fide Tahno pout. It must be," Ming deemed, leaning back and reaching for what was left of the bottle, narrowly avoiding an angry swipe. He and Shaozu seemed perfectly content to resume their bathroom-drinking adventure, but Tahno's skin wouldn't stop crawling.

"You're already in too deep," Shaozu reminded him, setting down another shot within Tahno's reach. "Might as well tell us what this Asami girl and your intern have to do with one another, because we're gonna find out anyway." With a groan-come-growl and a serious twisting in his gut, Tahno pitched forward and dropped his head into his hands.

"They're roommates," he told them through his fingers, defeated.

"Roommates?" Shaozu perked. "That's ambitious, even for you."

"Uhh... Shaozu?" Ming tried hesitantly, glancing warily toward a half-sodden Tahno. (Speckled with alcohol in an old bathtub on a Friday night with two loser friends who wouldn't share their quality liquor.

This was his life now.)

"What?"

"Something tells me that... that's not quite what's going on here."
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"So they're roommates. What's the big deal?"

Tahno's head rolled to the side. His eyes felt glassy, and his brain felt like mush. "If only that were the half of it," he muttered spitefully. Ming's eyes narrowed with curiosity, but Shaozu didn't hear.

"Did she, like, turn you down or something?"

"Why are we talking about this?" Tahno snapped, turning away from Ming's inquisitive stare. "There is nothing going on between me and my intern, okay?"

"So... you haven't made a move yet?"

Tahno deadpanned. "What."

Shaozu and Ming slowly turned toward one another and shared a familiar look: Uh-oh, they cried. Tahno could feel his indignation welling up in his chest. "Well, shit," Shaozu muttered, still looking warily into Ming's equally-worried eyes. "It's no wonder, then."

"All right, assholes—what the hell are you talking about?"

"It sounds like he's still in denial," Ming gravely offered, rubbing his knuckles along his jaw again. "This might be more difficult than we thought."

"I swear to God, you two, if you don't—"

"We believe you, man," Ming turned to him. His seriousness immediately drew Tahno's suspicion.

"Believe what?" he demanded.

"What you said just now. About there not being anything going on between you and your intern."

Tahno's eyes narrowed skeptically. "You do."

"But we also know something that you don't know."

"And what, exactly, would that be?"

Ming leaned in close and looked him straight in the eye.

"That you want there to be."

(And it was at that point, of course—

—that Tahno's mind promptly exploded.)

Preposterous! Absurd! "Ridiculous," Tahno sniped, crossing his arms. "She is the bane of my existence. A constant thorn in my side. And—just in case you've forgotten—I happen to be seeing her hot roommate, who is far more agreeable and cooperative. And much hotter."

"Well," Ming chuckled. "There's gotta be something about your intern then, because you've got it bad."

"I beg your pardon?"

"Admit it, Tahno," Shaozu winked. "You want her."

"I wa—I what?"

"Oh, for—give it up, man! You've been obsessed with this girl ever since she started working at the lab. It's been, like—months now."

"Um, yes, about what a colossal pain in my ass she has been—"

"Like, all I hear anymore is bacteria this and intern that—it's all you have in conversation topics anymore!"

"In case you've forgotten, I am a scientist in a doctoral program who is finalizing his dissertation research—"

"With a really hot, young assistant. Hey. You know what? I've never even seen this girl. Or her supposedly hotter roommate. Where'd that phone go? There's gotta be—"

"I can assure you, I do not and will not ever have any pictures for your perusal," Tahno snapped, clutching the phone tighter in his pocket. "Now, seriously, I'm done with this nonsense. I've got a lot of alcohol to drink tonight, so either change the topic and help me drink it or get the fuck out."

"Did you ask her to join you for drinks tonight?" Shaozu asked, only half-teasing. Ming continued to merely watch, the ever-observant one. "Is that why you're such a hot mess? I wouldn't be surprised if she declined, what with this shitty selection."

"Shaozu, we already discovered that he has not put the moves on her yet," Ming patiently reminded him. "Hence the drinking party."

"There aren't any moves to be put on!"

"And that is what's hard for me to believe," Shaozu turned back to a fuming Tahno. "Who are you and what have you done with the real Tahno?"

Tahno blinked, stunned. "All right, that's quite enough for you—"

Shaozu easily held up the sole of his boot, effectively planting rubber into Tahno's sternum. The arm that had been reaching out for the bottle of vodka fell uselessly back to his side. He tried to maintain his balance, but swayed dangerous over the lip of the tub. "The Tahno I know could get any lady friend that he'd like. You wanna tell me how you, of all people, are struggling to face the obvious truth of the hots you have for your assistant?"

"This is ridiculous. For the last time, I am not attracted to my intern!"

"Not at all?" Ming prompted.

"Well—it's not like—I am a fucking human being, you know!"

"Literally, actually," Shaozu added, as Tahno snarled. "But that's beside the point. And look! You're doing it again. Why's this so hard? Just admit that you think she's hot or cute, or whatever."

"Or..." Ming gaze slid very carefully over his face, and Tahno's stomach flipped all over again. "Maybe... there's more?"

Shaozu looked shocked. Ming looked pensive. Tahno was ready to punch them both in the face.

"You two are psychotic," Tahno accused, tearing himself away from Shaozu's boot and gripping the edge of the tub tight between his palms. "First of all, she is the roommate of the very attractive, very sexy woman with whom I am regularly not-sleeping—with whom I vastly enjoy not-sleeping. Not to mention the obvious fact that she is my intern and that, as her supervisor, I am technically responsible for her contributions to the lab's development and—oh! Did I not mention? She is the fucking goddaughter of my advisor, who I partner with on all fronts of my research, and who is funding my attendance at the conference and is providing letters of recommendation for my ongoing job hunt! Do you have any idea what impression that could leave, for me to be attracted to the goddaughter of the man who is presiding over the approval of my dissertation? Or the repercussions of acting on that attraction? And do you have any idea how fucking long it took me to get an intern in the first place? And the only reason that I even got her in the first place was because Tenzin took pity—but not on me, oh no. He did her a favor because she is apparently bored with the subject matter that this school is practically throwing money at her to study—"

"Whoah, what?"

"—and even if I could manage to find another intern before my dissertation defense—which I couldn't, because who the hell in their right mind wants to study swamp bacteria?—there's no way that I would be able to train them in time—she's already had five months of on-going experience and—and—"

Seriously, Tahno's head was starting to hurt.

"Damn," Shaozu nodded, not trying very hard to hide his smile. "You sure know how to pick 'em."

"Not helping, Shaozu," Ming hissed, sending a wary glance in his direction.

But Tahno wasn't looking. In fact, Tahno was sitting cross-legged in the tub, with his elbows on the edge and his head in his hands. His eyes were closed. He looked like he was barely even breathing.

"Fuck."

"Um," Shaozu blinked, frowning thoughtfully. "Tahno?"

He didn't respond at first, and when he did, it was so low it was unintelligible. "Tahno?" Ming tried, sparing a quick glance to his partner in crime, who merely offered a confused shrug. "What'd you say?"

Tahno buried his face even deeper into his hands and muttered, "I want her."

"You... you what?"

"I said... I think... I want her."

"You... want her?" Ming repeated, leaning closer. "Who? The roommate? Or the intern?"

"Or maybe even both?"

"Shaozu."

"What! It's a valid question, and anyway, it looks like I've hit the mark."

"Then let him say so, for chrissake! Give him a chance. Here, go ahead, Tahno. Say it again."

Abruptly, Tahno returned to his senses. "What the fuck? You're going to make me repeat it? Again? No way. I've had enough of you two, and your crazy for one evening. Get the hell out of my bathroom."

"But—we're making such progress!"

Tahno's nostrils flared. "Progress?" he echoed, nodding his head, jaw tight. "Progress?"

(And there it was again—the trademark shared look of: uh-oh.)

"Let me tell you about progress. Progress is finding an intern at all, let alone a mostly competent one who knows how to organize and label files properly. Progress is being invited to one of the country's most prestigious conferences and then being told that you're a main presenter. Progress is not going from telling someone not to climb a fucking tree, and then essentially being called an idiot after you ask them not to die—"

"Um. Wha—?"

"—to telling someone that their boyfriend is a dick, only to find out that he's not a boyfriend at all, and then that what they're actually, really doing is messing around in between fucking lab shifts—"

"Tahno—"

"—after you've just spent the fucking night with her in her fucking apartment—"

"Oh my god, what? Slow down!"

"—and you didn't expect to wake up without a shirt, but lo and fucking behold, it's the morning and you have no shirt—and there's coffee everywhere—but she already tried to make you wear the shorts—"

"Fuck, he's drunk. It's finally starting to hit him... Quick—lower him down, lower him down, Shaozu!"

"—and who the fuck gave her the right to get with that—that imbecile douchebag, anyway?" he slurred, unsuccessfully brushing away his ex-teammates helpful hands. Shaozu's and Ming's arms steadied the swaying Tahno like a very unfortunate game of reverse-tug-o-war. "I never wanted to wear his shorts, anyway!"

"So you're jealous?" Shaozu grunted, struggling to bring the flailing Tahno down without cracking either of their heads on the ceramic.

"Fuck, no—I don't—not jealous," Tahno shoves the man on his right, glaring hard. "I don't do jealous."

"Just like you don't want your intern."

"I want her," Tahno grumbled, brows creasing deeply into his forehead. (To Ming, it looked like it physically pained him to say so... but then again, it could have just been the alcohol, too.) "Fuck. I do. I fucking want her. I want my intern."

Ming released a heavy sigh. "I think it's time for the couch," he decided, lifting Tahno up and out of the tub. "He'll sleep it off."

"Think he'll need the garbage?"

"Please, you asshole. I'm not even drunk."

Ming gave the sloppy mess in his arms a pointed look, but shook a stiff nod to Shaozu. "Nah. He's drunk, but he's still using the word please. I think we're good."

"Fuck," Tahno muttered to himself, his body listless, with his feet being dragged across the floor. "I want my fucking intern. I want to fuck my intern. I want to fuck my intern a lot. I want a lot to fuck my intern a lot."

"I think he's broken," Shaozu whispered, forgetting that his mouth was just two centimeters from Tahno's ear.

"I want her to break up with him," Tahno continued. "I want—I want what I want. Enough of this shit. I want what I want. Nobody sends me a goddamn smiley face and proceeds to have sex with douchebag dicks while I get drunk in a bathtub."

"Um. Tahno, what are you—Tahno, no."

"Tahno—Tahno put the phone away! Put it away now!"

"Enough," Tahno mumbled, fingers fumbling through his pockets. "I'm gonna call her. I'm gonna call her right now."

"Shit, Shaozu, grab his—"

"Tahno, dude, listen to me," Ming took Tahno by the shoulders, feeling only slightly guilty about the brain rattling around in that oversized head of his. Shaozu managed to slip away the phone while Tahno was thusly preoccupied. (It disappeared into his pocket, thankfully, for the rest of the night.) "Did you just say she's with this—this other guy?"

"Mako," Tahno spat. (And then literally, too.

"Gross," Shaozu complained.)

"Fine, whatever. Didn't you just say she's with this Mako kid?"

"Weren't you listening?" Tahno shouted, wrenching free from his grasp. "That is precisely why I'm calling, you idiot! This girl—she needs to learn that she can't just fuck whoever she wants! That's not how it works!"

"Right—and I'm sure we can convince her of all that... in the morning."

"Don't you get it?" Tahno stumbled, falling to the living room couch in his haste to escape their clutches. Mindlessly, Tahno threw a pillow at them, which they easily sidestepped. His arms moved to help himself upward, but between his wobbly balance and poor strength, it was pretty much a lost cause. Tahno frowned grouchily as his forearm sank between the cushions. "He's an imbecile!" he hissed. "A blundering, hulking manchild with a Bachelor's Degree!"

"I see," Ming muttered reassuringly, dropping Tahno's feet onto the armrest so he could sprawl out. "Completely unworthy."

"Utterly," Tahno snapped, twisting onto his back, then nearly getting sick from the movement. "Fuck. What did I... How much did you... Shit."

Ming and Shaozu stood over their nearly-dying friend with sympathetic, smirking gazes. "Our thoughts exactly," Ming slowly replied. "We'll be going to the kitchen now, finishing up the rest of our liquor. Something tells me you'll make it through the rest of the night alive."

"Bastards."

"That we are," Shaozu shrugged good-naturedly. "But then what are you?"

What... am I?

"Easy," Tahno grumbled, letting his eyes fall shut. "I am totally and utterly fucked."


"But I thought the problem that he wasn't—"

"Shut up, Shaozu."
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That one night

Korra got laid. 


Well. Technically, it was the morning after.

(He was on his way out as she was on her way in—

—which meant that Asami Sato accidentally caught the tail end of one very prolonged see you later.)


"Well, hello," Asami smirked, tossing her bag to the floor. She wasn't used to seeing her roommate blush. "I see you got home all right."

(Korra couldn't help it; she crossed her arms, casually gave an indifferent shrug... then unleashed a smile so explosive that her cheeks actually hurt.)

"I don't know if you meant that as an innuendo or not," she said offhandedly, as smugness radiated from her every pore. "But I can assure you that I'm definitely taking it as one." Naturally, Asami's jacket froze where it rested on her forearms, only just a little past the elbows.

"Oh?" she mouthed, intrigued.

"Oh."

(Asami smiled deviously.)

"Coffee?" she asked her roommate, already moving toward the kitchen.

"Yes, please," Korra replied with enthusiasm despite the minor surprise, already following suit. She planted herself in one of the creakier wooden chairs and plopped her elbows straight down onto the table, watching Asami work her magic with restless fascination.

Her back was turned as she counted the scoops, but Korra could hear the smile in Asami's voice when she said, "I get the feeling a lot has happened while I've been away."

(For a moment—maybe out of instinct, or intuition, or just plain paranoia—Korra's eyes flickered toward the refrigerator, just to Asami's right.)

"Um. Well," Korra swallowed, trying to ignore sudden queasy feeling quietly swirling through her gut.

"What are you waiting for! I've been dying to hear about this since that one night you two went out to that bar, which was forever ago. So spill! How is he?"

"Ah. Right. But first... I guess. You see, there's this napkin I should probably tell you about first."
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That one night

Tahno didn't remember.


He was dying.

"You're not dying, you drama queen."

"Though I wouldn't be surprised, given his circumstances."

"I'm surprised we didn't kill him ourselves. Get up and wake up to your hangover like a real adult, you pretentious graduate shit!"

His head was a black hole, cracked right down the middle. His mouth felt hot and dry and tasted awful, and his limbs wouldn't move and, worst of all, his hair was a clumpy, sweaty mess.

"What did you do to me?" Tahno croaked.

While Shaozu was sputtering madly, Tahno vaguely registered that Ming was rolling his eyes. "If anything, we saved your life."

He narrowed his own; partly against the suspicious figures hovering over him, and partly to cancel out the light. "I thought you said I wasn't dying," he coughed.

"Physically, no. Socially?" Ming paused. "It was a close call."

"You nearly took out half your kitchen trying to get the phone from me so you could call your damn intern!" Shaozu pouted, still obviously sour from the whole ordeal.

(Tahno laid very, very still.)

"Um. What?"

"You don't fucking remember?" Shaozu spat, aghast.

Tahno closed his eyes, trying to allow his brain to cave in on itself, just so he wouldn't have to listen to idiots this early in the morning. (No luck.) "I remember the tub," he said slowly, laying a heavy palm over his burning eyes. "And yelling a lot. And something about shorts."

"And wanting to fuck the living daylights out of your intern."

"Ah." Tahno swallowed, feeling the sides of his dry throat scratch all the way down. Right... "And then there's that, I guess."

Ming heaved a dreadfully heavy sigh, then lowered himself down to the couch so that he could speak in a softer voice. (Tahno always knew he was the favorite.) "I think we should start making it a point to take your phone before you start drinking from now on."

"And hiding it."

(Another sigh.) "Shaozu wasn't exaggerating about the kitchen. You fell asleep around midnight, but woke up again sometime around three. You nearly had him decapitated because you thought your phone was in the hood of his sweatshirt."

Tahno blinked.

Yep. Nope. Definitely don't remember that.

"Good to know," he slowly replied. Shaozu huffed off to the side.

"You almost managed it, you know—to call her and confess your undying attraction to her."

Suddenly, Tahno felt sick all over again. He wasn't sure if he really wanted to hear the answer, but: "I didn't say anything too compromising... did I?"

"Not to her, no," Ming vaguely replied.

"... meaning?"

"There was a lot of talk of midriff-baring t-shirts," Shaozu readily supplied. "And inappropriate lab wear, and something about really inconvenient tank tops. Really, it was all very boring until you went off on a rampage over some red sweatpants or something."

"Sweatshirt," Tahno managed through his gritted teeth, clenching his eyes even more tightly shut. "It's a red... hoodie."

"Whatever, man. I want to know how the hell you're gonna handle this from now on."

Seriously, if he doesn't take at least forty steps back— "Back off," Tahno ground out, twisting his face into the couch cushion. "I'm not handling anything until someone gets me my fucking coffee."

Shaozu's nostrils flared but, strangely enough, he and Ming turned to the side table next to the armrest under his head, and produced one extra jumbo mug of straight, black coffee. Tahno blinked.

"Oh," he said, and then—Shit. They're not showing any mercy, are they? What the hell did I—?

"We want to help you, Tahno," Ming said suddenly, taking a seat on the rug right alongside the couch. "But in order to do that, we need to know what's going on."

"Yeah," Shaozu added. "Like what your plan is?"

Oh my god—shut up.

Tahno rolled over to face the inside of the couch, which just made him feel nauseous all over again. "What the hell do you want from me? Nobody has a plan at eight in the morning."

"It's noon."

Oh. Fuck.

"Irrelevant," he spat.

"Seriously, Tahno," Shaozu tried again, and this time he at least sounded like he was making the tiniest bit of an attempt at showing proper respect. "You're obviously into this girl, and you're obviously out of your element."

Tahno's lip curled against the cushion. He was not out of his element, thank you very much.

"At least give us something to go on," Ming attempted, and even he was growing impatient. "Anything. You're into your intern, but she's seeing somebody else. You're seeing her roommate. You technically see her every day at the lab, so... What the hell are you gonna do now?"


But he didn't immediately answer.

Because in the privacy of his suffering, hungover mind—

Tahno was already beginning to form an idea. (A plan.)
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That one night

Korra studied.


"Hey, are you sure Asami's not gonna mind that I'm back again so soon?"

"Nah. She knows that I've still got a good deal of leniency after the Valentine's Debacle... and besides, she's not even gonna be here tonight, anyway. She was only home barely long enough this morning for me to tell her about the contract-agreement, before Tight-Pants whisked her away for the rest of the day. Knowing them, they've probably skipped dinner altogether and are already onto dessert at his apartment... if you know what I mean."

"Ugh. I still don't know how you put up with all of his crap."

Korra paused her reading, glancing down from the stapled packet in her hands to the naked man currently pinned between her thighs. He pouted as she smirked.

"Growing a bit gallant, are we?" she teased, leaning down to peer into his eyes. Her bare knees sank into the soft sheets of her bed, one locked onto either side of his beautifully-carved torso, but she somehow managed to lean over without having to reach a hand out for balance, which pleased her greatly. "Am I sensing some primitive male-pride burgeoning in there? Under a layer of instinctive protectiveness, perhaps?"

Mako rolled his eyes, but it wasn't enough to convince her. She pushed his bare shoulder; he pushed back. "I just don't like that you have to spend so much time with someone who treats you like shit," he defended.

Korra shrugged, resuming her reading. (Honestly, naked studying was far superior to anything she'd ever accomplished in the campus library. She didn't know why she hadn't thought of it sooner.) "Really, it's not even that bad. Now that it's getting easier to track his mood swings, he's actually become almost tolerable. Plus, our contract hasn't hurt either."

Mako chuckled beneath her, sending shockwaves of pleasant vibrations up her spine. (Right. Maybe this was why she hadn't tried naked studying before.) "Oh, man. Only you could have gotten that tool to listen to reason."

Korra paused. "What makes you say that?" she asked curiously.

"Well, as you can see from our group paper, which is.. somewhere... right over—here!" he snatched up another stack of stapled papers from the collection strewn across the mattress around them. "Your... persuasiveness has a special quality."

She rolled her eyes. "Effectiveness?" she dryly guessed.

"Don't doubt it," he warned with a mischievous smile. "I've experienced the effects firsthand."

"Mm," Korra hummed, setting her reading aside and smoothly shifting her weight forward, placing her palms on the pillow supporting his head, effectively trapping him even further. "So you have," she agreed. She started her slow descent down—

"Which is why I'm glad I have you," he breathed, a mere fraction away from her lips. "Considering how useless I am with words."

Then why are you still using them? she thought to herself. "Not true," she countered, touching her lips to his. "I've seen your ideas—you could just use a little help in presenting them. You're a little indecisive, you know."

His hands—ah, so warm, so—found their way onto her back, and she fell to her forearms, feeling weak.

"Which is why I sell my body in exchange for proofreading," he murmured into her mouth, which fell victim to an inevitable bubble of laughter.

"If that were really the case, I'd be more than happy to make a career change," she hummed, kissing and kissing and kissing. She couldn't remember the last time she'd had such fun just... kissing. Um. Never? "I have been doing plenty of write-ups lately. Between all of my schoolwork and the lab reports—and the contract I just drafted up—you and I would never be out of business."

"Ugh, I don't want that scumbag having anything to do with me getting business. Even indirectly."

Korra paused again, risking a quick peek at his expression. He was looking up at her with a bit of a scowl, which she'd grown to find more adorable than intimidating. (She often shared this with him, but decided that something more important was currently at stake.) "Really?" she wondered aloud, trying not to think of the scarily accurate implications of his statement. "Even if he were somehow indirectly responsible for, say... you and I agreeing to this crazy arrangement in the first place?"

Mako snorted. "Don't even joke."

Her stomach squeezed uncomfortably below, but she wasn't quite ready to give up yet. "Think about it," she leaned closer into him, enjoying the oomf of air leaving his body as she rested her full weight onto his. (Again, naked studying: the best.) "Before Professor Tight-Pants scooped her up, you were all over Asami. You should be thanking him, really."

Korra laughed at his expression, this time even harder. Before a full-scale war could erupt, Korra hushed his complaints with another toe-curling kiss, and wrapped her hands around his neck, his shoulders, wordlessly persuading him to remember that he'd obviously ended up with the better end of the deal. When they finally broke apart, she was terribly thirsty.

"I'm gonna go get some water," she announced, placing another kiss to his jaw. As steadily as she could, Korra rose up from her position over him and stepped onto the floor. "Do you want anything?"

"More group projects?" he asked meaningfully, openly eyeing the sight before him.

(A pillow to the face was his answer.)

"Hey! Hey, wait—you're going out into the kitchen like that?" he asked, brow curling down with concern. "You don't have an inch of fabric on you."

Oh, please, Mother Mako, she thought with an inward roll of the eyes. Afraid I'm going to catch a cold?

"So?" Korra smirked. "No one else is home. It's my kitchen, and I can go in naked if I want to."

Mako pursed his lips, fighting a smile. "Fair enough," he relented. Then, after an indulgent glance-over of the naked body in question, he reached over the side of the bed to the dress shirt lying on the floor and tossed it her way. "At least put this on, for me. As a favor!" he said quickly, when she stared him down. "Please," he said rather seriously. "I love it when you wear my shirts."

Korra gave him a look of mock-impatience, secretly enjoying the way he enjoyed the way she looked in his clothes. For all her teasing about primitive instincts, it did make her feel appreciated in some primal, pleasant way. "Fine," she huffed, not bothering to hide her smile. "But only because you said please. And because your shirt is so damn soft."

Mako's head fell upside down as he twisted his body and leaned farther back, dropping his head over the side of the mattress. His hair was sticking up in all sorts of directions, with wild tufts of soft, silky strands and—oh my god, I want to touch. Even from this angle, his lopsided smile looked good enough to kiss.

"I'll have to remember that in the future," he smoothly replied, watching carefully as she held the shirt out at her front.

For a heart-stopping moment, Korra was terrified that she might blush. Resisting the urge to rejoin him on the bed, Korra hastily shoved an arm through one of the red sleeves and said, "Honestly, though—kitchen nudity isn't all that uncommon in this apartment." She smirked as she hastily fixed a few of the buttons covering her front. "When it's just the two of us, Asami and I tend to ignore the convention of clothing altogether."

"That is not something you tell a guy and then try to walk away afterwards," Mako pouted.

Korra swerved to the side as he reached for her, laughing lightly as his fingers just only barely grazed the soft fabric of his shirt.

"I'll be right back," she smiled, before flitting away.

The sun was still setting, which was a wonderful sign for Korra. Later sunsets not only meant more sunshine, but also hinted at the steadily-approaching end of the school year, which subsequently meant a brief reprieve from the never-ending obligations of school and scholarships. Taking a brief detour to close the blinds in the living room, Korra thought of the summer tasks she would inevitably be taking on—ugh—but also the considerable compromises the summer semester would be making on behalf of her happiness. Better seminar hours, better professors, and fewer scholarship check-ins! She couldn't imagine a better solution. (Actually, she could, but these lies tended to be necessary for basic regular functioning and—) Korra caught herself thinking about all the free time she'd have, and all the time she'd have to spend in—

—the lab.

Korra's fingers lingered in between the shutter shades, resting heavily over the thin, flimsy strips of metal. It occurred to her then: the lab wouldn't be his anymore next year, would it? He was just finishing up. Tahno was graduating.

Her head shook fiercely, ridding herself of the thought. "Stupid," she hissed quietly under her breath. What a wasteful time to be thinking about such stupid crap, she complained, crossing her arms in thought. And besides, it's not even until like, weeks away.

Don't think about it, her mind urged her.

(And, for once, she listened.)

Instead, Korra glanced back to her bedroom door, where she knew a very hot, very naked Mako was waiting for her. Maybe she would get two glasses of water, she smirked to herself, feeling thirstier already; Korra had a feeling that he was going to be needing it by the time she was through with him. It was this exact thought that was running through her mind—devious smirk, heated skin, dry mouth, warm belly, half-lidded eyes—as she stepped around the corner into the kitchen and—

—came to find a shirtless Tahno, standing at her open fridge.

She blinked—not once, not twice—and still he remained, barefoot over the cold tiles, the bottoms of his blue jeans dusting over the floor—and her water filter, in his hand—which trailed all the way back to a pair of sleek, muscular arms, all the way back to a shocking expanse of smooth skin, to the rigid planes of muscle lining his stomach and chest. It looked too familiar—too natural—to see him there, half-naked in her apartment—

(And she tried not to—didn't want to—remember the reason why.)

"Ta—Tahno?" she hissed, once she'd found her voice. When he looked up, shock quickly gave way to fury. "What are you—what the hell are you…?"

"Ah," he smirked, slowly closing the refrigerator door with a soft thud, water pitcher still in hand. She could see the muscles shifting all throughout his torso, twisting and tensing and—

She looked up into one pair of two

very

knowing

eyes.


"Good evening, intern."
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That one night

they faced off.


This night was turning out very poorly, indeed.

When Tahno had shown up to his intern's apartment that evening, fully intending to make good on his promise to fulfill his contractual obligations—and thus fully intending to fuck the Romantic Roommate's brains out, until she'd been long cured of her familial distress and, more importantly, until he had achieved a full-blown recovery from the temporary insanity he'd drunkenly found himself in the night before—the last thing he'd expected to stumble upon was the source of madness itself, standing less than two feet away from him in her kitchen archway, staring at him with wide eyes and a ponytail half-destroyed, and mostly-clad in the dress shirt of another man whose apartment she was supposed to be visiting, but for whatever reason wasn't because she was here in front of him and mother of fucking god—




She came to her senses all at once.

"What the hell are you doing here!"

Reflexively, Tahno glanced down at the fancy water filter in his hand.

As casually as possible, he replied, "Getting water."

He arched a dark, thin brow for good measure, and then, simply because he had nothing better, added: "What are you doing here?"

She looked like she might pass out from pure anger—or punch him, at the very least. Instinctively, Tahno stayed rooted to the spot.

"Are you kidding me?" she spat, lowering her voice with a shady glance back toward the living room. "I live here!"

His brows drew downward, and—to his growing alarm—embarrassed heat flooded his limbs. "Don't get pissed off at me," he snapped waspishly. "You're supposed to be at lover boy's right now."

Korra blinked rapidly, mouth forming silent words of fury as she pulled herself together. "Excuse me?" she hissed, flexing and clenching white-knuckled fingers through the air between them, as if she wasn't quite sure what to do with them. A little desperately, Tahno hoped that she wouldn't decide to punch, but—then again...

"You were supposed to bring Asami back to your apartment!" she accused, promptly jarring him back to the present, at which point he realized that the universe hated him. Of this, he was certain, because whatever it was that she had been doing in that godforsaken room before she came upon him in the kitchen had very clearly distracted her from fastening a few of the buttons up top and—god help him, but—it was not, by any means, an easy task to maintain eye contact with a half-dressed intern he wasn't supposed to want when there was, in the peripherals of his vision, the soft curve of one breast just barely visible beneath the too-large collar, hinting at its existence, reminding him of its proximity, practically begging to be—"Khhgmm," he coughed, with as much dignity as he could, which admittedly wasn't very much. After a brief moment of suspenseful uncertainty, Tahno managed to pull himself together.

"Says who?" he demanded carefully, voice low and harsh with quiet, indignant frustration. "You had the place to yourself last night—or have you forgotten already?" And then, more spitefully: "Not very memorable, is he?"

"This isn't a matter of fairness, pretty boy," she managed through gritted teeth, ignoring his petty jab. Her accusatory finger was just a little too close, hovering somewhere just below his chin. If he were to just—reach down and open his mouth— "Asami assured me that you would be entertaining her there, in your apartment. You have to leave."

"What?" he hissed, incredulousness lending a mocking twist to his breathy scoff. "No way. We've got plans for the evening, and I intend to see them through."

No matter how long it takes, he thought darkly, staunchly ignoring the smooth expanse of skin stretched over her collarbone.

"Tahno," she whispered, and in her eyes, he thought he saw the slightest spark of panic. "You can't stay here."

He'd heard the words, but, more importantly, he'd heard the desperation within them. Tahno considered his intern's face very carefully, marveling at the range of emotion he saw there: anger, of course, and frustration and exasperation and impatience and many of the other irritating things he was used to seeing splash across her features in his presence... but there was also a number of more interesting things to behold, such as restlessness and anxiousness and... curiosity.

Another idea began developing in his mind, and as the possibilities unfurled, Tahno set the water filter down on the small strip of counter space with a careful hand and then turned back to his intern, whose spine was as stiff as a board. He languidly raised on arm to rest against the refrigerator door, leaning his weight into the stainless steel surface with practiced ease.

(Okay, so he had to admit that this tended to look a lot more provocative when the wall wasn't the door of a refrigerator—one which also hosted a certain heinous napkin-document—but he didn't exactly have a lot to work with at the moment.

Whatever.)

"I'm not leaving," he declared in low, deep tones. He looked her straight in the eyes, daring her to look away, but maybe-sort-of hoping that she wouldn't. "If you want your privacy so bad, go to his apartment."

But really, he thought. Don't.

Shell-shocked, Korra's mouth fell open, revealing the tip of a small, pink tongue. Inevitably, she did look away—to the fridge, to the water filter, to the floor—and breathed out a scoff of pure, utter disbelief. Her chest heaved with a forceful inhale, and Tahno's arm slipped just the slightest bit along the metal.

"Look—that's impossible," she ground out through a whisper, raising her burning eyes back up to his. "We can't go to his apartment. This is the only real option we have!"

Tahno scowled down at her, feeling his fingers tighten into a fist, and then release. He wasn't sure if this was good news or bad news just yet. "Still lives in a dorm, does he?"

Korra's eyes, which had begun to take on a very nervous sort of light, flashed dangerously with defensive anger. "No. He does not. We just—we can't, all right?" she hissed, dropping her voice even lower. Speculatively, Tahno glanced about the small kitchen, blatantly pretending to be on the lookout for imaginary eavesdroppers. He stopped only when he felt the sharp sting of a smack across his shoulder. "His brother is there, okay?"

Tahno blinked. "So? Kick him out."

(But really.

Don't.)

"Tahno—I can't do that!"

"Sure, you can. You ruin people's sense of peace all the time. I'm sure this won't be any different."

"Tahno, I can't."

There was something funny about her tone. He frowned at her curiously. "Well, why not?"

To his surprise, she blushed. "It doesn't matter why not," she snapped, still pink-cheeked. "The point is that I'm not going to get bullied out of my own apartment by the likes of you."

"Then it seems you've found yourself in a bit of a predicament," he glared, stepping away from the fridge to cross his arms. "Because we're not going anywhere."

"Well, you're gonna have to figure something out," she warned, stepping closer. He stared down his long nose into her narrowed eyes, and it was as he was wondering how he was supposed to take her seriously with her messy ponytail falling into her eyes that he realized that she was right in front of him, just below his chin. Quite irrationally, it occurred to him that he wasn't wearing a shirt—that it was still lying somewhere on Asami's floor, who was probably due to wake up any minute now—and that she, conversely, wasn't wearing any pants and that they were both standing in her kitchen—very close to any number of flat surfaces—both with other lovers presumably waiting for them back in their respective rooms.

For the first time since the onset of their entire exchange, it really hit Tahno that he was here, in the apartment—Mako—and was very likely waiting for her, right now, in this moment, wondering where this wild woman was and what was taking her so long to come back from whatever meaningless task it'd been that she'd come out to take care of in the first place. (Maybe he was asleep like Asami was?) But that comparison wasn't helpful in the slightest, because it led to other comparisons that were even less appealing—such as the memory of what he and the Sato heiress had been doing before she dozed off, and the possibility—the unfortunate likelihood—that they, she and Mako, had done the same. (And for a moment, all Tahno could see was red.)

Resolutely, he sharpened his glare.

And this is my problem... how?

"You know what?" Korra replied slowly, as it rapidly dawned on a startled Tahno that he had spoken the words aloud. "You want to go toe-to-toe with me, pretty boy? Fine. Listen carefully, then: you stay out of my way, and I'll stay out of yours."

The realization of his little slip had unfortunately taken a bit longer to process than usual, so by the time Korra looked up at him expectantly, glaring more ferociously than ever, Tahno was woefully very lost. Unwilling to back down and even less willing to admit to his distractedness, Tahno agreed—without very much thought to what he was agreeing to at all. "Fine. I can handle that."

"Can you?" she glared challengingly. "I mean it. I don't want to see you again tonight. I don't want to hear you, sense you, or even remember that you're here." And then, as if to emphasize her every word, Korra actually stepped closer—which Tahno's short-circuiting mind thought was rather contradictory. "You're not the only ones with plans tonight, and I will not have you interrupt mine simply by being your usual sleazy self, pretty boy."

Tahno's mouth instinctively slid into a grimace, but he acted quickly, curling his lips into one of the self-satisfied grins he knew she hated. Enough of this, he thought, letting the smirk turn genuine. This is the perfect opportunity; level the playing field a bit, take back some dignity after that stupid napkin incident, work up a greater reign over apartment visits, and still spend the night with Asami. He ignored the nagging reminder of red.

It's a win-win.

"Go for it," he encouraged, trying to keep his lips from twitching—with laughter. "Don't let me stop you from enjoying your evening."

For a moment, she didn't move—didn't speak, didn't blink, probably didn't even breathe. She looked up at him, and he looked down at her and—did she not hear me? he wondered suddenly, watching her eyes. Because he really didn't want to have to repeat himself. And it's not like I'm made of snappy comebacks, you know, he thought, perhaps a bit petulantly. I rather liked that one, and it's not like they grow on—

Her hand reached for him, and his mind went blank.

It was still blank when her small hand floated past him, sliding under the space of his shoulder—falling dangerously close to his waist—and came to rest over the forgotten water filter, which was still sitting on the cheap countertop, just behind his hip. He felt, rather than saw, as her fingers slowly closed themselves around the handle.

Silently, his intern drew the water closer into her chest, but he refused to follow the movement with his gaze. Her expression was uncharacteristically impassive, but there was a smirk—self-satisfied and genuine—all in her eyes.

(His eyes narrowed.)

She stepped back and turned, twisting ever-so-slightly in the direction from where she came, but just before she disappeared around the corner—before she left him completely—his intern glanced back at him over her shoulder.

"Don't worry," she assured him easily. "I've already forgotten you exist." 


Eventually, Tahno heard the soft click of a bedroom door being closed shut.

He decided that Asami had been waiting long enough.
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That one night

they dealt with the consequences.


"Hey," Mako sat up. "There you are. I was about to come looking—whoah, you weren't kidding about being thirsty, were you?"

What just happened? Her mind wondered uselessly.

Through an absurdly disoriented haze, Korra realized that she was back in her room, with the door shut, and an amused but mind-boggled Mako lounging invitingly beneath the covers of her bed. Still a little stunned, Korra followed his quirky gaze to the water filter clenched in her grasp.

"Oh," she whispered. "Fuck."

"What, forgot a cup?" he smirked, settling further back into the pillows. "Or is that just another convention that you and Asami choose to ignore in the privacy of your own home? It does seem a little counterproductive, though, that you go through so much trouble to purify the water just to drink straight from the container, doesn't it?"

Absently, Korra set the water filter down on the nightstand next to the bed. Without much feeling at all, she dropped onto the mattress, collapsing back onto the pillows. Mako's face immediately fell.

"What just happened?" she repeated aloud.

"What?" he asked, leaning over her. "What is it?" Her gaze was blank, set pointedly on the ceiling above. He began to grow agitated. "What just happened?"

"I... don't know," she responded weirdly, honestly, as confusion twisted her features.

"Well, are you all right?" he demanded.

Was she? It was hard to tell. I feel... Actually, Korra could feel Mako looking over her, no doubt inspecting her for any trace of physical injury—or possibly any visible sign of insanity. But what else did she feel? What she felt was a tingly sensation spiking all over her skin, from her head down to her toes. She could feel her breath filling and expanding her chest, then the soft breeze of air as it was released from her lungs and flew over her skin. She could feel the sticky warmth of the room clinging to her hair, could feel the dryness of her lips. She could feel her heart pounding in her chest. I feel... She felt like she was ready to run. Like she wanted to punch someone in the face, and feel the crack of her knuckles sliding across someone's cheek. She felt like she could climb a mountain or swim through the harbor and keep going. She felt alive. She felt ready to fight or fly or fuck, or maybe do all three. Especially fight. (And especially fuck. Especially fuck.) She felt great.

Wait.

No, she didn't. No. She felt very aware, that's what she felt. This weird, prickly sensation was just a result of her recent bursts of adrenaline—the lingering aftereffects of the earlier rush of afternoon sex and, just now, the lung-clenching and heart-pounding concentration needed for an undesirable confrontation. It had nothing to do with anything, and especially not anything to do with her supervisor—who she may or may not have still harbored some latent attraction to. (Her lab supervisor, who was here, shacking it up with her roommate.) Nope. This was simply the unfortunate case of a leftover head rush that must have been ignored for too long and was now starting to affect the rest of her senses. That was all. And if she did feel any sort of greatness, then it was because she'd just spent the whole afternoon with Mako, who was still here—very naked and very much in her bed—and because she'd just shown up her arrogant, selfish lab boss—and without wearing any pants, even! Okay, so she did feel pretty great, but not because of him. She felt victorious. She felt a renewed sense of vital energy, a fierce sense of control and power surging through her veins, a warmth spreading through her limbs, a hypersensitive awareness of physical space and time and skin and—fucking hell, there was a shirtless Tahno in her kitchen.

"There is a shirtless Tahno in my kitchen," she said.

"..."

"..."

"... what?"


"Mmm," Asami woke with a pleasant, groggy hum, turning to meet the face nuzzling her neck. "I fell asleep?"

"You did."

Asami's frown was undeniably adorable. "Why didn't you wake me?"

"I did," he smirked.

She shifted a little to the side, lifting the covers so as to invite him underneath, but he didn't bother. Instead, Tahno laid himself alongside her, over the blankets, and continued the intriguing task that had roused her from sleep. She let the blankets drop with another sleepy, satisfied moan. "How long was I out for?" she asked, languidly stretching her limbs as Tahno settled over her, holding her warmly in place with his heavy weight.

"Long enough."

She laughed beneath him, but the rising and falling of her chest was stunted by the pressure of his own. She tried to push him off, laughing harder, but Tahno was not so easily deterred, and soon her laughter gave way to breathy moans. Long nails dug into him, scraping against his skull, trailing down his back... Abruptly, she pulled away.

"You had time to put on jeans?" she asked curiously. Her tone wasn't necessarily accusatory, but the delicate brow that raised high said otherwise.

"Like I said," he replied huskily, already feeling the effects of his... wake-up call. "It was long enough." He leaned back in, but Asami tilted her head to the side, locking onto his gaze.

"Don't you ever rest?" she teased, but he could tell she was flummoxed.

"I hear most women appreciate this kind of stamina."

"Most women might appreciate men returning to bed without having put their pants back on."

"Fair enough," he acknowledged, easing into another smirk. He picked up right where he'd left off, but apparently Asami wasn't quite done. Tahno tried to be patient, but really, the last thing he wanted to do at this point was talk. He had a point to prove. (What, exactly, that was—he wasn't sure. But he had one.)

"So what else did you have time for whilst I slumbered?" she asked through a smile and—to Tahno's relief—another number of soft sighs, courtesy of his focus and determination.

"Well, I did happen to run into your roommate." As he'd expected, Asami froze; as he hadn't expected, she reacted with horror.

"What?" she breathed, quickly sitting up. Tahno lifted his head and leaned back, allowing her room to move—and allowing him a rather enviable view of smooth skin as the sheets shifted lower onto the swells of her breasts—but then one of her hands rose up to her temple, no doubt easing a violent head rush, and Tahno sat back, waiting.

"Apparently, there was some miscommunication about this evening's location assignments," he told her. His gaze wasn't accusatory, per se, but the drollness of his tone hinted otherwise.

"Korra's here?" she gasped, raking a slender hand through her long mane of hair.

In the flesh, his mind supplied, no longer able to keep his irritation in check. "And her little dog, too."

"But—how did she—oh, god," Asami dropped her head into her hands. "I have to go talk to her!" She moved to slide out from under the covers, but his hand stayed her.

"Wait," Tahno sighed, fighting his impatience. His skin was practically alive with electricity, and this was getting him nowhere. "I wouldn't do that if I were you."

"Tahno, do you have any idea how angry she probably is with me?"

Funny, but she seemed to be much angrier with him. He shook the thought from his mind, ignoring the tightness in his chest. "Something tells me that now is not the optimal time for an apology. She's already back in her room." I will not have you interrupt mine simply by being your—

"I can't just sit here! What did she say? Did you already apologize?"

"Not... in so many words."

"Oh, god. Tahno!" She wiped her hands down her face, but Tahno merely watched from his spot a little farther down the bed, one eyebrow perched shrewdly over the other. "This is a disaster."

"I think she'll survive," he replied dryly, eyeing the door resentfully.

"But will I? Goddammit, I knew I shouldn't have let you convince me to come back here! I'm surprised she hasn't already broken down the door to come after me yet! I didn't even put up a courtesy bra because I was so sure that she was going to be over at—wait. That's it, isn't it?"

Tahno frowned. "What is?"

"Ahh, and her little—damn, Tahno, what is it that you have against Mako so terribly?"

"Whatever do you mean?"

"Ughh, this all makes sense now," Asami groaned, flopping back onto the pillows. The impact did wonderful things to her anatomy, but he couldn't fully appreciate the vision she made, not now. (Well. A little bit. He leaned closer, but resisted the urge to caress.)

"What does?"

"Mako's over again," Asami concluded aloud, releasing a tiny sigh of not-quite relief. "Hopefully, things are already heating up enough between the two of them so that she can cool down a little before we talk."

Heat up? Cool down? "Sato, you're not making sense."

"Well, then listen more closely," she eyed him, taking hold of his shoulder and pulling him all the way back down to the bed. This time, he did join her under the covers, though the sternness in her eyes prevented him from venturing any further with his plans. Yet. "Korra's going to be pissed off that I didn't end up going to your place like I said we would—and admit it, she has a right to be—so all we need to do is wait a little while until Mako does his thing and—"

"Thing?" Tahno repeated snidely. "What thing?"

"—distracts Korra a bit from how angry she is, and then when she's relatively sedated and endorphin-filled tomorrow morning, I'll swoop in with another gushing apology and grovel and … and hope for the best."

"Which would be...?"

Asami sighed. "Look, this may be kind of hard to wrap your head around, but Korra is a scary creature when she's angry. Yeah, she'll yell and shout and fight when she's mad, but when she's well and truly angry—when she feels like she's been betrayed in some way—she's cold. Impulsive. Unpredictable."

"She's always unpredictable."

"Yeah, but believe me," Asami said very seriously, watching him carefully. She laid her head upon the pillow, and—for lack of anything better to do—Tahno followed suit. He'd almost forgotten how green her eyes were. "You have not seen her truly angry or hurt. She's.. she can make some really rash decisions sometimes."

Tahno wondered if she was speaking from personal experience, but there were more important curiosities to be had, and Tahno's scowl only deepened when he warily asked, "So what does that mean for us?"

"We need to abide by that contract from now on, for real," Asami urged him, but it was so hard to focus on her words when she moved that sensuous mouth in such an enticing— "We need to actually get her permission in advance, as promised. Don't forget: you were the one who created it."

"Ugh," Tahno covered his eyes. "Don't remind me."

"So I shouldn't have to be reminding you to abide by it," she pointed out, pulling his hand away from his face. "I signed it, too. Just this morning. And just look how much of a poor showing we're making."

"Probably still better off than that engineer," he muttered.

"What?"

"Nothing," he sighed. "So now what? We pretend not to exist while carrying on with our evening, then do damage control in the morning?"

"Tahno, I don't think you understand," she said quietly, holding the blankets more tightly around her. "The damage control starts tonight."

"Right. So we actually attempt to be quiet for once and be reclusive and not go barging in on—on whatever, and that's that. Apology tomorrow morning, problem solved."

"No, Tahno," she told him. He didn't like the look in her eyes. "The damage is done. The apology starts now."

"I don't follow you. What are you—?"

"No more sex. For the rest of the night."

"..."

"..."

"... ah."


"I don't fucking—believe—that—motherfucking—!"

Korra sighed from her spot on the bed, absently playing with one of the buttons still holding together Mako's shirt. Lazily, she tilted her head to the side on the mattress, watching him pace about the room.

He was wearing a very particular pair of gym shorts.

"Mako," she said evenly.

"I mean—how dare—if he thinks for even one second that—"

"Mako," she tried again, more sternly.

"I should—I should just—right now, I should go over and—"

"Mako," she snapped, reaching out to take hold of his wrist. He stopped, but his arm was still tense, as stiff as an iron rod. "I told you, I'm already over it."

His nostrils flared. Well, she thought. Obviously, you're not.

"I can't believe that guy!" he hissed, staring back at the door. His restless energy wasn't affecting her too directly, but it seemed to be eating away at his common sense. "I mean, to think, if you'd—if you hadn't taken my—naked!" His eyes were wild with the possibilities.

"Yes," she nodded, standing tall to meet him—most of the way, anyway. He was tall, which she loved. She reached her arms up to his shoulders, entwining them around his neck. "Naked."

"And you were—"

"Not naked," she shook her head, looking him very carefully in the eyes. One wrong move, and she'd burst into uncontrollable laughter. Probably not what his ego needed, she thought.

"Nearly naked," he complained.

"And—oh, look," she reached down, pulling open the few meager buttons that had kept the shirt in place. "Naked again."

Mako's eyebrows looked dangerously close to merging, but she could see the slight wobble of his Adam's Apple as her only covering fell to the ground. Bingo. He was determined, but willpower had certainly never been Mako's strong point.

"Korra, how can you be okay with this?" he asked, protectively wrapping his warm fingers around her waist. "This asshole just keeps barging in all over your life whenever he feels like it—he bosses you around at work, he shows up at our bars, he invades your home—you just nearly flashed him right now, and yet—you're not the least bit unnerved by this?"

She wondered what he would do if he knew just how much flashing had really gone on between them. Well, technically, Bolin saw just as much of Tahno and Asami as I did, but—Ugh. This was so not what she needed to be thinking about right now. "Honestly?" she asked, pressing herself closer. "Not at all."

Liar.

"I mean... maybe it would be better if we just went back to my place," he shrugged, biting his cheek. She could see the whirlwind of thoughts behind his stormy expression. After squashing her brief surge of panic, Korra reclaimed her senses.

"Mako," she began very seriously. "This is my apartment. I live here. I eat here, I sleep here, and I'd like to continue fucking here." He gulped. Ah, she smirked. There's that wobbly Adam's Apple.

"But—"

"Listen to me," she ordered, touching her fingers to his lips. "In about two minutes, you are going to pick me up and throw me back down on that bed, and then we're going to finish that little group project of ours." She resisted the urge to gloat when she felt him harden against her.

"So... what?" he asked, a new, involuntary hoarseness to his voice. Unconsciously, his thumbs began to draw small circles into her stomach. "We just... we just go for it and... pretend they don't exist? Like they're not even here?"

It was on the tip of her tongue: Precisely. But then a distant noise from beyond the door—and it could have come from anywhere, from anyone, really—made her pause. She licked her lips in thought, staring at the wall.

"No," she replied slowly, eyes darkening with intention. A soft noise came from him when she looked back up, deep from the back of his throat. When she kissed him, his mouth responded eagerly, pouring his hot breath into hers. His hands slid up and over her ribs, crushing her against him, and her fingers pulled unforgivingly at the hair at the base of his skull. He shuddered as she pulled his bottom lip between her teeth.

Almost unwillingly, Korra pulled away, just enough to see his face. He was fighting to catch his breath just as much as she, and the look in his eyes seared into her, all the way down to her core.

"They're here," she whispered, and licked her lips, lovingly. "And they can hear all they like."
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That one night

they faced off. (Part II)


Tahno bolted upright, nearly toppling Asami from where she lay upon his shoulder.

"What was that?" he demanded, breaking the relative stillness of the room.

"Hmm?" Blinking away the bleariness, Asami lifted her heavy head and glanced about the room. "What was what?" she asked hazily.

"Something just fell," he claimed, still very much on high alert. "Loudly."

With a great yawn, Asami carefully pushed Tahno back down onto the bed and tucked herself back into the nook of his shoulder. "Must have been Korra," she answered dismissively, closing her eyes as she nestled further into his skin. "She tends not to remember much about the rest of her physical surroundings when Mako is over."

He frowned.

"What's that supposed to mean?"

Asami's brows crinkled together. "I don't know," she sighed a tad impatiently, rubbing at her eyes. "They're crazy in there."

"Crazy how?"

"I don't know," she repeated, turning so that her voice came out muffled against his skin. He resisted the urge to roll her over so he could hear her more clearly. "Just... themselves, you know? It's a wonder they don't tear themselves apart, considering the rest of the mess they usually make."

Tahno was full-blown scowling now, and Asami was already half-awake. "Doesn't that annoy you?" he demanded, peering down at her.

Asami couldn't help it; she laughed. "Sorry," she apologized through a giggle, then glanced up. "You just look so... bothered by it all. It's not something I'm worried about, I promise. Honestly, I just think it's funny. Half the time, I think they're wrestling as much as they are love-making,"

"I do not appreciate that terminology," he muttered darkly.

Asami laughed at him... again. "Oh, come on. I know this is probably a little awkward for you since you work together, but I'm sure you'll get over it." Another distant crash sounded from beyond the walls, this time followed by the tiny sounds of hushed laughter. Tahno scowled as Asami smirked. "I mean—she clearly has," Asami noted with another breathy laugh. "If she's already comfortable enough to get it on while we're maybe only thirty feet away. Guess those co-worker boundaries are sort of out the window now, aren't they?"

And in the far corners of Tahno's mind, he heard it again—I've already forgotten you exist.

"Ah, look. I'm sorry," Asami poked him, bringing him back from his steely thoughts. "I didn't mean to rub it in."

"Seems like she's already got that under control," he muttered, which earned him a stern look from the woman beside him.

"If I remember correctly, we already established that precedent."

"How long is that incident really going to stick?" he demanded suddenly, rising up on one forearm and digging his elbow into the soft mattress. "I mean, really. It's been weeks. It's March, and yet I still feel like I'm paying for it at every turn."

"I guess it depends on what you consider payment," she pointed out reasonably.

Payment? Try payback.

"Well, that stupid contract, for starters," he snapped. "I still don't know what convinced me to agree to at least half of those conditions."

"Oh, god—that's right!" she laughed, ever-amused at his misfortune. "How many were there, again?"

After another severe frown, Tahno grumbled, "Sixty-four."

"Oh?" Asami mouthed, and he could sense that she was looking up at him from the softness of her pillow. "That's an awful lot of trouble for something as simple as a few overnight stays, don't you think?"

Tahno quietly huffed, glaring at the wall. His jaw felt tight when it clicked back into place. "From what I've been able to gather over the last few months, it appears that your roommate and trouble are seldom far apart." And things are rarely simple.

"Do you ever call her by her actual name?" she asked him curiously, reaching up to play with the long, wavy strands of his bangs. "Most of the time, it sounds like you refer to her as a separate entity than an actual person... Though I do admit that she's a force to be reckoned with, all on her own."

Tahno's glare deepened. "Understatement," he deadpanned. "I think that napkin was more of a damn peace treaty than a business contract."

"Isn't that a good thing?"

"Not when I didn't realize we were starting a war in the first place."

"A war?" Asami asked, laughter bubbling out between breaths. "You're not serious."

"Ask her. She's been the one winning all the battles lately," he shook his head. He had to admit that the dramatic rolling of his eyes was a little theatrical, even for his tastes, but he was rewarded with another bout of giggles, which eased the pain some.

"You know," Asami slowly began, trailing her fingertips up along the side of his torso. "There are rewards that come with battle."

"Yes," he agreed, staring down at her with expressive eyes."For the victors."

"Well," Asami breathed, taking the ridge of his Adam's Apple between her smile. Somehow, Tahno was strong enough not to swallow under the pressure of her mouth, but his eyes still slid closed. Her long, slender arms wove themselves around his neck, and against his skin, she whispered, "I happen to know a useful maneuver or two."

In a sudden twist, Tahno ducked his head down to meet hers, breaking free of her hold and claiming the space below her jaw with his teeth. "Is that so?" he murmured challengingly into her long neck, smirking into the vibrations of her laughter.

"If you think you could handle them," she coaxed, and when he raised his head to look down at her, she was smiling. I'm an idiot, he thought, staring down at the beautiful woman lying beneath him. Her pale skin was warmed by the soft glow of the gently burning candle from across the room, and the shadows that danced and dipped along the creamy skin called to him in a way that, truth be told, he had never experienced before. Her dark, ebony hair spilled lovingly across the pillowcase, shining silkily in the candlelight.

"General Asami Sato?" he murmured into her skin. "You are a woman of many talents, indeed."

Strange, but—just for a second—he thought that he'd felt her stiffen under his touch. There was a single tick of observation, and then the moment passed and she was back to wrapping herself more tightly around him. "I'd be happy to share them," she promised, placing a long, burning kiss onto his parted lips. "And who knows? At least with my unique perspective, perhaps you won't mind losing so much, after all."

"You don't anticipate a victory? Even with your precious tactical expertise?"

"Tahno, I may be a very capable woman... but there's still only so much I can do against such a worthy adversary," she smirked, thrusting her hips upwards into his. A grunt escaped him as he fell forward, catching his fall with the lines of his forearms. He looked up at her through the fringe of his bangs, and smiled, dark and greedy and feral. Asami's eyes darkened with hunger as he hovered over her, and her pouting lips parted, wanting.

"On second thought," he amended huskily, relishing the shivers caused by his breath ghosting along the shell of her ear. "I may have already won."


Despite his words, Tahno knew that the war was far from over.

And as his intern may or may not have realized...

He excelled in playing dirty.


Korra and Mako flopped back onto the bed, exhausted.

It was a few minutes before either of them spoke, and surprisingly, Mako was the first.

"Wow," he breathed.

Oh, god, Korra internally groaned. Well, it's not like I ever picked him for his way with words. Never been any misunderstanding about that, she thought with a quick quirk of her eyebrows, laughing rather generally at the funny ways of the universe. Yet when it became her turn to speak, Korra was at a genuine loss.

"Wow," she echoed, feeling her chest rise and fall with long, shuddering breaths.

Mako shifted on the bed, turning to face her, and Korra twisted her head to meet his gaze. Small beads of sweat were bordering his hairline, and a healthy flush was spread far and wide over his golden-tanned skin. His lips, Korra noticed, were rather swollen. She smirked.

"That was... really satisfying," she half-laughed, half sighed, letting her head sink deeper into the mattress. Somewhere along the way, they'd lost the pillows. And the blankets. (And half the fitted sheet, but Korra didn't really mind.)

"What?" Mako prompted with a knowing smile. His fingers toyed with the long strands of her hair, and this, Korra thought, was something a girl could get used to. "The sex? Or having sex loud enough for your asshole supervisor to hear?"

"Mmm," she murmured sleepily. "Both."

A long, peaceful pause.

And then, Mako turned to her, and asked:

"Wanna go again?"


(Really, he needn't have asked.)


"Goddammit," Asami hissed, voice hoarse with panting breaths. "We shouldn't have done that."

"Which part of that are you referring to?" Tahno smirked, easing further back into the bed with a satisfied huff. Even he was slightly out of breath. "You're going to have to be more specific."

"Dammit, Tahno," she sighed restlessly, distressed. Quickly, she sat up and rounded on him. He blinked up at her, shocked at how rapidly her attitude had changed. "We are refraining," she told him. "From anything. For the rest of the night." Then, almost desperately, "We have to."

His jaw went slack with disbelief. It was a moment or two before he could speak. "They're not refraining!" he hissed, just as another noise sounded from across the living room. But this time, it wasn't the crash of furniture or the thud of something falling hard to the floor.

It was the unmistakable sound of his intern.

Asami had heard it, too—her fingers immediately moved to cover her eyes, so she missed when his face contorted with rage.

"They're not refraining at all!" he spat, seething.

"Oh, my god," Asami whispered, still covering her face with her hands. "Our neighbors are never going to forgive us. We're going to be known as those girls who live next door."

"What do you care what your neighbors think?" he demanded with a frown, feeling the tell-tale signs of one monstrous oncoming headache. His hand flew as he spoke, but occasionally settled against his pounding skull.

"I don't care what they think, Tahno! I care about common courtesy! We try to have a little class, you know."

"You have class. Your roommate, on the other hand—"

"Shut up, Tahno," she snapped, smacking him in the chest. His stare examined the lingering imprint made on his skin, then returned pointedly to the woman who had placed it there.

"You know, if you are trying to convince me not to bed you again tonight, this probably isn't the best way to go about it."

"Tahno," she said. "I mean it." He bit his cheek, put out, but he ultimately acquiesced; Tahno had learned to recognize a warning when he heard one, after all. Very recently, in fact. Even perhaps within the last year or so. Or, more specifically, a matter of five months, two days and—

He inhaled deeply, and exhaled, long and slow.

"Whatever," he waved off her concerns. "There are plenty of inconsiderate people in your building. Especially the college kids to the right, who are always making a racket."

"I know... But Skoochy really doesn't mean to be so wild, and he's actually very polite and accommodating when we—"

"You know what? Fuck your neighbors."

"Tahno."

"Actually, better thought: fuck me."

"Tahno."

"It sounds a lot better when you scream it."

A pillow connected with his face.

When it fell away, Asami was staring at the door with a thoughtful look. He was about to ask her something, but another cry of distant pleasure seeped through the cracks under the door. Tahno's fists clenched at the pillow in his lap.

"You know," Asami said slowly, trailing off into silence. Tahno shifted, regarding her very carefully. Her hair fell in waves around her shoulders and down her back, but for once, Tahno's attention was focused solely on her eyes.

"What?" he asked, tense.

"Call me crazy, but... If I didn't know any better," Asami paused to look at him, and the sight of her made his mouth run dry. "I'd think that they were trying to be heard."

A pause—and then Tahno's whole body jerked into action. "You see?" he quietly snarled, pointing an antagonizing finger toward the door. "I told you! This is nothing but a game!" And she's winning! he thought desperately. "And they're winning!"

"What are you talking about?" Asami scoffed, crossing her arms. "That they're facing off against us in some kind of—some kind of sex battle?"

"Yes."

"Tahno, Korra and Mako aren't the kind of people who would—"

"Aren't they?" he challenged, eyeing her expectantly. Asami pursed her lips.

"Well," she mused aloud with a thoughtful frown. "They are very competitive. Both of them."

"Yes," he agreed, stiffly.

"And they are very physical creatures."

He frowned. "Yes," he said, even more so.

"And we did essentially invite them to flaunt their togetherness when we showed up here unannounced."

"Debatable."

He quieted under her stern gaze.

Asami released an exasperated sigh and pulled her fingers through her hair. "So, what? We've just unwittingly found ourselves as players in an unexpected sex duel? This is ridiculous," she huffed, then reached for her shirt. He was about to stop her and had even raised a hand to reach out for her shoulder—when Tahno's heart spiked with the realization that the shirt she was putting on was his.

For reasons that he couldn't entirely explain, Tahno didn't interrupt her.

Gently clearing his throat, Tahno pasted a casual mask over his features, and shrugged. "So, just out of curiosity... how exactly do you plan to approach your roommate about your suspicions?" She sent him a piercing stare. "No, no," he said noncommittally, raising a pair of placating hands. "I'm just simply wondering how one might broach the subject. Do you start with a nice hello, nice to see so much of you, Mako or do you plunge right in and say I know you two are having sex to spite us."

Her eyes tightened. "That's—that's not what—"

"At this point, you should really just be carrying around a bingo card in the apartment to see who ends up half-naked in your kitchen next."

"Tahno!"

"What is this really gonna do, Asami?" he asked her very seriously, gently tugging her wrist back toward the bed. With a slight frown, Asami let herself be led. "Is this going to ease your guilt? Will it make any difference?" He spotted a shift in her gaze, the tiniest spark of doubt, and he zeroed right in. "Or will talking about it all now just make things worse?"

Asami sighed. "Maybe you're right. I doubt there's much at this point that could make things better, at least."

He took her chin between his fingers and gently tilted her down to meet him. "That's the spirit."

"But Tahno, I still don't feel comfortable making a production out of this."

He faltered, just for a moment, then caught sight of her—long and slender limbs, full and soft curves, all enhanced by the dark fabric of his shirt—and he smirked. "I can change that," he promised.

"Tahno," she warned, though if he heard her right—and he did, he knew he did—there was a slight quiver in her tone. "I am not contributing to this madness. Korra's already gonna be angry with me enough as it is. I am not, I repeat, not going to do anything to further along this stupid contest."

For a moment, all Tahno did was nod his head, silent and thoughtful. Above him, Asami worried her lip, obviously conflicted. And then, very slowly, he rose from the bed to meet her, edging her back toward the mattress until the side of the bed brushed against the backs of her legs. She watched him very carefully, torn, as he carefully brought his hands to cup her face, and gently held her. And for another long moment, that was all he did. He held her.

And when he leaned down and kissed her, she sighed into his mouth, and he knew that this battle was over.

He pulled his lips away, just slightly, and smirkingly whispered against her lips, "Then allow me," and lowered himself to his knees.
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That one night

someone said the wrong name during sex.


"Holy—fuck," she coughed out, as Mako collapsed down onto her chest. It wasn't the impact she felt—oh, no; she could barely sense his weight—but rather the entire world spinning around her. She grasped at the sheets below her to steady herself, at the skin of Mako's back, his hair, everything, but still, her world spun.

His breath was hot and heavy against her ear, and his swallow was hard and dry, rasping with haggard breaths in the space near her throat. She was sore, sticky with sweat and sex and still full with Mako, and she couldn't stop making this sound to save her fucking life, and Tahno was in the other room doing who knew what with her roommate and, best of all—

She didn't give a damn.

"Motherfucker," he rasped, panting out what must have been the rest of his energy. He looked just as sated and sleepy and high as she felt. Suddenly, she laughed.

"Makofucker," she corrected. Irrationally, they both broke out into a fit of hysterical giggles.

Which was cut short, not more than two moments later, by an unexpected noise.

Korra and Mako paused, sobering quickly. In times of confusion, it wasn't unusual for Korra to tease him about his inquisitive brow—because to ignore such a prominent feature would be a dishonor to his face—but now wasn't one of those times. As if sensing this, Mako's eyebrows actually furrowed deeper. (As if such a thing were possible.)

"Did you hear something?" he asked quietly, suddenly on high alert. He probably didn't realize it, but his hold on her instinctively tightened. Torn between feeling protected and cherished and annoyed, Korra tried to ignore him entirely and instead focused on channeling all of her energy into listening to what she'd also just heard beyond her bedroom door.

It didn't take long for realization to hit.

"Is—is that—?"

"Asami," Korra hissed. "Are you kidding me?" Her fist pounded into the mattress. Mako instinctively jerked to the side, out of the crossfire. Her whole chest flooded with heat, burning like fire over her collarbone, her neck, her breasts. "She's getting thoroughly laid over there!"

"Um," Mako hesitated, sending a dirty glance back toward the door. "Isn't that what they came here to do?"

She glared. "Not helping," she muttered. "And who knows how long they've been here for! They could have been here for hours for all we know! There's no telling what kind of stuff they've already been up to—and now they're at it again!"

"Maybe Asami doesn't realize that we can hear?" Mako suggested, treading lightly.

Deep breaths, Korra... Think... "No," Korra said slowly, as the pieces began clicking into place. "No, Asami would know. This isn't the first time she and I have had a roommate discussion about wall thickness, you know." She was contemplative, like she was already preparing a plan, but Mako didn't seem to know where to start.

"So... what does that mean for us?"

"It means that she knows we can hear her just fine," Korra announced impatiently, decisively, feeling her lips thin into a grim line.

"So," Mako scoffed. She continued to glare at the ceiling, and he looked at her, flummoxed. "They're purposefully showing off?" He scoffed again, with an angry, disgusted twist.

"He," she corrected, though truthfully, she couldn't be sure. "There's a reason why Asami and I have been roommates for so long—we're both very compatible, and we both try our best to respect the other's wishes." And then, more darkly: "My bet is that he is the bad influence. She's probably just too... distracted, right now, to realize."

Mako's nostrils instantly flared. But an idea must have occurred to him immediately thereafter, for he paused, brows thick with consideration, and asked, "So... do you think they could hear us, too? Like you thought?"

There was a long pause. "Yes," Korra tightly confirmed, feeling the tiniest bubble of resentment begin to take form in her gut.

"Then it's retaliation!" Mako accused.

Korra frowned. She scoffed.

She paused.

"No," she dismissed, suddenly feeling queasy. "Nah, It's probably just—"

"No, no, wait—listen," Mako insisted, growing more and more irritated with each passing moment. "Let me get this straight. Your creepy boss—"

"Lab supervisor."

"—gave your roommate the impression that they were going to his place, then wound up here without so much as a heads up, and instead of being a respectable bunch of adults and leaving to go do their whatever elsewhere—like the place they originally said they'd be at—they are now here, in your apartment, not only overhearing us, but also shoving their business in our faces?" His eyebrows were practically into his hairline. "C'mon."

For just a moment, her jumbling thoughts got so twisted up—they actually went blank.

"You're right," Korra whispered, almost awed.

"Korra," Mako said urgently, shifting closer down, peering at her blank stare toward the ceiling. With a start, Korra realized she'd forgotten that they were still connected. "You get what this is, don't you?"

But she was only barely listening. A cold sensation had taken hold of her chest, icy and sharp and slow-crawling beneath her ribs, and gripped it tight within its grasp. She found that it was hard to think about much of anything. That it was suddenly hard to swallow.

"This is practically a challenge," Mako was prattling on, growing more and more offended with each passing realization. "That asshole boss is tormenting you, just like usual! He probably talked Asami into it, just so he could..." Slowly, Mako trailed off. "Hey," he said gently. When she didn't offer up much of a response, he tried again. "Korra?"

Reluctantly, Korra tilted her head in his direction, though she still couldn't bring herself to look at him. "Yeah?" she whispered.

He opened his mouth to say something, then gently closed it, cleared his throat, and started again. "You wanna get out of here?" he asked her quietly.

Surprised, Korra carefully turned her gaze fully toward his. "What?" she asked.

His expression had softened, and his voice was low. "You don't have to put up with this, you know," he told her. "We could just go back to my apartment and hang out. Maybe even chill with Bolin, grab some late dinner... You know?"

Inexplicably, Korra was touched by his offer.

She had to admit that it did sound appealing; spending a drama-free night in the company of friends, relaxing over the weekend with a beer and some video games... and maybe even sneaking into Mako's room to sleep after Bolin had turned in for the night. And it would certainly send a message to Asami, she thought, a tad disappointed in her roommate. It's not often that I'm the one setting the example for model behavior. Asami and Tahno could have the apartment all to themselves, just like they so desperately wanted, and then she'd be free from their not-so-covert displays of affection. For now, at least. Given her options, it sounded too good to resist. She desperately wanted to say yes.

But then her own words came back to haunt her. I'm not going to get bullied out of my own apartment by the likes of you, she remembered.

Determination stiffened her shoulders. When she looked at Mako again—so concerned, so willing to drop his thirst for revenge to meet her needs—she smiled gratefully and shook her head in a firm, final no.

"Are you sure?" he checked, almost looking a little disappointed himself.

"Yes... I'm sure. But it does sound nice," she admitted with a playful smirk, then deviously pinched his cheek. His scowl gave the gesture a look that was pure comedic relief to Korra's mangled insides, but there was still a spark in his eyes, and the hungry look he gave her kept her from laughing outright. Impulsively, she kissed him, warmly, tenderly, appreciatively.

"So, now what?" he asked breathlessly, once they'd broken away. "I doubt there's going to be any sleep anytime soon, what with that racket going on."

But sleep was the furthest thing from Korra's mind.


After all... Asami had always been—and would continue to be—the role model.


"Um. What?" Mako blinked, just a few minutes later.

"C'mon, we have to do something!" Korra begged, eyes fierce, expression set. "We can't just let them win!"

Mako looked horrified at the idea. "I know that!" he snapped. "I just don't understand... how—" A very pointed look below. "—you think that's going to be possible."

Impatience blinded her for a moment, but soon she was forced to recognize his point. "Dammit," she cursed.

"Well—I mean," Mako said hastily, noticing the frustration and disappointment on her face. "As flattered as I am by your faith in me... I just don't think what you're asking for is humanly possible at this point."

"Ugh. Tell me about it," Korra groaned. She was pouting at the ceiling again, so she couldn't see any visible traces of Mako's rising panic. However, she quickly followed with: "I don't even think I have any more orgasms in me. There's something called a limit, Mako—and I've hit it. Hey!" She swatted him, forcing a frown she didn't actually feel. "Try not to look so relieved about it, all right?" He laughed at her, and, for some stupid reason, Korra started to feel just the tiniest bit better. "So, now what?" she demanded, trying not to show just how relieved she suddenly felt. Stupid Mako and his stupid handsome face.

Mako bit his lip... and soon Korra was biting her own.

"I have an idea," he said.


Precisely four minutes, twenty-two seconds, and thirty-nine feet (and five-and-a-half inches) away, Tahno stilled.

"Is that... is that the shower running?"


Mako's back hit the wet tiled wall with a satisfying thud.

She was on him in moments, scraping her fingers along slick flesh and through thick, tangled hair. Hair that I tangled, she thought possessively, twisting her fingers even deeper into his scalp. The water was hot, but his mouth was hotter, and it was everywhere—her neck, her face, her breasts, her jaw—everywhere, all at once.

"Admit it," he breathed into her ear. "This idea was one of my finest."

When Mako's fingers dug harder into her waist, she jerked against him, encouraging him to grip her more tightly, to grab more boldly, and when he growled into her mouth and slammed her into the wall, she actually felt weak in the knees. He pinned her to the cold tile, keeping her upright while her strength fought its way back into her limbs, and kissed burning trails down her shoulder, soothing the scalded flesh with more fire, more heat.

"It wasn't bad," she replied, breathing hard, sucking in water through short, shallow gasps. She smirked through the barrage of water streaming down into her face, trying to lighten things up again. She was tired, but she was getting too caught up, letting things get too heavy, and—in doing so—forgetting their foolproof plan; as long as it sounded good, as long as it felt good, it was good.

"But?" he prompted, smirking back. His hair was dripping into his face and, despite everything—their compromising positions, the heat swelling impossibly in her belly, the cool touch of reality pressing against her back in the form of her apartment's bathroom tiles—she couldn't deny that he looked unbearably cute. She smiled a quirky smile back.

"It's probably not going to do us much good in the end," she said, a tad ambiguously. He raised an inquisitive brow. "I mean, even if this group project has turned out to be much harder than I thought it would be—"

"All right, all right," he nodded quickly, playfully nipping at her ear in reproach. Korra didn't hold back the long peal of laughter that burst from her lungs, and even coiled her arms around his neck for good measure. In one fluid motion, she'd been lifted off her feet entirely, and was suspended against the wall by nothing other than Mako's hips, his—well-defined!—abs, and his strong arms. A slow smile spread across Mako's lips as Korra ducked her head down into the crook of his neck. "For what it's worth, I think we've earned plenty enough credit for participation. That counts for something, right?" When no answer was forthcoming, Mako pressed her more tightly against the wall, casually allowing one finger to simply slip. "Right?" he demanded, as she cried out with laughter. "Right?"

"Yes! Yes!" she managed through breathy gasps, slapping away his nimble fingers. "Fine! Right!" she acquiesced, in a far more hushed voice, trying to keep the game. "A+ for Mako, yes, indeed," she whispered, clutching onto his neck.

"Not an F for Fuck?"

"Oh my god, Mako," she continued to laugh, nearing delirium. This isn't even that funny! But to Korra, it was; her ribs were practically screaming for him to stop, just so she could take a normal breath again. "Please!" she begged, trying to calm herself. Her fingers were still latched onto his, just in case. "This analogy has gone on long enough. Now it's just getting cheesy."

He kissed her lips, on and on and on, even when her kisses fell to even greater bubbles of laughter and ended up not being much of kisses at all. "Are you sure?" he asked, kissing her cheek, her nose, her eyebrow. "Are you positive?"

No. Yes. "Maybe," she relented, kissing back. She sprinkled his whole face with pecks. "Unless you have any other suggestions?"

She felt her feet fall firmly onto the mat on the floor of the tub, and clutched onto the hands that steadied her as he slowly lowered himself down to his knees. He looked up at her, meaningfully, and smirked.

"How do you feel about extra credit?"

Needless to say, Korra soon found herself very much a fan.


"Fuck," Mako hissed sometime later, eyeing the bedroom door resentfully. "He's still going?"


Release came hard and staggering, leaving a swaying Tahno clutching the headboard between his numbing fingers.

When he finally opened his eyes, panting hard, his eyes fell to the woman writhing beneath him; her fingers were tangled in her hair, even as her head tossed about the pillow, as her body tensed and twisted, as she rode out the final waves of ecstasy. His body was heavy, uncomfortably weighing down the tension in his arms as they gripped tight to the wood. His shoulders were stiff and rigid, whereas his spine had curved, caving into exhaustion, as his mind was flooded with chemicals and fog.

At length, Tahno reached his head down to the elegant neck bared below and pressed a kiss, deep and firm, to the underside of her jaw. A small sound escaped her then, and as his lips drew a path along the smooth expanse of skin over her exposed skin, the noises didn't stop. He inhaled deeply, breathing her in, clenching his knuckles tighter over the wooden frame of the board. He wouldn't let go.

When his nose edged down into the hollow of her clavicle, she moaned soft and low, filling his hazy brain with, "Tahno."

Only half-realizing it, he smirked. It's not a scream, he thought. But it'll do.

Her legs were still wrapped around him, and her fingers drifted loose and listless out of her hair. His mouth traveled lower, to the point just above her sternum, where he paused, where he felt the soft scratch of fabric brush against his nose. She was still wearing his shirt.

A great long breath pushed past his lips, leaving his body with a force that nearly made him lose his grip on the headboard. Slowly, unsteadily, he flexed his fingers into the wall, easing some relief into the tiny joints and carefully pulling them away. He didn't lower himself down to her immediately, instead preferring to admire the view from above, and slid them into the spaces at her sides, where he could have the range of motion needed to roam her body freely.

But as Tahno slowly descended from his high, he found himself more and more drawn to the way she wore his shirt. It'd been an impulse, really, to leave it on her, and the effect it'd had on him had been... considerable.

Tahno dragged his fingers down the soft sheets and trailed them up and over her hips, then silently slipped them underneath the dark fabric. Dusting his fingertips along the hard ridges of her hipbones, over the delicate curves of her ribs, Tahno buried his face in the material covering her stomach, vaguely wondering what it was that he was feeling. To be sure, it wasn't the first time a woman had dressed herself in his shirt, but never had Tahno been affected so... fully.

Slowly, Tahno rose up just a fraction, taking in the sight of her; the soft curve of a breast beneath the open collar, the small slips of skin dotted beneath the line of a few unmade buttons, black fabric falling upon a small waist... He liked seeing her wearing his shirt. It filled him with some indescribable emotion, one that in all of his years of exploits, he had never encountered. There was a sense of pride there that was unfamiliar to him, one that spoke of deeply rooted instincts and primal urges and a sense of victory that felt sweet—

—and incomplete.

(Because for all the black he saw before his eyes, all his mind could see was red.)

His teeth ground together. His fingers tightened over flesh, thumbs digging into the jut of bone at her hips. An exhale flew past his teeth in a huff that left him lightheaded, and his throat dry with desert sand. Now, no matter which way he looked, no matter the angle, the black beneath his fingers bled into red, and the skin hidden beneath darkened and tanned, shifting from a creamy pale to a rich brown. Back and forth the colors blended, shifting in his mind until they all but merged together. His breathing grew heavier, and his eyes grew darker as his desire redoubled—exhaustion be damned—as he drank in the sight of harsh black fabric stretched across the shadows of warm brown—

"Korra."
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He froze.
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He couldn't decide what was more frightening: the dangerous slant to Asami's furious brow or the fact that, just for a moment—

Tahno had actually believed that the intern's name had come from him.


"Goddammit," Asami whispered, sucking in a sharp breath. "That was them heading back to the room. Didn't you hear the door?"

Tahno blinked, quite honestly not very able to hear much of anything; her words washed over him like an icy wave. "What?" he repeated.

"I think Mako and Korra caught the end of our little act," she sighed, hissing as one might while pouring alcohol over an open cut. "Dammit. Can this get any worse?"

Slowly, Tahno pulled his fingers out from under the dark material, away from her hips, feeling the fabric scratch against his skin. When he sat back, Asami scrambled upwards, kicking back to sit against the headboard as she mulled over their fates. Tahno was silent.

"Shit. Well, at least now we know that this could go one of two ways. It's either gonna be something we're all going to laugh about in the morning... or Korra may never quite forgive me."

He looked down at his hands, trying to force some sort of life back into his stone limbs, but all he seemed capable of was blinking, over and over. Like he was trying to clear away something caught in his eye. In his mind.

"I really should go talk to her."

"Don't," he quietly commanded, biting his cheek. His head was shaking slightly, though the act wasn't a conscious one. "Just give it time."

Tahno nearly started when he felt a soft hand rest itself upon his arm. Feeling dazed, he turned his head to look at her. "Hey," she said quietly, eyes soft. "Are you... all right?" she asked. It was so unusual to see the worry lines between her eyes, and yet, here he was tonight—seeing them over and over again.

It took a moment, but eventually, he was able to muster a lopsided smirk. "Yeah," he huffed breezily, throwing in a small shrug for good measure—though admittedly, that might have been a bit much. "Just finally starting to think that maybe your plan to cool things off for the night might be a good idea, after all."

Asami looked genuinely disappointed. "I'm sorry," she sighed, carefully crawling into his lap. Almost absently, his arms wrapped around her; the fabric felt itchy against his skin. A single brow dipped low in confusion.

"For what?" he asked, genuinely perplexed.

"For... sort of bringing up my roommate when we were in the middle of of being intimate," she admitted sheepishly, with a soft breath somewhere between a laugh and a scoff. "It kind of killed the mood."

Tahno frowned, deep in thought.

Truly, she had no idea.


Sometime later, when the apartment had grown still, Tahno decided that sleep was impossible.

He looked down at his jeans and black beater in the shadows of the kitchen's nightlight, looked toward the empty couch across the living room, felt a sick churning in his gut with a growing sense of familiarity, and thought he might be sensing a pattern.


Tahno splashed the cool water onto his face over and over again, until he was practically blind with tap water. His fingers swiped at his face blindly, removing most but leaving some, until his hairline was seeped and saturated with beads of moisture. He should have been boiling in this obnoxious temperature, but chills still lined his body. He lingered there, hunched over the kitchen sink and dripping—with his hands covering his nose, eyes, and mouth—and tried to convince himself to pull himself away. His elbows were resting over the sharp edge of the counter, and his spine was aching, but there he stayed, wondering where he went wrong.

(His record for poor decision-making didn't start with blearily accepting the dish towel that was offered to him not more than a minute later, but... perhaps it didn't make it any better, either.

"Evening, boss.")

Belatedly, Tahno snapped upright, dropping the dish rag to the floor. It was shock that kept him rooted; it was instinct that sent him rearing back.

He got an eyeful of red.

"You!" Korra whispered fiercely, stalking forward.

His stomach somersaulted. His lips sneered. "Don't you 'you!' me!" he snapped, pointing right back. "If anyone here has a right to be—"

"Shhh!" she hissed, glancing back toward the living room and, conceivably, two particular bedroom doors. "Not so loud! Do you want them to hear you?" she demanded.

His face contorted with rage and shock. "Oh, so now you care whether or not someone—"

But before he'd had a chance to answer, Korra had grabbed his wrist, towed him forward, and yanked him into the darkness of the walk-in food pantry.
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Something sharp and stiff connected with his hip, sending him stumbling with a hiss of pain as he clutched his hip. A flailing elbow caught a small metal can that had been set too close to the edge of a shelf, sending it plummeting to the ground with a jolting thud, right before his shoulder connected with the metal wire rack behind him—jarring the entire contents of three shelves into a jittery, noisy dance.

"Will you stop that?" she spat, gripping his arms tightly, presumably to keep them from unleashing more chaos on her canned goods.

"You're the one who dragged me into a fucking cabinet!"

"Just—stand still!!"

"Easy for you to say—you're the size of a fucking hamster! You better not have mice or—ow!" Tahno hissed, shielding his eyes from the sudden flash of light."Watch where you point that thing!"

Expression abnormally tight, Korra lifted her cellphone—flashlight app fully activated—and laid it over an empty spot on one of the wooden shelves, spilling soft light onto the ceiling and all the space surrounding them. In a weird, slightly delusional part of his brain, Tahno wondered if she might suddenly lean over the meager light and proceed to tell him a ghost story.

But the other part of his brain was very quickly registering that his intern's—and his lover's—unimpressive galley kitchen was equipped with an equally unimpressive pantry, which meant that there was naught but mere inches between them. Height lent him somewhat of an advantage, but that hardly mattered in a room barely the size of a broom closet. The last place he wanted to look was down, because that's where she was, but she had a funny way of trying to call his attention.

"Asshole!" she whispered fiercely, ramming her fist, once, into his shoulder. Jaw-dropping, mouth twisting—Tahno could barely move; fumbling over the grips of the less-than-sturdy shelves, he stared down at her in disbelieving rage, feeling the splintering wood scraping his spine as he breathed. She stared him up, defiant, blue eyes narrowed. Mouth taut, shoulders lined with tension.

Skin slick with a sheen of sweat.

Dark, tousled hair.

"What are you so bothered by?" he demanded, voice turning gritty with ire and something else. The punch was light, relatively speaking, but shocking, and had pounded a wave of adrenaline through his veins, far too much for so little space. "You brought this on yourself!"

Korra's face fell slack with disbelief. "You did not just try to tell me that this is my fault!"

"It sure as hell isn't mine!" he spat back.

"You're the one who set all this up!" she hissed, stabbing a finger toward his chest. He looked down, dazedly recognized the feeling of warmth pressed into his skin, and roughly swatted it away.

"Set what up?"

"This—this stupid competition!" she sputtered, hair falling free from her ponytail—or what was left of it. Her hair was such a mess, he couldn't be sure where one strand ended, and another began. Stop thinking about her hair! "Or whatever this game is!"

Shock and realization stabbed through him, red hot, and dizzying. He'd known that she'd known, of course, but... To have it confirmed from her very mouth! Hot under his breath, Tahno hissed, "You knew that we could hear you!"

She recoiled immediately. "Obviously," Korra scoffed, voice much more controlled. "We were here first. It's not my fault you just happened to be within hearing range. And don't you even dare start to complain because, as I can assure you, hearing is not quite the same as seeing."

"Would you stop that?" he snapped. "I am so sick of hearing about this stupid Valentine's Day Debacle! I already apologized, and I signed your damn contract—what the else do you want from me?"

"I want you to actually adhere to it," she hissed, stepping forward. But Tahno wasn't going to back away; not this time.

"It's not my fault you didn't communicate more clearly with your roommate about your guests! Why are you getting mad at me?"

"Because she was never like this before you!" Korra whispered fiercely, hands moving wildly through the air, though he noticed that they no longer ventured anywhere near his chest. "She was always a—a mostly respectable roommate when it came to having guests over! You are the difference," she told him hotly, sending sparks flying in his chest. "This is your influence. She doesn't think straight when you're around!"

"That's still no reason for us to make a spectacle of yourself in the name of vengeance!" Tahno insisted, ignoring his own attempts at spectacle-making for the time being. "Though I suppose I should be counting my blessings at the lab, now that I know how loud you can actually be."

"Mako would be happy to test that theory, I'm sure. Right there at the office."

"Don't you even think about it!" he snarled, lips curling back with disgust.

"Well, why shouldn't we?" she quipped tightly, crossing her arms in turn. "Fair is only fair, right?"

"In what universe would you dare—"

"God, of course, I wouldn't try anything at the lab, you idiot!" she hissed, face twisting contemptuously. "Only you could feel comfortable enough to try anything in a room full of growing swamp bacteria. And to invade someone's personal sanctuary like that?" Tahno faltered, feeling himself wither under her resentful glare. "Trust me," she whispered harshly. "I wouldn't sink that low."

Tahno didn't realize how tight his jaw had clamped together until an awful noise alerted him to the grinding of his teeth. Scoffing suddenly, he rolled his eyes and settled her with a sour look, subtly shifting his stance back. I gotta get out of here, he thought, crossing his arms defensively as his shoulder accidentally nudged against one of the metal wire racks behind him, staring into her wild eyes in the bizarre glow of the flashlight. I'm—I'm not in my right mind. 

"Don't you see how ridiculous this is?" she asked, almost desperately. "You're totally overlooking the fact that you played right along in this game! Mako and I were just minding our own business—you're the ones who decided it was time to face off!"

"No," Tahno insisted. "You and that barbarian initiated the challenge—we just fulfilled it!"

"No—this was all you from the very beginning! By showing up here in the first place!"

"You think I intentionally brought myself over to your apartment to listen to your sexual escapades with that bumbling oaf?"

"God, Tahno—how petty can you be? His name is Mako, for goodness' sake. Mako. His name is Mako. I am fucking Mako. Not the barbarian or the engineer or whatever else you call him—Mako."

Tahno's nails bit into his palms, leaving half-moon marks dented into his skin. "All right, then... Mako," he said, spitting the name like acid. "And as long as we're on the topic of your little lackey, why don't you just admit what's really going on here?"

"The topic of what?"

"Don't think I don't know just what you're trying to—"

"Was I not clear enough?" she growled lowly, cutting him off. "I think we both know what's going on here."

Wait. Tahno pulled back, regarding her with suspicion. Curiosity. Trepidation. (Do we?)

"I'm not talking about just tonight," he clarified in grave tones, suddenly very, very serious. "It's more than just that. I'm talking about why you're with Mako in the first place."

She looked up, surprised. As her eyes narrowed, she tightly inquired, "And you think you know why that is?"

"Yes, and I'm beginning to wonder if you even do."

Confusion crept along her brow. And something deeper... something primal and nearly impossible to hide. Panic, he thought, feeling his stomach lurch with anticipation. Carefully, she asked, "What exactly is it that you think I'm trying to do?"

He hesitated.

"Just admit it," he said softly, ignoring the adrenaline pumping through his limbs, the suddenly dry scratch in his throat. Watching the fear bloom behind her eyes, and in a voice that felt almost too close to begging, he quietly said, "Admit that you're jealous of Asami."

"I'm... I'm what?" she gaped, eyes widening.

"Jealous," Tahno answered, more assuredly, now, as his heart beat wildly in his chest. "Of your roommate."

She looked genuinely perplexed.

"Why?" she asked.

"What do you mean why?" he demanded.

"I mean—what for?"

"What—because of—because of what's going on between us!" he stammered.

"Between who?" she tried to clarify, with a voice far too calm and curious than what he thought the situation warranted, but her gaze darted wildly across his face. "Between you and I?"

Lighting shot through Tahno. "No! Between Asami and I!"

"I'm jealous of Asami because of what's going on between you and Asami?"

"Yes!"

Rage and horror immediately turned to curiosity. She paused. "What is going on between you and Asami?"

"That's not what—that's not what we're talking about!"

"Then what are we talking about?"

"We're talking about how your latent feelings of jealousy surrounding Asami have influenced you into starting up this stupid charade with Mako!"

"That's what we're talking about?"

"For fuck's sake—yes!"

"You don't know what the fuck you are talking about!"

"I know exactly what I am talking about!" (Don't I!?)

"I thought we were talking about what's going on between us—you and I!"

"There isn't anything going on between you and I!" Tahno sputtered.

"Then why the hell are we still talking about this in a fucking pantry in the middle of the night?"

"Because you're the one who dragged us in here in the first place!"

"Not to listen to your stupid-ass conspiracy theories, I didn't!"

"Face it, intern—you only started hanging around with that Mako bozo because I got with your roommate! You are jealous of the lifestyle your roommate leads, so you picked up the first stray toy you could find!"

Something flashed in her eyes, too quick for him to understand. "Oh ho, no." Korra's jaw clicked dangerously. "News flash, Professor Tight-Pants—you are not the only one entitled to casual sex!" she hissed. "My life doesn't revolve around you or your little theories! I'm with Mako because I happen to enjoy fucking Mako."

"So I've heard," he snarled.

"Ugh!" she threw her hands up in the air, groaning aloud. The noise unsettled him. "You are impossible!"

"Not nearly as impossible as that halfwit! Who—need I remind you—was after Asami first!"

He regretted it immediately.

It wasn't a topic that either of them had ever broached before, but what was done was done; the two of them stood there, bathed in the mostly useless ball of light from her dying cell phone, stiff and confused and more dissatisfied than ever.

Slowly, Korra nodded. "So maybe he's not the brightest at reading signals?" she scoffed. "Whatever. Neither am I. Look, I know what initially drew him here; I don't need you to rub it in. But I can guarantee you that what brought him around isn't what's making him stay. And despite what you may think, I don't need all the bullshit that you and Asami go through, what with the dinners and the outings and the dates—even though you still claim that you're not dating. At least we're upfront about what's going on between us."

Annoyance flickered behind Tahno's eyes. "I have been perfectly clear about my—"

"You have," she muttered. And then, before he could find himself fit to reply: "If anything, I have the better deal."

Tahno took a moment to compose himself. "Now that's impossible."

She gave a small, careless shrug, but her gaze was anything but careless. "Above all else, Mako and I are actually friends."

"With benefits," he corrected dryly.

She shrugged, smiling mostly to herself. "Cost-effective."

"Sure. If by cost-effective, you mean ripped off."

"Well, he is pretty ripped."

"Overrated."

She smirked, apparently beginning to enjoy the game. In a somewhat teasing voice, she continued, "Not to mention he's gorgeous—"

"Agree to disagree."

"And he makes me laugh."

Tahno paused.

An uncomfortable feeling spread through his chest, leaving a heavy tightness that pressed outward at his ribcage, making it feel as if it was expanding farther and farther, so tight and so wide that it might burst through his skin. His lungs took in air, but he still couldn't fill the empty space.

"That bad, is he?"

Korra frowned. She shook her head at him, and heaved a heavy sigh. The uncomfortable feeling persisted.

"You are such a tool, Tahno."

Releasing a frustrated groan, he tossed a hand out useless into the air. "All right, fine," he muttered grudgingly. "I'm sorry, all right?"

"Yeah," she scoffed, reaching for the handle on the door.

"Hey, seriously?" Tahno stopped her, pressing a hand into the juncture of the flimsy folding door. "Come on. You know how I feel about the guy." Somehow, that had sounded more like an actual apology in his head. "I mean, it's not like I... I didn't really mean—"

When her hand reached up and slid his to the side, out of the way, the palm of his hand slid to the wall beyond the frame without his consent, useless.

"Goodnight, Tahno," she muttered, as she carefully pushed aside the door and slipped out without a backward glance.


Alone in the pantry, Tahno rested his head against one of the shelves and thought about how he'd ended up in this mess in the first place. It was sort of funny, he decided with a frown.

Because in retrospect, he should have known better.

If he were to have called her by anything, it certainly wouldn't have been her name.
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That one night

Tahno's plans went to shit.


"Still can't sleep?"

Korra hesitated at first, unsure as to whether she should pretend not to have heard him and continue feigning sleep. Shakily, she shook her head.

Mako nestled closer, pulling her deeper into the sheets. "Anything you want to talk about?"

In spite of herself, Korra couldn't help but laugh. How funny, she decided, battling a frown, that for a guy who couldn't say two words to me before, Mako always seems to want to talk nowadays.

She promised him that there wasn't, and—after a few creative reassurances—he was eventually lulled back to sleep. But another hour passed, and still no reprieve had come for Korra, who lay restlessly awake and staring, blinking into the mocking face of the clock. Sometime long after Mako's breathing had gradually evened into a familiar, soothing rhythm, Korra slipped her legs out from underneath the covers.

Her bare feet padded along the hardwood floor, all the way to a dresser against the wall. Clothes were strewn about the floor, but she left them where they'd fallen, instead taking the time to carefully remove a dark navy t-shirt and a pair of black shorts from her old undergrad days out of the neatly folded stacks. Her hands rested on the knobs for an extra moment while she looked down at the tidy piles and smiled, soft and surrendering and simple. Looks like Asami helped with the laundry again, she shook her head, feeling a little of the stiffness in her body give way with exhaustion. The drawer closed with a gentle thud.

The apartment was strangely cool when Korra stepped out into the living room, which was no doubt a result of the open windows behind the couch. She strode past them, resolving to play dumb until the morning, and slowly dragged her feet through the lush carpet. She followed the stove light coming from the kitchen, which wrapped around the living room walls, and fell upon the first traces of unyielding hardwood with soft hues of yellow. When Korra's toes met the kitchen floor, stained and splotchy with old age, her hand instinctively reached for the refrigerator handle and pulled, feeling the welcome breeze of artificial cold.

"Hey," said a voice from behind.

Korra's heavy head swiveled to the side, taking in the sight of Tahno collapsed at the table, still without his shirt. The water filter she'd been looking for was already there, along with two glasses he'd taken from the drying rack by the sink.

Letting the fridge door close softly behind her, Korra nodded to one of the glasses in front of him; this one was empty, the one resting between his fingers was not. "Asami's?" she guessed.

He shook his head, carefully pushing the empty glass across the table. "Asleep," he told her.

It was an offering, and perhaps an apology, but Korra still hesitated, biting the inside of her cheek. She hadn't really expected to find anyone else awake, and she wasn't exactly in any state to have a human conversation, but Tahno seemed unnaturally subdued... and this may as well have been as good a time as any to address what had been keeping her up for the last few hours. Slowly, she stepped forward and pulled out the chair, sliding into the seat with an exhausted sigh. She reached for the filter, but Tahno beat her to it. Korra watched him fill the empty glass for her with glazed eyes.

"Remind me to add 'stopping by the liquor store on your way home from work' to your to-do list on Monday," he drawled, setting the filter back onto the table with a slow, steady hand. "Your stock is tragically low."

While wondering if Tahno actually knew how to start a conversation without also prompting an argument, Korra had to admit that he was, unfortunately, very right.

"How long have you been sitting here?" she asked instead.

"Too long," he sighed, leaning back in his chair. Korra took a giant gulp of her water, feeling the liquid soothe her throat and refresh her agitated mind. Somehow, the coolness of the water only made her feel sleepier.

They sat in silence for some minutes, sipping their water and listening to the faint sounds of the street trailing in from the screens at the open windows, and soon Korra was ready to finally head to sleep.

"Wait," he called, voice unusually rough. He cleared his throat, returning it to its silky quality. "Wait a minute."

Surprised, Korra slowly pivoted on her heels, placing one hand on the back of her chair. "Yes?"

When he didn't immediately reply, Korra eased herself back into her seat. Taking her glass in one hand, she reached the other across the table for the filter, which she used to pour herself another round. "I'm sorry," she said.

Tahno's face crinkled, the edges of his mouth pulling slightly downward. "Why are you apologizing?" he asked, and does everything he say have to sound like an accusation?

"Because we're both being ridiculous," she said very simply, taking a deep breath and another drink. "And I'm tired and probably not thinking very clearly."

Imperceptibly, the corners of his lips twitched. His face was impassive, but his eyes held a smirk. "Are all of your apologies this sincere?"

Korra, too, remembered. Releasing a grateful smile, she thought of that one night in the lab—when everything had been simple, when things had made sense—and echoed, "Dude, what do you want?" She raised her glass of water into the air above the kitchen table, poised for cheers. "A formal letter?"

He smiled then, which made Korra think that she was probably a little more delirious than she'd originally thought. But then again, he looked just as exhausted as she. He steadily rose his drink to meet hers, and their glassed met with a soft clink. "That would be acceptable."

But they didn't pull away to drink, not yet. Korra looked at Tahno very seriously and said, "I am sorry, you know."

His lips twitched. "You're not just saying that because I'm the one who approves your timesheets?"

She leveled him with a dry look.

Tahno's laughter sounded suspiciously like a snort, though Korra didn't have it in her to call him out on such an undignified manner. "Remind me to add 'refill snack jar' to the list as well," he scoffed, rising up to bring the water filter to the sink. Korra did a double-take, then looked very pointedly at his hips.

"What?" Tahno demanded suddenly, stopping short. He was just shy of the sink, which placed him only a foot away from where Korra sat at the table, and when Korra's eyes narrowed dangerously—when she actually leaned just the slightest bit forward to peer at his hips more carefully—Tahno's right hip quickly collided with the sharp edge of the countertop. His hiss of alarm went unnoticed.

"Those aren't my shorts," she said, rather accusingly.

Tahno scoffed, which sounded more like a laugh. His discomfort was obvious. "Well, I'd certainly hope not. Professor Tight-Shorts doesn't quite have the same ring to it, does it?"

But Korra didn't laugh back. "Those aren't my shorts," she repeated.

"Ah," Tahno frowned, but tried to brush off her strange behavior. "Right. I'm confused. Were you hoping that they would be?"

"You brought them," she pointed out, and Tahno's brain visibly clicked! as Korra began piecing the puzzle together aloud. "You came prepared this time. You brought your own shorts."

"And toothbrush," he smirked, subtly but unapologetically.

"You planned this," she accused, voice thick with disbelief.

He laughed at this—rather hard, actually.

But Korra didn't get what was so funny.
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That one night

they went back to the beginning.


"Oh. And another thing. You should remember to pick up napkins on your way to work, too."

Korra frowned.

"What for?"

Tahno smirked.

"I wasn't kidding about that formal apology."
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That one night

Korra examined life under a microscope.


The rest of the weekend passed without further incident, leaving Korra with no choice but to conclude that it'd merely been a serious lapse in judgment for all of them.

Asami and Korra had exchanged knowing talk to you soon glances from across the living room early that morning, wordlessly resolving to figure things out later, once they were finally alone as roommates. Tahno and Asami shipped out for his apartment not long after that, leaving Korra and Mako time to finally finish that group project that they'd been pretending to work on for too many days. For a few young adults supposed to be the best and the brightest at the university, she thought they were doing a rather bang-up job of proving to be no better than awkward, hormone-driven high school kids. She tried not to dwell on it too much.

Monday actually ended up being something of a relief. Somehow in the strange passage of time, the conference was now only a matter of two weeks away, which gave Tahno plenty of material to freak out over, and gave Korra plenty of tasks to keep her busy. Between reminding Tahno where he'd placed his safety goggles (on top of his head) or his reading glasses (lefthand lab-coat pocket) and examining Tenzin's latest batch of microorganisms beneath a microscope (double, triple, quadruple-checking), Korra barely had any time at all to think about any of the unsettling things that had taken place at her apartment just a few days before.

Such as the preposterous idea that Korra might actually be jealous of her roommate, Asami.

Korra frowned, peering into a particularly nasty slide of swampy bacteria full of Tenzin's special oxygen treatment. She adjusted the knobs, but no matter what settings she tried, the image just wouldn't clear. As she tested and toyed, her mind inevitably drifted elsewhere. It was not a completely unreasonable conclusion to reach, Korra had to admit, but still, the fact that he had come to it—and even worse, the too-close-for-comfort reasons for why he had—was too discomfiting to ignore.

Over the years, Korra had learned rather painfully that it was better to confront her envy upfront, so she was no stranger to recognizing her insecurities while Asami was around. But Korra had also come to terms with their differences, and was also very familiar with her own strengths—and how these qualities made them compatible. Complementary. Korra and Asami helped balance each other out, and—most of the time—brought out the best in one another. They were roommates first and friends second, but through it all, they were together. Companions. Teammates.

Asami had (literal) boatloads of money; Korra was very comfortable. Asami had a whole garage of cars, and Korra borrowed them, but she could afford her own if she ever needed to. They both loved to flirt with boys, but the key difference was that Asami was good at it. Korra had plenty of reasons to be jealous—some painful, some petty—but Asami had reasons of her own, too. Korra was exceptional. Korra was chosen. Asami liked to talk about changing makes and models, but Korra talked about changing the world. Asami had reasons to admire Korra, too.

And never—never—in all of Korra's gradually-worsening issues regarding her supervisor, had she ever stopped to consider herself jealous of... this.

Korra frowned more deeply as she rotated the slide. It wasn't like she really considered Asami a rival or anything. She was Asami, her other half—and half the time, her roommate didn't realize just how much of an effect she had on people. (She realized some, all right, but not even she was always aware of her full power.) When Asami had first set her sights on Tahno, Korra had been torn; just who, exactly, was she supposed to feel sorrier for?

She'd ended up feeling sorry for herself, mostly, until Mako came along—which led her right back to square one. Korra had originally advanced on Mako because she'd been upset over seeing Tahno and Asami so intimately, okay, yes, true, but she hadn't considered herself jealous of Asami for getting with her supervisor, specifically. She was just lonely (i.e., horny.) Right? And she knew that she had this weird attraction to him, but that was just because they spent so much time together. That was normal and easily ignored. Mostly. It's not like she'd wanted the fuck-buddy roses or the dinner dates—even though they aren't dating—or anything, which begged the question: just what exactly did she want with her sleazy supervisor?

And though she didn't even fully realize it, deep in the farthest corners of her mind, Korra was beginning to wonder if things were actually more serious than they seemed.

"Yarrghhh!" called a voice from behind, startling Korra into nearly poking her eye. "Where the hell did that heterotrophic activity spreadsheet go? And why is my abstract all the way at the back of the document? And where the hell are my fucking goggles?"

With a heavy sigh, Korra rose up from her workstation, removing her gloves and then her own goggles—bright with neon, fluorescent colors; safe like an acid trip, he often said—and headed over, ready to save the day. Again.

And deep within the farthest corners of her mind, Korra decided, Maybe not.
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That one night 

Asami and Korra drank tea instead.


"Argh," Korra groaned later that night at the kitchen table, clutching the cell phone in her hand like a vice grip. "I have no idea how to respond to this."

Asami glanced up over her newspaper, the empty plate from dinner still sitting in front of her. "A Mako text?" she guessed.

"No," Korra sighed, pouting at the screen. "A Bolin text."

Asami frowned. "You've never had any trouble responding to him before."

"Yeah, well, I've never received a text under the realization that he was interested in me before."

"Ah," Asami nodded in understanding, setting the newspaper aside. "I was wondering about that."

Korra paused. "Wondering about what?"

"Whether or not he was actually into you."

(Oh, Korra thought. For the love of—)

"You knew?"

"I had my assumptions," she shrugged. "I mean, you spend so much time together, and I can't help but notice the way he looks at you sometimes."

"And yet you didn't tell me?" Korra demanded, feeling incredibly exasperated.

"I thought you'd already addressed it all," Asami blinked.

Clearly, the world expected her to be a much better person than she really was. "Of course not! How could I have?" she groaned. "I didn't even know this was a thing! God," she muttered, dropping her forehead to the table. "If someone has any interest in me from now on, they better hire a publicist to help them because I'm absolutely incapable of deciphering these things for myself, apparently."

"Korra," Asami laughed. "Most people would consider this a good problem. It means you have options. You just have to talk to him—and preferably sooner rather than later."

"Options," Korra muttered. Yeah. Okay. "Well, it's definitely one problem I never would have expected to have myself."

Her roommate sighed. "I know how that feels, at least," she murmured, playing with the string of her tea bag. (Now that Korra was looking, she noticed that Asami didn't seem to be up for the real deal today, and had opted for the instant pre-packaged tea instead of brewing her loose-leaf blend. Strange.) "I'm sort of at a loss, myself."

Korra's brows knitted together. "Over what?"

Asami glanced up at her roommate's face, as if trying to gauge her receptivity; Korra tried not to be defensive, or impatient, or too eager, or any of the other things that might make Asami clam up, but it was difficult. "I've been thinking a lot about this," Asami admitted. "To be honest, I've kind of realized that it's almost impossible to predict anything when it comes to Tahno."

Korra swallowed. "But... isn't that a good thing?"

"Oh, it's exciting, all right. Don't get me wrong," she dipped and re-dipped her bag. "But it'd also be nice to know what he was thinking for once. I can't ever seem to get a read on him, which—I'll admit—is a huge difference from what I'm used to, and is a huge plus when it comes to keeping me interested... but it's also super difficult," she sighed, running her slender fingers through her long hair. "He's just so busy all of the time, and he's practically living out of that lab. It just makes me wonder what would happen if—and not that it would happen, but if—if I were to develop feelings for him, and whether I'd even be able to pursue them. Realistically, I mean."

Korra was more than a little stunned.

"I mean, I know that I already said I would never be able to treat him like a real boyfriend," she glanced down into her tea, looking troubled. "And he's not exactly trophy-husband prize material," she scoffed a laugh. "Not like Iroh was, anyway."

Hope mingled with fear and, bizarrely, a weird spike of defensiveness on behalf of Tahno that was really out of line; Korra's squashed all of that down and lifted her gaze, reaching her hands farther across the table to just barely touch Asami's in a small plea for rationality. "Have you talked to Iroh at all since that night at the restaurant?"

Asami bit her cheek, giving a slow shake of her head. "I met Tahno that same night," she sighed. "I got so hooked that I... I didn't even think to call him later."

Damn. Her expression turned into a grimace, but she tried to keep it in check. "He didn't call you?"

"I forbade him from calling me," Asami chuckled sadly. "Texting me... emailing me... and then he went abroad... it was only our first argument, too. I left that restaurant thinking that I'd give us some time to cool off, and fix things before he left, but... then things between Tahno and I heated up. And it's just kind of died away ever since."

She tried not to let herself hope. "Are you okay with it just having.. faded?"

Asami considered this. "No," she replied honestly. "I'm not okay with how we left things. But it's hard to imagine trying to go back and fix things now... I haven't the slightest idea as to how he's been doing, it's been so long. And that's another thing," she sighed again, pushing her teacup across the table, away. (It's not a metaphor, Korra told herself. It's not a metaphor. It's not a—) "I've already been with Tahno for much longer than any of my other flings," Asami pointed out reasonably. "I've never found myself drawn to a guy this strongly before for this long. He's just so smart and sarcastic and funny and ambitious and invested in his future and his career and his research... and he's absolutely killer in bed and... and sometimes I wonder what it'd be like to get to know him in places other than just underneath the sheets, you know?" She huffed a breath of laughter. "Or wherever else we decide to do it, which is another thing."

Korra nodded, mute.

"Ah," Asami sighed; the regret was so thick in her tone, it was palpable. "I'm sorry, Korra. I know that this is the last thing you want to hear."

"It's... all right," Korra lied, managing a pitiful shrug. "I mean... I have to get used to it sometime. Don't I? And I mean, it's not like it used to be," she continued. "Now that he and I actually sort of... friends." I think.

Asami still looked torn. "Do you want to talk about how things are going with Mako?"

Korra hesitated. What was there to even say? "Not yet."

"All right," Asami said softly, nodding in understanding. "Just let me know whenever that changes."

Korra's gaze drifted to the porcelain teacup in the center of the table, cooling and forgotten.

"I will," she promised.
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That one night

Tahno thought too much. 


Oftentimes, Korra liked to joke that he was swamped, because she thought that was funny. He didn't often agree.

He couldn't speak for her, but Tahno knew with every fiber of his being that he was doing a very purposeful job of pretending that the previous weekend had never happened. Getting drunk in a bathtub, creating—and failing—a master plan, getting kidnapped in a pantry, losing his mind... looking back on it now, it all seemed like a really, really bad dream. And he was determined to keep it there. Deep in the back of his mind like an old, ugly nightmare.

He simply didn't have time to try anything else.

So, he'd arrived Monday morning with the proper caffe mocha in hand, nerves thoroughly frayed by a nosy barista who was beginning to gather enough courage to attempt friendly small talk. Once arrived, Tahno had been fully prepared to take matters into his own hands, should anything seem amiss—what that could have been, he didn't know; a shift between them, maybe, or some other cause for concern—but he needn't have worried. While he did have to admit that there was an added sense of a familiarity that came with hearing someone else cry out in the throes of ecstasy—one that simply couldn't be erased, no matter how hard he tried—she didn't seem any more intent on making his life more miserable than usual.

It's like they'd gone back to the beginning, the way things were before. Only not.

Things seemed calmer, at least. Understandably, she was much more vocal about some of the contractual obligations he'd yet to fulfill—negotiations were already in order for the use of his TV—but she seemed to be much more focused on her task list than on his snappy comebacks. As she should be, he told himself, glancing at the calendar spread over his desk, generously marked with red ink. For all intents and purposes, his intern was acting as if nothing had changed between them, which was fine. He was fine with that.

"Hey, Professor Tight-Pants," she called breezily from the computer desk across the room. "I'd like to have those spreadsheets updated sometime before I get as old as you, you know."

Tahno frowned. He should have been offended by her insolence, but he knew well enough by now. And besides... the insolence wasn't what bothered him.

"I'm not that old, thank you."

But Korra only laughed. "Well, you're certainly not getting any younger. Come on—cough up those spreadsheets."

He did, but he spent the whole rest of the day wondering why he'd ever thought it was a good idea to exaggerate the (age, degree, experience) gap between them, and wondering if he'd doomed himself to old-timer jokes forever.










54. Korra and Mako discussed the inevitable


Disclaimer: I do hereby disclaim all rights and responsibilities for the characters in this collection. Kudos to Bryke, indeed.

Word Count: 1,584

Author's Notes: 6/30/13. I may post one or two more today! I am anxious to move on, so we will see. :)

Re-WRITE Notes: 5/20/2023. Hi! Going through a major re-write and reposting to AO3! See my tumblr for updates! Guess who's ready to finish this story after eleven years looooooooololololololool. If you've been around since 2012... HI, I LOVE YOU, WELCOME BACK, LET'S GO.

Gifted To: anonymous!


That one night 

Korra and Mako discussed the inevitable.


"She hasn't given up, you know."

Mako looked up, startled. "Hm?" he groaned sleepily, rubbing at his eyes. One of the pages of his textbook was still stuck to his face. With a sigh, Korra reached across the library table and impatiently brushed it away.

"Mako," she whispered, shaking his shoulder. "Mako."

"What?" he snapped upward, blinking his eyes in quick succession. Korra glared across the table. "What?" he repeated, warily shuffling back under her critical eye.

He was supposed to be reviewing the latest chapter with her, and she could very well scold him for nodding off, but Korra had to admit that there were more pressing matters on her mind, too. "Asami still wants us to all go on a double date," she whispered.

Well, that woke him up. "What?" he hissed, staring incredulously. "Last weekend didn't count?"

Helplessly, Korra smiled; in an attempt to avoid the librarian's wrath, her laughter subtly transformed into a cough. "No," she shook her head, lowering her voice even more. "Asami decided that since we're all obviously going to be spending a lot of time around each other, it might help break some of the tension."

"That's her solution?"

"You have to admit... Under normal circumstances, it wouldn't be such a bad plan. It might actually be a reasonable one." Asami and her damn maturity.

"What are normal circumstances?"

That's a good question, Korra scoffed. She wasn't even sure she knew anymore.

"Well, it's definitely not ours," she answered decisively. "I mean, who knows what would happen if the four of us all agreed to go out with one another?" It wouldn't be pretty, Korra grimaced, feeling her stomach turn over. As if he were thinking the same thing, Mako shuddered.

"So how are you gonna convince her that it's a bad idea?"

"I'm not," Korra replied simply, twirling her pen. "Asami has it in her mind that this is something she wants; she's not gonna give it up."

"So we have to?"

"Oh, no," Korra shook her head, short and stiff. "I've been living with Asami for years. She's not going to give in, but that doesn't mean that we can't hold out."

Mako blinked. "I don't follow."

"As long as she thinks that we're agreeable, we're fine; we just remain uncontrollably busy for however long it takes for she and Tahno to fall apart, and she won't be able to corner us."

He mulled this over. "How long do you think that will take?"

"Honestly?" Korra sighed. She hadn't even considered it until this moment—not really, anyway. It'd simply slipped out. "I don't... actually know."

Mako's head cocked to the side, and his eyes squinted thoughtfully at her over the stacks of books between them. "I see."

Korra peered at him, squinting back suspiciously. "What?" she demanded lowly. "Why are you looking at me funny?"

"Is he bothering you?" Mako asked, very seriously. "Your supervisor?"

Oh, goddammit. "Just as much as usual," Korra scoffed a laugh. "It's kind of how our working relationship works."

"Are you okay with this double date thing?" he asked suddenly, surprising her. "Because if you are, you shouldn't hold back on my account. I can't stand the guy, but I can handle dealing with him for a night. If that's what you need me to do."

"Oh," she mouthed, speechless. "I—no," she shook her head, feeling inexplicably touched. "Thank you—but no. I have no desire to watch the two of them snuggle up to one another more than I already have."

"Funny," Mako muttered spitefully. "Is that what they're calling it?"

Korra tried to face him with annoyance, but her expression crumpled halfway through her punch to his arm and gave way to a grateful smile. "Well," she sighed, undeniably feeling a bit more relieved. "That solves one of our problems, at least."

Mako turned to her, eyeing her curiously. "What other problems do we have?" he asked.

"What?" Korra blinked, feeling caught off guard by the intensity of his interest in her answer. "You mean besides this project?" He nodded. She frowned. Nothing, she thought immediately, then hesitated. "Are there any?" Korra hedged.

"I don't know. Are there?"

"I don't know," she snapped. "You're the one asked!"

"Only because you brought it up!"

"This is stupid," she sighed, feeling an oncoming headache. I can't handle these run-around arguments with both of them! "We are fine." Korra blinked again, feeling cold distress harden and sink to the bottom of her gut. She lowered her forehead to her textbook.

"Um. Korra?"

"You'd tell me if something changed, right?" came Korra's muffled voice, hidden beneath the table. "You'd tell me."

"Yeah," he heard him say. "Yeah, of course."

"Good," she sighed, and lifted her head from the textbook. One of the pages stuck to her forehead, and when Mako swatted it away, his smile was vengeful. She made a promise to herself to make him pay for it later.


"You know," Mako said sometime later that Wednesday night, when they were standing in the nearby campus parking lot, about to head to their respective cars. Dusk was arriving later and later with each passing day, but Korra was still grateful for the warm cup of cheap library coffee in her hands; the evening glow was turning out to be much more of a late-winter chill than a springtime breeze. Tahno and his stupid work schedule. If he weren't busy in a meeting with Tenzin and Tarrlok, he could have brought me my damn caffe mocha. I just can't handle all this vending machine stuff anymore. What time is it? The meeting can't have lasted too long... Maybe he's free by now? I wonder if—

"Hey," said a voice, cutting straight through her thoughts. "Did you hear me?"

"Hm?" Korra turned back to Mako, trying to cover her chagrin. Oops. "Sorry, what?"

Mako's brows furrowed together in dissatisfaction, and she wondered how long he'd been trying to get her attention. "I asked you a question."

"Oh. Sorry. I didn't hear."

He heaved a great sigh, glancing down to the pavement beneath their feet. Just as she was about to ask him to repeat himself— "I said I was wondering if you'd made any progress with that guy that you like."

That cold pit of distress that had plummeted into Korra's stomach an hour earlier made a sharp U-turn and quickly slid its way back up to her chest. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. A few long moments passed, then Korra cleared her throat.

"Ah," she nodded slowly, feeling more stupid than ever. "That. I thought you'd forgotten."

This didn't seem to help matters much; Mako's frown only deepened. "You haven't forgotten. Why should I?" he pointed out reasonably, disappointment and disapproval in his eyes. Ouch, thought Korra. I didn't mean to offend him.

"Guess not," she muttered.

Mako sighed, and some of the tension left his shoulders. A little. "So, I'm guessing things are still pretty rocky?"

"Yeah," she sighed, laughing self-depreciatingly. "You could say that."

"Are you sure it's not Bolin?"

"What? No," Korra insisted, feeling her tongue click against the roof of her mouth in annoyance.

"Okay, okay!" Mako grumbled quickly. "I was just checking."

She wanted to be angry with him, but her thoughts were simply too much of a blur. "Ugh," she groaned in defeat, turning a downtrodden gaze back to her classmate. "Though that's feeling pretty rocky, too," she admitted.

Mako's expression turned soft. "I could help, you know," he told her. "Maybe not with Bolin right away, but... this guy that you like. I might be able to help. If you'd tell me more about him."

Korra bit her lip, feeling her head drift back and forth. "Mako..."

His face closed off immediately. "Forget I said anything."

"Hey," she reached for him, hanging onto his coat sleeve. "Look, I appreciate what you're trying to do, but I just—I'm not—"

"I know," he said softly, nodding into a tired sigh. "I get it. It's just hard. You know? I mean... you should see the way you look sometimes."

"What?" Korra asked, stricken. His jacket fell from her grasp. "Like what?"

Mako shrugged, laughing out another scoff, then looked back at her with a helpless smile on his face. "I don't know," he brushed if off, looking back out over the expanse of cars in the quiet parking lot. Korra watched him, watched his profile glow in the oranges of the sunset, feeling the coffee begin to cool between her chilled fingers.

"I don't know," he repeated.
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That one morning 

Korra made a horrible mistake.


"Korra?"

"Hmm?" she murmured, feeling the vibrations rumble into her toast.

"Just in case I didn't say it enough before—I really am sorry about last weekend. I mean, I really thought that you'd be at Mako's, but I should have talked to you first."

"Uh... Asami, it's Thursday. We already—"

"I know!" she moaned, sweeping herself across the kitchen floor until she was draped along one of the chairs next to Korra's at the table. "But it must have been so uncomfortable. And I'm so sorry. I don't know what's wrong with me lately—I feel like all I've been doing is screwing up and apologizing."

Korra opened her mouth to say something serious, perhaps to reassure her like a young, mature adult would—but all that came out was a breath of incredulous laughter. That is Tahno's influence, no doubt. "Really, Asami. It's fine."

"But is it?"

"Ehh," Korra shrugged, feeling surprisingly amused. She chewed off another bite of her jellied toast and gave Asami a sly smile. "It was awkward, but Mako distracted me. For the most part. And things turned out pretty okay in the end."

Asami's smile softened. She slipped into the chair next to hers. "It seems like things are going pretty well between you and Mako," she noted cautiously.

The toast turned to mush in Korra's mouth. This again? Nodding absently, she muttered, "Yeah, you know? They're not half-bad."

Asami paused, then added: "It seems like you and Tahno are actually getting along better, too." Korra stiffened, then quickly reached for the jelly jar. "I mean, I had a feeling you would, given how much time you spend together. It makes sense. Though I suppose anyone from the outside would've assumed it to be impossible, hearing the way you two bicker."

She offered up another shrug, this one much stiffer than the last. "I guess. Though it's not all just our doing—the agreement did end up establishing some boundaries, after all."

"Ugh—I'm really, really sorry!"

"Forget it," Korra mumbled through another half-chewed mouthful of toast, shoving Asami's shoulder aside. Stamping down her discomfort, she slathered more blueberry jam onto her next piece of breakfast and said, "Now I just gotta start making him fulfill my conditions."

"Yes," Asami smirked, propping her chin in her hand. "I read over those again. You were very strategic."

"What can I say?" Korra smiled, dripping jelly from the corner of her mouth. "I've been working with him for long enough. I have a few tricks up my sleeve, too."

"Well," she sighed a smile, standing to fill the water kettle on the stove. "I'm glad that things are finally turning out. It all seemed so messy for a while there."

Korra merely nodded, staring at Asami's back as she gracefully lifted the lid to the kettle and gently opened the tap, filling the metal pot to the brim. Asami had danced as a child, and taken up martial arts later on; the grace of the movements had never quite left her, Korra decided, as she watched her roommate switch on the stove to prepare her tea.

She hesitated.

"Though I wish..." Korra began unsteadily. "I wish I could actually start to dig Mako again."

Asami's head swiveled around from the stove controls, pinning her roommate with a curious look. "Again? What do you mean?" Her head tilted to the side. "Don't you already?"

"I... don't think so," Korra sighed, setting down her toast. "I kind of lost interest for a while, and that was a while ago. And now it's just... well. It's so frustrating! Last semester, I never really thought much about what he was like, aside from his looks," she admitted, feeling herself blush a little at her own shallowness. I can't be blamed! He's beautiful, okay! "But now that I really know him as a friend—as a close friend... I can count on him, you know? For pretty much anything." Well... almost anything, she thought, thinking of their conversation from the evening before. Her blush deepened. "And he's not exactly the most perceptive guy, but... he's intuitive in his own way. He's there for me, even when I don't think I need him to be." Korra looked up at Asami, dissatisfied. "Do you know what I mean?"

Asami nodded, listening closely. "So, what's wrong?" she asked.

"I like him," Korra admitted quietly, fiddling with her butter knife. "But it's not like I really like him. Not anymore."

Asami's eyes widened. "When did this happen? I mean... When did it stop?"

"Um... Somewhere in between the time I told you that I hate signaling and... the night we started hooking up?"

"Korra!" Asami gasped, aghast. "I had no idea!"

"Well," Korra squinted pointedly. "You have been rather... busy."

"Ha, ha," Asami droned, waving a spoon reprimandingly at Korra. "This, coming from the girl who's gotten enough in the last weekend alone to—"

"All right, all right. You've made your point."

Asami pursed her lips, but otherwise, let the matter drop. She thought very carefully before asking her next question. "So, were you into him when you actually started dating?"

"Does his body count? And we're not dating," Korra corrected quickly. "We've always been clear on the fact that we are just friends. Hooking up. Friends that are hooking up."

"So... friends with benefits?"

"Yes! And he's a good friend. Now, anyway."

"Now that he's getting something in return?"

Korra frowned. It's not like that, she thought defensively. (Is it?)

Distantly, the tea kettle called.

Korra was still frowning when Asami poured the hot, steaming water into their mugs. When Asami placed her cup in front of her, Korra was still organizing her thoughts. "It's hard to explain," she began, turning to the girl shuffling about the counter. "What you said—it is, and it isn't. I mean. It might have started that way with all the sex—and definitely no complaints there—but nowadays, I feel like Mako rarely asks for anything; that boy has serious Mother-Hen tendencies, let me tell you. And sometimes it's hilarious, and sometimes... I just appreciate it, you know? He's so serious, but I laugh so much around him. But I'm just... not into him. Not like I thought I was, anyway. Ah—wait!" Korra thrust out a palm, halting Asami from reaching for the instant tea bags. "Do you mind if I—if you brew some of the loose-leaf tea instead?"

Asami looked perplexed, as if it hadn't even occurred to her. "Sure," she shrugged. "I don't see why not. I guess it's been a while since I pulled it out, hasn't it?"

"Ha," Korra laughed nervously, mindlessly reaching for more jam. "Yeah."

"Well, I'm not gonna lie... I am kind of disappointed," she admitted ruefully. "But I understand what you mean. You shouldn't feel guilty, Korra," she told her, startling her roommate with her uncanny insight, as always. "After all. You've been completely honest with him." Instead of responding, Korra mindlessly scraped her knife over the crumbs on her plate. She piled them into tiny mountains, then blew them away with a puff of her cheeks, in one giant swirl of sticky dust. Asami was looking at her very strangely as she scooped some of the dry, herbal leaf blends into the filters. Glancing at Korra out of the corner of her eye, she asked, "So who's this other guy, then?"

Korra dropped her butter knife.

"What?"

"Oh, come on—I know that look," Asami laughed. "Same look, different boy—who are you pining after now?"

"Wha—I don't—I don't pine!" Korra blushed, feeling the lie slip between her teeth. "And nobody!"

Shit! Dammit! Motherfucking hell! Motherfucking cosmic polar bears and—

"All right, fine," Asami smirked, turning away. "Nobody, then." Korra visibly sagged against the chair, unable to hide her tremendous sigh of relief.


"If you want to play it that way, I'll humor you. But hear this, Korra... as you probably already know: I'll get it out of you eventually."
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That one night



Korra started making Tahno commit to the contract.


"One extra hot caffe mocha—"

"No whipped cream, right?"

Tahno frowned.

"Sir?"

"Yes," he tightly replied.

He managed to keep his annoyance mostly in check, but the brat wasn't making it easy; Tahno tried in vain not to recall the previous day—Wednesday—when he'd briefly considered rearranging his delicate work schedule simply so his coffee trips wouldn't coincide with this same stupid cashier's shifts, over and over.

The barista already knew not to grab one of the cardboard cups from the stacks, and instead reached his hand out for the reusable mug that was beginning to take up permanent residence in Tahno's bag. Once that was settled, he sauntered off behind the counter to make his intern her drink. Apparently, if the slight bounce in his swagger was anything to go by, their continued business with one another was leading this boy into a false sense of familiarity.

Tahno inspected the kid as he went about making his order. He looked like should have been in high school, but that deliberately twitchy air of arrogance and naivete smelled strongly of college. A ringleader, perhaps? Tahno ventured, looking for signs of foul play. He was well-built, so perhaps he was an athlete. Then, refusing to develop any sense of affinity based purely on potential athleticism, Tahno sneered.

"What kind of name is Skoochy, anyway?" he asked, once the barista had returned with his intern's drink.

The college kid merely smiled, rubbing the front of his nose. Tahno hoped he washed those hands. "The kind known for making a kick-ass coffee," he offered glibly. "You could even ask the person you keep buying it for, if you need confirmation."

Tahno's eyes narrowed, but curiosity got the better of him. "What makes you think it's not for me?"

This barista named Skoochy merely laughed, ruffling Tahno's feathers even further. "Most people enter a coffee house looking grumpy; you look grumpy even when you leave," he announced boyishly, slinging an arm over the top of a coffee grinder. "That caffeine definitely isn't for you. But I bet the person you buy it for is pretty all right."

Wordlessly, Tahno reached for the to-go cup resting between them, settling Skoochy with a sour look. Without another comment, Tahno turned on his heels and left.

"See you tomorrow!" Skoochy called, just before the door slammed shut behind him.


Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, he did not.










57. Korra put Tahno in a headlock


Disclaimer: I do hereby disclaim all rights and responsibilities for the characters in this collection. Kudos to Bryke, indeed.

Word Count: 1,678

Author's Notes: 7/3/13. So I was actually planning on posting #56 and #57 yesterday and taking a hiatus today for the 4th of July, but since my files went all crazy, I feel a little out of sorts. I'm not sure when I'll do the next update. Maybe tomorrow? Maybe Saturday? Who knows! And then we'll get back to your irregularly-scheduled programming. Just a few more chapters to this particular story arc and then I'll get back to working on Personal Record and the break the ice series. This arc should be wrapped up by the end of next week!

Also, I just have to say: I was actually really, really worried about how I was going to fit this prompt in. :P But as usual, Tahno and Korra found a way...

Re-WRITE Notes: 5/20/2023. Hi! Going through a major re-write and reposting to AO3! See my tumblr for updates! Guess who's ready to finish this story after eleven years looooooooololololololool. If you've been around since 2012... HI, I LOVE YOU, WELCOME BACK, LET'S GO.

Gifted To: anonymous!


That one night



Korra put Tahno in a headlock.


"Take your ridiculous coffee."

Korra jumped up at the sound of her to-go cup hitting the table. Blinking, she raised her eyes to meet his. "Good afternoon to you, too," she muttered.

No response.

Perplexed, Korra glanced at the large calendar on the wall. It usually laid over his desk, but his paper-piles were getting so strangely sloppy nowadays that it made his dates and deadlines almost impossible to read, so she'd gotten into the habit of hanging it above the couch when he wasn't around.

"Dude, I know it's Thursday, but really—you're making good progress, workaholic or no. And look, you're only twice as crazy as normal," she pointed to the calendar, waggling her eyebrows. "Which is a marked improvement from my 'Conference-Prep Professorship-Sanity' predictions."

Tahno's look was dry as he rolled his eyes, and then he slugged his way toward his desk. All right, she frowned in disappointment, carefully taking hold of her cup in both of her hands. Looks like he's not in the mood for jokes today. She'd expected him to be (especially) short-tempered due to all of his end-of-the-year deadlines, but even this was a little stiff. Tahno is a freak. He totally lives for this stuff! Well. Usually anyway. Maybe the workload is finally getting to him?

"Hey," she tried again, settling back into the couch. "It hasn't been that bad of a week."

"It's not the week that's been bad," he muttered, just loud enough for her to hear. Frowning again, Korra decided to ignore it.

"Mmm," she hummed, gingerly sipping her caffe mocha. She smacked her lips. "Delicious."

His bag slammed down onto his desk, causing Korra to spill some of the hot liquid over her lips. "What the hell, man?" she snapped, patience torn. She caught the flow of hot coffee trickling down her chin with her fingers. "What's with you?"

Tahno sent her a mean glare from under the fringe of his bangs, but didn't deign to answer. Instead, he shuffled the papers on his desk and ordered, "Make sure those documents don't get any coffee stains on them this time."

Korra huffed, then bit down on her tongue almost painfully; she was determined not to let Tahno ruin her afternoon. "Aye, aye, sir!"

"I've told you before, intern: you are not a pirate."

Hmm, Korra bit the inside of her cheek, feeling restless. How was she supposed to get anything done when he was in a state like this? And I was having such a productive afternoon, too... Korra shifted on the couch, twisting herself so that she could face him at his desk. Playing with the plastic lid to her coffee, Korra feigned nonchalance as best she could and asked, "Don't you think that nickname is getting a little old?"

Unfazed, Tahno continued sorting through his piles. "What else would I call you?"

"Um," Korra frowned testily. "By my name?"

"Not likely."

Biting her lip, Korra mustered her courage and said, "Well, I'm not going to be your intern forever." His hands stilled, but he didn't look up. "I mean," Korra shrugged, plowing onward. "You're going to graduate soon, and I'm going to find another lab, eventually."

"Lab?" Tahno snapped, pinning her with a formidable glare. "What lab?"

"Eventually," she sighed in exasperation. "I haven't started looking or anything."

"Good," he said, a little too quickly. "Because your obligations lie here. No matter what your scholarship says."

"Oh, yeah," she scoffed. "Try telling that to the W.L. Committee."

"The what?"

"Never mind," she shook her head. "Not important."

"Huh," he mused aloud, letting the stack of papers drop to his desk. He swiveled in his chair, back and forth, as a thoughtful look crossed his face and a pen danced over his knuckles. "Actually... that could work."

"What?" Korra demanded, sitting up. A few more drops of hot coffee spilled onto her fingers. With a hiss of pain, Korra quickly set the cup back onto the table. "I said I'm not leaving, all right? You can't go back on your word."

Tahno turned a devious smirk her way. "Your scholarship. I found a new moniker to call you by."

It took a moment, but eventually, realization set in.

"No," Korra glared.

He smirked. "Yes."

"Tahno," she warned, eyes slanting dangerously. "You wouldn't dare."

"Wouldn't I?" he quipped. He let the syllables roll of his tongue, almost lovingly. "Avatar?"

"I'm not kidding, Tahno!"

"Nor am I."

Korra's nostrils flared, desperately seeking a long, calming breath. "Please don't call me that."

"What? You don't prefer this one to the others?"

"I would prefer my name."

"Interesting," he smirked, obviously in a much lighter mood than when he'd first entered the lab. Great, Korra rolled her eyes. I've gone and cheered him up. Fabulous. Good going, Korra.

"What is?" she sighed.

"I wasn't seriously going to consider using your scholarship title because it loses the oh-so-satisfying effect of reminding you that I'm in charge of his lab, and intern has found a special place in my heart," he mock-sighed, while Korra tapped her foot impatiently against the armrest of the couch.

"Your point?"

"Making a habit of referring to you as the recipient of the university's most unique and prestigious learning opportunity was not something I considered appealing... until you made it clear just how much it bothers you when I do."

Korra's left eyebrow twitched. "Well, that does seem to be your specialty," she smiled through gritted teeth.

"So, it's settled then."

"Tahno, I don't think you realize just exactly what I'm telling you here," Korra pleaded, starting to grow legitimately anxious. "I told you—I don't want that title being advertised!" And especially not here! "I'm not even supposed to be sharing that information until the W.L. gives me the approval at the end of the year! I still have to pass my final exams!"

"Are you asking that it be reserved for our private use, then?"

"Tahno!"

"Yes, Uh-vatar?"

Korra jumped to her feet, knocking papers and pens to the floor. Tahno leaned back in his comfortable desk chair, expectant and intrigued. "I am warning you."

And then he did it.

A flick of his neck, a toss of that arrogant head—and Tahno went and flipped his glossy hair at her.

"That is it—you smug, self-satisfied crock pot!"

"Whoah—ah—what are you—?" He yelped, just before: "Ugh! You have sticky coffee on your fingers!"

"Promise me!" she hissed directly into his ear. Her right arm was wrapped tightly around his neck, while the other crossed her torso, gripping his arm tightly to her side. His office chair rolling aroudn behind them, bumping into the walls and window shades. His own arms were encircling her waist, trying to rip himself free of her hold, but she was a lot sturdier than she looked. As his feet stumbled back and forth, trying to wriggle out of her grasp, Korra locked her arm more tightly around his neck, burrowing his cheek into her ribcage. He thrashed and he bucked, and while she staggered with him a little bit, he was definitely out of luck.

"Get—off—of me!" he snarled, face contorting with uncomfortable rage. Tahno pulled on her arm, at her shoulder. He tried pushing at her waist, then barreling into her. He made a move to jump, then bent his knees to sink to the floor. And still, in this hold, he was like a floppy, raging rag doll in her arms. She was lucky that he'd apparently never been a wrestler... or a martial artist. Lucky for her, Asami had been the latter—and boy, had she ever been. Tahno didn't stand a chance.

"Not until you promise!" she demanded, feeling her lips accidentally brush against the skin of his ear. Tahno gurgled as her arm slipped just a little too tight and—alarmed—Korra loosened her grip. A little. "Do not call me that! Call me 'intern' or 'little girl' or whatever weird shit it is that you like—but do not—ever—call me—"

"Uh-vatar!"

"You are so going to regret—"

"Hiring you?" he rasped, panting hard into the wrinkles of fabric of her hoodie. Korra let out a surprised snarl as he—briefly—managed to lift her feet from the floor. She planted her feet more firmly into the tiles and readjusted her grip, letting out a low, frustrated howl as she yanked him over her back, then flew him back onto the couch, her chokehold still firmly in place.

A soft, breathy noise escaped him as he bounce-slammed onto the couch—and then his chest jerked up, fingers scrambling to pull her arms away, but somehow he only managed to dig himself deeper into the couch. "This is—so—fucking—unprofessional!"

"Says the doctoral student who wore a—hoodie!" (A grunt.) "To his—" (A gasp.) "Meeting—" (A groan.) "With the Dean of the—College of Science!"

Tahno hissed as if he'd been burned, then swerved his entire body, just enough to land Korra's lower back into the couch backrest above his lap. Korra's brain swam with shock and indignation. With a surge of adrenaline, Korra rammed them both back into the wall, reveling in the grunt of pain that escaped Tahno's lips as his legs twisted amongst the wheels of his desk chair, which rolled chaotically about the floor. She held him there, avoiding the storm of office supplies that went soaring as their feet flailed about, ruffling the papers on the desk.

"That was—your—idea!" he hissed, kicking uselessly at the floor. "And your—fucking—hoodie!"

"It's not my fault you—Ah!" One of his stray kicks went flying into her calf. "Spilled coffee on yourself—like an—idiot!"

"Says the one with—sticky—coffee fingers!" he rasped, gasping for breath.

"Well, I won't be needing—one of—your shirts! That's for—damn sure!"

"Will you stop fucking—talking—about—the damn shirts!"

"Just as soon as you stop—"

"Uh-vatar!"

"Tahno!"

"Uh-vatar! Uh-vatar! Uh-vatar! Uh-vah—!"

"Um... Should we come back later?"


And that night also turned out to be that one night that Ming and Shaozu decided to visit the lab.
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That one night

Ming and Shaozu decided to visit the lab.


Thursday

March 21st

(4:57pm)

She thought she heard one of the strangers whisper, "Is that like a weird safe word or something?"

Korra blinked back in shock.

And then she was thrusting herself away from Tahno, nearly tripping over one of the sturdy legs of the desk and most definitely elbowing Tahno in the face. (She was pretty sure that wasn't the first time that'd happened during the course of their history together, either.) And it took far too long for their legs—which had grown tangled and intertwined throughout the course of their skirmish—to disengage, but once they were loose, Tahno and Korra were finally free, thrashing back away from one another as if they'd been burned.

Korra didn't know what to make of these two well-dressed strangers hovering in the doorway of their lab, or the very curious looks they were giving her lab supervisor. Or the studious stares they bestowed upon her. Or the curious looks toward her lab supervisor. Or the—

"What are you two doing here?" Tahno hissed, and really, Korra had to marvel at the guy's audacity. Goddammit. Is there nothing in this world that will faze him? His bangs had flopped over to the wrong side of his head, giving him a distinctly ruffled look; she doubted many other guys could slide their fingers through hair that mussed with such blatant—arrogance, superiority—nonchalance. Especially after just having been pinned down to their leftover lab reports on a not-lobby couch.

Oh, my god, Korra blanched, as realization came crashing down in a painful, jarring wave: two strangers had just walked in on her and Tahno having a typical lab-incident—except this wasn't a typical incident! her mind cried. You just tackled your lab supervisor! At work! On the clock! On his—wait. Wait a minute. What did he just say? How does he know them? They're not university professors, are they? Oh my god, Korra—cross your arms, cross your arms, follow his lead, look like you don't care about it either, you don't care, you don't care, just don't blush—don't blush, don't blush, whatever you do! Do—not—blush!

She was blushing. (A little. A little. Nothing notable.

Fuck.)

She didn't understand what was going on with her lately. A few months ago, two strangers walking in on her and Tahno having a wrestling match wouldn't have fazed her in the slightest. (What did she care what other people thought?) But then again, she reasoned (in the farthest recesses of her frantic, sparking mind) that a few months ago—a few days ago—she probably wouldn't have cared much about the implications of her and Tahno having a wrestling match in the first place. (What were the implications?!) And even further, it could be argued that a few months ago, the likelihood of Tahno and Korra outright wrestling atop his office desk—oh my god, don't fucking blush!

But she needn't have worried, for the strangers' attention was focused solely on Tahno now. They looked positively gleeful to see him.

"You know," casually said the one with the brown hair, answering a question that she couldn't, for the life of her, remember. "We just happened to be in the neighborhood... and decided to drop in for a visit."

"Neighborhood, my ass," Tahno grumbled, sternly crossing his arms and leaning rather leisurely onto the edge of his cluttered (ruined) desk. Korra was admittedly too afraid to make any sudden movements, lest she drew their attention back to her; she didn't think she was in any danger of blushing anymore, but that was only as long as she didn't stop to think about the reality of what she'd just done to Tahno's body. With her body. Fuck! Oh my—no. No. Nope. That was not the best choice of words. I am going to die, and then I am going to blush, and then I am going to crawl beneath the couch cushions and never come out.

"Well, hello there," said the slightly shorter one, the guy with the swirly, reddish-brown hair. It took Korra a moment to realize he was talking to her. She hadn't even noticed that her arms were actually crossed until her fingernails started digging into her skin. The guy quickly glanced back to Tahno, who was glowering from his desk. How can he just keep sitting there! Korra's mind spat, feeling itself spritz into oblivion. "Aren't you going to introduce us?" he prompted, addressing his somehow-acquaintance.

"No."

Automatically, Korra's eyes rolled to the side, fast and hard, and with the motion came a steady shock to her brain, as well as a long-forgotten stroke of maturity. Leave it to Tahno, of all the people, to put this childishness in perspective...This is absolutely ridiculous. With an exasperated sigh, Korra mustered her courage and held out her hand to the newcomer, sliding the other to her hip.

"I'm Korra," she said point-blank, extending her outstretched hand. "The intern."

Both of them looked at her then, and the effect was a little startling; as the strange, high-voltage atmosphere around them began to dissipate, a bit of clarity was beginning to seep in. The two of them regarded her as if they were actually seeing her for the very first time, as if she were suddenly now the most interesting person in the world. She waited for either of them to return the gesture, and was surprised when both of them quickly glanced Tahno's way; she didn't dare look at her supervisor, but she could feel the displeasure rolling off him in waves.

Then, as quickly as these newcomers' eyes had left, they returned. The one with the reddish-brown hair sealed the gesture with a warm, strong handshake. "Nice to meet you, Korra," he said familiarly, as if they were sharing a private joke. "I'm Shaozu, one of Tahno's longest long-time friends."

"Lies."

Just as Korra started to turn in Tahno's direction, eyebrows drawing together curiously, the second stranger stepped forward, extending his hand as well. "Ming," he said simply, in a pleasant tone, though he, too, shared that strange smile.

"Pleasure," Korra muttered in slight confusion, dropping his hand. A few moments of awkward silence followed; Tahno looked perfectly content to sit in stony silence at his desk, looking at nothing, and Shaozu and Ming looked perfectly content to just, well. Look at her.

"So, you guys are... friends?"

"More like brothers, really," Shaozu smiled, nudging Tahno with his elbow. (Judging from the look on Tahno's face, Korra absently hoped that he wouldn't miss it too much.)

"Teammates, originally," Ming added, and thank god at least one of them was acting somewhat sensibly.

"Then roommates, naturally, though that insanity has long since passed," said Shaozu.

Realization lit up Korra's eyes. She chanced a peek glance at Tahno, feeling unsure—roommates were a rather touchy topic nowadays—but decided to risk it, anyway. "Roommates, you say?" She smiled, recrossing her arms, much more comfortably than before. "That's funny. He's never really mentioned the two of you."

"That's not really all that surprising, actually," said Ming, who wore a rather thoughtful expression, though the slightest swell of smirk was beginning to emerge. "We'd honestly rather not talk much about him, either."

It was this comment, finally, that lured Tahno away from his stubborn stare against the wall. Korra couldn't deny the sliver of amusement she felt in watching Tahno's eyes slant so dangerously at other people, and she said as much.

"Oh, yes—you wouldn't believe the death glares we've received over the years. In fact, we could start a club. In fact, you should join us."

Korra felt her lips twist up into a smile, though she tried her best to smother it. (Really, she did.) "What, you mean band together against Tahno's nonsense?" Tahno's nostrils flared, and one of his hand's immediately snaked up to his shoulder—toward the potential beginnings of black and blue, to where she knew she'd just recently forced him into some unforgiving wood. (Er.)

"My nonsense?" he demanded, clutching his shoulder and thankfully cutting through Korra's ridiculous line of thought. "Just who exactly do you think—?"

"We could hold weekly meetings and everything," Shaozu suggested, taking on a devilish grin; soon enough, Korra found herself matching his.

"All right," she agreed, after a moment of consideration. "Only if we can host it at Tahno's apartment, though. His TV probably beats any of ours."

"He does have a nice TV, doesn't he?" Shaozu nodded, peering back at the TV-owner in question, who was tapping his stiff fingers impatiently over his sleeve. Korra wasn't entirely sure what the deeper meaning behind that might have been, but he continued on a moment later, anyway. "And I hate to admit this to you, Korra, but Ming and I aren't usually allowed access to this TV."

"And by usually, we mean ever," Ming clarified.

Korra blinked, then turned to Tahno in open confusion; his back, hunched and stubborn, was all she saw. "Really?" When he didn't bother to respond, Korra merely shrugged. With a laugh, she reasoned, "Well, I guess that's one of the benefits of being able to use sex as a bargaining chip."

"Um," he breathed. "Pardon?"

"Because of Asami, my roommate," she explained, perplexed. "You know? The girl he's seeing?" She turned expectant eyes on Tahno's back, which was twitching slightly. "I thought you would have told them that, at least."

"Oh, no," Shaozu nodded, looking nonplussed. Or shell-shocked. Or relieved... she couldn't be sure. "No, no, he mentioned that."

"Did he mention our contract?"

"All right," Tahno snapped, whipping around so that he could face the others fully. His eyebrow seemed to be twitching, too. "Enough of this. I want both of you out of my office—now."

But Ming's attention was caught. "Contract?" he echoed.

"Yeah. We've got a whole list of conditions posted to my fridge, all of which he needs to follow in order to visit my apartment regularly to make sweet love to my roommate."

Shaozu and Ming twisted their heads to face Tahno, who now stood tall at the open door. It looked a little awkward, considering the way his hand rested on the door knob, and the way that neither of his supposed friends were coming any closer to leaving. Whoops. He's not happy!

"Visit your apartment regularly, you say?" Ming repeated, eyes still boring into his ex-teammate's. Ex-roommate's. Whatever.

"Uh, yeah," Korra nodded slowly, wondering if Tahno's friends always had the habit of echoing what other people said. But who knew—maybe Tahno liked that sort of thing in a friendship. It'd certainly explain a lot about the discord between us, she thought, thinking forlornly of the stiffness that was starting to creep into her bruising hips. Ow. "Because of Asami, my roommate," she said again.

"You know, that sounds like a marvelous idea. I'm not sure why we've never thought of it, ourselves."

"Because I'd kill you."

"He says that all the time," Shaozu stage-whispered, making Korra smile again. Tahno released a groan of frustration from the door frame, but nobody seemed to be listening.

"Even more so before he took those anger management classes," Ming added, matter-of-factly.

"Anger management?" Korra repeated curiously, looking back and forth between the three of them. "He actually took anger management?"

"What do you mean, actually?"

"In college," Ming explained. "Coach wouldn't let him play without it."

"Ah-ha!" Korra exclaimed, turning toward Tahno with victory in her eyes. "So you were an athlete! I knew it!"

"Yes, though it is difficult to see the fruits of his labor sometimes, I know," Shaozu nodded sagely, while Ming nodded along with him.

"Are you referring to his anger management? Or to his athleticism?" Korra asked, just to be sure.

Shaozu considered this. "Could you clarify your meaning of athleticism?"

"Like his hand-eye coordination?" Korra ventured. "Or his body?"

"His body?" Ming echoed, eyes wide.

"Have you seen his body?" Shaozu asked curiously.

"Have you seen his body?" Korra slyly evaded, feeling surprised at just how much she was enjoying this game. (It probably had something to do with the way Tahno kept banging his head into the door.) She could get used to this sort of tag-teaming, Tahno-jabbing thing.

"Well, I have to admit, I haven't really been looking," Shaozu turned to Tahno, giving him a once-over. "Although if it will help me better understand the fruits of which you inquire, I'd be happy to compare. I mean—unlike bacteria-obsessed Tahno here—I am still an athlete, myself."

Korra's head cocked to the side, her smile curling with mischief. "Are you?" she asked, and holy crap, what just happened to her voice? (Was that... coy?)

"Yes, though I must admit that because of this, the fruits of my labor may have a very unfair disadvantage over his. In fact, if you're really curious about the fruits—"

"Enought about the fruits!" Tahno spat, giving the door knob a vicious twist.

"Can we talk about your labor, then?"

"Out!"

But Korra merely laughed, startling them all.

(Because, in a split-second of self-reflection, Korra had realized that she was... surprised.) Is this what it feels like...

To be Asami?

To have random boys give you this sort of attention? And not the creepy ones or the jerks, either, but... cute, funny guys? She'd never really experienced this before, not really—and especially not while Asami was around; she was enjoying herself, she realized. And it was all the more fun that Tahno was standing right there, watching. She couldn't really explain why that made her feel the way it did—a tiny bit vindictive, a tiny bit proud—to see him watching their conversation with ever-present irritation. It wasn't like any of this was even the tiniest bit serious. But it felt nice. Fun.

Which was probably why it was best for her to leave.

"You know what?" she managed in between a few breaths of (nervous) laughter. "Don't even worry about it. There's no way I'd be able to focus on work anyway, after all this nonsense." And with that, Korra immediately turned and began packing up her things, much to the trio's varying levels of dismay.

"Wait a minute. Where the hell do you think you're going?" Tahno demanded, clenching the door handle more tightly.

"Home," she glibly replied, shrugging her backpack onto her shoulder.

"You still have an hour on the clock!"

"I'll survive without the cash. And I've already finished today's workload, anyway."

"You—you can't leave now! The conference is barely more than two weeks away!" he sputtered, striding forward, friends forgotten. "We have a schedule to keep!"

"Don't worry," she sighed, though she honestly couldn't pretend to be as annoyed as she thought she should have. She brushed past him to pause in the doorframe. "The lab reports are already done, and the cells have been prepared for tomorrow."

"But we still have—"

"Seriously. By the time you showed up with my caffe mocha, I was already onto requesting the transportation freezer equipment from the Biology department. Believe me, if there is a schedule, we're ahead of it."

He looked a little surprised, but no less determined to argue.

(A troubling notion: What would be more awkward? she thought to herself. To leave now, when he so clearly insists that I shouldn't... or to actually put down my stuff and stay?)

"Look, I finished all the report drafts before you got here. You'll be fine. Just read over the notes I left you on your presentation speech, make sure to take your goggles out of the sanitizer before you leave so you don't lose them, and don't procrastinate reading your e-mails like you usually do." She reconsidered this, and amended, "At least not for very long."

She was another step beyond the door before Tahno could get anything out. "I'll still expect you to make up this hour," he announced sternly. "I'll be here as early as ten tomorrow morning," he added meaningfully. (A tad presumptuously.)

Korra blinked. Uh-oh. "Didn't you read my e-mail? I'm not coming tomorrow," she informed him, and then quickly back-stepped closer to the lobby—and farther from what was sure to be an impending implosion. "I've got scholarship meetings all day."

His nostrils flared. Yikes. That can't be safe.

"You have all day meetings for—"

"Best of luck!" she cried cheerily, hiding behind a painfully-wide smile as she backpedaled out to safety.

"Wait a minute!" he called, stalking after her into the old, grungy lobby. He looked out of place with the old fading wallpaper and his designer jeans. His long, white lab coat usually hid (most of) them from view, but I digress, Korra gulped. "You can't just fucking skip a day and leave early!" he snapped, striding forward. She was halfway to freedom, but he was still closing in.

Without looking back, Korra swerved to the right and missed the fake-marble pillar that she knew was there; she'd walked through this lobby so many times in the last half a year alone that doing it backward was no problem. Korra bet she could have done it in her sleep. (Not that she would ever sleep there. Tahno's influence—insanity—might have been rubbing off on her in some ways, but sleeping in a bacteria-infested closet was still way off her bucket list.) She climbed down the steps to the main exit, sliding her hand along the railing. "Don't think of it as early—think of it as effective time management!"

"And you should think unpaid internship."

"You'll be far more productive, anyway! And now you have your friends for company." If she'd wanted to make a quick getaway, this was not the right thing to say.

"They are not my—"

"All right, all right," Korra said quickly, as her back pressed into the glass of one of the main doors. "Got it. Lifelong frenemies, ex-teammates, ex-roommates—got it. But I still have to go."

"You can't just keep dropping off your schedule whenever it pleases you! You made a commitment, and you—"

"Sent an e-mail. In advance."

"Doesn't anyone ever bother to send a memoooo—why are you touching me."

Korra glanced down to his chest, where her palm lay flat against his sternum. She hadn't realized that she'd even moved. Blinking back up into his eyes, she quickly deduced the reason why.

"Why are you so close to me?" she asked, though it was barely more than a whisper. The door was against her back, her head connected to the glass; safe to say, Tahno had reached the bottom of the steps.

She could clearly see the exact moment realization flashed across his eyes. Which was all the more confusing when Tahno replied, "I'm not close to you." And even more so when he didn't bother to move farther away.

Her lips were moving of their own accord when she smirked, "Then I'm not touching you."

"You are most definitely touching me."

"And you are most definitely closer than you need to be."

"I was following you," he snapped defensively, and his irritated grit held the slightest tune of a whine. "I didn't make you walk backward into a door. You're the one who stopped."

"You," she corrected, feeling her lips grow dry. A flash of impulse, the barest trace of thought—and Korra pressed her hand more firmly into the warmth of his chest. "I stopped you."

His eyes flickered back and forth, flitting between hers. "Why are we arguing about this?" he asked.

In a bizarre twist of intuition, Korra realized that if she wanted to escape—

Now would be the time to do it.

"Tahno," she began, in a much louder (stronger) voice. "You somehow managed to survive in this lab before I showed up; I'm confident that a few hours won't kill you. And besides," she lowered her chin, looking at him reproachfully. "I think you and I both know that the productivity level in that room has been irrevocably destroyed for the evening."

It was a moment before Tahno answered; in the space of that moment, Korra became acutely aware of the fact that her hand was still on his chest. And of the heart beating inside it.

"I didn't realize you even knew what the word 'irrevocably' meant."

And just like that, the moment shattered.

"Face it, Tahno," she said smoothly, clenching the fabric of his shirt—black—between her fingers. Tahno's eyes widened as she pulled him down, as she leaned in—closer—and, in a conspiratorial stage whisper oh-so-similar to Shaozu's, mockingly said, "I'm afraid that if I stay here any longer, all I'll be able to think about are your laborious fruits, which include—in case you haven't realized—your body."

Before he had a chance to get his bearings, her fingers flexed and released, the heel of her palm pressed into his chest, and Korra sent him staggering slightly up and backward onto one of the stairs. Her back pushed against the handlebar, and the door swung open wide, assaulting Korra's bangs with a cool spring breeze. One step, two steps—free.

She spun on her heels, only barely snapping her gaze over her shoulder at the last moment to salute. "See you Monday!"

"What?" Tahno called from inside the doors, in genuine confusion. "Monday?"

But no way was Korra stopping now.


She wasn't sure if he would have followed her out to the car, but she didn't give him much of a chance to try; she didn't even bother to buckle her seatbelt before tearing out onto the main, empty road.

It wasn't until Korra was behind the wheel of her (Asami's) car, waiting at the first red light, seatbelt sticking, that Korra realized that what had bothered her was not that she had lost her cool long enough to attack her supervisor, but rather that she had attacked her supervisor... and then gotten caught.


And to make matters worse, she'd left her caffe mocha on the table.
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That one night

Tahno wished for new friends. (Part I)


Thursday

March 21st

(5:08pm)

He was officially one hour and twenty minutes behind his intended schedule.

(Unofficially one hour and forty minutes if one included the nosy-barrista setback at the coffee house, which he did.) Between the rush-hour traffic and the broken scan-card reader at the building's main entrance (and the four minutes it took to fish out the archaic, rarely used, first level security key from the bottom of his bag—stupid lock), Tahno was already way off track by the time he'd arrived at the lab. Things... had only gone downhill from there.

And it didn't get any better when, after having watched his intern's car speed away, he returned to his office.

Paperclips and empty microscope slides littered the floor. The piles he'd been pretending to arrange just a few—eleven—minutes prior were strewn about the room. The desk chair had fallen on its side, sprawling pathetically under the dreary window shades, wheels hanging uselessly in the air like an upended turtle. The calendar—his calendar—had been hung up on the wall above the couch, but one of the tacks had come loose so that it fell crooked against the dingy paint, and standing in the middle of it all—

"Um," said Shaozu, who had the gall to look uncomfortable. "Maybe... we should have called?"
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That one night

Tahno wished for new friends. (Part II)


Thursday

March 21st

(5:21pm)

"Sooooo," Shaozu shifted awkwardly to the balls of his feet, clucking his tongue as Tahno tried to make the best of the hurricane that had hurdled through his office. A stapler fell to the floor with a pitiful clatter, but Tahno wasn't in the mood to pick it up.

He ignored both of them.

"So," Shaozu repeated, tongue clucking on. He was going to lose it soon if he wasn't careful; Tahno amused himself while restacking a few document piles by imagining how he might best remove it from his person. So entrenched in his fantasy was Tahno that he almost didn't hear when Shaozu actually began speaking full, human sentences.

"So, you wanna explain to us what just happened here?"

Very carefully, Tahno tapped the edges of his pile against the flat surface of the desk.

"No."

He didn't bother to look at his teammates' expressions, but it wasn't hard to imagine; the dryness of their impatience alone was probably enough to crack their faces wide open. This notion, too, amused Tahno.

"You sure about that?" Shaozu continued. Tahno caught the slip of implication laced into his tone, but the only indication that he'd paid attention was the slight flexing of his fingers over the neat stack.

Very clearly, Tahno warningly replied, "Positively certain."

Shaozu paid it no heed. "I'm just gonna let you know now, it'd probably be in your best interests to shed some light on the situation. Because if you don't say anything, I'll be forced to draw my own conclusions. And believe me," he trailed off suggestively, at which point Tahno did look up. "My imagination is feeling very... active today."

Ignore him, Tahno's mind urged. He slowly slid his gaze back to the small mountain of paperclips he collected just a few precious (two) minutes before, which he started placing back in a small jar on the corner of the desk, one by one. He wants nothing more than a reaction. And he wouldn't be providing any, Tahno decided, even as his left eyebrow began to twitch. (Again.) It didn't take a genius to realize that his old teammates had gotten more than their fair share of ammunition this afternoon. He'd have to go dig up some new dirt on them, and quick. Damn, he thought, cursing his intern. Why did they have to show up at the lab today of all days, precisely at the worst possible moment? Curse his impulsive intern. Curse his spontaneous friends. Ex-teammates. Did no one care that he was currently in the process of achieving his doctorate?

Did no one remember that, currently, he was literally the busiest (the most stressed, most determined, most psychotic) he'd ever been in his entire life? Did no one care about the fact that he was merely one month away from the biggest, most harrowing, most pivotal challenge of his young (academic) life that would decide the trajectory of his career path for the rest of his life?

"Dammit, Tahno—admit it!" Shaozu suddenly snapped. "You were totally holding out on us!"

Tahno's nose wrinkled with displeasure. "I was doing nothing of the kind."

"You so were!" Honestly, if Tahno had a nickel for every time Shaozu said the word— "Never, at any point during your tirades, in the bathtub or otherwise, did you mention that your intern is smoking hot!"

The twitch was becoming a permanent feature of his eyebrow.

"Sorry," he dryly replied. "Must have slipped my notice."

Shaozu snorted. "Yeah, right. What were his exact words, Ming? Something like 'wanting a lot to fuck his intern'?"

Ming, who had stayed mostly silent and reflective over the course of the last few minutes, corrected, "I believe the actual quote is closer to, 'I want a lot to fuck my intern a lot'."

Tahno sniffed delicately, ignoring the insistent twitching of his eyebrow. "Doesn't ring a bell."

"Oh, come on, man—even you can't deny that something is totally going on between you and your intern... Who is stronger than you. And can very clearly pin you to your office couch. Have I mentioned, by the way, how unfair it is that you are able live the life you live?"

"I'm sorry. Would you like to write a two-hundred-and-eighty-six-page dissertation on the biological activity and influence of extra-oxygenated swamp bacteria? Because, by all means—"

"You can't honestly tell me that the great Tahno of Undergrad wouldn't have been the least bit intrigued by someone so willing to put you in your place!"

There was not a single thing about this conversation that Tahno liked.

"We aren't in undergrad anymore," he said, because it was true, and it seemed to be the only safe response. After all, as he'd noted before: his intern had revealed more ammunition (in six minutes) than she could have ever realized, and he was not at all prepared to cope with it today.

"You are getting old!"

"I believe the word you are looking for is mature."

"No, the word I'm actually thinking of is—"

"So now what?"

Tahno and Shaozu paused, blinking at Ming. "What do you mean now what?" asked Shaozu. Tahno narrowed his eyes at both of them; he'd been wondering the same as Shaozu, but that didn't make Tahno any less pissed at him for asking.

"Well," Ming thoughtfully began. "Since you're still dating Asami—"

"Not dating."

"Whatever. You're with her. Where does that leave your intern?"

"Nowhere."

Ming stared at him blankly, quite like a malfunctioning android might. "Nowhere?"

Tahno threw his hands into the air. "At the lab, then! I don't know!"

"Even though you visit her apartment regularly?"

"Their apartment," Tahno snapped, hissing as he stabbed himself with a jumbo paperclip.

"Wait a minute. I thought Ming was asking in a figurative sense. Do we literally mean where is Tahno's hot intern? Because I'm pretty sure she just fled from his crazy-ass ten minutes ago, unfortunately. Oh! And what the hell, man? How come she gets Tahno-TV privileges? If sex is what you gotta have as a bargaining chip to get some HD quality, then trust me, I'd be happy to—"

"And what about Asami? What are your plans for the roommate?" Ming cut in, before Tahno could appropriately pummel his ex-roommate.

"Back off, both of you!" Tahno snapped. "The intern is an intern; she is a thorn in my side, but regrettably crucial to my success—provided that we don't have a couple of assholes coming in unannounced and fucking with our work schedule! She's using my TV because it was one of the best conditions she presented me with when we made that godforsaken contract, and because it doesn't require much of any actual effort on my part. Asami, the woman I happen to be sleeping with based on mutual convenience and attraction, texted me two hours ago about coming over for dinner tomorrow night, meaning that things are exactly as they should be. That is fucking where we all fucking stand, thank you very fucking much."

"Yikes, man. No need to get so worked up about it."

"So what?" Ming asked, before Tahno's fist connected with Shaozu's face. "You're going to get it on with Asami while your intern is right there in the apartment?"

"Please," Shaozu scoffed. "Even an asshole like Tahno wouldn't be that much of a dick."

Tahno scowled.

"Oh, no," Shaozu breathed, eyes widening. "You wouldn't."

"For your information—not that it's any of your business—tomorrow night's dinner is specifically intimacy-free, courtesy of Sato's undying courtesy and consideration. She tries to respect her roommate, you assholes."

His teammates didn't look entirely convinced. "Wait a minute," Shaozu's face scrunched together. "You have a date, but you're not dating?"

"We are not dating," Tahno repeated, refusing to elaborate on such an inane question.

"Then what are you?" Ming asked curiously.

"She likes to call it fuck-buddies, I don't know," Tahno snapped, accidentally bending another stack of papers when he slammed it too hard on the desk.

"Fuck-buddies?" Ming echoed curiously.

"But I thought you said you weren't having sex!"

"Not currently, you moron!"

"I don't know," Shaozu huffed skeptically, crossing his arms. "A couple who is eating dinner and isn't having sex? That sounds suspiciously like a relationship."

"Like yours, maybe."

"Enough," Ming snapped, effectively cutting off yet another sure-to-be physical altercation. It wasn't often that Ming used his commanding voice, and it was enough to send Tahno retreating into sulky, resentful silence. Under his breath, Shaozu angrily muttered, "His fault." After a stern glare, Ming turned to Tahno, his serious-contemplation face appearing in full force. "What is up with you?" he asked, and if Tahno didn't know better, he'd think he was almost concerned. "I have never seen you resist someone with such determination before."

"Yeah! Well. Except for those two chicks who used to show up at all the games and follow us to all the bars, but after a while, even I understood—"

"Shaozu."

"Man, I am totally over this conversation. For goodness' sake, why don't you just swoop in and take her! If you and this other girl are really as casual as you say you are, then shouldn't you be able to just—"

"Shaozu, don't you dare finish that thought," Ming warned, eyes still glued to Tahno. It didn't matter if Tahno had once been his captain; he still felt uneasy under Ming's weirdly perceptive gaze. "Unless you think that it could jeopardize your work? You mentioned something of that nature in the bathtub."

"Can we please stop bringing that up?"

"Which part?" Shaozu piped in. "The part about you being too much of a coward to accept the advances of your intern—and, given the circumstances, advances is putting it lightly—or the part about the bathtub?"

"Or is it the fact that she's still seeing this Bumbling Oaf character?"

Tahno let the current pile fall to the desk with a sickening smack of paper on wood. One. Two. Three. Four...

"Oops. We've triggered the techniques. Abort?"

"No, no," Ming softly dismissed, watching Tahno carefully. "Let's see how this plays out. Keep going."

Shaozu lit up. "All right! How about this—if you won't take her... maybe I will."

Abruptly, Tahno scoffed and picked up the stack of documents he'd just dropped. "Get real," he muttered, then immediately resumed counting. Crap. He'd lost count. One. Two. Three...

"What!" he demanded, offended. "She was totally into me!"

"Shaozu, I don't believe it was you pinned down to the couch."

"Oh, look—his eyebrow is twitching again."

Tahno was annoyed.

If he would have actually stopped to think about it in between stacks, he would have realized just how severely annoyed he was that his friends came to the lab, unannounced. That he'd been caught in such a compromising position. (That he'd been in such a position, literally, to begin with, in his lab.) That his friends were flirting with his intern. (That, unfathomably, she was flirting back. In front of him.) That he was feeling especially annoyed about that last bit, which he would have refused to admit to—because that would have been ridiculous. (Because Shaozu was no match for him.) Oh, and because he obviously didn't even care for his intern that way, thank you very much; he didn't actually care about her in the romantic sense, aside from the fact that he could no longer deny that he was clearly attracted to her and she kept him sane and mostly organized and sort of on-time and she made his long and countless days at the lab not-entirely-awful. This was simply a matter of control. Of possession. Korra was his intern.

Get your own, he thought viciously, not entirely sure where this train of thought had come from as he slammed down another pile.

"Okay. I think I need a freakin' recap here," Shaozu sighed dramatically, placing his fingers to his temples. "So, lemme get this straight: you've been invited over to their apartment for dinner with Asami tomorrow night, and the other one—your sexy, quirky, freakishly-strong intern—is coming over to your apartment this weekend," Shaozu stressed. "And you're not going to do... anything? With either of them?"

"What about when you're watching whatever it is that you're watching?" Ming asked, hoping to clarify.

"We're not watching anything together," Tahno scoffed, crossing his arms defensively. "She's playing some video game or something." Shaozu's jaw actually dropped.

"To play video games?" He looked about ready to burst, nearly salivating... but once again, Ming beat him to the punch.

Ming looked to Tahno curiously. "I didn't think you played video games."

"I don't," Tahno replied shortly.

"So what will you be doing while she's over there?" he asked.

A very good question. Moping. Sulking. Ranting. The possibilities were endless. "Did you miss the part about that two-hundred-and-eighty-six-page dissertation still needing to be written?"

Shaozu blinked at Tahno a solid four times, then looked to Ming in dismay. "I want to disown him. Today."

Hot air flew from Tahno's nostrils. The inside of his cheek was raw from the abuse it'd seen since earlier that afternoon when this nightmare had all started, but it was nothing a good rinse of quality tequila couldn't fix. "It's one of the conditions," he repeated snidely, his own tongue clicking impatiently against his teeth.

"For the contract," Ming repeated. His eyes took on a strange gleam, but Tahno refused to acknowledge it.

"Yes," Tahno hissed, who was loathe to explain himself, but who also refused to be made into an idiot by their persistent ignorance any longer. "It's made up of stupid little things—shit that only she would come up with. Never letting the snack jar inventory dwindle. Saving up money to invest in one of those new instant coffee machines for the office. Promising not to hide the radio anymore, and especially not in places that she can't reach—or at least not in any places where I think she won't be willing to climb. It also includes letting her use my TV for the new release of Halto—"

"Halo."

"Does it matter?" Tahno snapped.

"God!" Shaozu cried suddenly, blindly clutching at a nearby wall. Tahno rolled his eyes fiercely while Ming merely sighed at the melodrama. "You don't even deserve them. Either of them!"

"You haven't even met Asami yet," Ming pointed out.

Tahno stiffened in response. "No."

"Roommates, Tahno!" Shaozu insisted, flailing against the stark white paint of the wall. "Roommates! In undergrad, you'd have had them both by now!" I don't get it. Is he complaining that I do have them? Or that I don't? Because all Tahno thought he had was a headache.

"Probably simultaneously," Ming chimed thoughtfully.

Tahno's scowl did not disappear. "This is not—"

"Let's be honest, Tahno," Shaozu groaned, collapsing against the wainscoting, seemingly exhausted. "You're losing your touch."

Indignation swelled in Tahno's chest. "I have not lost anything!"

"I think it has less to do with his aging and more to do with the ladies in question," Ming speculated, as if Tahno had not spoken. "These girls are just too smart for him."

"Will you—!"

"How does this happen, time and time again? He always gets the good ones!" Shaozu moaned, accidentally knocking over one of the neatly stacked piles... which Tahno had just reorganized.

Tahno promptly sent a kick flying into the desk, crashing his foot against the wood with a sickening crack, but the physical pain was dull compared to the sight of the last half-hour's work (thirty-two minutes, to be exact) actually flying through the air. As Shaozu fell against the wall, Tahno tore himself away from his desk, crashing through the office as if he were trying to sear his footprints into the floor with his angry stomps. From that point on, the broken chaos of the room rapidly plummeted into an all-out downward spiral.

"This is a complete and total waste of—"

"While I must admit that it does seem rather... fateful, that so many young women should continue to fall into his lap—"

"Dammit, Ming—from what I just saw, I'm pretty sure it was the other way around!"

"What the hell are you two still doing in my—!"

"Shaozu," Ming reproached, smirking at his old roommate's frantic pacing about his destroyed office. Unlike the others, he was standing rather calmly in the center of the room, and he was not leaning against (or kicking) any of the lab's materials for emotional support. "This isn't going to make you feel any better," he reasoned, though it was not entirely clear which teammate he was talking to.

"That's because nothing will make me feel any better!" Shaozu's pout deepened, smearing across the wallpaper.

"Enough with the pity party, you leech—I've got work to do! Take your whining elsewhere! Now!"

"Hey!" Shaozu cried. "By now, I'd say it's my fucking turn for a pity party," he spat ferociously. "You've already had plenty, bathroom boy!"

Unfortunately, Tahno found that, for once... he didn't have any witty reply.
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"So... when are we gonna see her again?"

.

.

"Never."

.

.
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That one night

shit got even more complicated.


Thursday

March 21st

(5:31pm)

On the drive home, Korra came to the conclusion that all of this would be so much easier if she could just... like Mako.

I mean. Is it really so hard to imagine? she tried to reason. I liked him once before... surely it's still locked in there somewhere. Deep, deep down. Right?

Wrong, and Korra knew it.

But in a weird sort of way, she really wished it could have been; maybe in some other universe, they could fit together... a cookie-cutter romance, simple and direct—maybe with a little of tension and a few misunderstandings—but otherwise plain and clear. (Sure, in this universe, he'd been into Asami first, but.) Who knows? she thought to herself, climbing onto the last landing of the apartment's stairwell. Mako's actually a pretty sweet guy. Maybe... we could actually work something out?

But perhaps this just wasn't something she could change... and the reason may or may not have had something to do with the vague understanding that she was probably (definitely) into her sleazy supervisor... who her roommate may or may not have genuine feelings for. (Though she had no idea why. On either account.)

And to top it all off, she was hit with another shocking flashback of just thirty minutes prior, when she had been blatantly flirting with Tahno's long-time friends in the middle of his lab. In front of him!

Blatantly flirting? Korra groaned, leaning into the sticky wall for a moment, before grudgingly pushing onward. What was she doing?

It must be his influence, she decided; there couldn't be that much wildness in one room without it affecting somebody eventually, Korra rationalized. And then her mind suddenly switched tracks, and again she wondered: Is this really how Asami's feels all the time? With all the flirting and... does she feel this, too? This... desirable?

Two minutes later, Korra slammed the apartment door shut behind her.

"What a weird day," she muttered gloomily, trudging into the living room.

"Korra?" called a voice from Asami's bedroom. "Oh, good—you're home! I want to talk you about—"

"Please don't say 'double date' right now," Korra begged, collapsing forward onto the couch. Her face was squished against the armrest cushion for all of four seconds before she realized just what other kinds of activity that couch cushion had seen, and then Korra promptly rolled off onto the floor with a yelp and a flop. "I don't think I could handle it," she groaned into the carpet.

"Are you all right?" she crouched down, carefully brushing back the bangs from her roommate's face. Korra didn't see the point; her face was still buried in the rug. "Rough day?" Asami cringed.

Rough? Rough doesn't even begin to cover it. "Yes," Korra moaned.

Asami hummed in dismay, gently taking Korra's messy hair in her hands. "Probably not the best time to ask for a favor, then," she laughed softly, teasing Korra's scalp with her long fingernails.

"Asami, I can't."

"Oh, don't worry—it's not about the double date, silly."

Korra peered up at her roommate suspiciously; at no point, however, did she insist that Asami stop playing with her hair. "It's not?" she frowned. Hmm. Tricky. "Then what is it?"

"Okay, well. Before you freak out—"

"That is not the right way to start a favor request."

"I just want you to know that I am totally willing to do all of your laundry for two weeks, to take out the trash until the end of the month, and bake those cookies that you really, really like, just because. And to abide by all of the contract's rules, of course."

Korra slowly lifted her head, then turned to face her roommate more fully. Asami lowered herself down to the carpet so that she could sit cross-legged beside Korra, making it much easier to brush her fingers through her hair. Ah, crap, Korra realized too late. It's a trap.

"I'm listening," she grumbled.

"Okay," Asami smiled, trying to reel in her eagerness. "Okay, listen: I know things have been pretty strange around here lately, what with you being with Mako and me being with Tahno—"

"Strange?"

"Yes, which we've already talked about," Asami continued, giving Korra's side bangs a gentle tug. "Thoroughly. And I understand your hesitation about the four of us all going out together, even though—"

"I knew it! I knew it! You're just trying to butter me up so that I'll—"

"It would be good for us—but that's not what I'm asking you for! Right now. Right now, I'm not. I also understand that this animosity you have with Tahno, though probably a permanent feature of your friendship, isn't actually heartfelt."

Wanna bet? Korra internally grouched, feeling a frown creep over her lips. Tell that to my left hip—the one that's going to be bruised tomorrow morning.

"And I know for a fact that you don't necessarily mind having him over—as long as he stays within the parameters of the contract. And brings you caffeine."

"Asami," Korra sighed, slipping a strand of hair behind her ear. Her roommate's fingers paused just above her shoulder. "What exactly are you asking me?" Asami seemed to deflate a little, and Korra noticed for the first time just how ragged her roommate looked. Tentatively, she sat all the way up, peering into the other girl's face. "What's wrong?" she asked her.

"I'm sorry, Korra," Asami breathed, offering her a small smile. "I've been kind of a wreck lately. I'm just... My dad is really pressuring me to start looking into this company that he's partnering with, and it's just not my thing. Between that and the schoolwork, it'd be enough, but—I just... Look, I didn't want to bring it up, because I know that you don't like talking about it—which I totally understand—and I've tried my best not to share it with you, because you don't deserve to have to deal with it any more than you already do, and it's not fair that you're always taking the brunt of my romantic issues as it is, though I really do appreciate—"

"For goodness' sake, Asami, just spit it out," Korra's voice was hard, but not unkind. Worry danced behind her eyes. "What's wrong?"

Asami's shoulders sagged, heavy, and defeated. Swallowing thickly, she lowered her eyes. Then she lowered herself to the carpet, and lay on her stomach next to Korra, so that Korra could see all her anxiety directly at eye level. Korra's stomach did a somersault on the living room carpet.

"I'm sorry, Korra. I'm just... I'm feeling really confused about Tahno. Korra, I think I... I think I really like him. It's been this way for a couple of weeks."

Korra's mouth ran dry. "Why didn't you say anything earlier?" she whispered.

"I kept trying to convince myself that I didn't feel any differently," Asami admitted heavily, averting her gaze. Korra kept her gaze forward, and Asami's warm shoulder was still pressed into hers. "And even when I thought I might... Korra, I didn't want to burden you with any of this more than I already have."

Her jaw tightened, and something like guilt and gratitude clawed up her spine.

"I don't know, Korra. I just..." Asami released a shuddering breath.

Korra swallowed, licking her lips. "You just want to figure it out," she finished for her, voice quiet.

"Yes," Asami sighed. "Yes, exactly."

Korra nodded, sucking her teeth. After a moment, she asked, "What do you need?"

Her eyes were grateful, gleaming with unshed tears. "I promise that I'll stay out of your hair tonight," she said first, laughing through her sad smile. "I'll go over to Tahno's tonight and give you any privacy you might need. But I would really, really like to have Tahno over for dinner tomorrow night. Just for dinner. I promise."

"Asami—"

"No, Korra," she insisted. "I promise. I'll do all of the other things I offered, with the cookies and the laundry, and—and I swear that it will just be dinner. You can even come, if you like. In fact, I'd love you to, though I understand if you need a break from him for a bit."

Korra didn't know what to say.

"Sure," she nodded. Feeling hollow, Korra pasted on her best smile and shrugged. "Yeah. Why not?"

Asami's arms were around her a moment later, and she twisted her own around her roommate's delicate frame, hearing bells chattering in her ear, not understanding a single word.


(6:04pm)

"Hey," Mako stepped in, shaking the rain from his coat. "You called?"

Before he could finish—before he could even close his umbrella—she was on him, warm and grateful and hungry. His response was immediate—surprised—but not unwilling, and as the door closed behind him with a tap of his foot, the dripping umbrella clattered to the floor. She pushed him hard against the wall—took a quick moment to bolt the door—and began twisting her fingers in his hair, all without ever breaking their lips apart. Gone was his coat, her hoodie, his belt... and soon she was wrapped around his torso, clinging onto him as he carried her to bed.

"I wasn't expecting to visit tonight," he whispered through a breathy laugh, kissing her cheeks. She didn't understand what possessed the boy to want to talk so much—and always at the most inconvenient times—but then his mouth was suckling at her neck, and things were right again.

Or, at least. She thought they were.

She gave it everything she had; her focus, her will, what was left of her energy... but kissing Mako—while as physically good as it had always been—was leaving her feeling empty. Drained. She redoubled her efforts, pushing through the foggy blanket of numb, but she was quickly losing a dying battle. Mako seemed to notice.

"Are you all right?" he asked, lifting his head to peer down at her. Her first instinct was to keep going forward, to lash out at him for stopping—how dare he stop now, just when—but one clear look at the concern in his eyes, and Korra came undone.

He held her in his arms as she deflated, and held her closer when she released a shuddering breath; it still wasn't completely right, Korra admitted, but this felt a lot better than what she'd been trying to accomplish before, and it felt too good to deny it now.

"You could have just told me this was what you needed," Mako murmured into her hair. Korra sighed, feeling her muscles relax deeper into the mattress, into his warmth.

"I didn't know what I needed," she answered softly, not entirely sure that it was wholly a lie. After all... want and need were very different things.

His long, calloused fingers found her hair, and Korra's eyes closed as Mako brushed the strands of hair away from her face. This isn't so bad, she thought to herself, feeling strangely content despite the turmoil she'd undergone just moments before. Mako had his flaws, but if there was one thing she'd come to learn about him after all this time, it was that he never failed to make her feel safe. Protected. Cherished, even. Korra hadn't felt that way in a very long time... probably because she rarely allowed anyone close enough to try.

"I don't know how you do it all," Mako whispered into her hair, a trace of awe in his voice. "You keep up with your studies, help me with mine, do whatever the Weird Losers tell you to do for your scholarship—"

"Mako," Korra tried to scold, which would have worked if not for the breath of laughter that escaped her. "The W.L. does not stand for Weird Losers."

"Works for me," he muttered blandly, as a smile widened over Korra's lips, spreading into his chest. "You keep in touch with your family, you make time for your friends, all while helping out your godfather and putting up with assholes on a daily basis... I just. I don't know how you do so much all at once. Sometimes I wonder if you're even human."

Korra snorted into his chest, which earned a curious look from him. "Please," she protested, though she was, in fact, rather pleased. With a sleepy sigh, Korra shrugged and murmured, "I'm human, all right. But I guess that's the point of the scholarship..." She puffed out her cheeks and blew, feeling some more of the tension spin into the air. "Time management, discipline, and determination," she muttered dryly, as if reciting from a brochure. Maybe she'd read it once, in some packet from any of her meetings and orientations and check-ins. Maybe she'd hear about it all some more the next day, during any of her various scholarship meetings. She sighed again. "Multi-tasking things that no other human should be allowed to do."

"I guess so," Mako smirked down at her. "Looks like you are the Avatar, after all."

He laughed when she swatted at his face, connecting a meager tap to the tip of his nose. As he pulled her closer, she had to admit that she was feeling much better.

And maybe also that... at least, when it was Mako who called her that—

—maybe she didn't mind so much.


"Thanks, Mako," she whispered. "You're a good friend."


Although Korra hadn't known it before, Mako wasn't going to be able to stay long. He had promised Bolin to spend the night with their drinking buddies, so he only had another hour of stalling time before he would be whisked away to the flurry of his social life. He tried to invite her, which Korra appreciated, but she simply wasn't in the mood. So they passed the time in the kitchen instead, talking while Mako made her coffee, as an easy and companionable blanket of warmth hovered around them. Korra had opted for her sweatshirt and yoga pants, and was huddled within the comforting touch of fabric when Mako placed a steaming mug on the table in front of her.

She murmured her thanks, sipping contentedly as Mako washed her dirty dishes. It was funny, she decided. How such a big, tough-looking, stoic-sort-of-guy like Mako could be so quick to play the domestic card, but she supposed it made sense; he'd always taken care of Bolin, after all. I guess it just sort of transfers over. It was even funnier, she realized, that he was actually sort of... sweet. When he wants to be.

It was in the midst of this train of thought that Mako continued rubbing the damp washcloth over the face of the fridge—having already finished the counters—and just happened to glance at a certain napkin lying flat against the front, hung by an old, basic magnet. Korra noticed his pause, saw where he rested his gaze, and gently set her coffee mug on the table.

Mako's voice was carefully devoid of any real emotion as he stared at the contract and said, "Caffe mochas, huh?"

Korra tentatively nodded from behind. It only occurred to her a few moments later that he couldn't have seen her, but that didn't seem to be a problem. "Whenever you want?" he asked.

"According to the contract... yeah," Korra cleared her throat, taking another soothing sip of coffee. "That's our, uh... agreement. It helps me survive the week. Or maybe the year, even."

Mako nodded, eyes scouring the rest of the page. "Well, it's good that you have some measure of control over him," he commented, though he didn't sound properly convinced. His eyes rested over a particular spot, catching something of interest, and then he turned back to her, disapproval shining in his eyes. "You use his TV for video games?"

Korra blinked. Out of all the sixty-four conditions, that was not the one she would have expected him to have questioned; she had a hard enough time remembering all of them herself—she had no idea how the hell Tahno managed to memorize so many of them. "Yeah?"

"What's wrong with our TV?"

"No offense, Mako," Korra pursed her lips. "But your TV is ancient. His apartment has a nice TV." His apartment has a nice everything, she wanted to say, but somehow knew that it wouldn't come out quite right.

"You've been to his apartment before?"

Oops. Had she not mentioned that?

"Just once or twice," she shrugged. "For lab stuff."

He nodded once. "I see," he said.

Ohh, great, Korra sighed. Now he's upset. "Look, Mako. It's just a way for me to make him pay for all the shit he puts me through during the rest of the week. I know you're concerned, but trust me: if anyone knows how much of an asshole Tahno is, it's me. I'm not just gonna—"

A knock sounded at the door.

Surprised, Mako and Korra looked at one another. Who is that? Korra mouthed, jerking a thumb toward the door. Mako looked astounded. I don't know! He mouthed, incredulous, while his eyes screamed, This is your apartment! Right. That, it was.

Sliding herself out of her seat and gently padding her feet over to the door in the living room, Korra peeked through the hole. And gasped.

Her fingers were a flurry of clumsy movement as Mako joined her in the living room, curious and wary of this unexpected visitor. Heart pounding, Korra whipped open the door and stared into the face of her very wet, very welcome guest.

"You're here!" she beamed, standing tall and rigid as excitement coursed through her veins. "I thought that—we thought that you had—that you were—"

"Overseas," Iroh finished gently, offering her a kind smile and gentlemanly nod. Korra's hand tightened over the door handle, lest she pounce on him in excitement and ruin his fancy uniform. "Hello, Korra. It's good to see you."

"How long have you—I mean—hi," she smiled, bright and genuine. "Oh my gosh, I'm sorry—do you want to come in?"

Iroh glanced to her side, where she could suddenly feel Mako lurking behind. A brief moment of confusion shot through her, but after a moment, it was replaced once again with the bubbling eagerness the sight of Asami's ex-boyfriend had brought.

"No, thank you," Iroh reassured her, looking so very, very tired. "I'm sorry to call upon you so late—I only just arrived a few hours ago. I had hoped..." His eyes subtly traveled beyond where she stood, searching the space behind her for something that she knew was not there.

"Oh," Korra sighed, feeling disappointing reality wash over her. "I'm sorry, Iroh. Asami's not here right now. She's..." At Tahno's. She bit her lip, desperately trying to think of a way to get him to stay. "I'm sorry—I wish you'd called!"

But Iroh only shook his head, an ironic smile playing upon his lips. "I'm afraid I was not as prepared for this return as I hoped I would be."

"And have you?" Korra eagerly asked. "Returned, I mean?" For good?

"I'm on leave," he answered vaguely, smile wan.

"Oh," Korra breathed, feeling her insides clench. "And... you'll be here? In town?" She couldn't bring herself to say more.

"For an indefinite amount of time," he answered solemnly. His words might have offered her hope, but his tone did not. "Will you..."

"Tell Asami?" Korra whispered. He seemed to hesitate, even then.

"I'd like to see her," he admitted. "Before I leave again."

She could only nod, dropping her heavy head in disappointment. Seemingly without much more of anything to say, Iroh gave a sad smile and a solemn salute, and stepped back away. "Thank you, Korra," he said, one last time.

Iroh! her mind cried desperately, watching him walk away. I love you, man—but your timing sucks!

"Iroh, wait!" Korra called, stepping out into the hallway to follow him. When he faced her again, standing tall and proud and so very defeated, a tiny ball of hope began to glow in her chest. She smiled, soft and bright. "I'm still rooting for you, you know."

He smiled back—a real one this time—and offered her a gracious bow. Then he turned on his heels and left.


Mako was quiet as he gathered his things to go.

Korra's mind was still such a chaotic jumble that she barely noticed as he stormed about her kitchen, a brooding, gloomy thundercloud dragged in from outside. When the jarring sound of a clean pot being tossed onto the pile of other pots inside the cabinet ricocheted through her mind, however, Korra couldn't ignore his behavior any longer.

"Are you all right?" she asked, face twisting in confusion. Why is he so testy all of a sudden? Honestly, he has been acting so weird lately!

"I'm fine," he answered tersely, placing a clean glass in the cabinet above the sink. The wooden door slammed shut.

"Dude, I can put those dishes away myself. You don't have to do any of that, you know."

Mako said nothing but continued to put away the dishes that he'd dried. Korra frowned.

"Who was that?" he asked at length, wringing the used towel with his hands. "That guy that asked for Asami?"

"Iroh?" Korra frowned, as realization dawned. "Ah! Mako, I'm sorry—that was very rude of me! I just—I totally didn't expect to see him! Again. Ever, actually."

"So? Who was he?"

Korra heaved a heavy sigh, then leaned back against the countertop next to the sink, where Mako quietly worked. "That, unfortunately, is Asami's ex-boyfriend."

"So what's he doing here?" Mako asked, casually leaning back against the counter with her as he cleaned a spot off a glass. Korra offered him a strange look; she knew that tone well enough, and casual, it was not.

"Looking for Asami," Korra replied shortly.

"He doesn't know that she's with your supervisor now?"

Korra's jaw tightened. "It's not like they've really talked," she said impatiently.

"So he just shows up? At your apartment? This late in the night?"

"Mako, he just said that he only just got back—and it's not even that late! You haven't even gone out yet."

"Are you asking me to leave?"

"What? No! Jeez, Mako, what is up with you?"

But instead of answering, he asked, "So, why did they break up?"

"Because they got into a fight, and he got called away to the military!"

"They got into a fight because he got called away?"

"Oh my god—why does it even matter?" Korra snapped, snatching the dish towel from his hand and throwing it into the sink. She stormed into the living room a moment later, with Mako hot on her heels.

"I just want to know what's going on!" Mako proclaimed, following her into her bedroom. "This guy shows up out of nowhere—with his fancy uniform and badges—and you light up like a couple of frickin' fireworks—"

"What?"

"And what else am I supposed to think?"

"What else?" Korra demanded. "What are you thinking in the first place? Are you even thinking at all?"

"Think about it, Korra," Mako held up a finger, sternly locking his gaze to hers. "I've gone through it all in my head more times than I can count. No matter how I looked at it, I always ended up more confused than before. And then all this. This guy. I don't know anyone who could fit it better."

"Wait. What? Fit what?"

"You tell me that it's not Bolin—fine, I believe you," Mako continued, working himself up to a full rant. "All of our other juvenile classmates aren't worth your time, so I doubt it'd be one of them. For a while, I thought it might be someone from your scholarship, but then I learned that there are no other students on your scholarship! Then I figured that it might be someone from your undergrad days, and I even thought it might be someone you just happened to pass by occasionally on the street—"

"Mako!" Korra hissed, feeling a strange sense of dread well in her chest. "Mako, tell me what you're trying to say!"

"It's him!" Mako hissed, arm stretching toward the door. "This Iroh guy that dated your roommate—he's the guy you're after!"

For a split second, Korra stood stiff with shock.

"What!" she spat, torn between punching him in the stomach and doubling over, roaring with laughter. "You're out of your mind!"

"There is no other possibility!" Mako defended, sticking to his guns. "If there's another guy out there who would interest you, then I sure as hell don't know who it'd be, but this—this has to be it!"

"Mako," Korra said in a low voice, trying to stay rational. "Think about it—why would I be interested in Asami's ex-boyfriend?"

"I don't know!" Mako hissed, throwing his hands into the air as he grew more and more riled. "I'm sure you must have spent loads of time together—you probably started liking him while they were together, but didn't realize it until after they started getting closer—"

Whoah, what? "Mako," she warned. "That is not—"

"And out of respect for your friend, you kept your feelings to yourself so their relationship wouldn't be affected—"

"Oh my god, shut up!" Korra panicked, covering her ears.

"I was going out of my mind," Mako breathed heavily, chest rising and falling in desperate pants for air. "I was going crazy trying to think of who I'd missed—of going over the possibilities of this guy being someone that I didn't even know existed—"

"What?"

"But now it makes perfect sense," Mako said decisively, nodding solemnly, more to himself than to her. "I've never seen you look at anyone the way you just looked at this guy right now. You just seemed so... so damn hopeful!"

"Mako, you are completely blowing this out of proportion," Korra tried, feeling indignation well within her chest, overriding the overwhelming sense of confusion. "There are too many things wrong with what you just told me—out of nowhere—I can't even handle it all!"

Mako's jaw tightened, his lips thinning to a grim line. "Fine. I've got to go, anyway," he said brusquely, brushing past her to take his jacket from the back of the kitchen chair.

"Mako—where the hell are you going?" Korra demanded. "You can't just leave like this! You're wrong about this!"

Mako's hand paused on the door handle, but he didn't turn back around. Once he opened the door, he sent her one final glance. His expression had her heart twisting violently in her chest.

"Then maybe I'm not the most oblivious, after all," he said quietly, and left.
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That one night

Tahno was an (even bigger) idiot.


Friday

March 22nd

(1:06am)

It'd been a while since he'd really taken the time to think about bagels.

This could have just been the wine talking, because Tahno did not normally do this much thinking, and certainly not about bagels. (He certainly never took the time to remember the one night that he and his intern were too exhausted to do anything—a night of storms and slaving over spreadsheets and being too tired to drag himself to his bed.) He should have been thinking about the beautiful woman lying beside him, and how she was charming and captivating and exquisite, even while resting in relative peace under the covers.

(She'd gotten hold of his only spare blanket, the one that usually sat in the far back of the lowest shelf in his linen closet—which she had clearly dug into in order to find and confiscate.) Asami had been unusually quiet tonight, but no less herself, and Tahno had genuinely enjoyed the evening in spite of how weird the day at the lab had been.

(Everyone liked bagels, right? Except for Celiacs, maybe, but she wasn't one of them, and that wasn't really his responsibility to think about so early in the morning. She made him think too much. She made his head hurt.)

And even now, hours later, he still felt off-balance—the wine, his mind whispered. The wine, the wine, the wine. He wondered what she was doing, back at her apartment all alone. (If she was alone.) He felt different and not. It'd been fairly easy to ignore earlier in the week. Now? He wasn't so sure.

(He'd been the one who'd woken up first; two plain bagels, stored in the cool bottom shelf of the cabinets—toasted, buttered, and one made to-go. She'd left his apartment not long after, her complimentary bagel in a napkin in one hand and a cup of black coffee in the other, her ponytail swishing behind her. An insult for the road. He'd thought to himself, I could get used to something like this, then buried it deep. He told himself not to watch her car pull out of the driveway from the window. He did, anyway.)

In his exhausted haze, Tahno ended the evening by turning his phone off altogether; if there was one thing he'd recently learned about himself, it was that alcohol and cell phones, and too much thinking did not mix.










63. of drunken phone calls (Part IV)


Disclaimer: I do hereby disclaim all rights and responsibilities for the characters in this collection. Kudos to Bryke, indeed. 

Word Count: 474

Author's Notes: 7/18/13. Last one for the night! :)

Beta'd by ebonyquill & Sophie.

Re-WRITE Notes: 5/20/2023. Hi! Going through a major re-write and reposting to AO3! See my tumblr for updates! Guess who's ready to finish this story after eleven years looooooooololololololool. If you've been around since 2012... HI, I LOVE YOU, WELCOME BACK, LET'S GO.

Gifted To: likeabirdinflight


That one night

of drunken phone calls. (Part IV)


Friday

March 22nd

(Too Early.)

That night—or rather, early Friday morning—just after 3AM, Korra received a phone call.

Korra reached a clumsy hand to the side table, traveling all the way across her big, empty bed, and snapped the phone awake with fumbling fingers. She glanced at the Caller ID. The hell...? Rubbing at her eyes to make sure she wasn't dreaming, Korra briefly considered not answering.

"What," she snapped. Or at least, she would have—had she not yawned halfway through. It was so noisy on the other end of the line, with loud music and the sounds of distant voices all talking over one another. A bar, Korra decided. A crowded, noisy bar. She half-wondered if there was even someone there. If he butt-dialed me this early in the morning, he can consider himself twice as dead come tomorrow evening.

"I'm hanging up now."

"No—no wait!" called a voice from the other side, desperate and panicked enough to send Korra jolting awake. She tore upwards in bed, sending the sheets pooling at her waist.

"Mako?" she asked, just to be sure.

"Korra," he poured into the receiver, sighing with relief. "I wasn't sure you'd be awake."

"I wasn't," Korra informed him. Her face crinkled with confusion as he uttered out an apology. He didn't seem to be all that drunk, and he definitely wasn't slurring his words. But then again, he is the Bolin-ator's brother... "Is everything... all right?"

"Yes," he said immediately. "No. I don't think so." And then: "I'm a jerk."

"Um. Not that I don't appreciate the sentiment—because you are—but where is this coming from?" This better not be his idea of an apology, if this has anything to do with how he left me tonight. "And why couldn't it have waited until tomorrow morning? At regular functioning hours?"

"I have to tell you," he told her, and there was the drunkenness she'd been looking for. The heavy breathing, the just-slightly incoherent edge to the way he pronounced his consonants—both tell-tale signs of 'Mako's Pity-Party Drinking, Level II'—as labeled by Korra, Mako Habit Extraordinaire.

"You have to tell me that you're a jerk?" she repeated.

"No, no," he pressed on. "I have to tell you."

"Okay. Mako. I'm going to go back to sleep now, and when you get home, you're gonna take some ibuprofen and you are going to drink a nice tall glass of—"

"No!" he cried, so loudly that Korra had to pull the phone away from her ear. "I promised—I have to tell you!"

"Where is Bolin?" she demanded. "Is he there with you?"

"No, no—other room."

"Well, go get him and tell him to take you back ho—"

"IreallylikeyouandIthinkweweremeantforeachother."

"..."

"..."

"..."

"..."

"Go home, Mako. You're drunk."
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That one morning

when Korra thought things couldn't get any worse.


Friday

March 22nd

7:20am

"Dammit," Korra muttered first thing in the morning, launching herself out of her bedroom. "Forget everything I said before!" she called into the kitchen. "Mako is driving me crazy!"

Asami popped her head around the kitchen corner, clearly already having expected this half-dressed, fully-rumpled Korra-creature to storm through the apartment so early in the morning. Korra paused. Why?

"You know that he actually called me a few times last night trying to get to you, right?" Asami told her, waving a spatula and flicking pancake batter onto the floor.

"Oh, god," Korra groaned, frozen, rooted to the spot.

"What happened?"

"You didn't pick up, did you?"

"No," Asami shook her head fiercely, already moving to the side to put the hot water on for coffee. It was going to be that kind of day. Korra melted into a seat at one of the bar stools and laid her forehead on the cool countertop and let Asami make her pancakes.

"Good," Korra sighed into the granite. "Thank you. Ugh."

"They all went straight to voicemail. I was concerned at first because he called so many times, but then once I listened to the messages and realized that it wasn't, like, an emergency, I was more confused than anything else."

"Ugh."

"I listened to them in private, don't worry," she said hastily, watching as Korra smeared her sinking despair across the granite surface. "I have to admit, though, Tahno's expression was hilarious to watch as all the messages came rolling in."

Oh, god.

"What did Mako say?" she asked with dread. (She didn't dare ask what he'd said.)

"It was mostly unintelligible."

"Arggh!" Korra groaned, sinking to the floor. "What is wrong with me? Can't I have any normal human interactions?"

"Excuse me?"

"Asami, you paint my fingernails when I'm asleep because I won't let you do it while I'm awake—you don't count as normal either!"

"It's just clear top polish, Korra!"

"It's a texture thing, I told you, and I can't have painted nails in the lab, anyway!"

Her roommate smirked, clutching her spatula deviously. "All right," she conceded, reaching a hand down to pat Korra consolingly on the head as a pancake sizzled on the pan. "Fair enough. Do you have any idea what he was likely rambling on about? Or would you rather not talk about it? Or would you maybe rather like to hear some good news to distract you from your Mako-Man troubles?"

Good news? Korra jerked back into action. "Wait! Oh, my god. I almost forgot! I have good news, too! I'd been waiting to tell you all night—at least until Mako decided to ruin everything by going all 'I like you!' and 'I know you like someone else!' on me!"

Asami gasped. "That's what he needed to tell you so badly? And I knew it!"

"Asami!"

"Korra, of course he likes you—where have you been?"

Oh, brother. Korra's nose wrinkled in frustration. "You know what? I'll tell you more about all this mess later—but first—please, please, please, please, please let me tell you my good news first!"

"Oh my goodness," Asami blinked, surprised by her roommate's sudden exuberance. "All right."

"Okay," Korra breathed deeply, sitting upright on her stool. Asami expertly flipped a pancake on the stove. "You'll never guess who stopped by last night."

Asami was at a loss. Smiling helplessly at Korra's raw eagerness, she shook her head and asked, "Who?"

"Iroh."

Her face fell. "What?"

"Iroh is back—temporarily," Korra clarified, tripping over her words. "He stopped by last night when Mako was over to ask for you, but you weren't here. Asami—he's back. You can finally talk to him and fix things—like you wanted!"

She turned away, quietly poking at a pancake with the spatula.

Korra frowned. "Asami?" No response. "Asami," Korra tried again, faltering. She ducked her head to try to catch Asami's troubled gaze, but to no avail. "This is good news... right?"

Asami didn't respond immediately. "I don't know," she answered honestly. "Maybe if he'd shown up a month ago, but now..."

"Now?"

Asami sighed. "My good news was that I think I've finally made some headway with Tahno."

Abruptly, Korra's stomach churned. "What?" she breathed.

"I mean, nothing would change anytime soon, obviously, because of everything that's going on with his doctorate. But he'll be defending his dissertation soon... and even though he'll be looking for different professor posts and then working really hard to get tenure, it will be a different kind of busy. And I just think... Korra, I think I really like him."

Korra wasn't hearing this. "But Iroh's back," she insisted, as her internal organs gave a violent twist. "And you liked him so much better before."

"Yes, but that was before," Asami tried to explain. A pancake fell off her spatula, spilling halfway onto the stove. Asami cleaned it up with a frustrated sigh, and said, "Iroh is looking for a long-term commitment—and that scares me, Korra. I'm around the age that my parents were when they got married. I don't want to end up like my parents."

"Asami—"

"You don't know that I won't," Asami reminded her, gentle but firm. "No one really does."

"He's not proposing—he just wants to talk!"

"He's a lot older, Korra... He's a good man, and he's going to want a family."

"So will you," Korra pointed out, a bit petulantly.

Asami huffed a breath of laughter, scooping a malformed pancake onto a plate. Korra had a feeling that she wasn't very hungry anymore, either. "Yes," she relented. "But not for a long, long time."

Korra's eyes burned. Stubbornly, she blinked, willing the feeling away. "So what does Tahno want, then?" she asked tightly.

"I didn't ask," Asami revealed, heaving another sigh. "It's such a busy time for him. There'd be no point in trying to rile things up when they're perfectly fine the way they are. It's just that... I can really see myself with him, you know? Maybe not the way that I might have with Iroh—"

"You mean, a healthy, stable relationship the way your father would have hoped—"

"Hush," Asami said sternly, frowning. "He's not Iroh," she admitted with a twinge of sadness. "I don't think anyone will ever quite be like General Iroh II..." Korra's heart squeezed at her sad, tired laugh. "But he's here. And even for someone who lauds his decades-long unwillingness to commit, I know that Tahno will have me as long as I want him. He's going to stay with me, and I... I need that more than I need the perfect gentleman who thinks he loves me and wants a family in the not-so-distant future, but can't stay because he is busy saving the world."

"Asami," Korra sighed. "He cares about you so much. And it's not like he'll be gone forever."

But Asami's smile was just as heartbroken as it'd been the night he announced his assignment, so many months ago.

"No," she agreed through a whisper. "But I've never been very good at waiting."
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That one night

Tahno came over for dinner.


Friday

March 22nd

8:39pm 

He had to admit. It felt a little strange to be in the apartment now, without her here.

Tahno kept sending glances to the front door, almost as if he were expecting his intern to barge into the apartment at any moment. She'd greet him with an exasperated sigh, not so unlike her typical lab-afternoon salutation, and then she'd grumble about his general presence and no doubt make some unsightly comment about his hair. She'd stand in front of her fridge as he tried to focus on not burning their dinner, and she'd remind him about all of the favors he owed her—Ever think I might be better at doing favors?—even though they both knew that he didn't—wouldn't ever—need any.

He wondered if she would have the balls (the patience) to sit in on their little dinner-date charade, his and Asami's 'sex-is-strictly-off-the-table-and-yes-I-mean-that- both-figuratively-and-literally' pseudo-date. Would she make fun of the way he stirred and sautéed the vegetables in the pan? Would she tire of the banter—suggestive and sarcastic—or would she carry it on? Would she only stay as long as it took her to mooch off some of the meal he'd bought, and then scurry off to the seclusion of her mysterious room, or would she have the audacity to stick around for dessert?

"Ahh, careful—smells like the peppers are almost done."

Tahno sent Asami a pointed look, letting her know that he'd clearly caught her very diplomatic way of warning him not to burn anything. She received the gesture with a sly smile curled about her painted lips, and squinted playfully at his annoyance.

They continued about their tasks in comfortable silence, he manning the stove as she mastered the cutting board, while some unfamiliar song—slow and jazzy—played in the background. He liked it this way. He didn't have to worry about anyone chattering in his ear, or asking him dumb questions, or pointing out his (rare) mistake. This way, Tahno could wind down from the stress of his long (tedious, monotonous, productive) day alone at the lab in peace; no lunatic friends with ridiculous ideas, no ridiculous intern with lunatic habits. Just a beautiful woman and a delicious meal, no strings attached.

He caught himself glancing toward the door again. Tahno stubbornly shifted his stance, angling himself toward the back of the kitchenette, except it didn't help because he now had a perfect view of a certain walk-in pantry. Immediately, he was reminded of a many number of things that he had desperately been trying to forget: an inconvenient attraction, a backfired plan, misleadings and misunderstandings. (The crucial miscommunication that she would be home.) He remembered the anger, the frustration, the impatience... the unexpected sight of long, naked legs emerging from another man's dress shirt. He remembered how the tables had turned, too many times to count, and he remembered the pleasure, too. The taste of victory (the stab of defeat), the resignation of impasse... Tahno forced himself not to glance back at the kitchen table, now set with wine, and tried not to think of the water filter sitting half-empty in the fridge. Water and wine, thought Tahno, who was not making very much sense at all.

"This is nice," Asami said softly, though the suddenness of her voice still jolted him into awareness. She laughed at him, yet she didn't make any comments about his skittishness, as she normally loved to. "And I suppose you're not such a bad cook for someone whose diet majorly consists of microwaveable dinners."

Tahno wished he'd never told her about that, then belatedly realized that his intern might have mentioned it, anyway. Would she have? he wondered. Was that really something she would have thought to complain to her roommate about? If so, then that would have meant that they had, at least at one point, talked about him. (Did they talk about him? It was a troubling and inevitable thought, one that Tahno tried his best to avoid, though Asami tried her best to assure him that this wasn't the case. He'd decided it was best not to hope for the impossible.)

"Hello? Earth to Tahno?"

Tahno scowled. "I am a very capable cook, thank you," he defended snidely, though he could tell that the delay had lessened his credibility. "Just because I don't have time to make extravagant dinners doesn't mean I can't."

When he felt the warmth of a soft figure pressed ever-so-slightly against his back—when he felt the stir of painted fingernails dancing along his belt—he decided that Asami probably hadn't ever really much cared about what he actually cooked in the first place.

"I like to decide things for myself," she whispered, slipping two fingers beneath the fabric, conjuring a rather effective hook.

As the warmth of the kitchen slowly turned to heat, as his body responded to her touch, Tahno allowed the beginnings of a smirk—confident, sensual, everything that he usually was—to twist his lips upward. He glanced behind to better admire the woman he'd come for, and he settled on the perfect reply; witty, suggestive, instigative—all the things he was. All the things Asami made him feel. All the things Asami reminded him he was. And then.

"Do you hear that?" he asked, twisting in Asami's grasp toward the front door. His wooden spoon was still grasped between his long fingers, and Asami's were still hooked over the front of his belt.

"It sounds like our neighbors arguing down the hall," Asami waved off dismissively, pressing closer.

But Tahno wasn't so sure. "No, listen."

Sure enough, the voices were familiar.

"Oh, no," Asami whispered under her breath, stiffening against him. "That sounds like... She must have forgotten you were coming over tonight!"

"What?" Tahno snapped, stepping back to look at her. She can't mean—!

"Korra," Asami cried, jumping back and away, rushing to the kitchen table to tear open a bottle. Her fingers fumbled with the metallic casing around the bottle's rim. "That's her and Mako coming home!" she hissed quietly.

Tahno clenched the wooden spoon in his hand. His hard-on was, unsurprisingly, gone.

"What!"

"I invited her to join us, but I—"

"You what?"

"I didn't expect her to bring Mako along! Unless—no, no. What am I saying? She still hasn't agreed to go on a double date. There's no way she would have willingly—"

"Double—wait a minute, you're not seriously still fixated on actually trying to—"

"Quick! They're already at the top of the stairwell!" she hissed, finally tearing the protective foil free. She hastily tossed it into the trash and then snatched the bottle opener from the counter. "It's too late to send her an emergency text. Just pretend you don't hear them," she hissed, pouring herself a generous glass of wine.

But Tahno's mind was in overdrive. No! No! He knew that something was off when she'd left the lab the night before—Monday, she'd said! How the hell could she forget that he was coming over? She knew his schedule better than he did! I am not going through a goddamn rematch!

"She wouldn't have brought him over if she'd remembered that you were—oh... Oh, no. It sounds like they got into another argument," Asami frowned, relishing her mighty sip with a hiss of sympathetic concern. Tahno's hiss was far less sympathetic; probably because he'd just burned himself on the stove.

"Argument?" he demanded hotly, glaring toward the door with anticipation.

This was torture.

Wait.

"Another argument?" he echoed oddly. A tad gleefully. "Would this have anything to do with why that buffoon was calling you last night?"

"Oh, please, Tahno—like you've never made a drunken phone call before!"

Tahno scowled, stamping down a number of strange and uncomfortable feelings. "Not recently, I haven't."

"Quick—act natural!"

"What do you expect me to do—I'm fucking pan-frying salmon!"

"Just shut up and pretend that we're in the middle of a normal conversation!"

"We were in the middle of a conversation!" (Sort of.)

"One in which we're not arguing!"

"They're arguing!"

"Oh my god, Tahno—last week was a sex battle, I am not having an argument battle, too!"

"I wasn't about to suggest that we—"

The keys jangled in the door, prompting Asami to quickly recork her bottle of wine out of pure nervous instinct, and Tahno to nearly scald himself by dropping the slab of fish into the oil with a dangerous splash. The voices were almost discernible now. The door opened.

"Hi!" Asami chirped, too loudly, calling meaningfully into the living room to alert Korra to their presence. Tahno gave her what are you doing—don't bring them in here! look that she immediately quelled with a dazzling smile, one that screamed, be polite or I will stab you with the potato peeler!

For once, Tahno held his tongue.


"Mako, If you would just listen to me for one minute—"

"You're not listening to me! I've been trying to tell you all day that I—"

"You told me plenty last night! Believe me, if there's one thing I'd rather you not do right now, it's—"

"Hi!"

Instantly, Mako and Korra froze. Korra would have likened it to having a bolt of lightning shoot down her spine, had she not been so utterly overcome with fear. Mako's eyes widened into saucers.

Fuck! she mouthed.

Fuck! he mouthed back, with equal enthusiasm.

The door finished opening with an awkward, painful creak. They stepped together into the living room, stiff with crippling indecision, just out of sight beyond the kitchen's archway. Korra's mouth opened, but her throat was thick with uncertainty. "Hi!" she croaked out, wincing when her voice cracked terribly over the single syllable. Mako looked deeply sympathetic, but that only made her want to punch him even more.

Swelling with a sudden burst of adrenaline, Korra yanked on Mako's arm and roughly drove him forward. "Sorry! We're in a rush!" she called, one hand already gripping her bedroom door handle tight, the other buried deep into Mako's old jacket.

Slamming the door wasn't exactly intentional, but it certainly sent the message.


"What the hell was that all about?" Tahno muttered, gloomily staring into his frying pan. He set down his large wooden spoon in favor a smaller one, which he used to toss about the sautéing peppers.

"It sounds like Mako's still interrogating her," Asami sighed, taking a generous sip of her wine. She huffed, shaking her head in dismay. "Good luck with that."

Tahno glanced to Asami at the table, brows tilting down with confusion. "Interrogating her about what?"

Asami waved him off, taking another moment to actually enjoy the richness of her wine instead of inhaling it, then gingerly set the glass down on the table as if she hadn't already spilled some over her fingers just a few moments before. She came to stand beside him at the counter, sampling one of the bright cherry tomatoes from a bowl, but not before feeding him one as well. The flavors burst in his mouth; fresh, tangy juice... and the faintest hint of wine. Ah. Where were we? He inhaled deeply, the door beyond the wall momentarily forgotten.

"Interesting choice you've made," Tahno commented, slipping his tongue over the ridge of his lips. He leaned closer, brushing his nose against hers. "What year is that?"

"I can't recall," Asami smiled softly, stepping closer. "Would you like another taste?"

As a matter of fact, he did.


"Oh my god," Korra hissed, raking her fingers through her hair. She paced the length of the bedroom, whilst Mako stood against the closed door, trying to stay out of the way."We can't talk about this here. We've gotta leave."

"But we just drove here."

"I know!" she snapped, then took a deep breath to calm herself. "But I can't stay here and talk to you about this while they're in the other room making salmon!"

"You could smell that?"

"Oh, for the love of—dammit, Mako!" Korra groaned, falling back onto her bed with a defeated sigh. Mako looked unsure as to whether it was safe to follow suit, or if he was supposed to move farther away. Uncertainly, he stepped closer, though he looked like he regretted the decision immediately. "Are you kidding me?" she demanded.

"Look," he placated, though he still sounded incredibly nervous. And determined. It was a disconcerting, dangerous combination—especially where Mako was concerned. Especially when Mako was concerned.

"Mako—"

"No, look!" he urged her, keeping his voice as low as hers. "I'm sorry—I just... I wasn't expecting to just come out and say what I said last night. I mean, I was—but not like—at least not the way I said it—"

"I would certainly hope not."

"But I'm glad that I did," Mako he whispered, sitting down on the bed beside her, but he was wise not to sit too close. "I... was going to say it sooner or later, and I needed to get it out—especially after that Iroh dude showed up."

"Do not even get me started on that. You're already in big enough trouble as it is, city boy."

Mako huffed, growing frustrated himself.

"Well, now what are we supposed to do? We can't go back out there!"


"It'd just be so much easier if she'd go back to liking Mako again."

"What?"

"Oh, come on—you knew that they were just friends with benefits," Asami rolled her eyes, marveling at Tahno's gaping mouth. She tapped his chin twice with a pointed finger, then strolled back to the table and the wine. He absently ran a knuckle along his jaw, not having realized that it'd dropped. He shifted uncomfortably at the stove.

"What's this about her not liking him?" he repeated, because surely, he must have heard her wrong.

But Asami merely huffed, swirling the wine in her glass. "You probably knew about it even before I did," she claimed, despite the fact that Tahno still had no idea what she talking about. Seeing his blank stare, she finally clarified, "She was into Mako a while ago, but lost interest for some reason or other."

Lost... interest? Tahno recalled a particular conversation in a particular pantry. He ignored the curling in his gut.

(And he makes me laugh.)

"You call that losing interest?" Tahno snapped, stabbing his wooden spoon toward the door beyond with a scoff of disgust. Honestly, if that were truly the case, then Tahno would have liked to see what she did when she was interested in someone.

"Romantic interest, yes; this interest is a different matter entirely. She'd liked him since the very beginning of the school year, but then... I don't know, something shifted. She gave up on him, or something. I guess it wasn't until after she'd gotten over him that they actually started hooking up. Now it's just homework help and casual sex." Tahno scowled. This was not exactly his conversation topic of choice. But as her words settled, Tahno began to let some of his bitterness fade to the back... letting old memories and new revelations begin to twist their way in.

Lost interest for some reason or other, Asami had said; well, Tahno knew precisely what that reason had been.

It was you, he thought, staring at the beautiful woman pouring him another glass of wine. Or rather, it'd been Mako's unrequited interest in Asami—the friend, the roommate, the confidante—that had driven Korra away from him. Tahno thought of the night he'd first met Asami Sato, that night at the bar when he'd first glimpsed at the other mismatched pieces of his intern's life, and how he'd taken a righteous sort of satisfaction in seeing her squirm as the boy she'd gone out with was clearly more interested in her beautiful roommate.

Tahno stirred the peppers.

Eventually, he shook off the weird cloud hanging over him, shook off the weird feeling that wrapped itself around his sternum and squeezed. He turned to face Asami, letting the peppers rest.

Now, he watched Asami carefully, hands clutching tightly to the ridge of the countertop behind him as his spoon sat neatly in its rest. Does she not realize? he wondered. After all this time, could Asami not realize that Mako was originally... after her? But some things still didn't make sense. If Korra really was over her classmate, as her Asami claimed—because her classmate had shown interest in her roommate, which her roommate apparently did not yet realize—then how the hell had his intern come to decide that the best way to waste her time was by messing around with him, the manchild she no longer actually liked? And what was this kid trying to pull—hooking up with his intern one night and drunk-dialing Sato the next? And then traipsing around the apartment again, following around his intern like a lost puppy. If there was anything Tahno had gained from this stupid conversation, it was the understanding that Korra had better not actually like this Mako jerk, or else—

He paused.

(Or else... What?)

"So, are they actually together or not?" Tahno asked with a shrug, absently keeping an eye on the contents on the stove.

"That's the ultimate question, I think," Asami smiled knowingly, taking another sip of wine. Her playfully mysterious glance over the rim of her wine glass gave an exceptional view of her eyes... which Tahno demonstrated with a look of his own.

"Anyway," Asami said quickly, averting her eyes to the glass as she set it on the table. Was that... a blush on her cheeks? "It's unfortunate because Mako's clearly grown more attached to Korra than she is to him, and now he and I are in the same boat."

Warning bells rang. Tahno's eyes narrowed skeptically. Slowly, he said, "I don't follow..."

"Oh. Oh! No, not like that—that is, not to say that you and I are—I just meant that both Mako and I are trying to get to the bottom of this new interest that Korra has. But Korra is Korra, and she can be as stubborn as an ox when it comes to holding things in."

His head spun. "New... what?" he asked, still not understanding.

Asami looked at him then, with a renewed brightness in her eyes. "Actually... maybe you might be able to help us."

Tahno scoffed, turning his back on her so that he could continue working at the stove. This damn salmon was about to get charred. "Not likely."

Asami sighed, but it sounded more like a laugh. "I suppose not. I mean, she spends most of the day in the lab with nobody else but you... and occasionally Tenzin, I guess. If anyone's going to help identify this new man that Korra's so in love with, it's probably not going to be you."

Tahno froze.

Slowly, he turned back to face her.

"What did you say?" he asked.

But before Asami had a chance to answer, Korra and Mako suddenly appeared in the archway, dressed in red—hoodie, scarf, and cheeks—ready to go. The tension surrounding them was all levels of awkward and rushed, but Korra had a huge smile spread across her face, and Mako looked just slightly less surly than usual. "All right—we're heading out! Be back in a few!" she called, quickly taking Mako by the wrist and dragging him to the side, back toward the front door. "I mean hours, that is! In many hours! Don't wait up! Don't have too much fun while we're gone! Sorry again! See you later! But don't wait up! Bye!"

"Nice seeing you, Asami!" Mako called from beyond the wall, before grumbling something under his breath. Something that sounded suspiciously like, "Ow—what was that for?"


Tahno was still staring at the empty archway long after Korra and Mako had gone. From the table, Asami took another sip of her wine, looked up at him with an amused smile, and asked, "So? What do you think?"

But Tahno was still staring toward the door, barely blinking, while the apartment filled with the smell of burning peppers.
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That one night

Korra and Mako went for a drive.


Friday

March 22nd

9:07pm

The radio was on, but neither she nor Mako were listening. The car's heat was turned up nice and high, but the unusually icy chill radiating off Korra's frame was enough to ruin the effect. The silence of the last few minutes hadn't exactly been comfortable, but she knew Mako well enough to guess that he could survive a few spare minutes of cold shoulder while she recovered... and he knew well enough to give her the space she (definitely) needed.

"Dammit," she whispered into the warm air, slapping the steering wheel with a heavy palm. She'd been stuck at that last red light for what felt like forever, but that seemed to be the least of her worries. As she pulled into a parking spot outside of Mako and Bolin's apartment, she scoffed, "How did this happen?"

Mako frowned into the dark. After a beat, he grudgingly admitted, "I don't know what you mean."

"I mean..." Korra gave a long-suffering sigh as she killed the engine and sat back in her seat. " I don't think I actually know what I mean."

"Look," Mako blurted suddenly. "It wasn't my intention to screw up our arrangement or anything—"

"But you did," Korra insisted, as some of her stamped-down irritation crept back up. "You might not have meant to, and you might not have even thought about it at all, but you did."

There was a long, tense moment before Mako responded. "It's not... totally screwed up. Is it?"

How was she supposed to answer that? She'd felt pretty damn certain about where she'd stood before Mako made any ridiculous declarations, which was essentially that she didn't have romantic feelings for him even though she wanted to... But she enjoyed what they had. She liked what they had. So what would it mean if she agreed to keep up their casual arrangement even after he'd expressed actual (perhaps-legitimate) feelings for her? What would that say about the kind of person she was?

(How bad would it be if she were to admit to herself just how badly she still didn't want to stop?)

"I think the question is why did you bother messing with it at all?" she asked accusingly. The car was starting to get cold from the lack of energy, but their angry breaths were fogging up the glass. "I don't get what was so wrong with the way we had things before."

"Nothing was wrong with the way things were," Mako countered, surprised by her claim.

"Then why would you say that?"

"Because we just talked about this the other day in the library—like three days ago! You made me promise to tell you if something had changed, and it had."

"I meant if you were pissed off at me or had issues or something—not that you suddenly decided you actually liked me!" Korra snapped.

"Oh, right," Mako scoffed, burning with sarcasm. "Because I was supposed to be able to make that distinction."

"I thought it was pretty clearly implied!" Korra hissed, though she was starting to feel more than a little ridiculous.

"Are you saying you'd rather somebody not tell another person when they have feelings for them?" he asked boldly, ignoring her flimsy tirade. Korra promptly buried a number of strange and uncomfortable feelings.

"You don't have feelings for me, Mako," she told him, shocking even herself at the taste of bitterness in her mouth. "I'm just the first girl who would sleep with you once you realized that you weren't going to get your hands on Asami."

Mako was taken aback. "Is that what you think?" he whispered, shifting farther back in the seat to look at her.

His concern only made her angrier. "Face it, Mako. You're deluding yourself into thinking that you feel a lot closer to me than you really do. We're friends. We're awesome at being friends, and you're super hot, and I haven't had this much fun with anyone... Ever. Don't ruin this by pretending there's something there, because there isn't."

But this just made him angrier. "You don't think it's possible for me to like you just because of who you are?" he demanded.

Asami's voice rang in her ears. Now that he's getting something in return?

Korra huffed. "You didn't like me before I took off my clothes," she shot back.

Mako looked genuinely offended.

Korra started to feel a little silly, so she glared at him, but he held his ground. "Oh, because you're so good at reading people, right? You think you can really read my mind that well?" His expression tightened, but his determination didn't waver. "Korra, did you ever stop to think that I didn't openly consider you as more than a friend because I thought you hated me?"

"Look, pal—I... what?"

"Korra," he said softly, eyes blazing. "Do you have any idea how intimidating you are?"

"So this is my fault?"

"This isn't anybody's fault!" Mako snapped, voice rising—along with his octave. Korra was vindictively pleased that he seemed to be at his wit's end—which isn't very far to begin with, she thought meanly, then felt bad about it immediately afterward. "Do you want to hear my perspective or not?"

Her heart skipped in spite of itself. Yes. Please.

"Fine," she sighed.

"The first time I met you, when you showed up with Bolin to class, you were laughing and smiling and goofing around with him, and I barely gave you a second glance—"

"Oh, gee. Thanks."

"—because I was so focused on maintaining my own scholarship, and I was mad that Bolin didn't seem to be taking his own scholarship seriously, to the point where I couldn't even think about anything else—but then you just came right up to people, including me, and introduced yourself point-blank, like you didn't give a damn about what anybody thought about you, but wanted the whole world to know who you were, anyway."

"So?" she snapped defensively, feeling self-conscious. "What's wrong with that?"

"Korra," Mako leaned forward slightly. His voice took on a strange tone, like almost that of a plea. "From the very first moment I met you—you have always just come out and said what you wanted. Directly. Loudly. Proudly. Unabashedly. Professor's questions. Group projects—our real ones. And in bed. And at bars. At home. Here, in the car. I feel comfortable with you because I—for the most part—don't have to worry about trying to read your mind."

Korra blinked, letting that sink in.

"Are you... Are you trying to tell me that you didn't consider me romantically because... you expected that if I had liked you... I would have said so first? Directly?"

Something like relief flooded into Mako's eyes. "Unabashedly."

Korra searched his face. The concerned slant of his brow. The glimmer of hope in his gaze. The twist of a smirk with the slightest self-deprecating edge.

"Mako," she said slowly. "Had it ever occurred to you that, when I truly like someone... I am shy?"

The glimmer of hope hinted at laughter behind his eyes. "Never."

Of course.

"We're idiots," Korra whispered. "Mako, why didn't you just ask me?"

"Oh, yeah? And gotten slugged for it?"

Oh, yeah—like I haven't heard that one before. But there was something else she was dying to know. "So?" Korra pressed. "What I still don't get is how—how!—did you convince yourself that I wasn't into you that whole time? The entire fall semester?"

Mako averted his gaze to the fogged up windshield. "I don't know if you really want to hear abou—"

"Just spit it out!"

"God! Fine—I thought—I thought you liked Bolin!"

A beat passed.

Her eyes widened.

Breathlessly, she ordered, "Explain." Swallowed. "Please."

"Well, I—well, for example... whenever it as just you and I, you were really reserved, right?" Sometimes cold, even."

"Shy! Nervous!"

"Yeah, well, I thought that you, like, hated me, because you only ever relaxed whenever Bolin was with us! You joked and laughed and smiled with Bolin like it was nothing. And whenever there was a lull in conversation, you always started talking to him first!"

"Because he actually responded!" Korra cried, aghast.

"You know I'm not good at talking!" Mako cried back, and his eyebrows did such a desperately sad-angry twist that Korra couldn't take it anymore: the tension snapped, the dam broke, and she laughed and laughed and laughed—and Mako couldn't avoid it, either.

"We're idiots," he echoed, lamenting deeply through his fading laughter.

"I wonder if stuff like this ever gets easier," Korra mused aloud, then shivered. The car was definitely starting to feel cold, now that her anger was wearing off. She rubbed her gloved hands together, trying to encourage some warmth back into them through the fabric, but then Mako took her hands in his own and blew into them, massaging heat into the palms, into each knuckle, and covering them safely in his larger. Warmth flooded her limbs.

"You know, it's not like we ever actually spent any time together without Bolin around, either, if you remember," Mako reminisced, staring down at where their hands connected. "And I don't care what you say about being 'shy'—for four whole months?"

"It's painfully awkward, I promise. I feel like I don't belong in my own skin."

Mako chuckled understandingly. "You know, I used to watch you two together all the time—coming over to play video games late at night just to piss me off, going off to clubs to go dancing without me—"

"Mako, you hate dancing!" she laughed.

"How do you know?" he demanded playfully, but his eyes carried a certain kind of embarrassed defiance that shocked Korra into silence. "Did you ever ask? No—you just automatically assumed, over and over again. Because Bolin was always your first choice."

Something inside Korra's chest squeezed painfully. "That is not—"

"Face it, Korra. You were always so much more comfortable messing around with Bolin. Whether it was in class or at the bars, you were always with Bolin. What was I supposed to think?"

"So..." Korra swallowed, barely daring to hope. "Did you like me? Before?"

An awkward beat.

"I saw you as just a friend because I'd thought that you'd made it clear that friends were all we were ever gonna be, and then because I got my head wrapped up in Asami and I ended up putting her on this pedestal—"

"Which, as it sounds, is sort of like what you're trying to do right now with me," Korra's stomach dropped. Then flipped.

"What! I am not!"

"Dammit, Mako—less than two months ago, you were still in love with Asami!" she finally snapped, voice cracking in the dry heat of the car, her hands ripping from Mako's careful hold, and, horrifyingly, viciously blinking away the fresh burn of the start of tears threatened to pool. "Your feelings for me aren't real because you can hardly recognize them yourself! You're so in love with the idea of taking care of somebody that you'll slap them onto anyone—and right now, it's me!"

The words stretched out into the stillness of the car, with only the soft hum of stunned silence in the space between Korra's ears. She couldn't feel the relief of the breaths entering her body, but the steady rising and falling of her laboring chest was enough to tell her what the rest of her brain couldn't. Slowly, her fingers eased up on the steering wheel.

It was a few long breaths before Korra could pull herself together enough to chance a look in Mako's direction. He was leaning back against the seat, elbow resting against the door, temple against the window. Chin in hand. Brow furrowed low. His eyes were open, but the world beyond the foggy window was dark.

He didn't seem to be looking at anything in particular.

"Look," Mako said carefully, for what must have been the hundredth time that night. "I'm sorry if I... I'm sorry for everything, actually. I know I'm not exactly the smartest guy when it comes to any of this stuff, and I know I can be kind of a jerk. Well. A real jerk. A lot of the time, actually—but I don't mean to be. In fact, I really try not to be, which is why I spend most of the time trying to avoid talking altogether. Dammit," he hissed, running a hand over his face. "I don't know how to say what I want to say." But Korra continued to listen in patient silence, ignoring all of her instinctive urges to burst in with a few words of her own; she needed to give him time to get his thoughts in order. She knew this.

"You think you're the only one who sucks at figuring this stuff out?" he asked quietly, angling his head toward her, but keeping his eyes on the dashboard. "I get that I was... I really was oblivious before, and maybe... I shouldn't have reacted as strongly as I did to Iroh—wait, hear me out," he insisted, sensing Korra's rising alarm. "I shouldn't have overreacted to Asami's ex showing up. I should have told you how I felt about you earlier, before I let it take control of me and it blew up in my face. I should have asked you out on a proper date to begin with, seven months ago."

"Mako..."

Thoughtfully, she bit her lip. Mako sensed her hesitation. Ignoring his curious, fearful, hopeful look, Korra took a deep, bracing breath and—

—I really hope I don't regret this.

"Mako," she tried again, easing her tone into something less apologetic, into something more purposeful. She strengthened her voice and said, "How about... how about you and I try... you know."

Tentatively, Mako nodded; his expression, normally so stony, held everything that she felt swimming inside her own chest. Skepticism. Confusion.

Hope.

"Try... what?"

"A date," she offered, letting her fingers hang loosely off the bottom of the steering wheel, just below the first knuckles. "A real one."

A long moment passed. "Really?"

"Just one," Korra promised in a rush of breath, already half-regretting this decision. "A trial run. Sort of."

"You're serious?"

She looked at him then, surprised by the awe she heard in his tone. For a brief moment, the intensity of his eyes rendered her speechless.

"Yeah," she finally agreed, mouth dry. She instinctively moved to wet her lips, but then decided against it, and instead ended up puckering them up into a funny, squinting expression that even she knew must have looked ridiculous. Holy shit, she thought, as a shot of realization spiked down her spine. Did I just agree to go on an actual date with Mako? Her lips twitched involuntarily, and for an insane moment, Korra was certain she was going to laugh again from sheer nerves.

Which was right about the time she realized that Mako's smirk was twitching, too.

"You're serious," he repeated, but long gone was the question. Instead, Korra only heard the smile. The realization was seeping in. The pure instantaneousness of the effect her words had on him sent a new shockwave of warmth spreading through her chest.

"Yeah," she repeated. This time, she didn't fight the widening of her lips, or the tongue that peeked out to wet them. "Yeah, I am," she whispered, as if she were still in awe of it herself. "Let's go on a date."

Halfway through her smile, Mako swiftly leaned forward and pressed a heated kiss to her lips, gentle and firm. But by the time her eyes had fluttered closed, he'd already pulled back, just far enough away to look at her. He was smiling, and it came out lopsided and crooked in a very boyish way that made him look younger than he was. It fit him in a way that Korra never thought possible... especially beneath the surprising, satisfying splash of color in his cheeks.

"When?" he breathed, leaning in once more.

Quietly, Korra's soft smile broke free. "Tomorrow night?" she whispered. "Dinner, maybe?"

Mako looked greatly amused. "I doubt there's any option you could suggest that would make me resist you," he told her through his loopy smile. "You could even ask me to go to one of those crazy clubs you always go to with Bolin, and I wouldn't be able to say no."

Korra's face twisted slightly, her lips quirking higher. "But you said that I was wrong for assuming that you didn't like to da—"

Mako's second kiss of the night was twice as swift as the first, and lasted much, much longer.


They'd been wrong about a lot of things that evening, and they'd probably still be wrong about a few (million) other things further down the line. That wasn't really so important, she decided, as long they could work through it. He's still not completely off the hook, obviously... But he wasn't completely wrong about everything, either.
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That one night

things were not all that they seemed.


And so it was agreed. They would go to dinner the following night and try out their dynamics on a true, real-life date. They were willing to try, the both of them. Korra could tell when she pulled into his driveway that he was tempted to invite her up, but given the shadows moving beyond the window curtains, he wisely did not. To be honest, Korra wasn't even sure what her answer would have been. She had too much to sort out in her mind.

"Hey. Before I leave... can I ask you another question?"

Do you have to? Things are actually going well for once. She licked her lips and gently cleared her throat. "God," she sighed a laugh. "What is it?" she cautiously asked, slowly dragging a knuckle along her tired brow. It was surprising, just how much she suddenly found herself looking forward to tomorrow night, and she was intrigued by how much she wanted to go home and rest and play out the night all over again in her head.

She felt Mako's fingers gently take hold of her hoodie's sleeve, just below her elbow.

"What happened to your red one?"
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That one night

Korra studied. (Part II)


It seemed that Korra had overlooked one very important detail.

She'd only made it about three blocks from Mako's apartment before it occurred to her that her plan of going home was virtually impossible, and that it had everything to do with a fillet of frying salmon.

There was no way she was going back home while Tahno was there—no matter how tired she was, or how badly she longed for the comfort of her warm bed—because a (slightly) larger part of her also desperately wanted to do the right thing. To let them have space. Privacy, her mind offered half-heartedly, a blank and exhausted echo of some earlier vow to be respectful (to make herself scarce) that apparently had not taken very long (or more than a few kisses) to forget all about. It was no surprise, though—her head was a downright mess.

This was further evidenced by the fleeting moment of insanity that almost overtook her better senses; Korra had absolutely no intention of returning to her apartment that night, and she briefly considered not texting Asami about it. (Let her guess whether or not to wait up for once. Make sure she actually kept true to her promise, out of pure uncertainty.) But then Korra caught herself and wondered, just when exactly did I become so bitter?

Korra absently flipped the cell phone in her hand, pretending to deliberate—but really, the decision was already made. With a few quick taps of the keys, Korra officially sealed off that door for the rest of the night.


Well. Asami thinks I'm spending the night at Mako's...

What the hell do I do now?


"I can't believe I'm actually doing this," she muttered to herself.

There she was, chilling on the not-lobby-couch in the familiar office of a particular biology laboratory, with her knees bent and her feet tucked under the old cushions. A warm, navy blue hoodie rested over her lap as a makeshift blanket, which cradled a battered textbook that was proving to be more of a doodling canvas than a resource. With a sigh, Korra let her pen fall to the crease of the densely-packed pages and let her head fall back against the well-worn fabric of the couch. She could barely keep her eyes open, let alone make any more sense of the information painted across the diagrams. So much for studying tonight.

Though in actuality, Korra had spent a good portion of her time in the lab being productive and trying to play the good student. The very important meeting with her scholarship advisors, which had taken up most of her day, had only reminded her of just how tight her schedule could—was about to—become; soon enough, passing final exams and submitting final papers would be the least of her concerns. Her introduction ceremony, during which she would finally be introduced to the public as the Avatar recipient, would be happening in just a few short weeks. She would need to start thinking about the direction of her master's thesis. A large charity banquet was to be held just after the completion of her first-year exams, which meant that she was going to have to make sure she passed these courses in the first place… With flying colors; big fat splatters of blue, green, red, and yellow.

Awesome, Korra thought dryly.

So, in a state that was no doubt two parts delirium and at least one part I-am-simply-too-tired-to-give-a-damn, Korra had found herself parking in an unobtrusive spot outside the campus' oldest science building and using Tenzin's old, spare key to slip in through the back door. She'd flipped on the cheap desk lamp from Tahno's cluttered desk, taken up her regular spot on the couch, and started to read. That had been nearly three hours ago.

Korra knew that Tahno had all-day plans with Asami the next day—it'd be a good break for him from all the craziness of his deadlines, Asami had said, and she'd wondered how on earth Asami had finagled that—so Tahno probably was going to spend the night at her apartment, after all. Even though Asami had promised her that he wouldn't. Whatever, Korra told herself. It didn't really matter, anyway. And maybe… Korra's stubbornness almost wouldn't let her finish the thought.

(Maybe she was being a little unreasonable about the whole Tahno-staying-overnight thing, after all.)

Frowning, Korra remembered her roommate's distress from the day before, and how desperate Asami had seemed to reach a compromise that would appease Korra's needs and keep the peace. It was really stressing Asami out to see Korra so upset over their guest disagreements, and it really wasn't fair to Asami because it wasn't like she could know why, exactly, it bothered Korra so much to see them... What? Together?

Maybe it's time to just… suck it up.

After all, she'd never given Asami this much trouble over a guy before—and that girl had dated far worse characters than Tahno. (Hadn't she?) Besides, she and Tahno were actually on really good terms now, weren't they? Aside from the really strange wrestling match she'd had with him the day before. But he deserved that. Okay, and maybe apart from how she'd openly flirted with his friends right in front of him, too... But they started it! Ugh... 

That's it, Korra decided, firmly placing her fist into a crumpled sheet of Chapter 17. From there on out, her selfishness would take a holiday; Korra resolved, then and there, to think of Asami—considerate, loyal, perceptive, oblivious Asami—first.

No matter what.

And even if Korra believed that Asami and Iroh deserved each other—truly, in her heart—she also knew that Asami would continue to do what Asami did best; she would find her own way, whether that included a romantic someone or not. But she wanted Asami to at least have the chance. (A choice.) Getting Iroh and Asami the opportunity to see each other again was undeniably Korra's top priority—as soon as the weekend ends, she sighed, looking down at her heavy book—and then Asami could make her choice of romantic somebodies and… Korra would accept it. Either way.

And then Tahno could do whatever the hell he wanted, just as long as he didn't end up breaking her roommate's heart. (Would he take it personally, she wondered, if she broke his jaw in a flight of vengeance?) They knew each other well enough by now for that, right? He should expect it, if we're really the friends that I think we are.

Korra let that thought turn over in her mind once more. Funny. She could call him a friend.

And that's right where he'll stay, she told herself, leaning her weight into the stiff comfort of the couch cushion. That's where he belongs. In the friend box. Permanently. And Mako... well. She would give him a shot. (A chance.)

After all... She had liked him once. Before.

Maybe she really could like him again.
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That one night

Tahno went home alone.


Saturday

March 23rd

12:42am

As it turned out, Asami had been planning to make good on her no-intimacy promise all along.

Tahno couldn't even really say that he put up much of a fight as he was ushered out the door sometime around midnight, the taste of Sato still on his lips. He'd ambled to the car, not even tipsy on wine, and driven three blocks just to merely sit in the warmth of his car.

And think.


At some point in the last few weeks, without his ever knowing, his intern had noticed someone.

Acquired a new... interest, Tahno thought to himself, turning the word over and over in his mind. It's not as if he had any right to be surprised; Tahno knew that she obviously had a life outside of his little lab—a fact that had been made clear time and time again, as she gradually began to take over more and more of his. And he supposed that he had no real reason to think that it'd be improbable for her to actually be interested in anyone—considering her recent liaisons—though Tahno acknowledged that, despite what he may have argued against Asami's claim, perhaps he hadn't considered truly considered the oaf an... interest. Not a real one, anyway.

Which left him right here, in this moment:

In the car, too many streets away from his own home to be considered appropriate given the lateness of the hour, and his head spinning with the idea that somewhere out there was another guy that his intern was seeing. (Correction: someone that she was interested in.)

Tahno ran a hand over his face, then rolled down the window to get a bite of fresh air. How often does she see him? he wondered. Where had they met? Was this mystery guy aware of this interest—and did he share it? Was he as much of a douchebag as Mako? (Would he have overnight visitation rights?) Tahno's cheek was already stinging by the time he realized that he'd slapped himself across the face and, for one miraculous moment, recognized that perhaps he wasn't quite as sober as he'd thought.

Asami claimed that he'd have been privy to this sort of information before even she would, which didn't make any sense. So what if he saw her five days a week for an average of three hours, half of which was spent in (fake) working silence? That didn't mean he knew her.

So what if he remembered all the names of her friends (or was sleeping with one of them), or knew how and with whom she spent (and wasted) her free time? He also knew what colors she liked and how she drank her coffee, but that didn't mean anything. (And the way Asami had written him off as useless almost immediately after proffering their ridiculous, invasive, investigative alliance—it's probably not going to be you—what the hell was that supposed to mean?) He wasn't completely dense, thank you very much, and he was honestly a little insulted by how quickly Sato had changed her mind about admitting him into their little gossip trail. Not that it matters, he thought quickly, because he wouldn't have joined their little nosy charade anyway, and because he didn't actually care in the first place.

A cool breeze settled through the open window, but it felt weak and insubstantial against the clammy heat of his skin.

For a split second, it actually occurred to him that it might be Ming or Shaozu—but then he put the idea out of his mind forever. (Not only was it improbably due to the—regrettable—fact that she'd met the two of them only the day before, but it also wouldn't have made sense because it was Ming and Shaozu.)

And even if he wouldn't ever admit it out loud—and even if she was wasting her time with Mako—Tahno trusted that his intern had better sense than to be drawn to a couple of (admittedly preferable) idiots like Ming and Shaozu. (And then, before he could help it, Tahno wondered what kind of idiot she would be drawn to.)

His mind flooded with images of all sorts of characters, wild habits and wild hair, dangerous bad-boys and boring goody-two-shoes and other weird stereotypes that he hadn't known his subconscious had even processed. Maybe it was another classmate? Some other barely-out-of-college kid—another coffee addict, even? (A vision of a coffee house apron and unimpressively scribbled name tag immediately came to mind. No, Tahno thought vehemently. Not a chance. She doesn't even know the kid.) Maybe it was another cookie-cutter guy like stoic-and-stiff, muscle-barreling, brain-dead Mako?

Tahno paused. Doesn't the engineer live with a brother? Now that he thought about it, she'd been awfully averse to the idea of taking her business with Mako back to his apartment the night of the Unspeakable Sex Duel... Was it possible that her resistance had something to do with the brother?

On the one hand, it was possible that she simply didn't want the younger brother to catch wind of it—Wait, they are all supposed to be friends, aren't they? Not that I'm any expert on the matter, but—on the other hand... His mind was jumping so quickly he couldn't even complete the thought. Was it possible that she was actually into the younger brother? Who else could it be? It wasn't like she really spent time with any other men. (Or did she?) But then, if she really were into the younger brother, then why the hell would she be with Mako in the first place, anyway?

Unfortunately, it was already a question he asked himself many times a day.

"Fuck," he muttered to himself, rubbing his hands over his tired eyes. Tahno could barely feel his face. He was thinking too much. His head hurt.

With a great sigh, Tahno sat up straighter in his seat and shifted the car into drive. He had the sense to check his mirrors and use all the proper turn signals, even though the streets were embarrassingly empty for a late Friday night. He let his mind run blank as he pulled onto the highway, thinking only of the coming day. He'd given Sato his word that he would forgo his busy work schedule for a few (too many) precious hours in favor of spending the whole day with her tomorrow—as part of her operation to lighten him up a bit, apparently.

Tahno would take it to the grave, but his old roommates' words about losing his touch had actually gotten to him. (A little.) Thus, in a small effort to revive some of his wilder youth, he decided that—just this once—he would let himself be dragged along with Sato's idea of spontaneity, and he couldn't really deny that on some level that he was looking forward to it, and that, on another level, it was also the furthest thing from his mind. He also had to admit that the differences in Asami's behavior seemed more noticeable tonight than before, though hell if he knew what that was all about.

Whatever, Tahno huffed, sliding his gaze to his rearview mirror and switching lanes. It was time to head home. He wouldn't think about any of it anymore, not tonight. Not his intern nor her roommate, nor any of their (his) idiotic friends.

Tahno conceded that as long as her interests didn't do anything to interfere with her responsibilities at the lab, then what his intern did with her free time wasn't any of his business, and thus resolved not to mention it. Fuck all of them, he thought suddenly, though it was completely devoid of any real venom, of anything other than exhaustion. I'm just a guy trying to run a lab, and she's just my intern. She could do whatever the hell she wanted.

She usually did, anyway.
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That one night

that just wouldn't fucking end.


Saturday

March 23rd

(1:07am)

He did not expect to find his intern asleep on the couch.

Bone tired, but unable to sleep, Tahno had veered off the highway onto the first exit he'd seen and driven all the way back into the city and parked in the lab's empty parking lot. It had seemed like a logical plan, at the time. (If Asami wasn't going to let him do any work the next day, then he might as well get some done that night. Right?) Not bothering to battle the front door's busted lock again, he used the special pin code for the rear entrance, fumbled with his building key, and then slipped inside the dark halls, trying not to remember that one night he and his intern had found something demonic lurking around the corners. They really were a couple of idiots. The both of us. At long last, he entered his second home, a space that was both his beloved sanctuary and his personal hell.

Only to find another case of his intern fast asleep somewhere where she shouldn't be. And it was Tahno, of course, who was presented with the task of waking her.

Yeah, right. He knew better than to try to wake a knocked-out dragon when he saw one. The last thing he needed was some fire-breather sending up the rest of (what was left of) his office in flames. Tahno glanced at the clock and sighed. 1AM. Even when asleep, her presence was unavoidable, like a heavy weight on his mind. How was he supposed to get any work done now?

But Tahno was nothing if not stubborn.


She did not expect to wake up and find Tahno slumped over his desk, dead asleep.

After the few moments it took Korra to remember how she'd ended up being eaten by a couch, she turned to the source of light across the room; her mind was preparing to come to the conclusion of I should turn the lights off, but amidst the groggy state one feels after falling unexpectedly asleep, all she'd managed was a solid ehh—?

Because then she'd found him, and it took more than a few moments to convince herself that it wasn't simply a dream. (It wouldn't have been totally unusual, she claimed sleepily, defensive even against herself, even in her own thoughts. Everybody dreams about their workplaces. Sometimes. She bet they didn't imagine their supervisors getting drenched head-to-toe from the pounding rain of indoor sprinkler water, but anyway.)

Apart from a little shifting to relieve the aches in her muscles and the awkward stiffness of her spine, Korra didn't bother to move from her spot. Instead, she watched him as she always did; from the comfort of her couch, draped with notes, while he was none the wiser. I told him he had terrible posture, she thought, only marginally more awake.

Yet even while slouched over his desk, he still looked like he belonged there. Dark jeans, dark dress shirt, head cradled in his folded arms, face blank; he looked put together even while passed out. Just once—just once—Korra would have liked to see Tahno let down his act—if, in fact, it was one. She'd like to see him a little disheveled. (And seeing him shirtless on her couch hadn't counted either, so don't even get me started on—)

Maybe I should wake him up? She dismissed the thought almost immediately, mostly out of laziness. If she woke him up, he would probably just nag her. He might even yell at her for using his lab as a personal study and, later, a really awful resting spot. (Though now that she thought about it, perhaps it was a little strange that he hadn't woken her up first?) And now that she really thought about it—what the hell is he doing here in the first place?

Korra checked her cell phone, rightly thinking that it would be the most reliable source of information to turn to first. Sure enough, Asami had sent her a (questionably appropriate) good luck text for the evening and a reminder that they were due for both a ladies' night and a double date. With a huff, Korra dropped her silenced phone back into her backpack. Yeesh, woman. Let me at least handle a single date first. And she was going to have to mention that newest development to her roommate sooner rather than later, Korra realized with a frown. Not content with being only just slightly miserable, Korra then began to wonder why she'd never taken Asami up on any of her double date offers while she was with Iroh... Uhh, probably because I didn't have anyone to go with, she remembered grumpily, thinking back to all of those well-intentioned, poorly-destined, friend-of-a-friend, oh-Korra-you'll-love-him attempts at matchmaking. Right.

Screw this, she thought, as well-remembered exasperation swelled within her chest. Feeling overcome by a heavy sense of frustration, Korra blew the air out from her cheeks and settled her textbooks to the floor. With a few quick, sloppy jerks, Korra's upper half was back in the warmth of her sweatshirt. Sparing another glance at her passed-out supervisor, Korra laid herself out more fully on the couch.

She was tired, and she wasn't technically doing anything wrong, and Tahno would never know that she'd woken up, anyway.

Besides. If he really wanted her out, he would have kicked her out a long time ago.


… what?

The last thing Tahno remembered was going over the itinerary for the following weekend's conference, and he was pretty sure that by that point, his speech notes had not been glued to his cheek with drying sweat. Feeling the kind of disgust that one could only feel after waking up in one's day clothes (and in an uncomfortable position to boot), Tahno slowly raised himself to something that more closely resembled a seated position and carefully wiped away the grime at his eyes. His intern had joked once or twice about buying an inflatable air mattress with the lab funds as a means of investing for his longevity, and, though he had responded as he normally did to such inane suggestions—ignore them, completely—he had to admit that perhaps, this time, his intern's idea held some merit. Which reminded him. There was something in the contract about one of those instant coffee makers...

Wait.

His intern.

Almost fearfully, Tahno looked up. A long sigh escaped him, for there she was, in all of her young-blood glory. Had she sprawled out even further? Given the lack of contrast between her dark jeans and navy blue hoodie with the dark colors of the couch, it was rather difficult to tell; from this angle, it appeared that one leg had fallen into the abyss between the cushions while one arm hung loosely over the side of the couch and the other—wait. Blue?

Ignoring the creaks and cracks of his knees as he stood and stretched, Tahno released another disgruntled sigh. His intern.

With slow, reluctant steps, Tahno approached the couch. It was like walking straight toward a minefield, he reckoned. No, not a minefield. A minefield was full of uncertainty; Tahno knew exactly what he was drawing nearer to, and still, he kept moving closer. It's like approaching a dragon's lair, he decided, crossing his arms as he stared down into the sleeping face of his intern. She looked a lot younger when she was sleeping, he noticed with a frown. She looked a lot less likely to make fun of him. His eyes traveled down from her face to her right shoulder, to the fabric dyed in blue.

What the hell is she doing here?

"What the hell are you doing here?" she mumbled, causing Tahno to jump an inch-and-a-half into the air. Another glance at her sleeping face told him that she was, in fact, no longer sleeping, but instead blinking up at him through a bleary, don't-I-recognize-you? sort of haze. For a moment, he was too surprised to respond. "Tahno?" she croaked, rubbing at her eyes. "Why are you here? On a Saturday."

Uncomfortably, he cleared his throat. This conversation seemed awfully familiar. "I should be asking you the same thing," he managed, shrugging his shoulders a bit in an attempt to get them to relax. "What are you doing on my couch?"

"What does it look like I'm doing?" Korra shortly replied, groggily shielding her eyes from the meager desk light. "And this isn't your couch. It's mine."

Tahno's glare was deadpan. "Yours?" he asked, unsympathetic.

"I appreciate it more than you do," she argued, nestling her cheek more comfortably against the cushion.

"If that were a valid requirement of ownership, then that couch would be the only thing you own."

"That's not true. I'd have plenty of your stuff. I'd have all of your stuff, actually. I'd leave you out of house and home, like you left me."

A solitary arch rose high onto Tahno's brow. "You have an apartment," he reminded her.

"I did," she groaned from below, hissing as she stretched her right arm closer to the floor. Tahno glanced at the trail of skin left exposed from the rise of her sweatshirt over her lower back, then immediately looked away. "Until you decided to spend the night with Asami, which is what you're supposed to be doing right now."

Now Tahno was just confused. "You wanted me to spend the night at your apartment?"

"I wanted you to do what I expected you to do, which was to break Asami's promise of no sleepovers tonight and stay over anyway."

Tahno blinked. "Why?"

"Because if you didn't, then that means that you actually did the decent thing for once, and that means that I came all the way to the office to spend the night in this bacteria-infest laboratory on this old couch for no good reason at all."

He paused. "That doesn't seem like the best way to talk about a couch that you own."

"Forget I ever said anything about you being decent," she grouched, twisting onto her back to look up at him. Now that she faced him fully, he could see the messy clump of bangs plastered to her temple, as well as the sliver of skin peeking beneath the slip of denim at her hip. Don't worry, he thought automatically, dragging his eyes back up to hers, which had fallen closed once more. Seems like I already have.

Licking his lips, and clearing his throat a little more pointedly this time, he nodded to the blue hood wrapped around her neck. "I hope you're not going to try to claim any foul play regarding your dear alma mater apparel and I," he trailed off meaningfully, only half-believing himself when he swore that he was not fishing for an explanation.

She scoffed a laugh, and, little by little, Tahno began to see signs that she was finally waking up. "Tahno, the only play you know about is foul."

He frowned. "I resent that."

"Yeah, well, go ahead. I'm not the one who examines growths for a living."

"Those two statements have absolutely nothing to do with—"

"What time is it?"

Tahno scowled. Instead of answering, he stepped to the side, allowing for a clearer view of the clock hanging on the wall. Her groan was tired and broken and, admittedly, just enough to make him feel a little bad. And then it evaporated. "Shouldn't you be at Mako's?" he asked suddenly, feeling an unnatural curiosity take hold.

She glared at the floor. "Shouldn't you mind your own business?"

Tahno's scowl deepened. He did mind his own business, thank you very much. In fact, he happened to be making a habit of minding his own business more than anyone else in their dysfunctional little group, it seemed like, but he didn't expect her to appreciate that. I'm not an old couch, after all. But enough of that.

"In case you've forgotten, I don't care about your little relationship with Mako." Or any other, for that matter. "But it is nearly one-thirty in the morning, and the lab is closed. You have an apartment, which just so happens to be free of me for the evening—as promised—and you also have something-of-a-man with an apartment who will probably allow you into it. Pick one."

"Don't kid yourself, Professor Bossy-Pants. I'm not going anywhere else tonight."

A severe frown overtook him. "I beg your pardon?"

"Well, thanks to you and your unusually chatterbox self, I'm wide awake." And as if to prove her point, she sat up, readjusted her sweatshirt, and picked up one of the textbooks stacked on the floor. "I plan to finish how I started."

Tahno stared at her blankly. "Drooling?"

She didn't even have the decency to produce a cutting remark.

She smiled up at him, bouncy and bright, and said, "Studying."


(2:16am)

"I'm sorry for what I said before, by the way. About your little dates with Asami."

Tahno barely even sent her a glance. He didn't know how it was happening, but he had actually managed to get a respectable amount of work done, and hell if he was going to get sidetracked now. I don't even know what she's talking about, anyway.

"The other night?" she prompted, as if reading his mind. "In the pantry?"

Ah, he remembered, frowning slightly. How could I have forgotten?

"Do you remember what I'm talking about?" she asked, pestering him once more.

"Yes," he ground out impatiently, pointedly flipping a page of the packet in front of him. He clicked the mouse on his laptop a few times, too, rather savagely, just for good measure. An advertisement for hot young singles in his neighborhood immediately came flying over his internet browser. Ugh. Give me fucking break, why don't yo—

"We have a date tomorrow night, actually," she revealed, playing with the sleeves of her hoodie. Unexpectedly, his eyes jumped up toward the couch. He watched as she fiddled with a loose thread, strangely entranced by the color of the fabric in the light from his desk lamp. Her words passed over him, sounding much farther away than they should have. "Mako and I."

Tahno peered at her curiously.

Considering his words more carefully than he let on, he slyly commented, "Oh? Wasn't this supposed to just be casual?"

Korra shrugged. "It is. For now," she amended, brows furrowing thoughtfully. "I really don't feel the same way that I used to, but... you know. No harm in giving it a shot, right?" She looked at him curiously.

Tahno thought that there was a lot of harm, actually. He meant to tell her this, but it occurred to him that she might once again mistakenly get the impression that he cared about her business, which was precisely the opposite of what he was determinedly trying to prove.

"And until recently, I was really only just using him for his body," she added thoughtfully.

Tahno blanched. Korra laughed.

"What? I'd have thought that you, of all people, would have been able to empathize. You're not gonna go all judgmental on me, are you? You'd be one to talk."

He frowned. "Meaning what, exactly?"

"Like you and Asami haven't been shamelessly sexing each other up for months in the name of stress relief and distraction," she said, her laugh suspiciously resembling a snort.

Tahno found himself remaining silent. It wasn't necessarily that he didn't know how to respond to that; it was just that he had no idea how the hell he was supposed to respond to that.

"But whatever. It's just part of your sleazy charm, I guess."

Tahno's right eyebrow perked. "Charm?"

"Oh, be quiet. I'm trying to work over here."


(2:52am)

He had no idea why he was awake.

Perhaps that wasn't the best way to phrase his current situation. Perhaps, I have no idea why I am not home, in my bed, was a better statement. Or even, I have no idea why I am not asleep in the driver's seat of my car. Because certainly, at no point in a state of sobriety would Tahno ever have concluded that it would be a reasonable idea to let himself fall asleep in his desk chair. Never mind—he always did that, sober or otherwise. I have no idea why I let myself fall asleep in my desk chair while she is here. Twice. In one night.

It wasn't like it was an incredibly comfortable way to sleep, anyway, and once he added in the fact that his intern was a mere ten feet away, it became downright impossible. He didn't like the fact that he'd fallen asleep while she somehow remained awake, still reading that disgustingly thick textbook. It reminded him of the night that he'd spent on her couch—the one in her apartment, not in his lab—and she'd woken up before him, leaving him feeling inexplicably vulnerable and exposed. He didn't like it.

"Why, hello, sleeping beauty."

He glared through the faded smudges of his eyeliner. Now was not the time to push his limits. "You're still here?" he grumbled.

This seemed to surprise her, though he had no idea why. "I don't see why not," Korra shrugged, though her tone sounded the tiniest bit off. Offended, maybe? His brain was far beyond the point of critical analysis, that was for sure. "You still are."

"That makes an awful lot of sense, considering how you ended up here precisely because you thought I wasn't going to be."

"I was just pointing it out," she retorted sharply, much meaner than he remembered her being before his nap. Ugh. "You snore, by the way."

Tahno sneered. "That is a lie."

Korra shrugged, casually returning her gaze to her textbook. What was she even reading? "Suit yourself," she offered indifferently, much to his annoyance.

The long minutes passed, and Tahno's restlessness only grew. Caught somewhere between the haze of desperately wanting to go to sleep and even more desperately not wanting to, Tahno had realized that any further productivity that evening would be actually impossible. He should have been going home. He should have gone home, and yet, inexcusably, there he was, twisting himself around uselessly in his oversized desk chair, failing miserably at falling asleep.

It's just because I don't want to leave her here, Tahno thought viciously, and then quickly amended, I don't want to leave her alone in the lab. And then, Because she might break something. I don't want to leave before she does. And so, through a really uncomfortable maze of half-formed thoughts, Tahno resigned himself to an equally uncomfortable conclusion: if his intern left, he left; if his intern stayed, he stayed.

Which was turning out to be really fucking difficult because, damn, has no one ever thought to invent a fucking comfortable chair before?

"Dude, what are you doing over there?"

He actually snarled at her. "I am falling asleep—that is what I'm doing!"

"Jeez, man—calm down! No wonder you can't actually fall asleep—you're stiff as a rod."

His eyes widened. "Excuse me?"

"Well, just look at you! You're wound tighter than a two-dollar watch."

"What... what are you talking about?"

"Dude, if you're trying to fall asleep, then you need to relax. And you're definitely not going to be able to do that scuffing up the floor in that rolley-polley chair, as you are now."

"I did it before," he snapped, not really feeling that it would be a meaningful point to remind her that it had actually happened twice.

"Yeah, and look where that got you."

"What, are you an expert now?"

"I, for one, was actually well on my way to dreamland before you started all that racket."

Confused, Tahno glanced down to her lap, where her books and notes should have been; instead, he found that her lap was empty, and there was a pile of books neatly stacked by the side of the couch, right next to her shoes. Ah, was all he thought.

"You know," she said suddenly, much more softly than before. A small laugh escaped her, and Tahno's confusion doubled. "It's kind of funny. With you in the big recliner chair and me on the couch. It reminds me of that one night when I ended up at your apartment during the rainstorm. When the power went out? And you were a total psycho. Remember?"

He was so over each and every single one of these late-night conversations. "Yes," he ground out, awkwardly shifting himself slightly more to the side. Hm. That angle didn't really work well, either.

"And I fell asleep on the couch, and you fell asleep on the big chair," she continued, as if he hadn't responded with a very short, standoffish answer. "You had really good bagels." She settled further back into the couch, smiling to herself, but her words gave Tahno pause. His eyebrows knitted themselves together.

"You didn't fall asleep on the couch," he corrected sternly, accidentally kicking himself in an attempt to get his foot around the other side of the desk's built-in shelves. "You fell asleep on the floor."

For a moment, there was blessed silence. Tahno leaned back into the chair with an exhausted sigh, feeling his spine cry out in relief as he let his legs sprawl out to each side. Finally, he breathed, letting his eyes fall shut. A position that didn't make him want to cut himself in half.

"I fell asleep on the floor?" she asked quietly, as if she were still trying to understand the concept. He didn't bother to open his eyes as he answered.

"Yes," he muttered impatiently, already beginning to feel his muscles relax. Thank the fucking— "Now go to sleep."

And, to his surprise, she did.
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That one night

he respected the couch.


Saturday

March 23rd

(3:28am)

Life was just not going his way.

After having a really promising start to what was setting out to be a solid three or four hours of sleep, Tahno ended up with a measly twenty or so minutes; nothing about this position was working—and he tried everything... Everything save for actually walking out to his car and sleeping there, of course, though it was starting to look like a viable option.

He shifted uncomfortably in the chair once more, unfortunately scraping the plastic wheels along the linoleum in the process. His intern shifted in her sleep, groaning into the cushions; Tahno grimaced. Things continued this way for a number of minutes, with Tahno readjusting his position ever-so-slightly, each time with the highest of pessimistic hopes, only to give up completely and start anew a few moments later. Feet on top of his desk. Feet on the floor. Head on the headrest. Head lolling off to the side. Arms lying over the armrests. Arms crossed over his chest. Angled to the front. Angled toward the—

"Oh, for the love of all the spirits and beyond, will you just hold still?"

The chair rammed into the wooden desk with a jarring thud. From her supine position on the couch, his intern threw her hands into the air.

"It's not my fault that this chair is so damn uncomfortable!"

"What the hell were you expecting? It's an office chair. Healthy people aren't accustomed to falling asleep in their offices! And speaking of—shouldn't you be used to this by now?"

He was, save for one very key difference... Which just happened to be her. But he wasn't about to mention that. "It's not exactly an art to be mastered, all right?"

"Gee, thanks for clearing that up. I would have gone through my whole young life imagining otherwise. Just think of the tragic disappointment I would have endured, once I finally learned the truth."

"Oh my god, just—" It took him a moment; hands suspended in the air, eyes cast toward the ceiling. Begging. "Shut. Up."

Korra was less than sympathetic. "Just go home if you're so unhappy, why don't you?"

He couldn't, he'd already decided that much. But again, it wasn't like he could share the reason why. "And waste all that gas on a round trip when I'll just be heading back to your apartment in the morning?" he scoffed, if only to mask his unease. "If someone hadn't guilted her roommate into banning my overnight stay, despite what the contract says on the refriger—"

"All right, all right," she huffed, while Tahno thanked the universe for this one, single victory. "But don't you have to change clothes, anyway?"

Wonderful. Another uncomfortable topic. "I have what I need there," he answered stiffly.

Korra blinked, letting that process.

"Gross," she muttered, but not so quiet that he couldn't hear her.

"Will you quit saying that all the damn ti—?"

"Well, why don't you just go out to your car?" she asked, echoing the same thought that he, himself, had considered not more than ten minutes before.

"And sleep in the parking lot? Don't even joke," he snapped.

"Dude, if you're gonna whine about it, then just take the couch."

"And leave you with this godforsaken office chair?" he demanded, hunching over the desk. His hands ran over the back of his neck, through his hair, and then one flew out in front of him, flying about his face. "I may not be a gentleman, but I'm not a complete mongrel either, thank you." He could be mean, but that would just be plain barbaric.

"What the hell are you talking about?" she yawned, staring at him like the idiot he was. "I already said I'm not going anywhere."
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(And yet it made all the difference.)
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"I have never slept on that couch, and I don't intend to start tonight," he vowed, ignoring the ferocious pounding of his loudly beating heart. "I would rather go outside and sleep in the car. Or on the floor, with the demon rat."

And the worst part, Tahno realized, was just how sincerely he meant it.

"Don't be such a baby," Korra scoffed, rolling her eyes. "There's plenty of room for two."

His intern had always had a terrible sense of spatial awareness, but this was a whole new level of gross underestimation. "You better not be using that same method of deduction for your reports."

She glared at him, then pointedly glared at the cushions beneath her. She scooted herself an inch to the side, as if that was supposed to have created any pretense of space for him to—oh ho, no. No.

"No."

"Fine, then," Korra shrugged, settling back onto her side as Tahno stared at her, blankly. As her eyes fluttered closed for the umpteenth time that evening, she said, for the second time, "Suit yourself."

When Tahno regained control of his senses, he came to the unfortunate realization that his mouth was left hanging open and that his hand was still suspended in midair. Quickly, his mouth shut with a snap, which sent a jarring sensation reverberating all the way into his jaw. He then clumsily lowered his hand onto a small cup of pens, almost knocking it over. Why do I even bother? he wondered miserably.

And still, his heart wouldn't quiet.


"Are you ready to be reasonable?"

For the record, this was the most unreasonable thing he'd ever done.

Okay, so maybe not the most unreasonable.

Maybe Top Five.


(College was a very busy time for him.

A lot could happen in four years, all right?)


"Anytime now."

"Just give me a fucking minute," Tahno hissed, shuffling the papers into an even neater stack. "Damn."

His intern merely rolled her eyes from the couch—at least, from the peripherals of his vision, she did. He watched as she played with the ends of her sleeves again; if possible, she looked even more exhausted than before. Tahno returned a paperclip or two back to their proper resting box. And another.

"Tahno, look. I had a really long day today, and I really don't feel like waiting around forever for you to get your shit together, so if you could just—"

"I'm coming," he snapped, abruptly dropping the stack of tidied papers onto the flat of his desk. "I asked for two seconds, but whatever," he grumbled, tearing the cuff of his sleeve away from the skin at his wrist as he dragged his feet toward the couch. "It's not like you're any more patient when you're drugged up on caffeine either, so I don't know what the hell I was—"

"Are you done?"

Apparently, he was.

His toes were touching the side of the couch.

And, you know, he'd thought that it'd already hit him, just what a colossally bad idea this was—but evidently not, Tahno swallowed, staring straight ahead into the large, lopsided calendar hung on the wall.

"Move over," he demanded suddenly.

"As if," she told him. Was she laughing at him? Or was she annoyed? Is there a difference? "I don't take the inside, ever. Climb over."

Is she being serious? He gawked at her. "Why should you get the outside?"

Korra frowned. "I don't like feeling trapped," she told him quietly, with enough conviction to keep him from pushing the issue. Tahno frowned. There was a strange, sickly sensation in his gut; he had a feeling it was from the weird combination of desperately wanting to argue and knowing that he was really only delaying the inevitable, anyway.

"Fine," he muttered spitefully, heaving a great preparatory sigh. "But don't cry to me when you wake up on the floor with a bloody nose."

"What, you gonna push me over the edge?"

"I'm not making any promises," Tahno warned, though that, in itself, sounded like a promise.

"Fair enough." Korra shifted slightly on the couch, curling more comfortably onto her side. "I kick."

Tahno leaned over her, blanching. "Now you tell me this?"

"What do you have to worry about?" She lazily watched as her own fingers unraveled the loose threads of her supposedly new sweatshirt, heavy lids falling over her eyes. "You're not the one at risk of falling to the floor."

He scowled. He wasn't really able to come up with a counterargument, but that also wasn't really the point.

"Just get on the couch, Tahno."

"You're so annoying," he told her, surprising even himself with the hint of malice that his tone carried.

"That's nice," she muttered sleepily, eyes closed.

One foot rose high, pushed through the air over her tiny frame, and came down to rest unsteadily on the couch cushion at her back. The weight distribution shifted immediately, jostling his intern slightly as he increased the pressure. For a moment, he simply let the foot rest there, while he silently took stock of the girl lying beside it.

Chancing another glance down at her expressionless face, Tahno paused. His hand reached out to the cushiony tier of the couch, lending a bit of stability to his off-center balance. He heaved another quiet sigh—and then he was up on one foot, before his second foot quickly followed, still standing tall, and then it came time to lower himself down. A little shakily, Tahno twisted and crouched low, letting his body simply fall down once he'd gone so far enough that his ribs grazed the wall of the couch, his hand still clutched tightly at the cushion for support.

Well. This was awkward.

His left hip had bumped into hers as he'd settled back, and already, he was a thousand times more uncomfortable than he had ever been in that stupid chair.

Tahno looked down at himself; long legs bent upright, shoes flat on the couch, torso's side flush with the cushion's wall, and one arm wrapped around the back of the couch, hanging on for dear life.

"Ow," Korra complained, turning her head back slightly to glare at him as he shuffled around, her knee pressing into his calf. "For such skinny hips, you sure are one hell of a wrecking ball."

"I barely even grazed you," he snapped, peering down at her; it was far from true, but his other hip was already digging itself into the couch in an attempt to create as much space between them as possible, and what the fuck, there wasn't much he could do about it, and this was her stupid idea in the first place!

"Yeah, well, keep those bony blades in line, buddy, or we'll be seeing more than one bloody nose tonight."

"Stay on your side, and maybe you won't have to worry about it."

"Solid," Korra sighed, gently curling her fingers around the edge of the cushion beneath her arms. "Can we go to sleep now?"

I don't know, Tahno thought, uncontrollably. She was still on her side, with her back to him. Can we?

Slowly, very carefully, Tahno stretched his legs out on the couch. Surprisingly, his feet didn't hang too far off the edge, but came to rest just over the outer ridge of the armrest. All right, he thought to himself with a steadying breath. This isn't... too bad. Still unable to completely extract himself from his hold on the backrest, however, Tahno eventually lowered himself down, vertebrae by vertebrae, until his back was flush against the old fabric, and his head rested on the stiffness of the couch's other arm. He glanced up to where his hand held tight to the side.

Finally, he let go.

His hand floated down to join the other, which rested atop his stomach. For lack of anything better to do with them, his fingers interlaced, then went quite still over where they laid across his abs. His elbows were tucked into his sides, but he didn't have the sense to measure whether that was comfortable or not. For all the blaring noise that had been pounding in his ears just a few moments before, the world was suddenly, overwhelmingly silent.

He could hear her breathing next to him.

A small, shuddering breath escaped his lips, barely audible even to his own ears. His eyes were captivated by a speck on the ceiling, but his mind couldn't see it; his mouth was open, but no air passed through. The air was reserved only for the shallow breaths sliding in out of his nose, filling his head with dizzying oxygen, with lightness, no matter how heavily he rested upon the couch.

He couldn't even feel the couch anymore; the fabric, the pressure all felt numb against his skin. He was floating, instead, ungrounded and untethered—save for the source of heat beside him. The heat was unavoidable, going straight past his skin and searing into his bones. His body registered that it was too hot, that it wasn't supposed to be this hot in the spring, but the connection between his mind and his arms was lost. He couldn't ask them to move.

She mumbled something.

Tahno's gaze snapped to the base of her skull. "What did you say?" he asked, and wondered why his voice had grown so quiet.

"I asked you," Korra said, whispering through the rasp of her exhaustion. "Do you still have your shoes on?"

Tahno blinked. "Why?" he answered, uncertainly.

"Take them off."

Tahno's eyes shifted back and forth, trailing invisible lines over the back of her head. "No," he replied with a scoff, as confusion crept into his brow. "And why did you? You're the one who has qualms about sleeping in a lab filled with swamp bacteria."

Korra huffed. "It's my couch," she muttered, though Tahno had to lean just the slightest bit closer to hear. "Respect it."

You have got to be kidding me. Tahno rolled his eyes, just as fiercely as always, even though she wasn't able to receive any of the real impact. "I'm not taking my shoes off," he announced dryly.

"Well, I can't sleep with your shoes on."

Tahno's eyes squinted at the ceiling. "How does the location of my shoes determine whether or not you will be able to sleep?"

"Because I can tell that you're wearing them, and it's bothering me."

"So get over it."

"I can't," she whispered, leaning back to look at him. Instinctively, he leaned farther back as well. Further into the couch. Away.

"That's not my problem," he insisted.

His hesitation had nothing to do with the look she gave him, or the tired plea in her eyes; Tahno was not soft, and no simple request for shoe removal was going to change that.

"Please?" she whispered.

Her gaze remained steady.

With a petulant sigh, Tahno jerked himself upward, bending at the hips and reaching for his toes. Korra clung onto the couch cushion beneath her as she twisted to watch him untie his shoes. Halfway through the removal of the first, Tahno glanced down from his bent knee to find his intern watching him closely. "That interesting, is it?" he snapped.

Her head listed to the side. "Are you okay?" she asked.

He was thrown by the question. Turning back toward his shoes and schooling his expression, Tahno gruffly replied, "Of course. If you want to ignore the fact that I still have shitloads of work to do and no time to do it and a considerably lessening amount of time to sleep between any of it, then yeah. Terrific. Fabulous."

She frowned, but didn't turn back away; if anything, his intern actually twisted herself closer, shifting onto her back. "I was just asking," she claimed.

Tahno took a deep breath, and wrenched his second shoe off with a yank of his arms. The shoe fell haphazardly to the floor at the end of the couch as Tahno's latest sigh wracked his body. He wasn't going to respond.

"I know," he said stiffly, leaning down until he was on his back once more. This time, instead of her spine, his shoulder touched hers. It wasn't any more or less comfortable. It just was.

"I'm fine," he added shortly, already regretting having spoken at all. "Just tired."

The sleeve over her elbow brushed against his ribs as she shifted, slowly dragging along the fabric of his shirt. "Me too," she sighed, though he barely heard her. He wasn't sure what more there was to say, and was still considering the possibilities when she made the decision for him. "Night," she mumbled, then went still, save for her quiet breathing.

He opened his mouth, but swallowed the words.


At long last, Tahno finally wished her, "Goodnight."

Yet time passed, and Tahno remained awake.
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That one night

she got barely any sleep at all.


Saturday

March 23rd

(4:02am)

She woke up with Tahno's elbow in her ribs.

As much as her earlier jab about his bony hips had been for pure insult factor, her words had held a certain amount of truth; for all the supposed muscle that she knew was on him (courtesy of one or two shirtless nights in her apartment but she was not going to be thinking about that, thank you), she also knew firsthand just how sharp his joints could be, courtesy of—most recently—that one fateful afternoon in the office when she'd put him in a headlock. All things considered, she was rather familiar with the pointedness of his elbow.

But that didn't mean that she wanted it digging into her ribs.

With a frustrated huff, Korra turned her body away from his, rolling onto her side with what measly space the couch offered. She'd turned toward him earlier because the security light from the hallway had been too bright for her eyes, even amidst all of the near-darkness of the lab, but apparently, she was just going to have to deal with the light in the hallway. Better than having Tahno try to stab me in my sleep, she thought bitterly.

Except, unfortunately for Korra, Tahno seemed just as determined to make her life difficult while asleep as he did awake, if his creeping closer was any indication. Less than a full minute after Korra changed position, her sleeping supervisor—almost as if he had sensed the opportunity for intern-misery while unconscious—abruptly shifted his frame more widely over the couch, nearly knocking her over the edge to the floor—just as promised! her mind spat viciously, as she clenched her fingers over the cushions.

"Tahno," she hissed, knocking a socked heel back into one of the legs that had spread farther out, onto her side. Useless. Korra shifted her head over the hard cushion, hating the pinching sensation that was already creeping along the side of her neck from the awkward angle. Just then, a pointed shoulder embedded itself in her spine. This is pointless.

With another huff, Korra snapped upright—ignored the head rush of dizziness as she sat into the squishy, unsupportive, yet still hard-as-rocks couch cushions—and slipped an arm inside the warm cocoon of her her hoodie. Almost as if he was inherently programmed to seek out unnecessary space while unconscious, Tahno's head listed towards her—until the palm of Korra's free hand pressed itself onto his forehead and gently rolled it back to his side of the armrest. Fingers flexed, heart pounding, Korra waited only a second more—to make sure that he didn't wake up—before carefully removing her hand and slipping it inside her sweatshirt, where it met its partner and yanked up on the stretchy hem. From the inside out, Korra's limbs clumsily extracted themselves from under her sweatshirt, and then somehow managed to pull it over her head—nearly tearing off her already mess ponytail in the process—and only with minimal shifting on the couch, too.

She'd only taken it off as a means of creating a makeshift pillow, but as soon as the coolness of the air washed over her skin, Korra felt relief.

She hadn't realized how warm it'd gotten; between her exhaustion and her lack of options, Korra must have simply convinced herself that the uncomfortable heat she felt was actually acceptable. Not anymore, she thought with a sigh, packing her hoodie into a ball in her lap. She tried to arrange it as best as she could over the spot where her head was supposed to be resting, and watched in dismay as the fabric fell limp and flat. Well. It's better than nothing.

She almost considered taking off her socks too, but thought better of it. That's where I draw the line, Korra's sleepy mind murmured to itself, already shutting back down as she shifted lower into her space, aligning herself with the couch once more. This time, she didn't bother to try and reclaim the space that she'd lost; all she did was lay her head upon the navy blue fabric, close her eyes against the harsh hallway light beyond the shuttered window shades, ignore the Tahno-shaped surge of heat at her back, and hope for the best.


The first time Tahno got elbowed in the face, it was the night he'd found out she was ticklish.

The second time was when Ming and Shaozu ended up at the lab, and Korra had all but launched herself away from him, after she had attacked him.

The third time—


A wounded cry sounded throughout the lab, with all the surprise and pain, and irritation to be expected from a surprised, insulted animal. Limbs flailed, and curses flew—elbows abound—as Tahno's waking mind quickly came to process the assault that he'd been granted, and just who had been so kind as to offer it.

"Fuck!" he spat, clutching onto his nose. His legs were tangled across and off the cushions, his back slanted against the couch's wall. Black spots danced across his vision, blurring in and out of sight among the splattering of light filtered into the room through the window, which only lent even more frustration to the mass confusion Tahno's body entered as he launched into his most fearsome mode yet:

Pissed. Off.

"Oh my god!" A hand reached for him, but he swatted it away, turning his face—his eyes, his nose, his everything—away from this stupid voice and the stupid light and this stupid night. "Holy shit, Tahno—are you okay?"

"Does it look like I'm okay?" he spat, rapidly blinking his eyes in the hopes of finally chasing away these hideous spots. Mother of fucking pearl, he thought irrationally, which was closely followed by a string of nonsensical curses that didn't make any sense even to him, but they didn't need to because I am fucking dying?!

"Oh my god," Korra hissed again, very much awake. "Tahno, let me see it!"

He wasn't looking at her, but he could sense her attempt to reach for him again, and he sure as hell wasn't going to allow her, of all people, to touch him. Which meant that a few seconds later, he felt the space around him abruptly shift as she raised herself onto her knees beside him and craned her neck, quickly popping to and fro to each side of his face as she tried to see if he was all right.

Truthfully, the pain was already subsiding, but he'd already made a production, and now there was simply no turning back.

One of his hands shielded his nose, while the other valiantly tried to swat away her hands, which were trying to pry his fingers away and further inspect the damage. His eyes were squinting tightly shut, and he turned even farther away from her, practically burying his face into the wall of the couch in an effort to get away from her, but to no avail. Would this torture never end?

"Will you stop it!" he hissed, voice muffled and distorted by his stubborn hands.

"Ah, my god, Tahno—I'm so sorry!" his intern cried, carrying a rather shocking demonstration of genuine apology—almost enough to placate him. And then: "What were you thinking!"

Tahno made a move to speak, then coughed sharply into his hands once he realized that his fingers still covered his nose. "Me?" he demanded, voice muffled by his fingers and nasally from his injury."You're the one who elbowed me in the face!"

This didn't seem to faze her. Her ponytail, practically destroyed, jumped sporadically around her shoulder as she gestured widely to the floor and cried, "Because you almost threw me overboard!"

"Enough with the pirates!"

"I'm not kidding, Tahno! I was halfway to crashing to the floor when I woke up!" A dangerous tilt drew low over her brow, and Tahno found himself instinctively leaning back into the cushion's wall. It didn't do him much good; she leaned forward, following him.

"I warned you!" he claimed, slipping one of his hands away from his nose and very subtly placing it in the space between them. Just in case.

"Tahnoooooo!" she groaned in exasperation, the end of his name morphing into the release of a startling, muffled battle cry as Korra snatched her hoodie from the cushion and snarled into the folds of fabric. Tahno's pointed finger remained strong, but a frown pulled uncertainly at his lips. The hoodie fell away, but remained clenched between her fingers. "This is so typical—complaining about a little, wimpy nose bump, while I could have gotten a legitimate concussion!" she spat.

Tahno's frown deepened rather decidedly. "Your head is way too thick for that."

"Yeah, well," she scoffed loudly, squeezing the bundle tightly. Speaking more to her hoodie than to him, she muttered, "It's not like you had much to worry about either, let me tell you. Your nose is not your best feature."

Tahno huffed. It was an insult, sure, but her position had relaxed, however slightly. Sensing the loss of an immediate threat, Tahno lowered his accusing finger but kept his other hand between them. Just in case.

"I resent that," he droned. Relaxing only slightly, he leaned back into the couch—then he blinked, as if something interesting was only just occurring to him. "Actually," he began slowly, rather intrigued in spite of himself. "Do I?" he asked curiously.

Korra frowned.

"What is my best feature, then?"

She blinked.

"No."

"But that's what you said."

"No. I insulted your nose."

"By implying that there is something else you prefer."

"What I'd prefer is to go back to sleep," she grumbled, abruptly turning away from him and shifting herself in her seat, fluffing her makeshift hoodie-pillow with a pounding fist.

Tahno watched her curiously, a strange expression crossing his features. "You know it'd be a lot easier if you'd just take the inside."

"No."

Tahno's head tilted to the side, perplexed. In a rare moment of careful contemplation, Tahno lapsed into an old habit that he'd thought he'd long outgrown; he bit the inside of his cheek and calculated.

"This isn't going to work, you know," he drawled, watching her profile closely. His back still rested against the wall of the couch, and his legs still hung over the side, but as his intern laid herself down, she stubbornly tried to avoid touching his legs with her own. Which was turning out to be impossible. So she curled in on herself awkwardly, her torso huddled against the cushions and her legs falling haphazardly out to the side onto the floor, just an inch or two shy of his.

Eyes closed, Korra scoffed a deep sigh into the fabric. Since when is she so... subdued? 

Tahno wondered, taking a closer look at the dark shadows under her eyes. Looks like even the dragon can be tamed by exhaustion, I guess. His mind faltered over the word tamed, then flickered back to the present, in which his intern still remained silently fuming in her half-curled ball while he gawked at her. Stupidly.

Feeling irritation grow hot in his chest, Tahno snapped his head toward the wall and scoffed. "Whatever," he muttered, then kicked his legs up and over, laying back down onto the couch. With a sharp jerk of his torso, Tahno twisted himself away from her and her stupid, moody stubbornness.

He fell asleep facing the wall.


Sometime much, much later, Korra thought to herself, Tahno was right.

This was not working.


(Though in her defense, a great deal of the subsequent sleeping failure probably came as a direct result of Tahno eventually deciding to take off his shirt.)
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That one night

she threatened his life.


Saturday

March 23rd

(4:19am) 

I swear to god, if he doesn't stop shifting around, I'm gonna—

Korra never decided just exactly what it was that she was planning to do, because, at that point, Tahno's endless shifting finally tore him back into the (miserable) land of consciousness; upright he sat, bolting upwards the way Korra sometimes did when she dreamt of falling and forced herself to fly. Sympathy, however, was in short supply.

"What the hell?" she demanded with a snarl, snapping her wrist out to the side to smack hard against his chest. Her legs kicked uselessly against the couch in frustration as she flopped onto her elbows; she didn't mean to send a stray kick stabbing into his shin, but that didn't mean she was sorry about it, either.

Tahno, however, didn't seem to be paying her any attention.

His breathing was a mess, and so was his hair. One of his hands ran down his long face, rubbing away the troubled expression that Korra only just noticed was there. The unease disappeared from his expression, but not from the stiff line of his shoulders, and by the time Korra realized that his breathing was only getting even more ragged, Tahno was already undoing the top buttons of his shirt.

Korra felt her elbows dig even deeper into the cushion beneath her. It wasn't comfortable, feeling her shoulder blades press against one another so severely as she laid back to glare up at him, but Korra found that, suddenly, she couldn't move.

"What are you doing?" she asked.

Tahno paused for only the briefest of moments to glance down at her, fingers flying over the dark buttons. "What, you're the only one who gets to make their own shitty pillow?"

Korra was certain that she had a witty response for that, but the words felt thick on her tongue as Tahno's hands resumed their work, trailing lower and lower down to his stomach. She ignored the discomfort in her shoulders and arms as she silently watched, a deep line creasing her brow, and casually noted that of course the damn undershirt is black, too.

"You act like you've never slept on somebody's couch before," she observed, a bit dryly.

Korra had never known anyone else who managed to make a simple scoff sound so condescending, but somehow Tahno managed. "It's not a habit most people in my circles accustom themselves to," he pointed out disdainfully, though Korra noticed that his left eyebrow had begun to twitch.

As her head listed to the side, Korra wondered if he'd picked up on the fact that she had learned to tell when he was trying to bullshit someone. She also wondered if any of his circles included more than just Ming and Shaozu and Asami. She wondered which circles included her.

"Worthless cushions," Tahno muttered to himself, winding his dress shirt into a great, big wad in his lap. Korra blinked.

"Aren't you worried about the wrinkles?"

Tahno's gaze snapped to hers, offended. "What's that supposed to mean?" he snapped.

Korra reared back slightly, surprised. "Well, aren't you? You're usually so careful with—"

"It was already wrinkled anyway, and it's gonna do me a lot better when it's under my head," he spat, though he didn't sound so sure. "Haven't you ever heard of an iron?"

"Yes, but—"

"I'll just buy another one, anyway," he huffed, stuffing the wrinkled, wadded dress shirt onto the armrest. "Wouldn't be the first ruined dress shirt this lab has cost me."

Korra studied him closely. She couldn't explain why, but she had assumed that any mention of that day she made him wear her hoodie would have invited another round of awkwardness—like the kind that he'd had before, when he'd first settled down to sleep next to her, however many hours ago—but if he still felt anything of the sort, he gave no hint of it.

With another frustrated—possibly resigned—huff, Tahno thrust his now-even-more-ruined dress shirt over the small space over the armrest, right beside her navy blue hoodie, and all but collapsed down onto his back, squinting his eyes shut against the hallway's security light. Korra's head tilted to the side curiously; she didn't think he noticed it yet, but he wasn't facing the wall any longer. Ever curious, Korra shifted herself down onto her side. Facing him.

One disdainful eye popped open immediately. "No," was all he said.

"Why not?" Korra asked, not entirely sure what she was hoping to gain from this. Perhaps working in a lab for so long had finally gotten to her, and she was simply too ingrained in her experimental ways. Not that this was by any means empirical, but it was the thought that counted. She shifted herself more firmly into the cushions, holding his critical one-eyed gaze. "Afraid of bad breath?"

He was not amused. "Let me guess," he intoned dryly, finally cracking his other eye. It was interesting, being able to look him straight in the eye for once, instead of having to glare up at him. "You packed yourself a toothbrush."

Korra shrugged as much as the couch would allow. She couldn't help the tiny smile that graced her lips. "Actually, Asami packed it this time," she revealed, still remembering the ironic scoff of laughter that escaped her when she'd found it. Korra was surprised that Asami hadn't secretly snuck in some lingerie as well, or that she hadn't taken her notes and books out of her bag altogether. "She expected me to be spending the night at Mako's and decided to pitch in. I'm usually pretty prepared, but not that prepared."

Tahno didn't say much, not that she was expecting him to. It's not like she'd meant to bring up the topic of Mako again, but it was becoming more and more difficult not to. Especially with their date.

"So she expected you to be at his place, then?" Tahno asked suddenly, breaking Korra from her thoughts. Her eyes snapped from her hand back to his face, abruptly reminding her of just how close they'd gotten.

"Yeah," Korra said softly, feeling more vulnerable than she'd like. "I guess so."

"So, where does he think you are?"

"I don't know," she huffed. "Home, I guess. At the apartment." Her eyes narrowed slightly and, challengingly, she asked, "Where does Asami think you are?"

His eye roll was severe, but as always, it had little effect. "Home, clearly," he muttered dismissively, but Korra noticed the way he shifted awkwardly, ever-so-slightly back into the wall of the couch. "As long as I'm awake and mostly alert for her 'fun' scheming tomorrow, I don't think she'd care if I were sleeping in a dumpster."

Korra frowned, though without real malice. "You might as well be. This place is as good as one."

Tahno's eyes, which had started to drift closed, snapped open once more. They narrowed.

"Take that back."

She lowered her chin, looking at him under a disgruntled brow in defiance and exasperation. "I was talking about the bacteria, thank you. Yeesh. Why else do you think I would sleep with socks on?"

Tahno's face pinched, visibly confused by the turn this conversation had taken. Surreptitiously—though perhaps not surreptitiously enough—he glanced down to her feet. As if to say, See?, Korra lifted one foot, sock and all, and nudged her toe into his shin.

"I hate wearing socks to bed," she sighed, far too tired to maintain the pout that usually accompanied statements such as this. She stared longingly at her foot, lowering it back down to meet the other.

"So just take them off," Tahno suggested, clearly not seeing the problem.

"Ew," Korra made a face. "Not here. Not where the Creepy Demon Rat liv—ow!"

Her hand jumped to the tip of her shoulder, indignation thrumming. What the hell was that for? His hand had returned to his side, but that didn't mean he didn't look ready to swat her again.

"Don't talk about it!" Tahno hissed. "Talking about it only summons it!"

"Dude, we're summoning it just by being here," Korra shrewdly pointed out. "Talking about it isn't going to do anything."

"Yeah, except scare you."

Korra glared. "I'm not scared."

"Yeah, well, then you should be."

She couldn't say much to that. After a sigh, Korra readjusted her head over her uncomfortable pillow and softly admitted, "Yeah, okay. So that was a lie. That thing freaks me out." Tahno's eyes had already closed again, fruitlessly trying to sleep, but Korra now felt wide awake. "Do you remember the night we first saw it?"

He didn't bother to open his eyes to answer. "I try not to."

"But you remember it, right?" Korra asked again, not really sure why it mattered. "Back in the fall?"

Eventually, Tahno sighed, and relented. "Yeah. I remember."

It's funny, Korra thought, settling into the comfort of silence. How they'd gotten closer in the last five weeks alone than they had in all the five or so months that they'd known each other. How the closest they'd ever gotten had happened within only the last five minutes.

Safe in the knowledge that his eyes were still closed, Korra traveled her gaze down the length of him, appraisingly. Despite his purported lack of understanding over her fears, he, too, wore his socks. As well as a pair of dark jeans and a simple black t-shirt. Korra glanced down to her own jeans, her own basic gray t-shirt. Shirtless encounters notwithstanding, she'd never seen him dressed so casually before. It was kind of nice.

Korra tucked her head more comfortably against her hoodie, took a moment to enjoy the warmth of the new threads seeping into her cheek, and nestled more firmly into the cushions.

From there on out, she felt that she'd stayed impressively, considerately silent, if she did say so herself.


Well.

For the most part.


"Hey, Tahno."

That's it. I'm not getting any fucking sleep tonight. Might as well face it.

"What?" he snapped.

"I can't sleep."

He shifted again. His sighs were starting to sound much more tired than annoyed, which wasn't helping his point. Or maybe it was. I don't fucking know, he huffed. He never knew how to get his messages across with her.

"So, what do you want me to do about it?"

She was quiet for a moment. Just as soon as he thought he'd finally found blissful peace, she asked, "You know what I was thinking about earlier?" Her voice was soft, and her tone was light and mischievous, in a conspiratorial, knowing sort of way.

Did he dare ask? Flatly, he humored her. "What?"

"I just want you to know that if you ever end up doing anything to hurt my roommate, I will hurt you in ways so glorious that you've not yet attained the capability of imagining them."

Slowly, Tahno looked at her. The hell. Why on earth would she be worried about that?

"Sato is a big girl," he pointed out, a bit condescendingly. "She can handle herself."

"Oh, don't mistake me; I meant only after she got through with you, herself." Tahno's frown deepened. He wasn't exactly a fan of where this conversation was going.

"Sato and I aren't even together," he reminded her. "There's no need for this concern in the first place."

Korra looked at him then, and he'd be damned if what he thought he saw was pity.

"Are you sure about that?" she asked him, plainly and simply. There was something about her tone—the unobtrusiveness of it, perhaps—that offended him.

"Intern, it is almost four-thirty in the morning," he reminded her, pointedly dropping his head back onto his makeshift pillow. "Go the fuck to sleep."

To his dismay, she merely laughed. To his surprise, she fell silent.

Occasionally—rarely—every few minutes or so, Tahno would chance it; one small crack between his eyelids, just one small peek at his intern. Just to make sure. She seemed to be resting soundly enough, but he knew better than to trust an illusion. There was no way she could have fallen asleep so easily, not when he felt like a live wire, open and frayed and pulsing; even if her eyes were closed, and the rise and fall of her chest was slow and steady. Even if her lips had parted, brow gone smooth, and—

"Hey, Tahno."

"Jeez—" he gasped, quickly dropping his gaze to the cushion between them. "What."

Korra hesitated. "What is it, really?" she asked quietly, as a sudden bout of curiosity overtook her. "The reason why you haven't slept on this couch before?"

He frowned, feeling his heartbeat gradually soften. After a moment, he declared, "That's a stupid question."

"Is it?" she asked.

Yes, he thought, feeling his stomach flip. Yes, especially because he had a feeling she already knew the answer.

His sigh sounded much more tired than before.

"Because it's yours," he said.

She was quiet, after that.

Eventually, they did fall asleep, the both of them, nestled together on the not-lobby couch, in their socks and jeans and basic t-shirts, shrouded in the wee hours of a Sunday morning in the quiet, other-worldly hum of his small, tiny broom closet office in the forgotten nook of the bio lab.
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That one morning

Asami almost whipped out the black belt.


"Mako and I are going on a date," Korra blurted over her early morning toast.

Asami looked up, slightly startled; in her shock, Asami must have forgotten that she was pouring coffee into her mug because some of it was trickling over the brim. Korra didn't have the heart to tell her.

"Date?" Asami repeated, setting the coffee pot on the table with a heavy thud. Korra tried not to shift awkwardly in her seat under her roommate's piercing gaze. "Mako?"

"Uh. Yeah," Korra nodded slowly, raising a stiff hand toward her butter knife. She fumbled with it as Asami openly gaped at her, but caught hold of her senses once more... only to realize that she'd already buttered her toast, two minutes ago. She set it back down by her plate as casually as possible. "That is the, uh... that's the plan."

Asami seemed to come to her senses as well, though, unlike Korra, they seemed to actually be doing her some good.

"You're going on a date with Mako?" Asami leaned forward over the table, square over her prettily-decorated oatmeal. "Korra. Shut up—when did this happen?"

"Well, technically, it's not until tonight, so—"

"You know what I mean!"

Korra flinched. "We decided last night," she admitted quickly, still tensed for the inevitable onslaught. "We're gonna... give it a try, I guess."

Asami's eyes narrowed the way they often did when she was analyzing something. Usually, it was reserved for various mechanical parts, and—Korra had to say—she didn't envy them. "A try?" she repeated, mulling over Korra's words. "As in... a test run of sorts?"

"Yes," Korra sighed in relief, grateful that her roommate once again was able to frame words around the awkward and confusing happenings in her life. "A test run. That's exactly it. We're just gonna go for it and see how it goes... You know. Yeah. Test run. Good."

"Good?"

Korra frowned at her roommate; to call Asami's expression a grimace would have been kind. She felt her heart sink. "Not good?" Korra guessed, dismayed.

"It's good if you think it's good," Asami offered, giving Korra's hand a sympathetic pat. "But I wonder how good you think it actually is."

"I think it's good," Korra insisted brightly. Too bright. She sipped her dark coffee and hoped for strength.

"Are you sure?" Asami asked. Her tone was gentle and understanding, but her eyes screamed think carefully.

"Ugh," Korra responded, banging her elbows onto the table and grimacing into her coffee mug. "I don't know what I'm doing," she admitted.

"Korra, I thought you were over Mako."

"I am," Korra said immediately, then amended, "I mean, I was. I might be? I don't know anymore." The coffee cup clinked onto the table, and Korra's head fell into her hands. "I don't knooooow... One minute I'm sure I'm over him, and the next, he's being all—all helpful and caring and understanding and sweet sexy and telling me that he really likes me and sexy and—hot damn, I don't know how my life has spiraled into this."

"Um. I'm pretty sure having a beautiful, caring man who obviously likes you is not something that should be—"

"I know," Korra cut in sharply. "I know. I just... Dammit, Asami, but I really want this to work."

"I believe you," Asami said immediately, softly and sensitively and understandingly and ugh—just—ughhhhh. "But how hard are you willing to work to make it work? I mean," Asami paused to shrug. "If you don't like him, you don't like him. You can try, but..."

"I know that," Korra sighed, feeling her stomach wobble. "But I just... I don't know. I have to give it at least a shot, right?"

Instead of answering, Asami leaned forward over the table again and asked, very eagerly, "Korra, whatever happened to the new guy?"

"The new—?" Realization dawned on her like a brick to the face. "Oh, for the love of—" Korra groaned. "Asami, just forget the new guy! He's out of the picture."

"Out of the picture?" Asami repeated, very disturbed by this news. "Was he ever even in it? Dammit, Korra, I only just started investigating!"

"You wha—?"

"What happened?" she demanded.

"He—it's just not going to work, all right?"

"Why?" Asami's eyes narrowed. "Did he say something to you? Am I going to have to break out the black belt? Because I will."

"What? No, Asami, that's not—that's not necessary. Actually. You know, now that I think about it—wait. No. Asami, no."

"Did he do something to you? Korra, what happened?"

"Look, he—he's already seeing someone else, all right?" Korra relented, grimacing into her cooling coffee.

Asami's shoulders sagged. "Oh," she said softly. "Korra, I'm sorry."

She didn't say much in response. Just took a bite out of her toast and sipped her coffee, and tried not to think about the fact that Asami would be leaving soon to go spend the whole day with her supervisor. Ugh. She still couldn't handle thinking about that morning. Or how she'd woken up... and how nice it was, to feel comfy and cozy and sleep-ruffled in the peaceful quiet, with the both of them getting ready to the tune of friendly-mean banter on an easygoing morning, and he actually asked her if she wanted to grab a coffee before they both headed out for the day and—Gaaaaragaghhahhhhhhh, I am such an idiot.

Asami gently cleared her throat, summoning Korra's attention back from the land of awkward misery and self-loathing.

"Well, in that case," Asami tilted her head to the side thoughtfully. "I'm gonna shift gears a bit. All things considered, I think it might be good for you to try things with Mako, after all."

Korra's ears perked. "You do?" she asked, surprised.

"I said try."

Korra laughed, thoroughly enjoying the new layer of protectiveness coating her roommate's tone. As per usual, once the black belt was mentioned over early morning tea and crumpets, it wasn't very easy for Asami to put it away, figuratively speaking. Korra just figured herself lucky that Asami hadn't actually taken it out for real, though.

This time.

"I think you should make him take you somewhere nice," Asami suggested, grinning into her mug.

But Korra frowned. "He's not exactly made of money," she countered, fiddling with her butter knife again. "I mean, it's not really something that I ask about, but he always seems so stressed about it. I don't know if I could hope for anything fancy."

Asami pursed her lips thoughtfully. "Have you given thought to where he might take you? Out of, you know. Curiosity."

Korra thought about it, but nothing came to mind. "Nope," she shrugged. "I got nothin'. I was actually gonna suggest that we just go down to Narook's."

"What!" Asami exclaimed. "Korra, no! You can't just go on a date at Narook's! That place is a total dive!"

"Uh. It's one of our favorite locales," Korra reminded her.

"Yeah, when I don't care about how I look or who I talk to!"

"Asami, that rarely ever happens. And you are not the one going on a date there," she pointed out, and then, "Really, what's wrong with Narook's?" She frowned, disappointed. "We go to Narook's, like, every weekend."

"Which is exactly why you shouldn't."

But Korra only laughed, which meant that the expression Asami wore throughout the rest of her morning coffee was, in fact, a grimace.
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That one morning

Tahno was optimistic.


All in all, the morning wasn't a total failure, especially considering just what a chaotic mess his night turned out to be. Less than three hours of sleep, less than two hours of work... Definitely a solid finish for a weird day.

He still wasn't pleased by just how little he'd actually gotten done the night before, but at least his early morning was a little better off. Tahno had woken up to the harsh sunlight streaming through the windows, and to find himself alone on the couch he swore never to sleep on, with a killer crick in his neck and one of his favorite dress shirts, ruined. For a few long minutes after waking, all he did was lay there, his back aching against the stiff cushions, letting his mind run blank.

Then, he'd gotten up and walked to his desk, jeans and t-shirt and awful hair and all, and got to work. His intern, in all her sleep-rumpled glory, had been bright and chipper and talkative, as if it were just any other day at the office—bedhead side-ponytail notwithstanding. It was... cozy.

He offered to buy coffee in a vain attempt to invoke the contract, but she was up and out of the lab before he had time to register the weirdness that he knew he should be feeling.

Two hours later and he was back in his blessed, beloved apartment, standing under the stream of the shower, thinking about how maybe it wasn't such a bad idea for him to spend some time away from the lab, after all.

He got into his car, dried and dressed, coffee to-go, feeling uncharacteristically optimistic.


It wasn't until he arrived on Asami Sato's doorstep that the full realization—of having slept on a couch with her roommate in a demonically-infested lab only the night before—actually hit him.

They'd never said as much, but Tahno felt that it could be mutually, nonverbally agreed that they weren't ever going to tell anyone about that night. Ever. So he didn't mention it, and he didn't plan to. And it wasn't anything, actually, so of course, he wouldn't have told Asami in the first place. It was nothing to even think about, let alone mention.

Except he couldn't stop thinking about it.
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That one night

Korra and Mako and Tahno and Asami went on a date.


Even after so many years of friendship, Korra herself could never have imagined the extent of Asami's cunning. And although she'd thought herself very aware, she still had no idea as to the depth of Tahno's self-centered ignorance or the sheer power of Mako's determination. Or Bolin's impeccable knack for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Or her truly awful luck.


It all began with a (not-so) simple trip to the bar; Narook's, as planned.

That Saturday night, Korra and Mako decided to try something very different in a not-so-different way; instead of heading to the bar to watch the game and instead of going immediately home to the bedroom, they decided to combine it all together. For their date. The one that they were testing out, just to see if things could work.

Still seeing their typical bar as a perfectly suitable place to dine, Korra and Mako settled into their usual secluded booth in the back and ordered their first round of drinks. It was understandably a little awkward at first, with fresh tension and a touch of giidness, but as the evening progressed and a series of conversations fell into an easy flow of familiar banter, Korra began to feel a strange and unexpected sense of budding optimism.

But not for long.


"Hey!" Asami called from around the corner, breaking the young couple away from a rather intimate debate regarding the playoffs. "We thought you guys might be here!"

"Asami?" Korra blinked, watching with trepidation as her roommate approached the table. "What are you doing here? Aren't you supposed to be—"

"We just happened to be in the neighborhood and thought we'd drop in to grab a drink. We overheard your voices, so I thought we'd say hello," Asami smiled charmingly, resting one hand along the wooden panel behind Korra's seat.

Korra's eyes narrowed, ever so slightly. Is she...? No, Korra thought, feeling her fingers clench beneath the table, wrapping themselves over the edge of her seat. No, not even Asami would try to pull something like—

(Actually. She would.)

Asami's eyes actually sparkled.

Shit—!

"Hey," Mako replied politely.

"Hello," Korra replied, as pointed as a knife hidden beneath a silken cloth. Asami merely smiled back, unfazed.

It was then, as her heart began palpitating frantically in her chest, that Korra slid her gaze to her roommate's silent, moody counterpart; Tahno looked just as unhappy about seeing her as she was about seeing him. Is he in on this? Does he—? But no, that couldn't be; he would never agree to something like this, she was sure of it. Biting her cheek, Korra gave him a terse nod of acknowledgment, then looked back to Asami, meaningfully. Her roommate showed no intention of leaving.

And Korra thought, Oh—

Fuck.

Tahno, for all the stuck-up sulking he was doing in Asami's direction, didn't seem to have caught onto her true plans yet. Oh god. Maybe there's still hope—?

"Hey, Tahno," Korra said suddenly, surprising all three of those surrounding her. "Didn't you say something about having certain plans tonight?"

Tahno looked at her like she was crazy, which wouldn't have bothered her normally, but at the moment, she kind of needed him to play along, goddammit, so she was really not currently his biggest fan.

"What?" he asked, rather unhelpfully.

Korra tried to communicate with her eyes, but she should have known better than to try something so idiotic with Tahno, of all people. "You know?" Korra tried again, grasping at straws. "That special place that you mentioned?" Asami turned to Tahno, intrigued.

Noticing Asami's sudden interest, Tahno's irritation became almost palpable—at least for Korra. Subtly sneering, Tahno pointedly asked, "What are you talking about?"

"You know? With—with Ming and Shaozu!" Korra suggested on a blind whim and actually cringed, just slightly, when she saw the look on Tahno's face. "Didn't you want to...?"

"Didn't I want to what, exactly?" Tahno demanded, low and warningly.

"Ming and Shaozu?" Asami repeated, as Tahno stiffened. "Are they friends of yours?"

Oops, Korra's mind whispered; that message she might have actually managed to get sent across, but it didn't look like her telepathic apology mattered. Tahno's jaw was suddenly horribly tight, and his glare was as icy as she'd ever seen it.

"Why would I deliberately spend my Saturday evening with those useless idiots?" Tahno asked her, each word delivered with a careful and meaningful precision that clearly stated: intern, please shut the fuck up.

(Her mind added the please.)

"Don't you remember?" Korra insisted, much more fiercely this time. She all but forced herself to remain rooted to her seat and actually had to hold to the table to keep from leaping at him and shaking some common sense into him. "You said you were going to—"

"You know," Asami cut in, casually tossing her purse to the inside of Korra's seat. The others watched it fall against the wall with a gentle thud, and stared. All at once, Mako seemed to register exactly what was—oh, shit! Korra thought, turning to her date, eyes wide. Mako!

"Asami," Korra rushed out. "I don't think—"

"You don't mind if we join you for just one round, do you?"

In the time it took for Korra to collect herself, Asami had already gracefully removed her jacket and hung it on the hook nailed to the side of the privacy partition separating their corner booth from the others. In the time it took for her to blink, Asami was standing over her, gently waving for her to stand up and move to the other side of the join Mako on his seat.

And that was how Korra and Mako and Tahno and Asami found themselves crammed into one the booths at the far back of Narook's, with not nearly enough alcohol and way too much super-awkward small talk, and a very disgraced and admittedly regretful Tahno on the receiving end of Korra's clear-cut glare of Thanks. Thanks a lot.

Nearly a Doctor of Philosophy, a well-funded researcher in his field, and still utterly ignorant in the face of Asami Sato's cunning.


He didn't sign up for this.

If he'd known, so many months ago, that initiating a liaison with a particularly beautiful woman in this very bar was going to lead to so many headaches, he would never have made a move on her in the first place.

Okay, so that's a lie. But the point remained.

The last place he'd wanted to go tonight was Narook's; the bar was good for a cheap drink, not for dinner. Tahno had no idea why Asami had insisted on coming so badly, but—as was the case with most things—once she'd got it into her mind that they were going, he didn't really have much of a choice. He didn't realize the why part until they stumbled their way to the back, and he saw them.

Typical, Tahno had thought. She wants to spy on them. Tahno was not at all interested in watching his intern play 'couple' with her classmate, but Asami had a way of making others bend to her will—and occasionally, perhaps in certain scenarios, completely unlike this one, he was happy to oblige—and so it was within mere moments that Tahno reluctantly found himself dragging his feet toward their blissful little table. If he'd known that she intended to join them, he would never have entered the bar. He would never have left his apartment.

And now, here he sat, directly across from the two people he least wanted to see in the entire universe. Save for Ming and Shaozu. At Asami's strategic request, Korra had moved to Mako's seat, so that he was closest to the wall and she at the edge—as she usually preferred, apparently. (Tahno remembered trying to convince her, the night before, to take the inside of the couch. He remembered the resistance, bright and fierce in her stubborn blue eyes. Hair a mess, expression severe, fists clenched in—he coughed, loudly.) Not wanting to sit face-to-face with the face that he was determined to ignore, Tahno made sure to follow their example. He also made sure to spend an awful lot of time looking at anyone and anything besides those in their actual party.

Which meant that he was the first to see Mako's brother arrive.


Dammit, Korra sulked, absently tilting her bottle of beer, this way and that. I was actually starting to enjoy myself. Stupid Tahno and his stupid thickheadedness. I thought my telepathic warning was very clear, thank you.

Poor Mako was doing his best to put on a good show, and Korra had a sneaking suspicion that it was mostly for her benefit. He and Asami chatted amiably about school and classes and the current state of the coal-fired energy industry and the rise of solar power, as they were apt to do, while she and Tahno sat in tormented silence.

She was not particularly happy with her roommate at the moment—and was thus not planning to facilitate or in any way ease the awkwardness of this forced-double date trickery. On a matter of principle. (On account of nerves.) So she stayed noticeably silent, letting Asami do all the work.

She could only imagine Tahno's reasoning.

"Don't you know that kid?"

For a moment, Korra thought she might have imagined it; but no, that really was Tahno, speaking to her.

"What?" she snapped, embarrassed at having been caught spacing so far out. It didn't help that she'd been wondering about him, either.

Tahno rolled his eyes. Instead of replying, he flicked his wrist in the general direction of the door.

Korra turned.

"Bolin!" Asami cried cheerfully, and if it was at all forced then Asami was a pro at smoothing it over. "What a nice surprise! But don't you have a game tonight?"

"Cancelled on account of rain," he responded easily, then gave the lapel of his jacket a little shake. A few raindrops fell to the floor, as if to emphasize his point. "Hey, all!" he greeted the four booth guests easily. "The team went out for some drinks downtown at Kwong's—"

"Kwong's!" Asami exclaimed, delighted. "I love it there!"

"Snazzy place," Bolin agreed, rubbing his fingers together in obvious appreciation. "One of the guys knew a guy who knew a guy and got us a private room, or else they'd never have let us in—not in these street clothes, anyway. We were there for a while but finished up early because some of the guys had to get home to families, so I just thought I'd swing by Narook's on the way home and see if anybody was around... I'm sorry I didn't invite you to come!" he apologized, looking genuinely disappointed. "If I'd known you guys were planning to head out tonight, I would have gotten you in!"

"Actually," Korra began, finding her voice. "We didn't really—"

"Don't worry!" Asami assured him, smoothly cutting Korra off. "We just happened to run into Mako and Korra here, too!"

"Really?" Bolin lit up as he laughed. "What a coincidence!"

"Indeed," Tahno muttered under his breath, though nobody paid him much attention. Except for Korra, who glared at him.

"Well, I'll leave you guys to your dinner, then," Bolin said jovially, shifting a step backward. "I'm gonna go walk around and see if anybody else I know is here, but I'll catch you later."

And just as Korra caught herself mid-sigh of relief and opened her mouth to wish him goodnight, Asami called out, "Wait! Bolin, don't you wanna eat with us?"

Oh—

Please, no—

"Oh, thanks, but really... I bet there are a few other stragglers here!"

"Please, I insist."

"Really?" Bolin blinked, carefully eyeing each of the pairs nestled into the booth. "You don't mind?" he asked, uncertainly.

"Of course not!" Asami assured him, smiling brightly.

"Yeah, bro—come on," Mako added, shoulders stiff.

"Don't be silly, Bolin," Korra easily brushed off his concern, lying through her grinning teeth.

"Oh, well—great!" he beamed, signaling the waitress. "I'll pull up a chair!"

Korra smiled for as long as she was able.



And then she and Mako and shared a brief, painful, knowing look.

Fuck.


"And afterwards, it turned out that they'd been in my locker the whole time!" Bolin laughed, his deep throaty chuckle overpowering Asami's bell-like peal. Korra laughed along nervously… then subtly elbowed Mako in the ribs; he let out a half-hearted ha. Tahno wasn't even pretending to listen, but she had too much to worry about at the moment than his social ignorance.

A buzzing in her pocket alerted her to her phone. Absently, she pulled it out of her jeans and glanced down. She almost did a double-take. It was a text from Mako, which read: What the hell are we supposed to do now?! Korra chanced a quick glance to her side, where Mako was throwing back a hearty sip of his beer. She hadn't even seen him take out his phone.

I don't know, she replied, taking care to text quickly and quietly under the table, where it couldn't be seen. I'll come up with something. I'll take Asami aside and explain the situation—you distract the others!

She wracked her brain, but no ideas were forthcoming. Her knee jittered and bounced beneath the table and Mako kept nudging his into hers, trying to get her attention. As conversation drifted on around them, Korra finally realized that Mako had been trying to tell her that a response was waiting for her in her inbox. She had been so preoccupied, she hadn't even noticed the notification. Distract them? his text cried. Distract them how? What are you talking about?

Suddenly, it hit her.

"Hey, Asami—isn't that one of the girls from our intro class a few years back?"

Surprised, Asami stopped mid-sentence and looked toward the area on which Korra was concentrating so fully. "Where?" Asami asked curiously, narrowing her eyes at the bar in search. "I don't see anyone anywhere."

"What?" Korra exclaimed in surprise. "What do you mean? She's right there at the bar, ol' what's-her-face."

"You don't remember her name?" Asami asked, perplexed.

"Oh, come on—you were always better at names than I was," Korra said easily. "Here, let's go talk to her—I'm sure it'll jog your memory."

"Wait—where are we going?"

"Didn't you see?" Korra looked back down at her, back to where Asami had half-risen from the bench by the pull of Korra's hand on her arm. "She just slipped right around the corner by the bathrooms."

"Wait," Mako halted. Korra couldn't look at him for very long; his eyes were practically demanding—begging?—not to be left in Tahno's presence without her. "Where are you going?"

Pushing down a stab of sympathy, Korra sent him a hard, meaningful look. "Just around the corner," she insisted, before continuing to tug Asami along.

"Hey, would you mind asking the waitress for another round of nuts while you're up, please?" Bolin asked pleasantly from his end seat. "I think I've almost devoured our whole stash."

"Course!" she chimed, smiling too broadly.

"Wait!" Mako barked. "How long will you be gone?" Behind him, Tahno rolled his eyes.

"That depends on how quickly we can catch up with her," Korra managed pleasantly, even through her gritted teeth. She and Asami had already escaped from the booth, and Korra was practically bouncing with the need to walk away. "We don't want to lose the opportunity to inquire about her family."

"When you don't even remember her name?" Tahno asked flatly. Korra glared. Mako's realization dawned… not that it helped him any.

"C'mon," Korra snapped, tugging Asami forward.


"So," Bolin tried again, swallowing down his nervous laugh. "More nuts, anyone?"

Tahno bit his cheek, internally debating whether or not it was worth the energy to deliver a response. His silence seemed to intimidate the younger brother—unlike the bushy-eyebrowed buffoon—and he was in no mood to make small talk. Dammit, Asami. It was her idea that we invade this dinner in the first place—and that stupid intern! What the hell is taking them so long?

"No thanks, Bo," Mako dryly replied. Tahno's head swiveled slightly in his direction, twisting in the palm that held it aloft; the engineer looked so tense, Tahno figured he could slap him over his younger brother's knee and break him in half. Or maybe string him up from the ceiling and swing a baseball bat? He might even explode, Tahno thought to himself, smirking. He wondered if there'd be candy inside, then scoffed. Probably just condoms.

And just like that, Tahno's moment of joy evaporated.

"Hold on a minute," Mako whispered, more to himself than to any other member of their party. "Oh, you've gotta be kidding me…"

Intrigued, Tahno looked toward the door, where Mako was glaring. Anything that gave poor Mako that awful look on his face was bound to be worth looking at. An ex-girlfriend, perhaps? Provided, of course, that there was anyone else on the planet who had standards as low as his intern did. And how would she react to Mako fumbling and squirming around an ex-girlfriend, anyway? The possibilities filled him with anticipation and, if truth be told, an unnatural sort of glee. But when Tahno looked toward the door, spotting who it was that had caught Mako's eye and was now approaching the table, he was surprised.

It was a guy.

A very stately guy with a determined air and a strong jaw. He was tall, dressed in dark jeans and an aviator jacket, but he seemed to be in a hurry. Interesting, Tahno thought, as the newcomer approached their table.

"Evening," he greeted, perhaps a bit formally for someone who'd just walked into a dive bar. Tahno offered a stiff nod, then rose a curious brow. He reluctantly turned to Mako, thoroughly intrigued.

"Iroh," Mako greeted in turn, though his stiffness seemed far less likely to have stemmed from politeness. "I didn't realize you were still in town."

Tahno sat back and crossed his arms, confident that no introductions were going to be made; while Bolin looked ready to bolt from all the sudden tension, he was fully intent on watching the rest of the show in the relative comfort of his cushiony seat. While this new guy seemed to be the kind who would never stand for such a rude gesture, the ticking time bomb he was apparently carrying with him seemed to allow this one exception.

"Only a few weeks more," Iroh replied, standing tall and looking grim. His eyes kept glancing up and about the bar, seemingly in search of something. "I was hoping to run into Asami. I know she often comes here."

Sensing a threat, Tahno's hands instinctively curled more tightly over his arms, and a suspicious brow rose higher as he examined this man with renewed interest. It was to his great surprise, of course, when he noticed that Mako had done the same.

"Sorry," Mako apologized levelly, offering the man a shrug. "Haven't seen her. But I'll tell Korra to let her know that you happened to stop by."

Bolin looked ready to burst with inner conflict, but Mako's gaze with this stranger was intense enough to keep his good morals at bay. Tahno was regarding Mako with newfound interest, his jaw growing tight with suspicion. Wanting to see how the newcomer reacted to this news, however, and wanting to investigate Mako's motives—immediately—he opted to let the bizarre scene play out.

"I see," Iroh said very stiffly, a trace of disappointment in his tone. "I appreciate the gesture. Forgive me for interrupting your dinner."

And with that, he turned and left the way he'd come, right through the front door. Bolin rounded on his brother immediately.

"What gives, Mako?" he demanded. "Asami's just right around the corner!"

Mako heaved a heavy sigh. "Trust me, Bo," he said sourly, glaring into his beer. He took another swig. Tahno's eyes narrowed. "She wouldn't want to see that guy, anyway."

"And how would you know?" Tahno asked. Mako's eyes snapped to his, glaring pointedly. Tahno simply returned the favor, challenging him with the jump of an inquisitive brow.

"What's wrong with him?" Bolin asked earnestly, forcing Mako to tear his eyes away. "He looked like a perfectly respectable guy to me!"

"Just trust me," Mako snapped, eyeing his little brother hard—and frowning when Bolin glared right back. "There's a lot of history there, and I just don't think it would be a great idea for him to see her now, all right?"

"So you expect me to believe that your bald-faced lie was supposed to be for Sato's benefit?" Tahno droned.

Mako's lip curled back as hissed, "I'm not expecting you to believe anything."

With perfect outward calm, Tahno reached for his drink and threw back a mighty swig. Beer was not his drink. It had never been his drink; why waste the money when tequila could do the job much quicker? But the cheap liquid trickling down his throat was lukewarm, and it tasted awful and gave Tahno plenty more to focus on than the realizations that were currently spiraling through his mind.

The fiery engineer was with Korra, it was true—no matter how strongly he disapproved—and it was unlikely Mako had come to spend more time around Asami since starting his little rendezvous with his intern...

But even if he had become more closely associated with Asami by the sheer nature of spending more time in their apartment... even if Mako and Asami had become friends, or whatever, because of Mako's closeness with Korra... there was little reason in Tahno's mind to believe that Mako, even with all of his bumbling efforts to be a gentleman of strength and chivalry—as if he could even spell the word—that Mako, of all people, would have developed such a strong and unwavering set of protective instincts surrounding the roommate in question on... friendship-by-association alone.

Which meant that Mako's standoffish, territorial behavior toward this Iroh guy could only mean one thing.

Mako was still after Asami.


"Oh my god," Asami hissed, eyes wide. She was still reeling with shock. "Korra, I had no idea! I mean—you two are still always hanging out, with and without Mako—"

"For classes, Asami!"

"And—and… and when he showed up and seemed totally happy and unfazed, I just assumed that you two had already talked about staying friends!"

"Of course, I haven't!"

"Well, why not?"

"Because—because I'm a fucking coward!" Korra groaned, trying not to shuffle her feet; the floors were way stickier by the bathrooms than they'd been out on the dining room floor, and she did not want to think about why. "And I mean—we are still just friends, but…"

"Ugh—I'm so sorry, Korra. I would never have… Actually, I don't know what I would have done, if I'd known any differently."

"No… No, it's okay," she shook her head, pressing the heels of her hands into her temples. "You would have been a nice person and have invited him, anyway, because to do anything else would have been rude and—uhhhh, god, what the hell am I supposed to do now? I should have just sucked it up and discussed it with him sooner! Except I didn't know there was anything to discuss until recently! Shoot," Korra muttered, pulling at her face. "I'm in so much trouble."

"Maybe not entirely," Asami sighed, biting her lip. "But still… what a mess," she whispered.

Korra frowned, deep in thought.

Because truly, Asami had no idea.


"And remember, Asami: no investigations. None. This new guy is not available. And don't even think about trying to team up with Mako—ah! Asami, no. I know you, and I say no. That topic is so off-limits, it's not even in this universe. Just... don't."


"Also, if you think that I'm not one-hundred percent pissed off at you for this double date and that you don't have a whole heap of trouble waiting for you when we get home, you're clear out of your mind."


Korra and Asami arrived back at the table, and not a moment too soon.

The tension was thick—probably even thicker than the sticky layer coating the floor by the bathroom, Korra thought in dismay. Mako looked ready to murder someone. When Asami slid back into her seat, offering Tahno a curious look, his only response was a careless, unaffected shrug. His eyes said very differently, however.

Korra cleared her throat and took her seat next to Mako, sliding onto the outer seat of the booth as carefully as she could. We shouldn't have left them alone for so long! she cursed, feeling all the workings of her throat as she swallowed. She desperately searched for something to say.

"So?" Bolin prompted, obviously still a little shaken from whatever it was that had just transpired in their absence. I have to find a way to ask Mako what happened! she thought, feeling pure anxiety rush through her veins.

"So what, Bolin?" Asami politely asked, reaching for her drink.

"So, how's the girl?" he asked. "You know, the one you knew in undergrad?"

Asami nearly dropped the straw from her mouth. "Mmmm?"

"She's fine," Korra said hastily, distracting the others while Asami readjusted herself. "Big family, you know. Lots to talk about."

"I'll say," Tahno muttered from across the table. Korra sent him a piercing glare, but he didn't bother to return it. He was staring moodily into his beer. What the hell?

"So," Korra tried again, feeling stiff. She was positive that there was no one in the world who could feel more awkward than she did in this very moment. "You're all still alive," she noted appreciatively. "Nobody killed anybody else while we stepped away." She looked to each of the members of their table in turn; Tahno was glaring at his drink, Asami was worrying over Tahno, Bolin was looking at her, and Mako was looking at nothing in particular. "That's…" she swallowed uncomfortably. "A good sign?"

"Oh, yeah," Mako scoffed. Korra turned to him with a disapproving stare. "Congrats to us."

Asami shifted, turning to Bolin in hopes of redirecting the conversation to less homicidal paths. "Did anything exciting happen while we were away?"

"Oh, well—not really," Bolin fumbled, then hurriedly took a sip of his drink. Asami blinked and, again, Korra thought, What in the hell…?

"Oh-kay," Korra muttered beneath her breath. She was on the cusp of saying something that would probably drag everyone's weird-ass behavior out into the open, and then their waitress returned.

What the hell is going on? Korra demanded in a text to Mako, typing rapidly into the keys beneath the table as the others finished up their orders. What did you do to each other?

His response was less than pleased. Me? Why do you automatically assume that I had anything to do with this? We just got a visitor—a little friend of YOURS, actually—and this is the result.

What are you TALKING about? she texted back, furiously punching the keys with her thumbs. She glanced up at the sound of a feminine laugh, then scoffed in disgust; the waitress was trying to flirt with Tahno, much to Asami's lack of amusement.

That asshole Iroh! Who else would I be talking about?

"What?" Korra hissed, glaring at the screen in her lap.

"It's generally considered rude to text at the table, you know," Tahno dully informed her, though his eyes were steely with resentment. Okay, will have to figure out that later, but—!

"Sorry," Korra muttered quickly, feeling her heart begin to pound within her chest. "I just realized that I have to go take care of something."

"What?" Bolin asked in confusion, as Mako stiffened beside her. Bolin's expression very much resembled the rest of their little party… save for Mako's, whose direction she was staunchly avoiding.

"Sorry!" she replied breathlessly, as she jumped up. "I'll be right back!"

And as she literally ran out the front door, she could sense their stone-cold shock stabbing into her back… as well as someone's wave of burning fury.


"Where on earth could she have gone?" Asami wondered aloud, unconsciously reaching her hand to Tahno's thigh beneath the table. Tahno swallowed, sorting through his swirling thoughts.

"Maybe she saw that girl again?" Bolin suggested with a nervous smile. No one laughed. With a surly frown, Bolin helped himself to another drink. Then he began chattering away again.

Tahno was not in a good place; so far, he'd resolved to confront Korra about his findings… but had still found no satisfactory way of broaching the subject. He frowned.

"All right, excuse me," Bolin said jovially, standing from his seat with great flourish. "I'm off to the little boys' room, if you don't mind." He left before anyone could find an opportunity to respond, not that he need have worried.

As soon as Bolin was gone, Asami turned to Mako across the table. "Mako, could I borrow you for a second?"

Mako snapped up from his own sour pondering. "What?" he blinked. Tahno turned to her in surprise, as well.

"I just need your help with something at the bar," Asami casually explained; too casually, in Tahno's opinion. "I have a question for you about Bolin's birthday, and I know you want it kept a secret."

"Well, okay, but Bo's birthday isn't until—"

"It'll just take a sec," she insisted.

"Um," Mako cleared his throat. "Okay?" Instinctively, Mako's eyes shifted toward his, which narrowed in response. Tahno couldn't be sure exactly what was going through the oaf's mind in that moment, but he had his suspicions. Tahno offered up no protest, once again wanting to see just how the blundering grad student managed himself; he had a feeling that this whole interaction could be very... telling.

"Great," Asami said decisively, then turned to Tahno with a meaningful eye. "You don't mind. Do you, Tahno?"

Naturally, a single brow rose in curiosity. Are you giving me a choice?

"No," he replied.

"Great!" she smiled, and ushered Mako to the bar.

Left to himself, Tahno pondered the implications: if his suspicions were, in fact, true—and that his intern's boy toy was trying to win her roommate's heart—then he had just unwittingly provided him with an opportunity to do so.

He knew he should be fuming that this halfwit barely-out-of-undergrad asshole was trying to steal what was obviously his—even if the kid obviously had no hope, and even if she wasn't his, really—but all he could think about were the implications of him trying to steal Sato away, instead. After all—how much of this development was his intern actually aware of? Korra was supposed to be a smart girl… it was possible that she'd entered into this little relationship knowing full well what his motives were, but he refused to let the idea settle; open-minded, she might have been, but in no universe—this one or otherwise—did Tahno believe that Korra would willingly enter into a relationship in which she was being used merely as a tool—and for a tool like Mako—to get to someone else, no less.

He couldn't wrap his head around it. Why would Mako go through the pretense of an actual relationship—and now, even with this fucking date!—with his intern, when Mako could have just as easily left their indiscretions to late-night rendezvous? Why go through the unimaginable pain of attending this awful double date? Why would he go through all the effort of being with Korra if…

But that was it, wasn't it?

By being with Korra, Mako inevitably gets closer to Asami! Tahno sneered. It was just the sort of deluded plan a selfish asshole like Mako would come up with! I'm a fucking idiot, Tahno inwardly snarled, chugging down the last of his beer. His sleeve ran across his chin with an angry swipe. For once, he didn't even care about the stains, which was the clearest sign to Tahno that he was clearly in deep shit.

He had to warn her.


Four minutes and twenty-two seconds later, Korra rushed back to the table, admittedly a little sweaty but looking very satisfied.

He hadn't noticed her arrival initially because she'd entered through the south entrance and run through the back of the bar, but when the booth rocked from the weight of her collapsing onto the empty seat across from him, Tahno looked up and saw her. A flood of emotions immediately crossed his features—surprise, confusion, anger, and finally, resolve.

"Hey," she said breathlessly, looking at him with curious eyes. "Where the hell did everybody go?"

His jaw set.

"You. Me. Outside," Tahno said sternly, rising from the table just as she settled in. "Now."

"Excuse you," Korra replied loftily, leaning back to eye him with confusion. "There's no need to be so bossy about it. And dude, I just sat back down!"

"No time," he said stiffly, eyeing something at the bar. His eyes narrowed imperceptibly. "Now," he said.

"Ah—Tahno!" she complained, reaching her hand up to pry off the other hand that had glued itself to her other wrist. "Come on, man! I'm coming, I'm coming, okay! Let go!"

He ignored her.

"Let's go."


Bolin looked around.

"What the frack," he muttered. "Where the hell did everybody go?"


"He's using you," he repeated, as if this time, it would start to make sense.

Korra's brows furrowed together. She opened her mouth to say something but then clamped it back down, biting her lip. She paused. She cleared her throat. And then she tried again.

"Beg pardon?"

His whole body tensed up, which, normally, Korra might find amusing, but—

"Are you paying attention?" Tahno hissed, flexing his hands out wide into the nighttime air. "He's only with you because he's trying to get to Asami!"

This time, Korra outright laughed in his face.

"Are you sure you're paying attention?" she asked.

He started pacing the back alley of the bar, running his hands through his dark, thick hair. Is he… growling to himself? "Could you be any more naïve!" he accused.

Taken aback, at first, Korra could only blink. "Watch it, man," she glared, propping a hand over her hip. "Your suspicions are totally unfounded."

He curled his lip slightly, looking distinctly miffed. "You could at least try to take this seriously," he accused, like an adult scolding an unruly teenager. "I'm trying to warn you."

Indignation swelled. "Warn me? You think you're helping me? You couldn't be more wrong!" she threw back.

But, really, she thought with a loud, inward groan. You couldn't be.

"Fine!" Tahno huffed. "Then explain to me why else he'd be seeing you!" he demanded.

"Excuse me?" Korra spat incredulously, stepping forward. The words got twisted on her tongue, she was so flabbergasted. "There are plenty of reasons as to why Mako would want to be with me—reasons that have nothing to do with wanting to get into my roommate's pants!"

"You can't expect me to believe that a hunkering buffoon like that is able to switch on and off his likes so quickly!"

"I've learned better than to expect anything from you!" she seethed.

"The only mind he has is one track and one track only!" Tahno accused, stepping forward as well, now no more than two steps away. He tried to glare down at her, but really, he should know better. "From the very first moment that I met him, he was all over her!"

Ugh, Korra scowled, trying not to roll her eyes. Don't remind me. "Well, obviously, you need an update because that is no longer the case!"

"Fine!" he snapped, pointing aggressively to the door. "Then go back into the bar and take a look for yourself—he's in there, right now, macking it up with your roommate!"

Korra blinked in surprise. He's seeing things! she thought scathingly. "Then why are you out here with me?" she demanded hotly. "If your unfounded concerns were really as believable as you think they are, why aren't you in there defending your girlfriend?"

"Because he is an ignoramus who couldn't possibly hope to compete with me," Tahno said scathingly. "And she is not my girlfriend."

"Ugh, my mistake," she spat.

His face twisted with the force of his sneer. "If you would stick around longer than two seconds at your own date—though knowing whose company you keep, I suppose I can't blame you—then you'd see what I'm talking about!"

"I—sincerely—doubt that."

"No? Then how do you explain this Iroh guy that showed up out of nowhere—"

"Iroh?" Korra demanded, voice dropping low. She stepped closer, up into his space, merely a foot away from him now, so that her quiet caution could be heard clearly through the sounds of nearby traffic and nightlife. "What does Iroh have to do with this?"

"He's the one who started this whole mess!" Tahno spat, slicing a hand through the air. He did not show the same regard for volume control as Korra.

"Did he—? Was he here?"

"He showed up while you and Sato were doing whatever the hell it was that you two were sneaking around for and asked where to find her—"

"Yes, I know. But what did he do to—"

"You know?" Tahno echoed, face crinkling with surprise. His voice rose, both in volume and, a little startlingly, in pitch. "How the hell do you know?"

"Because Mako texted me that he showed up!" Korra hissed impatiently, losing sight of her discreetness.

"So he actually admitted to you that he purposefully turned away one of her potential suitors?"

"Ugh, trust me, I've actually been trying to convince him that Iroh is a potential suitor for Asami."

"What? As opposed to who?"

"Anyway, again, why the hell aren't you in there, staking your claim?"

"Because she and I are not together!" Tahno hissed, much more quietly this time. "Dammit, intern, how many times do I have to fucking repeat myself? And I can spot a lovesick fool a mile away. That Iroh guy had forlorn lover written all over him. It was making Mako's skin crawl."

Well, you're not wrong about that part, I guess.

"He is forlorn. He and Asami were perfect matches for each other, and she turned him away because she's not ready to start a family—and instead all she wants to focus on is bad decision-making with you!"

"Doesn't change Mako's reaction now, does it?"

"Ugh! Tahno, just trust me, Mako is not interested in Asami. He likes me! He admitted it last night. We're going on this stupid date for real—at least up until you all showed up and ruined it!"

"But what about his jealousy over—"

"Mako is wrong, okay? And look, the reason I was gone just now is because I went to see Iroh, myself!"

He stopped.

"What?" Tahno breathed, leaning back. (Korra suddenly felt like she could breathe again; she inhaled sharply, quick and quiet, just to prove to herself that she could. When did they get so close?) And then he asked, suspiciously, more demandingly: "What for?"

Korra frowned. "That's none of your business," she replied, matter-of-factly. After all, she couldn't very well tell him that she was trying to get Iroh back with Asami, and—in turn, by pure, utter coincidence—break up her roommate's relationship with him.

"Like hell, it isn't," Tahno scoffed. "You practically made your life my business when you decided to take over my lab!"

"I did not!" Korra spat, wrapping her arms around herself in the nighttime air. "If anything, it was the other way around—when you decided to start fucking my roommate!"

"I didn't know she was your fucking roommate when I decided to fuck her!" he exclaimed, exasperated.

In the silence that followed, her eyes turned cold.

"But it sure as hell didn't stop you later, did it?" she whispered.

A few heavy moments passed, in which neither present had much of anything to say. Then, a dull buzzing noise sounded all the way from Korra's pocket to her ear. From the look on Tahno's face, he must have heard the same. Fuming in the tense silence, Korra and Tahno pulled out their respective cell phones and read.

"We should get back inside," Korra said quietly, glancing up. Slowly, he nodded.

He slipped his phone into his pocket, but Korra clutched hers tightly in her hand. As they reached the door, Tahno put a hand on her shoulder. She should have known better than to hope for an apology.

"This conversation isn't over," he told her very seriously, and where there should have been arrogance and spite, there was only… concern. Frowning, Korra shook off his hand.

"No," she quietly agreed, disappointed. "It's not."

They went inside.


"There you are!" Asami called, looking relieved.

Well, admittedly, she looked rather confused, while Mako was looking disgruntled, and Bolin was looking just as uncomfortably cheerful as ever.

"You left me! Again!" Mako hissed under his breath, as soon as she'd slid back into her seat, and Asami and Bolin rekindled their pleasant, sunny conversation. Korra suddenly felt very aware of Mako's closeness to her, and the fact that Tahno was surreptitiously watching them from across the table. She tried not to let her discomfort show.

"Sorry," she whispered back as quietly as she could. She pretended to fix her napkin. "Got caught up."

"With what?"

Oh, nothing, just the accusation that you're still head over heels in love with Asami and are using me to try to get into her pants. The idea was so preposterous, she actually scoffed aloud. She didn't listen to Tahno's claims, not for one second. If he would spend just half as much time actually watching Mako and Asami instead of making ridiculous theories about them, he might actually notice that Asami is getting stolen right beneath his very nose by someone else entirely—and that I'm helping! Not that he'd care, apparently; after all, he'd made it very clear that he and her roommate weren't in a real relationship.

But... does  she  know that?

Frowning, Korra chanced a glance toward Asami, whose laughter had taken such force from Bolin's joke that she actually leaned into Tahno's shoulder. His smirk was typical, but… it may very well have been just her imagination, but to Korra, it seemed like Tahno was being uncharacteristically reserved.

She broke her gaze away from the sight, feeling disgusted with herself. Korra didn't know who to be angrier at: Tahno, for being a suspicious, oblivious fool; Asami, for being so trusting and so damn determined not to follow the path her father had set out for her, and so fiercely intent on guarding her heart by making all the wrong decisions; Mako, for trying so damn hard; Bolin, for being such a good person and always so ready to roll with the punches, even when he really should have been throwing them; or herself, for getting caught in the middle of it all.

And here she'd been so happy that Iroh promised to come back.


It didn't make sense.

No matter how many times Tahno turned it over in his mind, it wouldn't add up. Mako was clearly upset with Korra for some reason or other, whispering things that were too difficult for Tahno to hear, and yet she kept trying to brush off his concerns. She seemed very stiff all of a sudden and was very conscious of where her elbows were resting on the table. Plus, she wouldn't stop looking toward the door either, which was just as shady as everything else she'd been doing that night—which was very fucking shady, indeed.

What the hell, he thought for the thirtieth time that evening. She should see right through him! Wasn't she supposed to be the smartest out of all of them, or something?

Luckily for everyone, it was at this moment that the food finally arrived.

"Oh, thank god," Bolin sighed into his plate, voicing a relief felt strongly by all.

Tahno wasn't even registering the taste of his food; his thoughts were too heavy to properly focus on what was in front of him, and—not to mention—they were in a fucking bar. This wasn't exactly five-star cuisine. Bolin was talking endlessly. Mako and Korra continued playing this awkward, tense game of hot and cold, and Asami kept sending him furtive glances across her B.L.T.

It was right around the time that Tahno started thinking, I think I might be getting too old for this shit, after all, that Iroh reappeared.

The impact was instantaneous.

Tahno's brow knit themselves together, taking it all in. Asami froze, her half-chewed bite resting in her painted mouth. Bolin actually let out a tiny eep! then continued to eat furiously, twice as fast as before. Mako's grip on his fork became downright dangerous, and Korra…

She literally lit up at the sight of him.

"I… Iroh?" Asami whispered, mouth falling slack with half-bitten bacon.

"Iroh!" Korra beamed.

"Iroh," Mako grumbled.

"Asami," Iroh greeted warmly, his chiseled chin and jaw lowering respectfully in a small nod. His smile was polite, and his voice was gentle, but his eyes screamed nervous caution. His posture was stiff—either from years of discipline, or nerves of jelly—but determination was set clearly in the line of his shoulders. "Good evening."

"I… I didn't even realize you were—what are you doing here?" she asked, hastily swallowing down her food. The rest of her sandwich fell to her plate, forgotten. "How long have you been back?"

Instead of answering, Iroh said, "I apologize for disturbing your dinner, but I've been hoping to speak with you. If it's not too much trouble."

Bolin, Mako, and Korra instinctively slanted their eyes toward him, gauging his reaction. Annoyed, Tahno continued eating, appearing for all the world to be whole-heartedly unconcerned.

"When are you leaving?" she asked quietly.

"Soon, I'm afraid," he told her, his voice so soft it could barely be heard over the drone of the bar.

It only just seemed to occur to Asami that Tahno was there beside her. He could see when the realization hit… as well as the guilt that streamed onto her face. If she was searching his face for permission—which she shouldn't have been, he told himself—then he'd give her what she needed.

Ever-so-subtly, Tahno tilted his head, carefully hinting that she just go.

"Um," Asami swallowed, as if she were suddenly realizing just who it was that she was speaking to, and just what situation she'd found herself in. "Sure," she replied, a little unsteadily. Asami rose from the booth, and soon she and her ex-turned-suitor were walking side-by-side out the door.

"Damn," Bolin muttered, almost to himself. "I can't keep up with all of this!"

Korra was nearly bouncing in her seat with unrestrained excitement, while Mako looked surlier than ever. Tahno shot Korra a deadly, pointed glare. See!

Absurdly, she merely grinned at him, smug and victorious.

Left with no other options, Bolin became a constant source of noise in Tahno's ear. It appears he is trying to get over his fear of me, Tahno scoffed, passionately tuning the younger brother out. Occasionally, he would nod along—simply out of spite, he told himself—but he was really not even half-listening. He was actually very busy trying to overhear the whispered conversation taking place between Mako and Korra only three feet away, all while making it look like he wasn't.

And the truth was, they were both really fucking weird.

"If you didn't like what you ordered, maybe you should have just ordered what Asami ordered first," Mako said tersely. "Or maybe even just take her leftovers, why don't you? Then you'd know if you actually liked it or not, without having to go through all the trouble of ordering it first."

"Mako, I know what I like," she reminded him tightly, tearing into her potato with her knife. Tahno thought it was a very dangerous way to hold a cutting utensil, but Mako didn't seem to notice.

"Are you so sure about that?" he muttered spitefully, before Korra whipped her head up to glare at him. "I suppose it makes it easier, though, that you and Asami have such similar tastes."

For a moment, Korra seemed completely speechless. Then, in the blink of an eye, she lowered her head down, glare fiercer than ever, and hissed, "If you would take a second to look, Mako, you'd notice that Asami was enjoying what she ordered, and if I was reading her correctly—and believe me, I was—then she will most likely be taking it home."

Mako blinked, letting this sink in. "You mean… home?"

"Yes," Korra hissed. "Provided that it doesn't rot with interfering mold in the next hour!"

"So… When she takes it home, she should be safe?" he asked her, with great meaning. "From bacteria, I mean?"

"That's the hope," Korra hissed. "And either way—it's not like the sandwich is going to last forever, is it?"

"Oh, right," Mako nodded, looking especially pleased all of a sudden. "Because it's going to get eaten. Overseas."

What.

"Yes," Korra repeated, as if this were painfully obvious. "It's not like the sandwich could stay, even if it wanted to. But the hope of ordering it again… well. That could be enough."

And when Korra and Mako turned back to their respective meals, they were in considerably better moods.

Bizarre.


"'Scuse me for a sec," Korra said sometime later, when most of their meals were finished, and then she hurried off to the bathroom before any of them had even so much as a chance to protest. Asami still hadn't returned, which left Tahno, Bolin, and Mako. Together. Alone. Again. For the love of—if I wanted to be surrounded by idiots, I would have gone drinking with Ming and Shaozu!

"Wow," Bolin nodded, finishing up the last bite of his hamburger. "That was so—"

"What are you so goddamn cheery about?" Tahno rounded on Mako, eyes hard. The older brother immediately sat back in his seat, spine ramrod-straight. He'd obviously had his guard down.

"Excuse me?" he scoffed.

"You heard me," Tahno seethed, eyes narrowing. "What's your deal?"

"Um," Bolin muttered uncomfortably. "I'll be… right back."

Tahno didn't even bother to check where the younger brother had scurried off to. His eyes remain locked on the engineer's.

"What are you playing at?" Tahno demanded again.

Mako rolled his eyes, tossing his napkin to the table. "I could ask the same of you, creep."

"Cut the crap, Ma-ko. One minute you're practically emitting sparks and the next, you're spouting more rainbows than your brother."

"Hey," Mako barked. "Leave Bolin out of this."

"I want to know what your plans are with Asami," Tahno hissed, leaning in close. If Korra doesn't want to believe me—fine. I'm not above saying I told you so.

Mako blinked, then firmed his resolve. "I don't see how that's any business of yours."

"In case you haven't noticed, she is my business."

"Well, you're doing a shitty job of it, that's for sure," Mako muttered, nodding toward the front door. Beyond his control, Tahno's stomach gave an angry lurch.

"Right," Tahno scoffed, voice dripping with sarcasm. "And I'll be sure to ask you for tips on how to secure a woman in the future." Mako's eyes narrowed.

"I haven't liked you from the moment I first saw you," Mako told him, bushy brows furrowing together in anger. "Ever since that one night you got with Asami in the first place. Right here, in this bar."

"Funny, I can't seem to recall you being here," Tahno loftily replied, pinning the other man with a nonchalant shrug and an expectant stare. "I was too busy getting acquainted with a beautiful woman—which, what do you know, brings me back to my original point." His voice tightened like a chord, ready to snap. "What are your plans for Asami?"

Mako's jaw tightened. His eyes were hard. "Isn't it obvious?"

(Tahno's gut filled with ice.)

"And shouldn't you be more worried about what Iroh's plans are?" Mako asked, the barest hint of a challenge.

His stomach was positively churning; Tahno couldn't handle all this all at once. Still reeling with shock, Tahno turned burning eyes back to Mako. Assuming that it would be in bad taste to end this night by punching Mako in the face—and probably put him in the dog house with both roommates—Tahno ground out, "What is your deal with this guy, anyway?"

Obviously not having expected that for an answer, Mako blinked. "That's my own damn business," he recovered quickly, crossing his arms. "And like I said—you should be more concerned with Asami's deal with him... or Korra's," he muttered darkly.

"What?" Tahno snapped, frowning even more deeply. "What deal would she have with Asami's ex?"

Mako stared at him like he'd grown an extra head, which he was rather offended by. "Dude. Are you blind?"

Did everyone under the age of twenty-five have to call him 'dude'?

"To what?" Tahno demanded.

"Man," Mako muttered, musing to himself as he leaned back into his seat. "Not even I'm that oblivious." The words should have sounded condescending and self-satisfied, but Tahno found that they were rather belittling and self-deprecating.

"Again," Tahno repeated, patience wearing dangerously thin. "To what?"

Mako looked him straight in the eye, and for once, Tahno wasn't overcome by an urge to punch him in the mouth.

"You're the fancy doctoral student," he said lowly, eyeing his beer with a thoughtful frown. "You can figure it out."


By the time Bolin and Korra returned, Tahno was a mess.

The server had already taken away the dirty dishes, but it was by mutual consensus—if a consensus could be counted for two irate, stony, hopelessly irritated young men—that another round of drinks was in order. As Mako, Bolin, and Korra began to aimlessly chatter away, Tahno sat back against the booth's cushion and aimlessly toyed with his beer bottle between his fingers. It was much louder in the bar than it was an hour ago, and the lights had been dimmed; as the night crowd steadily replaced the dinner crowd, the music was pumped up and inhibitions were lowered, right along with the glow from the overhead lamps. Asami had yet to come back.

Abruptly, he stood.

"Hey, where are you going?"

Tahno glanced back at his intern, and absently noted that each of her classmates sat on either side; Mako at her right, Bolin in the chair on the left. Korra looked up at him curiously—maybe suspiciously, even—but neither Mako nor Bolin were paying him any mind. They were still talking to one another, right across Korra, as if she hadn't called after him. As if they were confident, however subconsciously so, that she would return to their conversation. It was the way the two brothers oriented themselves around her, the way they shifted and faced their bodies—ever-so-slightly—in her direction, that made Tahno see the extent of their familiarity; it was the way Korra shifted with them, open and trusting and naturally in-sync—always a complement, always a challenge—that made him see a team.

He considered not answering her. Then he shrugged and said, in a low voice that was mostly lost among the noise of the bar, "I'll be back."

His eyes adjusted first to the overall darkness of the main dining room, then to the bright neon signs on the wall behind the bar. People were everywhere—at tables and booths, standing and sitting, mingling and laughing, and oh, have you met know so-and-so? The service bar was crowded, but the old man making the drinks behind the counter had no trouble keeping up. A group of girls' laughter carried all the way from across the room, while a gaggle of what appeared to be undergrad college boys tried to woo them from the bar. Tahno rolled his eyes after overhearing an unfortunate pick-up line from a hopeless pursuer trying to play too far out of his league, then watched as another man stepped in and took over—much more successfully, if the woman's charmed smile was anything to go by. The rejected undergrad returned to his troop of laughing friends as Tahno passed by, scorned and shamed but already looking for the next opportunity.

He always looked upon the old days with a unique fondness, and perhaps resignation, but it wasn't often that his nostalgia for undergrad came coupled with bitterness. At least, it hadn't been until recently. (Until the last few months or so.) Tahno scowled as he slipped out the front door into the cold air, adjusting the collar more closely around his neck, frustrated with himself. There were plenty of other things to be angry about, rather than his washed-up memories, but still, he couldn't help imagining it, the old ways, from however many years ago; he remembered the nights when he would walk into a bar, and everyone knew his name, the years when someone would pass him a drink before he even reached the bar. He had his pick of anyone, often arrived with a guest—or two—on his arm, and always left with another, when he chose to. People had flocked to him. (Looked up to him. Respected him.) Admired him. And now here he was, just another guy passing through the crowd, aimlessly making his way outside because he couldn't handle being there one more minute, not the way he was.

It wasn't until he got a block away that he realized she'd followed him.

He pretended not to notice and kept walking.

"Tahno," she called, rushing toward the street corner where he stood waiting for a walk signal. Dammit, he thought. He stared straight ahead, toward the other side of the street, as if he hadn't heard her. The pavement was still damp, fresh with recent rain. "Hey!" she called again.

Inevitably, Tahno glanced back as she came to a halt at his side, doubled over with her hands on her knees, out of breath. His stare lingered only for a moment, then returned to the road, which was packed with buses and cars. They weren't the only ones out and about on the street, and people passed them by, in singles and groups and couples, minding their own business, lost in their own little worlds. Korra rose up beside him, having caught her breath, but then the light changed, and Tahno strode forward, onward.

"Where are you going?" Korra asked as she bounded beside him, as if he would tell her. (As if he knew.)

"Nowhere," Tahno said, huddled in the collar of his jacket. Then, with a sigh, he reconsidered. "Just a walk."

Korra didn't say anything immediately after that, which was unusual, and Tahno would have been grateful had he not been so lost in his own mind. He'd walked down this strip of bars and clubs so many times before, so often that his feet knew the way, even when his mind did not. Even still, he felt a bit like a stranger to these sidewalks.

"Tahno?" came a voice from beside him, much smaller than he'd ever heard it before. He turned his head, nearly startled, and a pair of blue eyes looked up at him, worried.

Something cold and heavy pressed at his chest. A spike of fear seized him and, defensive, he snapped, "What?"

Another long pause, another cold weight bearing down. Tahno didn't know where they were walking now, but his feet kept moving.

"I'm sorry for freaking out at you," she said quietly, as the weight began to warm. She didn't look at him while she said it, and he was still looking straight ahead at the sidewalk in front of them, the crowd passing by, when she said, "Even if you were wrong."

It took a beat for him to recognize the words, and when he did, the heaviness was purged from his chest in the quick, sharp breath of a scoff. Are all of your apologies this sincere?

"Fine," he said, breathing deeply, taking in the sounds and scents and the flavors of the night floating through the chill in the springtime air, between the bars, over the streets, beneath the stars. "I guess it doesn't matter, anyway," Tahno decided aloud. "Asami would never go for a fool like Mako, anyway."

"She might have," his intern corrected with a thoughtful sigh. "Had she not known about the thing I had for him."

Tahno couldn't help himself. He glanced her way, curiously. Briefly. Feeling his toes scrape against the cement, he flexed his jaw. "Had?" he asked.

Korra shrugged, at a loss. "I don't know. That doesn't really matter either, I guess."

Tahno thought about that for a moment.

"Do you expect another attempt with Mako, then?" he asked evenly, sticking his eyes to the signs ahead. An unexpected instinct told him to turn right at the upcoming crosswalk, so they did.

Korra shrugged again. "I don't know. The school year's almost over. I'm going to be pretty busy with summer classes and starting up some more solid research of my own, so I don't really know where I'm gonna be or what I'm going to want."

Tahno looked at her, deliberating. As they trailed down a new stretch of sidewalk, Tahno casually said, "Mako called her, you know. The other night."

Her face tightened with memory. "Which night?"

"I don't know," he tossed a shoulder, not really keen on remembering, himself. "The night she came over." He didn't bother to mention that Mako had called not once, but multiple times. He didn't bother to mention that he'd almost called her, himself.

"Ah," Korra nodded, struck with understanding. "Yeah, I heard about that."

Tahno waited, but she offered nothing further. They turned again, gliding around another street corner in silence. He glanced at her, but she only walked forward, seemingly lost in thought. "That's it?" Tahno asked impatiently. "That's all you're going to say about that?"

"There's really not a whole lot more to it," Korra said plainly. "He was trying to get a hold of me, I wasn't answering. Mako and Asami aren't exactly close, but they've gotten closer these last few weeks—and not for the reasons you'd like to think."

Tahno's face scrunched with offense. "I wouldn't like to think any of—"

"You know what I mean," she sighed. Tahno wanted to argue further, but a light breath of laughter gave him pause. "You know what's funny, though?" she asked. "For the longest time, I was so worried that Asami was going to end up taking Mako. Not, like—from me, or anything. But, you know. Just because she's wonderful."

Tahno opened his mouth, still not entirely sure what he was going to say even as his tongue began to move, still not entirely sure why this comment bothered him—

"And now," Korra continued, oblivious. "It's almost the complete opposite. I realize that I don't really want anything with Mako, nothing more than a friendship, anyway—even if he says he wants differently—and Asami doesn't know what she wants, and I still somehow ended up in the same situation I'd feared, just on a different side."

"What, because Asami's dying for you to have someone to double date with, and you're all but running away?" Tahno suggested dryly.

"No, like—uh. Yeah," Korra quickly rectified, tensing. "Yeah. Like that."

Tahno frowned; that didn't seem like an answer his intern would usually give. He was about to comment on that too, when she stopped suddenly, reaching into her pocket to check her phone. Tahno pivoted on his heel, turning back to face her as patiently as possible (which was not very) while she checked her messages. "Any day now," he said at last.

"Hush," she scolded, not even bothering to glance up at him. She was hunched over her phone against the breeze, which apparently hadn't caught onto the fact that winter was over and spring was supposedly right around the corner. Tahno heaved a sigh and leaned his back against the brick wall, the side of some convenience store or other, wondering why he'd let her follow him out into the street in the first place. He could have just as easily told her to go back inside. He could have hailed a cab and gone home, too. He still could.

"So what is up with this Iroh guy?" Tahno asked, surreptitiously biting his cheek.

Korra paused her reading and rose her eyes toward his, but he couldn't tell much about what was going through her mind just from that blank stare alone. A single, delicate brow rose suspiciously and, before he could help it, he thought, She's been spending too much time with me at the lab.

She returned her gaze back down to her phone, pursing her lips into a straight, thoughtful line. Carefully, she asked, "Why are you so curious?"

Tahno shrugged. "Why wouldn't I be?" His answer was honest, if not a bit short. "He showed up for all of two minutes while you two were gone, and Mako nearly popped a blood vessel. And then he came back—apparently by your request—and you lit up like the frickin' moon."

Korra's eyes narrowed at that. "What's that supposed to mean?"

He paused. He hadn't meant it to mean anything. "I don't know," he shrugged impatiently. "Is it supposed to mean anything?"

She eyed him skeptically, obviously unconvinced, but she said no more. His intern shoved her phone into her pocket with a small huff, and they continued to walk along, walking and walking and walking. It was as they passed by a small grocer's market that an idea occurred to him.

He stopped.

"What?" Korra demanded, looking back. She looked impatient to return all of a sudden, the line of her shoulders stiff and scrunched around her neck. "What's wrong?"

Tahno looked at her.

"My god," he said quietly, staring at her with a rapidly growing sense of alarm. "He's the new guy you're into."

Korra's eyes widened, and her jaw dropped open wide, confirming his suspicions. "No! Not you, too!" she hissed.

He said, "Only he's not new because he's old—he's Asami's ex-boyfriend, old." Tahno actually had to look away for a moment, the realizations were coming on so quickly, and his gaze dropped to the sidewalk. He willed it to remain below his feet. "Wait a minute," he muttered quickly, suspiciously. "Just how old is this guy, anyway?"

He should have expected the punch to his shoulder.

"Fu—! What the hell?" he snapped, clutching at his throbbing arm. Right at the joint, he hissed, clenching his fingers more tightly around the tender bone. Every fucking time.

"Not you, too!" she hissed, eyes flashing, before she spun on her heels and walked away, full speed ahead. "Idiots!" she tossed behind her, plowing on. "Delusional—all of you!"

Tahno hissed away his pain, then trudged forward. Quickly. "Goddammit—come back here!" he called, but she didn't pay any heed. Grunting as he stumbled over a ridge in the cracked cement, Tahno finally caught up to her, then continued to put his long legs to use as he matched her speed. "What was that for?"

"You idiot," is how she answered. "I can't frickin' rely on anyone to have any common sense these days—and you! You and your stupid, idiotic theories—which are all wrong, by the way. Wrong, wrong, absolutely wrong." She said something else, too, something that sounded suspiciously like signals and blabbermouth and— "What the hell makes you think I'm even interested in anyone else, anyway?"

Oops. He wasn't supposed to know that, was he?

"What, so your eyes filling up with stars is not a way for me to determine whether or not you're into someone?"

"Do your eyes fill up with fucking stars?"

Only when they punch me, he thought, then prodded it down, fiercely, as his stomach gave a nauseating flip. "So, that's a no, then?"

"For goodness' sake, pretty boy, what era are you from?"

Tahno frowned. Hm. Maybe this wasn't the best way to be going about this. "I'm just saying—"

"I don't need to like a guy—Iroh included—to be glad to see him! I shouldn't even have to say so!"

"You are wasting your breath," Tahno rolled his eyes. "I didn't say that."

"Then what the hell are you saying?"

"You know what? I'm saying that you're really, fucking confusing because you say you're on a date with Mako, but you spend half the time running around anywhere but the date itself—"

"You're the one who ran outside and dragged me along for a little chit-chat!"

"I didn't drag you anywhere!" he protested. "You followed me!" Not that he'd minded, apparently, but—

"I did not!" Korra hissed, then cursed and bit her lip. "Okay, so fine. Maybe I did. But only because you were acting so weird and so unlike your normal self, and I just—I hadn't ever really seen you act or look like that before, and I got—"

"And when you are with him—your date, who is Mako, by the way, just in case you've forgotten—you're either annoyed out of your mind, or you don't seem to even notice him at all. Sometimes it looks like you even forget that he's there. Or at least that he's supposed to be more than just a friend."

Korra gaped at him, aghast. "You've been watching the way that I interact with him?"

"I'm a fucking scientist!" Tahno retorted hotly. "It's what I do!"

"You're a nosy creep, that's what you are."

"Look, if you like the Iroh guy—fine. Whatever. I don't care, just say so," he said fiercely, surprising her. (Surprising himself.) And then he took a deep breath and added, beneath his breath, "At least he's better than Mako."

"Ugh!" Korra replied, storming toward another crosswalk. Distractedly, Tahno looked up; he noted with some surprise that they'd arrived back at the main plaza, not too far from Narook's.

But Korra kept walking.

"I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that," she muttered, powering on as if her life depended on it. Tahno was actually starting to feel his limbs warm with exertion, and his breath was growing shorter and shorter. "What is it with you and everybody and their mother thinking that I like Iroh?" she went on. "You don't even know the guy! What the hell am I doing? No, seriously—tell me, what happened within the last half hour to make you think that—"

She halted. Slowly, he came to a stop behind her, where he waited, warily, as she turned around.

Korra's eyes narrowed.

"Mako," she hissed. "Mako said something to you about me liking Iroh, didn't he?"

He scoffed, loudly. "Mako wouldn't fucking tell me anything," Tahno replied moodily, crossing his arms. "The only thing tighter than his lips is his—"

"Son of a bitch," Korra hissed. Tahno jerked to the side as the flat of Korra's fist slammed into a nearby wall. (This small and well-groomed street courtyard was probably a relatively peaceful place, Tahno supposed, when there wasn't a wild girl throwing punches at the landscaping.) He glanced back to her, eyes also narrowed—hers menacing, his calculating.

"I fucking—I told him! Goddammit. He better not have said anything to Asami."

"Unlikely, since Asami thinks that you're into some new unavailable mystery man."

"Yarrghh!"

"So what?" Tahno huffed, feeling a little too nonchalant while standing so calmly next to someone who was clearly insane. "At this point, they're such busybodies that both Asami and Mako will end up nobly convincing one another to magnanimously join forces—so Asami will help bring you and Iroh together, and then Mako will conveniently leave the door to Asami wide open enough to swoop in and have them mend each other's broken hearts?"

"Are—are you insane?"

Tahno scowled. "Are you telling me that a convoluted scheme of that magnitude is not something your roommate would try and pull?"

"That—that's completely—you are totally missing the point!"

"In what way?"

"In that you are so off-base you're practically in the parking lot!"

"If you're gonna make some sort of reference about trying to run me over again, you are not helping your case."

"Dammit, Tahno!" Korra groaned, and this time her first rammed into his shoulder. Again.

His face contorted with pain as his hand reach up to nurse the oncoming bruise. "Ah—what the actual fuck?" he seethed. "What is wrong with you?"

Hunching over to rub away some of the tenderness in the bone, Tahno was too slow to react when Korra stepped closer. She looked him directly in the eye.

She was very, very close.

"I'm not into Iroh," she repeated, very quiet, but very clear. "I have always preferred him with Asami."

He blinked, slowly. The pain was still there, but it felt fuzzy and distant. Like his voice.

"So," he began, carefully. "You... aren't aiming to get Asami and Mako together?"

"No."

"And... you aren't trying to get with Iroh?"

"No."

He considered this. "Are you going on another date with Mako?"

She hesitated. "I don't know," she said quietly, and then, "Probably not."

Tahno nodded, feeling very... strange. Light, even. Maybe. "So," he tried again, feeling his lips run dry. "What are you doing?"

She took a deep breath. He felt her exhale float across his cheek, warm and soft.

"I'm trying to get Asami and Iroh back together."


Well, that was funny.

It sounded like she'd said that she was trying to get Asami and Iroh back together.


"Wait," he answered flatly. "What?"

"I said I'm trying to—"

"I heard what you said," he snapped, feeling his brain flip in his skull. "What?"

Korra blinked. "What?"

"What... what the fuck?" he demanded, raking the fingers of his free hand through his long hair as his agitation took over.

"What?" she whispered impatiently, glancing around at a passerby or two, who had begun to look over in curiosity at the sound of Tahno's hissing outburst. Quietly—pointedly so—Korra asked, "What's the big deal?"

He looked at her like he wanted to shake her; he almost thought he might. "Did you happen to forget who she is currently seeing, thank you?"

"What do you care?" she demanded quietly, three parts indifference, one part resentment, and a reprimanding edge. "You're not actually seeing each other! You're nothing but a booty call, right?"

"Will everyone please stop fucking calling it that!" Tahno replied, thoroughly exasperated.

"Tahno, look," she said sharply, stepping forward in an attempt to rein in his volume, which threatened to rise with each passing second. Very quietly, as calmly as possible, Korra said, "This isn't about you."

"Like hell it's not about me!" he snapped, not entirely sure why he was getting so angry in the first place. It just didn't make sense, he told himself, for his intern to stick her nose into things that didn't involve her—it didn't make sense, how wrapped up these people were in each other's business, how he'd gotten wrapped into it all, and—how? Maybe if they'd just let life play out organically for once, instead of trying to force themselves into something, or trying to always make life go the way they wanted—because life didn't go the way you wanted, Tahno knew that—maybe things would actually work out for once, instead of exploding into an even greater mess. It had nothing to do with him, she said. His anger had everything to do with her, and the mess she always seemed to be making in his life. It had nothing to do with the fact that, in less than two months, she would be out of his lab, and he would be out of her schedule, and now—now—it looked like she wanted him out of this part of her life, too.

"Tahno, I've gotten over the fact that you're with my roommate—mostly—but there's something that you don't seem to understand," Korra explained, in an unfamiliar tone. Tahno frowned, tensed and coiled, as she stepped forward, eyes furtive, maybe even pleading. "Asami may like being with you, and you may actually care about Asami, in your own little twisted, warped way—"

"Now, hold on a—"

"But that guy that came looking for her tonight is in love with her," she said softly, giving Tahno pause. Korra let those words sink in for a long moment, as he merely stared, and, then with a sigh, began again. "Asami is smart. Sometimes too much so. Sometimes she's so smart and so perceptive that she can actually see things before they're about to happen, clearly, when she's looking." Korra paused then to take another breath, to wet her lips, to brush her bangs from her face; Tahno watched, transfixed. "The problem is that Asami hasn't been really looking. Not since she saw what was happening with her and Iroh, and they broke up. She was afraid of what she saw, and no matter how she chooses to see things now, tonight, I can see it clear as day that she's just as heartbroken over him as ever.

"I think... in some ways, you were really good for her," Korra nodded, swallowing hard. "You helped her through a really rough time, even if you weren't always aware of it, which I—which I really appreciate. And you know, I do think, in some strange way, that you actually care about her a lot, even though you won't give any more than you're willing to give. I know that your career is most important to you, and I respect that, but I don't think Asami has realized that yet. And—you know—if she actually ends up deciding that she still doesn't want to wait for anyone, even for somebody as perfect for her as Iroh, and that she actually ends up falling for you like she thinks she might be, then... Then, I don't know. Then I'll be a bit more sold, I guess.

"But no matter how Asami chooses, or who, or when or whatever, she deserves to have it all," Korra nodded absently, gently sucking on her teeth in thought. "You know?" she asked, making Tahno blink, rooting him back down to the ground. His mouth opened, no answer prepared, and she said, "She deserves to find somebody, whenever that is, who's gonna give her his all. And I don't even really care who that person is... but I know that Iroh is willing to got to the literal ends of the earth for her," she whispered, while Tahno stared at her, stunned. "And that's why I'm gonna do everything in my power to at least give her the chance of remembering how she felt, before she got too scared to really take a closer look."

Tahno was speechless. His mouth still hung open, lips parted with awe, when a figure passing on the left reminded him that they were still at the outskirts of the plaza, still outside; surrounded by people, all carrying on with their lives, not bothering to notice the conversation taking place out on the fringes of the courtyard, of someone's world being flipped on its head. Again, Tahno's mind whispered.

Because this was not the first time.

He licked his dry lips. "Well," he said quietly, at last. "Can't say I was expecting that."

She winced, looking chagrined. "Sorry," she muttered truthfully. Though Tahno had a feeling that—they both knew—she didn't regret saying it.

Tahno swallowed, surprised at how difficult such a simple gesture had become. "So where does that leave me, then?"

She didn't answer at first, leaving Tahno with a hollow, ringing sort of feeling filling up his chest. Korra sighed, and he sort of wanted to feel bad for giving her a hard time—she was only trying to look out for her friend and, she was right, he did care about her roommate, too—but he didn't feel bad about her inner-conflict, not at all. It was too much to drink and too many people he hadn't wanted to see, and too many decisions being thrown his way, none of which he wanted to make. It was too much of everything and too much of nothing at all.

All I want is to finish my dissertation, he thought quietly, reminding himself that it was true. And start the rest of my life.

"I don't know," she answered honestly. It wasn't an answer he liked, but he was pleased, even if only slightly, because of the slight hesitation in her voice—like she wasn't sure she liked her answer, either. "This wasn't meant to be a threat or a warning or anything. I just wanted to explain."

"Well," Tahno nodded slowly. "You've, ah... Certainly explained yourself." He laughed a single bitter breath, short and sharp, out into the crisp night air. "Right," he breathed, feeling very tired all of a sudden. "Well, I guess maybe I should have expected that, after all. You're nothing if not brutally forthright."

Tahno laughed again, a touch of irony to his sudden dejection, and this time it was towards the ground, so he missed his intern's frown.

"Oh, yeah," she scoffed lightly under her breath. "That's me, all right."

He didn't know what she meant by that, but at the same time, wasn't sure he wanted to. She'd packed a rather powerful punch in just the last few minutes alone, and he wasn't sure he was prepared to take another hit, in any sense of the word. So, opting for what he hoped was a safer route, albeit far from the preferred one, Tahno gave a small, defeated shrug and quietly suggested, "Time to head back?"

Korra nodded, still looking thoughtful as they fell into step, making their way back toward the bar. Twice, Tahno tried to ask her what she'd meant, and failed, the words caught in his throat. It was not long before his intern came to a sudden stop, and Tahno faltered, surprised.

Ah, he thought, feeling a wave of empty realization wash over him; Tahno looked up at the sign hanging over the door and felt the beat of the music shake him all the way from inside. Narook's. They hadn't walked very far, after all.

He realized a second too late that Korra had paused in the doorway, sending him a glance over her shoulder to make sure that he was following. (To make sure that he didn't run away again.) It was a stupid gesture, he felt, because he obviously wasn't going anywhere else. He'd never wanted any part in this—and even still, he didn't want this, didn't want to be here, didn't want for this to happen—but now that he was here, there really wasn't any other place that he thought he could be.

Tahno stepped into the way, following the one who'd essentially gotten him into this mess in the first place, into a flood of people and loud music and dimmed lights. They'd walked all that way, just to end up back where they started, though Tahno felt like a completely different person, stepping back in through that door. He'd gone for a walk, but he felt like he'd run a marathon.

They neared their table, where Asami was chatting and laughing with Mako over the surrounding din, and Tahno didn't realize it until now—as Korra greeted her friends, as he followed behind and watched—and he didn't realize it, until now, but—all that time—they'd been moving in a giant circle.

He suspected they had been, all along.
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Korra didn't know why the fuck they were still there.

It was late and, honestly, all she wanted to do was go home and lie down in her bed. But it was only barely ten-thirty, and she still had to deal with the little, tiny detail that did label this event, in fact, as an official Mako-date. But holy polar bears, was she fucking exhausted.

There was another drink in front of her and, for lack of anything better to do, Korra kept drinking it. Whatever, Mako's my ride home, anyway. Maybe she'd get a little drunk and be able to use it as an excuse not to have the awkward 'actually, man, I really think we're better as just friends' conversation tonight? Ugh, Korra thought, as she downed another gulp. I shouldn't be allowed to date.

Korra wasn't saying much, but that was okay, because her friends seemed to be doing plenty of laughing and talking for her. She laughed right along with them, only half understanding the subject each time, and nodded along and tried to make it look like she was having a good time, even if her mind was blank and her chest was numb, and her limbs felt heavy and impossible. Her eyes felt heavy, too.

And she couldn't leave the table this time. Not again.

She had nowhere left to run.

Mako and Asami had been deep in conversation by the time she and Tahno had returned, which meant that Korra would have to wait to corner Asami about her text message later. It also meant that Tahno and Korra were left to take the open edges of the booth, and it just—it just figured, of course, that as soon as Korra went and rattled off such an embarrassing—necessary—monologue, and wanted nothing more than to go home and cocoon herself in blankets and forget that the conversation ever happened, she was forced to sit directly across from her audience. (But she was the kind of girl who faced her problems head-on. Right?) Since coming inside, he hadn't said much, and she hadn't said much, and, honestly, she just wanted to go home. She wanted to bury herself under the covers, curl up in her sweatshirt, and burrow into the bed. Anything to forget about this crazy, still-not-over night.

At one point, though, she did look up; it was purely by accident, and it was pure coincidence, that he happened to be looking across the table at just precisely that moment, but against Korra's better judgment, her eyes locked with Tahno's amidst the noise and the chaos and the electric warmth of hundreds of bodies living in the moment, and she thought about it, precisely as she'd told herself she wouldn't—she wondered what he'd have done if he'd woken up that morning as she had, beside one another on their couch in his lab. She wondered if he had any idea how she'd truly found themselves that morning when she woke up first, with his back curled against the wall of cushions, her spine tucked along his front, and his nose buried in her hair. One of his arms had snaked underneath her neck—another makeshift pillow—and curled back around towards her front, resting along her collarbone, while the other had found its way beneath the front of her hoodie and rested, warm fingers splayed, over the flat of her stomach, the tip of his thumb just grazing the wire of her bra, and her sleep-deprived brain had thought, such strong calluses for a scientist. She wondered if he remembered the way she'd threaded her leg back through his in the night, the entangled limbs, the stiffness digging into her, the way her fingers had laid over his—clasping the hand at her clavicle, warming the hand at her ribs—and she remembered, she remembered thinking about easy it would be—to slide that hand up, or to slip that hand down—to trail those long, warm fingers over her skin—to tilt her head just so, until his nose and his lips came upon her ear, her neck, the hollow of her throat—and her skin practically sparked with the idea, the very thought of it—

Until she'd felt her fingers begin to move, and she'd come to her senses—her real ones, her common sense, her logical sense, screaming in her brain—and she'd slipped away, like a thief in the night, out into the light of dawn in the meager office space, and greeted him good morning, Professor BedHead as she put her hoodie back on with a sunshine smile, like she wasn't losing her mind, like she wasn't dripping, like she hadn't wanted his fingers inside her, opening her up as her thumb pressed down on his bottom teeth.

Here, staring at one another in this crowded bar, remembering these things, having no idea as to what he was thinking—she was sure of it; had Bolin not arrived at that exact moment, she would have been the one to break eye contact first. But as it was, Tahno instinctively glanced Bolin's way, and Korra's eyes dropped to the table, her heart pounding in her ears, her stomach twisting in warm, anxious, pleasant knots.

"Hey, guys!" Bolin called from afar, raising his voice over the music, carefully squeezing and sliding himself between the throngs of people. "Sorry I took so long! I met a couple of pretty cool guys at the bar, and I invited them to join us! You don't mind, do you?"

Sure. Why not? Korra thought dryly. Meeting new people was one of her favorite things in the world, but she just couldn't, not tonight. (And, maybe this way, it'd be easier for her and Mako to slip away then, without any other awkward confrontations with the others—and she could have that Friends Box Talk with him as soon as possible.) She didn't think she could handle any more—

"What in the fuck are you two assholes doing here?"

Korra looked up, startled, just in time to see a fierce scowl overtake Tahno's face. She knew that expression. She recognized it, very clearly, even if she'd only seen it once. That expression could only mean one thing.

Or maybe two things.

"Ming!" Korra cried with glee, feeling life rush back into her veins. "Shaozu!" she cheered, hands raised, as two familiar faces strode forward, trailing behind Bolin, through the path he made as they steered themselves closer to the table.

"Ah! Korra," Shaozu waved with flourish, and a bright, devilish grin. "We were so hoping we'd find you here!"

"What the fuck are you doing here."

"And Tahno!" Shaozu turned, ignoring the nearly tangible aura of rage radiating from their old team captain. Mako and Asami had stopped talking entirely and were now watching the curious exchange with their undivided—perplexed—attention. "How wonderful it is to see you! We'd thought the worst, you know, when you refused to answer our messages."

"How the hell did you two fucking find me?"

"Shaozu, I'm sure we could pull up some chairs or something—"

"No, no, Korra, don't worry—I fully intend on being on the dance floor in three minutes, as it is. Speaking of, would you care to—?"

"Wait, you guys already know each other?" Bolin blinked, eyes flickering from face to face. (Mako and Asami: confusion. Korra: delight. Tahno: consternation. His new friend, Ming: amusement. His new friend, Shaozu: anticipation.) "Frickin' sweet!" Bolin laughed. "What another awesome coincidence!"

"I want to fucking know how the hell the two of you knew where—"

"Nice to see you again, Korra," Ming said pleasantly, a knowing gleam in his eye as he came to stand beside Shaozu and look down at her, and she smiled broadly up at them from her seat. "I trust life in the lab is still trying, as always?"

"You know how he is," she replied glibly, thoroughly enjoying the way she was able to say such a thing to someone else—to two people—who knew exactly how he was. And the fact that he was still sitting right across from her, practically sputtering now, only made it so much better. "Works me to the bone, that one."

Shaozu smirked. "You know, they have protective laws for that sort of thing."

"Oh?" Korra smiled, as Ming stole a quick glance at their counterpart.

"Indeed," Ming added. "Lucky for you, while Tahno made the admirable decision of exploring the world's sciences, I decided to travel down the road of law."

"Perfect! Would you be willing to—"

"I am not kidding, goddammit, if someone doesn't explain to me how the fuck you got here in the next two seconds—"

"It's the friend finder app, mate," Shaozu breezily replied, holding out his cell phone for all to see. Sure enough, there, on the portable map in his palm was an array of color-coded dots, blinking with incoming signals. The one labeled Me was nearly overlapping the one labeled Ta-Ta.

Tahno's eyes narrowed. "I did not, nor would I ever download such an app. I don't need to find friends."

"Well, duh, that's because we did the finding for you. And the downloading, too. I did that."

Tahno's left eyebrow began to twitch, dangerously. "When the fuck did you have an opportunity to—"

"Well, you remember that one night that you got really drunk and bought that really cheap vodka, and we had to take your phone away from you—you know, the same night you nearly decapitated me—because you had to make a very important phone call—"

"Fine!" Tahno barked. "Fine, you slimy bastard!" he hissed, half-rising from the table. "Never touch my phone again!"

"Are you sure about that? Because you know how you are when you drink and text, Tahno, and I would hate for such an unfortunate situation to befall you."

Korra blinked, thrumming with curiosity. "Professor Tight-Pants makes drunk phone calls?" she asked.

Ming smiled, mischievously. Almost conspiratorially, he leaned down toward Korra and said, "He certainly tries."

"You filthy, useless, rotten bastards. I am going to destroy you if it's the last thing I—"

"So, Korra—about that dance floor?"

"Um. Who are you?" Mako asked, rather pointedly, just as Asami chimed in understanding, "Oh! Are these those friends of yours? I mean—the ones Korra mentioned earlier?"

Tahno paled as Korra flinched, and Ming and Shaozu lit up with pleasure. Shaozu leaned closer to Korra and silkily said, "You mentioned us?" just as Ming turned to her roommate and, really looking at her, said, "Ah... You must be the lovely Asami. It's a pleasure to finally meet you."

Asami smiled graciously as Mako scowled uncomfortably and Tahno grimaced irritably because Shaozu kept glancing between Korra and Asami with unrestrained excitement and Ming was really trying very hard to be respectful but couldn't seem to stop staring in unadulterated awe at Asami, and Bolin laughed because shit was getting really funny and Korra smiled because if this wasn't payback for him not receiving her telepathic warning messages earlier, she didn't know what was.


But really.

It was a miracle no one died.
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End Note: What a trip. Honestly, my inner-writing muse nearly died from this chapter—whether from enjoying myself too much, or procrastinating too fiercely, or simply wanting to pull my hair out from painstakingly ensuring that all the little details lined up the way they were supposed to, throughout this entire arc—but it is done, it is finally done, and I am very, very happy with it.

Now that we've (finally) come to the end of an arc, this will be the last chapter of That One Night for a while. I am going to take some time to prepare for NaNoWrimo (woot, woot!), finish Personal Record, and maybe finish up another chapter of storm clouds come rolling in. I've already made good headway on my gift fics for the 2013 holiday gift giveaway, which you can find on my tumblr under the tag: santa kris 2013. (Don't judge.)

Between real life and writing life, I've got a lot going on, so I won't be able to guess when any new chapters might be be posted, but I really appreciate everyone who continually sticks it out and waits so patiently for my WIP stories! :) Whether you've been with me from the very beginning, you came mid-way through, or you just arrived with the new resurgence of Book Two (welcome!), I want to thank you all very (very) much for your love and support and feedback!

So, yeah. THANK YOU THANK YOU THANK YOU.
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That one night

Korra stuck with wine.


"Rough day?"

Korra started, accidentally banging her elbow into the counter; she hissed, and the barista winced, but life was made ultimately forty times better almost immediately afterward because he also handed her the to-go cup she'd ordered.

(Tea. Because she was in the mood for it, and she was allowed to be; she didn't have to order the same thing every day. And yeah, so what if she knew what she liked and made a habit of it? She usually bought tea from this place anyway because their caffe mochas were too expensive. Never mind the fact that the baristas never put in as much chocolate syrup as she wanted, except for the guy in front of her, but that was another matter entirely.)

Korra hissed again as she slid the cardboard cup across the countertop and some of the hot liquid spilled over the top onto her fingers. Slow and steady, she reminded herself, before snatching up a napkin to wipe away her mess. "Eghh," she replied, once she remembered that he'd asked her a question.

He blinked down at her, and then after moment's pause later, he dropped his elbows down to the counter to better meet her eyes.

"It's four in the afternoon. You missed all the peak hours, including the two o'clock Sunday rush. I missed you."

Korra let out a frustrated huff, feeling her own bangs fly high with the puff of her breath. She shook her hair back and righted herself up, determined to forget that this—whole day—ever happened, but her barista was grinning at her, smirking rather knowingly for someone whose only interaction with her all day had been brewing her a cup of coffee. (Tea, she reminded herself. Tea.)

"What?" she snapped, resisting the urge to lean over the counter and swat him upside the head. "What are you so happy about?"

The grin slid wider, just as mischievous as ever. "Korra," he began, with a slow, meaningful drawl.

Her eyes narrowed.

"Skoochy," she returned, acknowledging his game with a deadpan glare.

"Are you having boy problems?"

For one frightful moment, Korra's mind was blank—totally, utterly blank. (Was she really that obvious? Could he see it, right there on her face? Who else could see it?) And then she released a rather unladylike snort.

"You have to have a boy to have boy problems in the first place," Korra dryly replied, then took a careful sip of her tea. (Just as good as a caffe mocha, she told herself. Yep.)

Skoochy did not look convinced, but he was always willing to play, and he was a master of changing tactics. Sidling just the tiniest bit closer to her over the counter, he leaned down and whispered conspiratorially, "You know where you can always find one."

Korra glared, but her lips twitched with a smile. Damn you, she told him telepathically, feeling his stupidly charming grin make hers spread wider, too. Tilting her head to the side with mock thoughtfulness, Korra nodded and asked, "How old are you again?"

Skoochy's lips tightened; he knew he'd lost this round, but he was not willing to concede defeat. "Old enough," he smoothly replied.

Korra smiled but halted the laugh in her throat. She'd been cheered up, but she wasn't really in the mood for laughter at the moment. (She wasn't ready to be totally cheered up. Not just yet.)

"Thanks, Skoochy," she said, then shifted back away from the counter. She was grateful, but she had to get home. "For the tea. And the mood boost, too."

Skoochy looked at her meaningfully from over the counter as she neared the door. "You only paid for one of those!" he called cheekily, causing the coffee shop's sole other customer to look up in alarm from his little laptop at his little table by the window. Korra sent another deadpan glare Skoochy's way, but her persistent grin kept ruining the effect. Not to mention the jingling of the bells on the door handle. None of this was making for a proper exit.

Korra rolled her eyes and spun out the door, throwing a "See you later, man," over her shoulder as she left.


And when she got home, the tea was substituted for wine, and was then left to sit, unfinished, on the kitchen table.

It'd been a really awful Sunday.
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That one night

Korra realized just how much she'd missed her roommate.


Asami found Korra on her bed sometime later that night, a half-empty bottle of cabernet sauvignon balanced between the pillows, and her television left on some sappy movie that both girls knew she didn't really care about.

Her roommate blinked down at her in surprise, then dropped her purse to the carpet with a haphazard thud. Korra looked up at her and found it impossible not to look at least a little sheepish. Asami hadn't even let Korra manage to get a word out before she'd slid into bed with her and chugged down a mouthful of wine herself.

Korra watched her closely, then took back the bottle back when Asami handed it to her and took another swig.

I missed you, Korra thought, even though she and Asami still lived together, even though she'd seen her just as much as she always had. I missed having my roommate all to myself.

"Spill," Asami ordered.


Eh.

Never mind.


Korra groaned into the mattress.

Asami wasn't saying anything yet, and perhaps that was for the best; Korra had already told the story two times over with varying levels of detail and embarrassment and anger, and she didn't think she could handle Asami's wrath at the moment—no matter who it was for.

"Mako really said that?"

She squinted her eyes into the quilt. Argghh. I knew this would happen.

"Asami," came Korra's muffled plea, firm but desperate. "I told you I don't really want to talk about it." Not right now.

"But—"

"Asami."

She could imagine her roommate's pout, the look of great concern etched into her beautiful face. The TV was still on, and the sound was still low, and her head was warm and fuzzy with wine. Carefully, Korra peeked at the woman sitting beside her, just as bundled in the blankets as she was.

"I'm sorry that you and Mako broke up," Asami offered softly.

Korra's eyes slowly trailed down to the crisp white of her comforter without really taking in very much of anything at all. It should have been much lighter outside at this time of night, now that spring was finally starting to arrive, but the sky was overcast with a coming storm, and the room was sheathed in a soft layer of gray. Korra felt Asami's fingers drift through her hair.

"Did you have fun at Tahno's, at least?" Asami asked sometime later, when Korra had grown used to the silence.

She tried to think back. Last night I came home and crashed. I didn't dance with Shaozu, but I wanted to. Mako dropped me off, but we ended up not having the Talk. We just fell asleep in awkward, sad, uncomfortable silence. Neither one of us wanted to officially end "dating" because... it would end everything. 

Woke up sort of late. 

Sped to Tahno's. Almost got a ticket. Got to Tahno's.

She'd had full control over the TV. She'd been wide awake, even before she'd had her coffee. (She'd drank his coffee. She'd made fun of his coffee.) She'd been there for a few hours, and her eyes rarely ever left the screen. Occasionally, Tahno would stalk into the living room to tell her to keep it down (he'd been working in the kitchen, or—at least—trying to), though sometimes she'd had a sneaking suspicion that he'd just wanted to see what she was really up to. (And he never did seem to quite get it, actually.) In fact, they'd rarely had much conversation at all, except for the usual barbs and banter, and the quick-but-inevitable references to the lab and the upcoming projects and the too-quickly-approaching conference. But eventually, inevitably, she'd taken pity on him and his poor melodramatic heart and, after almost three straight hours of video games, she sat down at his (admittedly nicer) kitchen table and proceeded to proofread his speech notes for the following weekend's presentation. They'd had a shockingly productive morning. Oh. And he'd made her a bagel, unprompted.

It was what happened after she'd left his apartment that the day had gone to shit. Lost my reusable coffee mug while returning books to the campus library. Realized she'd screwed up her schedule by overbooking two appointments for the same day and time, and had to call a very quietly-frustrated-disappointed Tenzin in order to fix it. Checked her bank accounts online and noticed how much money she'd spent on caffe mochas in the last few months alone, then resolved to give him—them—I meant them—to give them up, indefinitely. Korra sighed. Got in the car. Stopped over at Mako's to finally talk. Ended up breaking up. 

"I don't see why we have to stop seeing each other altogether," he'd nearly begged. "This doesn't have to change anything."

Pretended everything was fine. Bought tea at The Dragon. Got almost-drunk by myself. On white wine.

And now here I am.

Korra sighed, her exhale sending her sinking deeper into the mattress. Her voice was flat, and tired, and her eyes were glazed and red and burning. From the alcohol.

"Yeah," Korra told Asami, and wondered how, even when she was being completely honest, she could still feel like she was telling a lie. Thickly, Korra swallowed, and whispered, "I did."
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That one night

Tahno admitted that Korra was right.


The rest of his weekend had been rather quiet.

That wasn't to say that he would have preferred an even busier weekend, or that he was bored enough to have actually answered any of Shaozu and Ming's insistent calls, but there was something about the afternoon that just didn't quite match up with the rest. The rooms of his empty apartment felt heavy with gray, calm and subdued with a haze of approaching thunderclouds. (He'd left the TV on in the background, even after she'd left, but still.) The energy, the noise—it all felt muted, somehow.

He slaved away for a number of hours, not bothering to do much of anything but read, write, reread, organize, and drink more coffee. Though his usual, day-to-day mannerisms often suggested a lethargic air—the slow drawl of his voice, the lazy swagger of his stride—Tahno was truly anything but; quick and efficient, analytical and precise. Tahno had always been the kind to find a focal point, set his sights on his target, and strike. (And usually—hard.) He was a strategist through and through, familiar with strengths and weaknesses and where to cut corners. When to dig deep, and when to call it a day. (Path carved by logic; force driven by emotion.) He was a natural, and he followed his instincts.

But sometime in the early evening, Tahno gave up.

He certainly had no good excuse since his work was plenty and his time was short, but he couldn't bring himself to pick up his pen. (Not again. Not tonight.) The tediousness of his usual Sunday morning work had actually held a nice, pleasant hum about it, and though he was rather satisfied with the surprising accomplishments he'd made, it wasn't as if he'd finished nearly as much as he should have, in order to make up for the hours he'd lost on Saturday. (He knew that taking a day off was a bad idea. And the weekend before a conference, no less. What was he thinking?)

But still, Tahno felt satisfied.

And he was reluctant to admit why.


Monday, however, was a different story.

"I am a total and colossal idiot."

His intern snorted from across the lab. He ignored it and ranted on.

"I have so much fucking work to do I can't even think of what work I have to do first."

"Your task list is hanging on the wall," she reminded him.

"I mean, I can't think about what work I have to do first."

His eyes were still glued to his papers, but he could hear her smirk. (She kept her eyes on the book in her lap; he hadn't looked very hard at the couch all day, even before she'd arrived, but it occurred to him—its presence—now.)

"I'm hungry," she declared suddenly. "Are we getting grub tonight?"

"Grub?" he echoed snidely. "What are you—a trucker?"

"I could have been in another life."

Tahno glared, deadpan and dry. "Were you a pirate as well?"

His intern's eyes went as wide as saucers. "Oh my god," she whispered, glancing his way. "Do you think really think so?"

Tahno's pen clattered to the desk, and his head fell into his hands. "That's it," he snapped through muffled fingers. "I'm done."

Korra hesitated, then warily checked the clock. "It's only three-thirty," she reminded him. Useless.

He didn't bother to look up. "I said," he ground out. "I'm done."

(What was the point of getting a Ph.D. again? Had he really spent all this money and all these years going after degree after degree after—what degree am I on now? And for what? Where was he, really? Was he really any closer to what he'd been aiming for, whatever it was that he'd started out for, all those years ago? What did it matter? What was the point? Why had he agreed to speak at this stupid, prestigious, internationally-renowned conference? Why had he gone out on Saturday? Why had he stayed out on Saturday? What was his purpose? When did he become this old? Wait. What was he supposed to be thinking about? What was he supposed to be researching?)

"You want to play some video games?"

Tahno's head hit the desk with a thud.

"What?" Korra huffed, sounding a tad offended. Or a lot. He couldn't be sure. "I was just asking! Your productivity has been shit this whole day, anyhow, so I figured you could use a little break."

"The whole goddamn of Saturday was a goddamn—"

"Not a work break," Korra sighed impatiently, as if what she was saying was supposed to make sense. "Playing violent video games isn't taking a break from work; it's a break through work. It will help you focus."

Tahno blinked. Slowly, trying not to sound quite as irritated as he felt, he admitted, "I don't follow."

Korra shrugged and explained, "You thrive on winning."

Tahno waited but was met with only silence. Eyes shifting from left to right, Tahno leaned forward—to better enhance his glare. "Yes," he replied dully. "So?"

"You stress yourself out when you don't have anybody to win against, and let's face it—you're freaking out. You've been doing all prep and no play."

"There has been too much play; that's the point."

"Not that kind of play." (Wait. What kind of play?) "I mean competition," she clarified. "Performance." (Wait, his brain fired. What kind of performance?) "And you haven't been letting Ming and Shaozu back in the lab either, even though it would probably help."

Tahno's eyes narrowed. What. "Those idiots wouldn't dare try to come back. Not if they know what's good for them."

"They don't," Korra corrected, skimming her finger over the text. "And they would."

His eyes narrowed further. "How would you know that?"

"Because they text me. Duh."

"They—?"

"And you haven't exactly been winning any battles of wit, either," Korra pointed out, casually flipping another page in her book. (Wait a minute. How long had she been studying her own course material? Had she finished the assignments he'd given her? Was he paying her to do her homework?) "Face it. You could use some real stress relief."

Yes, Tahno agreed, as his glance slipped involuntarily to the familiar sliver of exposed skin between her t-shirt and jeans. But it's not an option.

"There is no point in some mindless, simulated victory," Tahno snapped impatiently, angrily re-stacking the papers on his desk. "And pointless explosions are supposed to be your thing."

"Explosions are my thing," Korra cheerily agreed, finally shifting to face him. "And fire. And tsunamis and earthquakes and tornadoes and—"

"Got it."

Korra pursed her lips thoughtfully from the couch, practically gnawing on them. "How 'bout this," Korra said finally, readjusting herself so that she was sitting up fully, and facing him head-on. (It was a rare sight these days. More often than not, Tahno ended up finding himself glancing toward the couch, simply out of habit, and finding a hooded creature sprawled out on her back, textbook raised in the air. More often than not—more often than he'd like—when her voice came into his head, and a picture flashed behind his eyelids, it wasn't a clear view of her face, but a profile.) "I'm hungry," she stated again, breaking apart his random, stupid, pointless thoughts. "Let's go get something to eat and order it to-go. We'll drive back to your apartment and take all your conference-prep stuff with you. I'll play some video games, and you'll watch—or play, I don't care, so long as you don't suck—and when you're feeling up to it, you can start working again," she offered, beaming with her supposed genius. "And I'll even help, too. When I feel like it."

Tahno glared. "Why would any of that be helpful?" he demanded. "How do you figure I'd be any more productive with my biology research in my apartment than in my lab?"

"Dude, you don't need the samples anymore to do your work," Korra pointed out, and Tahno was alarmed to find that she was already packing up her things. "You know your experiments inside and out. All you've got to focus on now is this big-ass presentation and how you're gonna defend your little findings against the stuck-up stiffs who are going to drill you about them mercilessly."

"Great. Thanks."

"You know what I mean. And besides, you could use something to eat. I haven't seen you consume anything more than liquid in the last three hours."

"What, are you monitoring my eating habits now, too?"

"Someone has to, or else you'd never refill your snack jar. Your hips are already bony enough as it is, and you can't afford to lose any more fruits—snack jar, or otherwise."

"What are you talking about?"

"Ah, dammit," Korra muttered under her breath. "I was sure you'd remember. You know? Fruits of your labor—yeah?" And then, "Dammit. I can't believe I owe Shaozu five dollars."

"You—?"

"So. You in?"

Tahno scowled.

"Fine," he snapped, skin crawling with reluctance. "But if I'm gonna stop working for any reason, it better be a good one. If we're headed to my apartment, we're going to eat a decent meal for once—no more of that take-out crap."

"Wait," Korra paused, sounding hesitant for the first time. He looked at her curiously, taken slightly aback. "You mean—you're going to cook?"

Tahno stared disbelievingly, unsure of how to interpret her tone. "Yes," he replied impatiently. "Why?"

"Well," Korra started awkwardly, looking thoughtful. "I mean. No offense, but... Can you?"

His jaw actually dropped. "Are you—are you serious?"

"What?" Korra hissed defensively. "All I've ever seen you eat is what comes out of a cardboard box or a styrofoam carton!"

"That is an exaggeration."

She huffed. "Not by much."

Tahno wracked his brain. "You've seen me cook with your roommate!"

"Yeah, and she's a great cook." Korra paused, then added, "And besides. I remember smelling some burning peppers as I left the apartment last Friday."

Tahno's sneer tightened almost painfully.

"That's it," he stood abruptly, sending a flurry of papers flitting over his desk. "Get your shit. We're leaving now."

"Uh," Korra replied, blinking up at him from the couch. Her jacket was half-on—a new one, different, neither red nor blue—and her backpack was already zipped up, but she remained sitting as if rooted to the spot. She looked like she could lie back down on the cushions just as easily as she could stand. He tried not to think too hard about that. "Are you okay?"

His only response was a muffled grunt and an angry swipe of his arm as he substituted his lab coat for his jacket on the hook, snatched his keys off the desk, carelessly threw his stacks of paperwork into his messenger bag, and then yanked open the door with a pointed glare. His wrist flicked forcefully as he gestured for her to lead the way.

Silent and a little startled, Korra stood and made her way to the door, where Tahno held it for her.

He flicked out the lights and locked the door behind them, and for the rest of the night, the lab was empty with silence.


The trip to the grocery store was disastrous, mainly because they couldn't agree on much of anything. Not the meal, not the ingredients, not the prices—What the hell do you care? You're not even paying! In the end, though, Tahno won out—mostly because he was the one doing all the cooking and because he was the one with the credit card—and Korra helped push along the cart without too many complaints—mostly. (He did have to remind her, of course—too many times—not to ride the back of a shopping cart like a scooter because the aisles were too narrow and she was going to hit someone and fucking hell, Uh-vatar, how could you have not seen that cardboard cut-out of that football player, he was right—ah. Good lord. We are going to get kicked out of a supermarket.) But somehow, miraculously, Tahno got what he needed, and then they were off, cars in line down the highway, and in no time, Korra was situated in front of his TV, and Tahno was in the kitchen, boiling a pot of water and preheating the oven to the clear sounds of a firing frenzy emerging from his living room.

And while the side dishes sat on the warming center atop the stove and their main meal finished heating in the oven, Tahno came out to join her in the living room and critiqued her awful battle plans from the comfort of his recliner. Through a series of thinly-veiled barbs, he and his intern settled on a pattern that, actually, wasn't half-bad; Korra's instincts were good, her reflexes were quick, and her mind sharp, but Tahno was able to pick up the layout of the game in no time at all, and offered impressive insights on the mindsets of her online opponents, as well as a few dirty tactics that were dastardly enough to delight the both of them. And then the timer called, and the game was paused, and Korra looked over his recent edits with a thoughtful eye as he set the table, and such conversation reigned throughout the whole of their meal, and, what do you know, his annoying intern had been right, after all.

And when she gushed into that first bite of his expertly-made dish, and her eyes widened toward him with unconcealed surprise, and she moaned out her delicious pleasure as she reached for a second bite, he knew she'd been right about something else, too.

He did thrive on winning.
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That one night

Korra started to realize that something was wrong.


Asami cornered her in the kitchen on Wednesday morning while Korra was brewing a fresh batch of dear old (cheap), homemade coffee. In retrospect, Korra should have been more prepared; she'd been expecting an ambush all week—much earlier than this gray morning, at least. (She supposed the great pity of passing out in her roommate's bed Sunday night had stayed Asami's curious, inquisitive nature for a few days, but, at last—

Her time had come.)


"So," Asami began by way of morning greeting. "Have you told Tahno about your break up with Mako yet?"

Korra leaned back, abruptly knocking her hip into the counter and nearly spilling a spoonful of coffee grinds all over the floor. "No," she quickly replied over her shoulder once she'd fully registered what had been said and had then scoffed appropriately at the sheer lunacy of such a suggestion. "What's there to tell?" she asked bluntly, as her heartbeat quickened and, in the back of her mind, something shook and cowered into the cover of repressed darkness. She shifted her eyes away before she could hear a response, then glanced back to Asami, pointedly. "Did you tell Tahno about Iroh?"

Her roommate said nothing; then, raising a knowing brow and quirking her full, painted lips as she strode into the kitchen with a glass of water already in hand, Asami smoothly replied, "No." She took a delicate sip from her glass. A little cagily, she quipped, "I'm not sure there's anything to tell."

"Asami," she deadpanned.

"What?" her roommate asked, innocently. "You're the only one allowed to play this game?"

"Mako and I are none of Tahno's business," Korra pointed out. She tapped the excess off her spoon into the coffee maker, a tad more forcefully than she might have intended. "My love life wasn't any of his business when I actually had one, sort of, and it's not any different now. Why would I tell him, of all people, about my not-break-up?"

Asami was quiet; when Korra glanced back over her shoulder to inspect her, she was looking thoughtful, which wasn't unusual. The troubled disappointment, however, was.

"What?" Korra asked sharply, not to be demanding, but simply out of uncertain concern. When she turned back around, Asami was sitting at the table.

"I don't know. This week has been kind of… confusing," Asami admitted, dragging her fingers along the wood. Slowly, aimlessly, back and forth. Korra watched with a deepening frown, the line between her brows growing pinched.

Swallowing, Korra maintained a relatively normal-sounding level of curiosity when she asked, "Confusing, how?"

Asami released a sigh. "I guess there's just been a lot to think about," she vaguely replied.

This was the first opening Asami had left her all week to openly ask about a particular, ruggedly handsome maritime General—who just happened to be in town. She wasn't about to let this slide.

"Have you talked to Iroh?" Korra asked, then surreptitiously glanced toward the clock. (If she had any hope of making the final adjustments to her first real research proposal—the first of many, her very own—and still stay manage to stay an extra hour or two later that night to, uh, help Professor Tight-Pants prepare for the conference, she was going to have to hit the library. And soon.)

"Not since last Saturday night," Asami replied.

Korra did not hide her frown. Hearing the gurgling of the coffee maker behind her, Korra stepped away from the kitchen counter and took the seat adjacent to Asami's, chair legs dragging loudly along the floor.

"That seems a little counterproductive to your plan of keeping in touch, doesn't it?"

Asami huffed a breathy laugh, then turned to Korra with a look of pure, Really? Are you being difficult on purpose? Right now? And then she sighed outright, loud and frustrated and maybe a little embarrassed. (Korra looked at her more closely; Asami didn't often do embarrassed.)

"Sorry," Asami muttered, blowing out the air from her mouth in a loud, uncharacteristic display of exasperation. "I haven't had nearly enough alcohol to justify this kind of convoluted conversation."

Korra glanced at the clock, again. Eight-thirty. Not too early, right? "I could change that," she offered, helpfully.

"Hush," she ordered, absently swatting at Korra's shoulder. Another sigh. "Okay. Let me try this again." And just like that, Asami sat a little straighter in her seat, threw her shoulders back, and lifted her chin high. A bit louder, a bit more clearly, Asami said, "I'm a little reluctant to reach out to Iroh. Right now."

Korra waited, watching as Asami tried to put her thoughts together, but Asami still looked troubled and Korra had never been as patient as she would have liked. "That's understandable," she supplied readily, shifting closer to the table. Asami smiled, a bit grateful, a bit wary.

"I wasn't expecting to see him, you know," she said softly, and slid her fingers carefully around her glass. "I was caught off-guard, to say the least." Which was a bit like saying, You could have given me a warning, but Asami wasn't the kind to say something like that, or to lay the blame on Korra's feet, especially not after her own underhanded scheming Saturday night—that was for sure.

"The conversation," Asami continued uncomfortably, "Was… nice. It was a nice surprise. And it was—it was nice to see him again, you know? I—I missed him."

So call him, Korra wanted to say. Nicely.

"But?"

"But."

Korra withheld her sigh. (She resisted the urge to retrieve the gallon of ice cream from the freezer, and to smack her beloved roommate over the head with it. She resisted the urge to drag her back to bed and make her tea and keep her snuggled protectively under the blankets forever. She resisted the urge to shake her.)

"But he'll be leaving soon," Korra said aloud because she had a feeling Asami wouldn't. "Again."

Asami shifted uncomfortably on the chair. "It's stupid," she muttered harshly, heaving a shaky breath. "I know. Stupid cycle."

Korra jerked forward a little, thrown by the cynicism in her voice. "Asami," she said quickly, and was a little startled to find that it was she who held the reprimanding tone for once. Pushing down her discomfort, she tried, "It's not—"

"I don't want long-distance, Korra. I don't want to wait. I miss him and—and if—things were any other way, then. Well. Things would be different," she said, that familiar decisive air surrounding her once more. "But he's leaving, and it is what it is, and I've… I've just been thinking about it. A lot," she sighed, taking another sip of her water. Korra watched her swallow in silence, well aware of the noises the coffee maker was signaling towards her, alerting her to a fresh cup of readiness, and found it very hard to move. Asami leaned her chin onto one palm, tapping her fingers along her cheek, and said, "I guess it hasn't really helped that I haven't seen Tahno very much this week, either."

Korra's spine stiffened, quick and unexpected. The air suddenly felt very different around her. Tilting her head thoughtfully, feeling her lips make shapes that she had no recollection of asking them to form, Korra cleared her throat and asked, with great (casual) concern, "Really?"

Asami's fingers continued to tap along her cheek. "Well, he's just so busy with the big conference in a few days. It was always a bit of a struggle to coordinate our schedules as it was, but now it's becoming downright impossible. I haven't even seen him since Saturday night, which... honestly. Well. I think we all got more than we bargained for."

A strange warmth flooded Korra's belly. "Oh," was all she said.

"Anyway, I guess it's no surprise that everything with Iroh has sort of monopolized my mind for the last few days. I guess I was just sort of hoping to bury it all down, like last time, but… It has been a bit harder to shake this time around. Not that it changes anything," she hastily explained. "I just… I don't know. Need time to get over him all over again, I guess."

Korra smiled sadly, soft and small, hoping it conveyed even a sliver of the support she felt pouring out of her, and knowing that Asami knew her well enough to feel it, even without looking for it.

"Anyway," Asami said again, a little more brightly, a little more relaxed. (Her words brought freedom; her sharing, a breath of relief.) "That's why I've been so out of it the last few days. I would have said something Sunday night, but. We were already…"

Korra lowered her chin onto her hand, smiling impishly. (It hurt less, that way, to remember.) Not even a bottle of wine could truly erase the memory of sniffling herself to sleep in Asami's bedsheets, or the painful realization that, just maybe, had she been smarter or wiser or less inclined to follow her impulsive gut, she'd could have prevented it:

The really painful, stupid loss of a good, Mako-shaped friend.

"Preoccupied?" she hazarded, thinking of wine and warm blankets and the kind of friend it took not to mention the way one's snot was seeping into her really expensive pillowcases.

Asami smiled knowingly. "Preoccupied," she echoed softly.

They stayed like that for a few seconds longer.

Then Korra leaned back and huffed a breath of laughter. "Well," she said, feeling a bit more satisfied. Korra carefully eased herself from her chair and turned on her heels toward the counter, where she raised herself onto her toes and reached for a mug from the top shelf of one of the cabinets. "I hope you'll forgive me for not bringing wine to this heart-to-heart, but I figured our livers have suffered enough for one week."

"I find that conclusion incredibly fair," Asami raised her glass in cheers. "Could you pour me a coffee, too?"

"No."

"Korra."

"Oh, fine."

She smiled as she lifted a second cup from the cabinet. There, she thought, with a hint of girlish pride. Already saved the day, and it's not even nine. (And she'd brewed her own coffee instead of spending the five bucks that usually meandered itself from her pocket to the cash register of The Dragon.) Korra glanced at the clock again, feeling a rather pleasant bout of unrestrained optimism. I'm on a roll.

Which is why she nearly dropped Asami's empty ceramic mug onto the floor when she heard, "I'm hoping that things will go a little closer to normal after he finishes with conference," and then, meaningfully, she added, "I could use a bit of release."

Korra righted the cup at the very last moment with a sharp intake of breath and a noisy clash of ceramic. The pounding of her heart in her chest was borderline ridiculous and completely unexpected, and the jittery feeling she had in her fingers—which were not shaking; they were not—didn't make any sense at all.

"Hey," Asami said softly, and Korra could feel her liquid eyes on her back, shining with surprise. Slowly, she righted herself up and poured them their coffee. "You okay?"

Back still turned, Korra paused.

She swallowed as she spun on her heels and gingerly took hold of the handle of her roommate's mug. Asami watched, bemused, as Korra carefully set her steaming mug on the table in front of her and then backed up against the counter once more, where she stayed, her own coffee cup wrapped tightly beneath her fingers.

"Asami," she began hesitantly, feeling as if she were toeing a dangerous line. (And really—she was, wasn't she?) The worst part, of course, was that she didn't know if she actually wanted to cross it or not. To cross it at all. (Or, if she did—how far?) Korra shifted awkwardly against the counter. "I still don't get why you think I'd tell… Tahno, of all people, about… You know," she cleared her throat. "Mako."

At first, Asami only blinked, and Korra thought—that's it.

She knows.

(She'd never been able to keep anything from Asami for very long, anyway; it was really only a matter of time.)

But then her roommate shook her head, laughing a little breathlessly, and Korra quelled the surging panic.

"Ahh..." Asami's head lolled to the side, lazy but thoughtful. "I'm not even sure, myself. I guess I just thought you might have mentioned something," Asami muttered dolefully, rolling her gaze back to the table and staring thoughtfully into her mug. "Since you've been together at the lab so much."

Korra's throat tightened. At the lab. Right. (If by at the lab, she actually meant in his apartment, playing video games and proofreading the same damn notes over and over again while he cooked her dinner, two nights in a row—then yeah. Sure.

At the lab.)

"I mean. He seems to be a bit more… cheerful. This week. From what I can tell from our phone calls, anyway," Asami shrugged. "I figured he might have heard the news."

Korra's heart pounded in her chest. "Why the hell would my break-up with Mako have anything to do with how cheerful he is or not?"

Asami looked at her in surprise, and Korra belatedly realized that if she'd been hoping for casual inquiry—or casual anything—then a demand probably hadn't been the way to go.

"Well," Asami said quickly, then hesitated, as if she was unsure as to the best way to deliver her message. "You know. Since they hate each other."

Korra blinked. "Oh," she said, feeling rather foolish. Like she'd a big production for nothing. It was official: she'd been spending far too much time at the lab. (Except for the fact, of course, that she actually really hadn't. She really, really hadn't.)

"Unless there's another reason why he'd be so cheerful? About you breaking up with Mako?" Asami asked curiously.

I—

"I've been drugging his coffee," she blurted.

Asami's eyes widened.

"Joking!" Korra hastened, feeling her voice hitch with nerves. "God—I'm—I'm joking." What in the hell, Korra? "His conference is this weekend, though. So It's probably not a stretch to say that he's actually a little delirious. He tends to act really weird and chipper when he thinks he's about to destroy someone or something. Give it like, two days. By Friday morning, he'll be the psychotic mess he usually is, only worse, only we won't be around to see it because he'll already have left. So. Good luck to whoever it is that's gonna have to deal with his crazy this weekend. Because it won't be us."

Asami's lips tightened. Weird. God, I am so weird. All of this, everything, was so weird. What is wrong with me?

"Anyway," Asami sighed again, though Korra could tell that she was still in much higher spirits, despite her really awkward weirdness. "I haven't talked to him much, but I figured he might have had reason to celebrate if he'd heard wind of Mako's… absence."

And Korra knew it, obviously—they did hate each other, completely and fully, obviously—but Korra had to wonder:

Would there be another reason why he'd be so cheerful? (About her breaking up with Mako?)

"Who knows. Maybe I'm still just a little sore that you haven't told me what actually happened, and I got a little jealous that you might have told your supervisor about it," Asami said suddenly, pulling Korra from her thoughts in a whirlwind of surprise. "I don't know. Blame the confused emotions and uncertain feelings, I guess."

"Ah—Asami!" Korra exclaimed, unsure of where to even begin. "Are you kidding me? Look—just because I haven't—I would never—I mean, you're like, the most important—ugh. Asami, I'm sorry. It's not that I don't want to tell you. I just... I just can't think about it right now," Korra sighed, feeling a small piece of that glowing optimism slip away. "It still hurts."

It was quiet for a minute—not quite uncomfortable, but not quite satisfied, and Korra worried that she might have said something stupid to offend Asami, or make her worry even more. (She was acting a little unlike herself, after all—the both of them, actually.) They'd been through rough patches before, in misunderstandings far worse than this—I think, and—even if I haven't exactly revealed a few of them yet—but it was like trying to skim her way through a brand new edition of a manual she'd memorized long ago, trying to figure out what had changed and what had stayed the same, and if all the parts still worked the way she expected they would.

When Asami slowly rose from her chair and stepped beside her—when she carefully lowered her empty coffee mug into the sink—and turned to Korra, when she placed her arms around her neck and held tight, Korra had a feeling—

They might.

"You know you can tell me anything, right?" Asami whispered.

Korra's throat felt tight, and Asami's comforting soap filled her nose—darkly sweet and fresh and clean—so she merely nodded, feeling her chin dig softly into Asami's shoulder, then let it rest there, just for a moment. "Yeah," she said at last, into a wave of hair that tickled her cheek. "I know."

Asami went to work shortly thereafter.

And Korra went to the library, and then to meet with her advisors, and then—eventually—to the lab.


She couldn't say she was surprised, exactly, when he exiled the two of them to the confines of his apartment that night, again.

She was equally unsurprised when she found herself totally at home on his couch, with the smell of his delicious dinner drifting in from the kitchen, the sounds of battle mixed with his endless, brutal (comforting) barbs from beyond the wall, and a distinctively sick sensation burning away at her, churning in her gut.
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That one night

when Tahno's fire alarm went off.


It was Thursday afternoon, the eve of the conference.

He could have been preparing. (He should have been.) Going mad with post-its and footnotes, memorizing fact points, and familiarizing himself with statistics. (It didn't matter if there truly was little else to do, or if he'd—they'd—already prepped, thoroughly, at least four times over; he should have been doing something, even if only on a matter of principle.)

He could have been doing anything else, actually.

Anything.


"I swear to god, if you even so much as wiggle your toe over the edge of that carpet—"

"I said I was sorry!" Korra called from the living room archway, bouncing nervously in place. In a rare show of obedience, she stayed on her side, beyond the dividing line of carpet that separated the living room from the kitchen's tile. "I just—I didn't hear the timer—"

"This," Tahno hissed, dropping the monstrosity onto the table with a clatter that shook the whole kitchen. It should have been a simple nonstick baking pan with their dinner tucked inside and wrapped in foil; instead, there was a molten log of charred black, wrapped in extinguisher foam.

"Was... an accident?" Korra suggested carefully; she knew her get-out-of-jail-free smile only allowed for so many passes in a given time period, and she had definitely been pushing her monthly quota. (Nightly, if he was being honest.)

"This," Tahno repeated gravely, glaring across the smokey space above the linoleum tiles. "Is why we can't have nice things."

She smiled through her wince.

"Pizza?"

"You're joking."

"Well, if I were joking, you'd probably be laughing," she shrugged, stretching her fingers through the air. He merely deadpanned.

"There is no laughter here."

"Look, I'm sorry! I just got caught up in what I was doing and—"

"I let you come over here to use my TV," he rounded on her, and he could practically see the steam spinning out through his own ears. (Although, from the looks of it—ahh, yes. Yes, that was definitely the smoke... Ah.) "I rearrange my schedule the night before what is conceivably the most important conference of my young scholarly career, so you can play your pointless little video game—"

"Hey! You know how long I've been waiting for Halo 4 to—"

"And when I ask you to watch over the damn lasagna while I run to the store, what do you do? You don't watch over the damn lasagna. And nearly proceed to burn down my apartment in the process."

At a loss—and totally aware of how totally in the wrong she was—Korra smacked her lips awkwardly and looked on at Tahno with guilty, pleading eyes.

"My treat?" she laughed nervously.

He glared. She smiled.

He sighed. Handed her a pamphlet that had been taped to the refrigerator door.

"Just tell them the same as usual," he muttered, and tossed the poor remains into the trash.
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That one night



Tahno decided he hated her.


Tahno had never, in his life, been a morning person.

This was the reason why he'd packed his car Thursday night, with the (ostensibly begrudging) help of an insistent (and, if he was being honest, unusually distant) intern. At dusk, they'd loaded his trunk.

"Uh. Were you not planning on bringing clothes?"

Tahno glared at her from where he stood over the driver's seat, the large door hanging open behind him. His intern was carefully inspecting his travel-items in the very back, where the backseats had been folded down to create a wide, open floor.

"They're in a bag upstairs," he replied shortly, busily distracting himself from his own strange behavior by continuing to fiddle with something he'd dropped between the passenger's seat and the center console. It might have been his phone charger, but it might also have been a twenty-dollar bill. (It could have been the Holy Grail, for all Tahno knew, but either way, he wasn't quite in his right mind tonight; he was also sort of trying not to freak out. At least outwardly.)

He didn't think he was succeeding.

And apparently, neither did his intern.

"Dude, calm down. You're gonna bust a knuckle trying to—"

"Do not tell me to calm down. I am calm. I am perfectly calm."

"Yeah—calm like a frenzied goldfish, you are."

His nostrils flared. "I am completely and totally—"

"Useless," she announced, quickly striding around the car to where he hovered about the driver's side. There was no need to shove; she could have asked him to move out of the way—and maybe, he thought, I might have actually done it. But as it was, Korra placed a firm hand on his shoulder, wrenched him out from his fierce inspection of the abyss between his seat and cup holder, rammed her hip into his, sent him stumbling into the juncture where the door met the body of the car, hard, and then promptly surged forward, bending over and digging one elbow into the fabric as her other hand wrapped around the edge of the seat and disappeared underneath, scrambling and scraping against the car's floor.

Tahno crossed his arms immediately; it was partly to look imposing once she stood back up, and partly (inconceivably) so he knew, exactly, where his hands were supposed to be. She reached further under the seat; her left hip brushed his leg. His fingers flexed over his arms as his back pressed closer into the door, and he looked away, toward the street. There was a couple taking a stroll just a block away, and their gazes happened to cross; they watched him curiously, and he glared at them, just for good measure, daring them to make anything of—

"There," Korra sighed, voice muffled by the tight space of the car floor. She reached up to the headrest as she righted herself, her hair a lopsided mess as she stood to face him. Tahno kept his fingers tight over his arms as she stumbled slightly and reached out for the frame of the car for balance, flushing with the unexpected daze of a head rush.

"What was it?" he demanded, a bit more harshly than he intended.

Korra merely smiled up at him, impish and knowing all at once, in a way that he truly, utterly despised. Instinctively, he shifted back slightly, only to realize that his back was already pressed into the hinge of the door.

"This," she said, holding up a tiny scrap of metal and plastic. Tahno's eyes widened. "Nothing special," she quipped. "Just the flash drive labeled, 'Primary Files – Do Not Lose'. No big, right?"

"How did—that wasn't even—it was supposed to be—"

"Psych," she muttered, laughing under her breath. Her eyes glimmered with mischief, but Tahno still didn't fully understand until she pulled out her other hand from behind her back—had she been hiding it there this whole time?—and revealed a twisted-up cord, one that he clearly recognized. "This was under the seat. The emergency-paranoia-back-up-USB flash drive—even though everything is already auto-saved to the cloud, mind you—was right in the box, where you ever-so-obsessively packed it."

Tahno's eyes narrowed; his stomach sank with relief, even as the echo of his pounding heart still lingered in his ears. "Hilarious," he drawled.

He snatched the flash drive from her grasp with an exasperated glare and pointedly ignored the shock of sparks that flew through his fingertips when they slid against hers. (He thought he might hate her, just a little.) Stupid conference. Stupid nerves.

Korra seemed to notice his dark mood but grew only slightly more subdued in response. (And that may not have even had anything to do with any self-awareness; she'd been kind of out of it the last day or so, anyway. For all intents and purposes, this quiet, troubled thoughtfulness was now, suddenly, the norm.) It was like her internal timer, the one that prompted her to insult him or pester him, unexpectedly broke. And she hadn't gotten around to fixing it yet.

Not that he minded, of course.

(But really.

He sort of minded.)

"When is your presentation?" she asked, still hogging the space next to the driver's side. It seemed a little awkward that they were just standing there, him against the door and her simply standing by an open seat, but she didn't seem to notice.

Tahno frowned. "You were the one who typed up my itinerary," he reminded her.

Korra smiled, still bright, even without showing any teeth. "I know," she quipped. "I just like hearing it. It's kind of exciting now that it's finally here."

Something strange happened to Tahno's insides. It felt warm, and, weirdly, sort of twisted. Alarmed, he gave a noncommittal shrug.

"Saturday, two o'clock. Right?" she checked, finally stepping back from the open frame. She didn't go very far, however; if anything, she was actually closer to where he stood. More directly in his line of vision.

"Will you shut up and keep packing if I tell you 'yes'?"

His intern only laughed.

Something about the way she caught herself snagged his attention. Peering at her more closely, Tahno tilted his head to the side and asked, very deliberately, "What's so funny?"

A little sheepishly, she shrugged. "I just find it funny, I guess—all the networking and mingling you're going to have to do tomorrow night. I mean, yeah, you're gonna see some awesome stuff, and you're gonna meet all these incredible scholars, but still."

She wasn't making any sense. "What?"

"I don't know. To leave so early tomorrow morning when your part isn't even 'til Saturday? I guess I was just so focused on your role in the conference, I forgot what the rest of it's for and how long it's supposed to be."

"What? Afraid you'll miss me?"

(Well, that had been a stupid thing to say.)

"Well, duh," she scoffed and rolled her eyes. Tahno stiffened, gaze locking on the side of her face. "Caffe mochas are expensive nowadays, and I don't always have the means necessary to fulfill my caffeine-chocolate needs."

Tahno blinked. All right, then, he scoffed, finally having had enough. With an exasperated huff, he shifted away from the door and started making his way back to the trunk, to double-check the items they'd already loaded into the car. He still had plenty of packing to do. "Ungrateful," he muttered, loudly enough for her to hear. "Befriend a barista, for all I care," he threw back at her, rearranging the already perfectly-aligned packages.

He was surprised, of course, when he inadvertently glanced her way and saw her still standing at the driver's side, eyes unfocused, as if she were very seriously contemplating his suggestion.

"Hey," he snapped, then started a little at the way his voice had sounded almost like it'd—but it couldn't have, there was no way it could have—cracked. "I said befriend a barista. Not fantasize about one."

(Aaaaand, he did not just say that.)

She flashed him a smile, quick and sharp and satisfied, and oh, no. Tahno scowled, schooling his features into those of complete and utter disdain, of frustration and annoyance and—

"Don't worry," she laughed, voice lilting towards his side of the car with a cheerful cadence that sent his shoulders stiff and his mind into swirling disarray. "A coffee emergency is probably at the bottom of my Favorite Fantasies list."

(And before he could help it, he wondered, in the farthest corners of his mind, just how true that statement was and if there might be anything that could potentially be done about—)

"Hey. You're gonna need a suit, right? I bet you look super fucking old in a suit."

That was it.

He officially hated her.


Tahno had never, in his life, been a morning person.

This was the reason why, when he dragged himself out of bed at six o'clock the next morning to get on the road and hit his destination before the early morning traffic, he made sure to stop at the coffee shop before hurdling full-speed down the highway.

This was also probably the reason why, when he accidentally ordered two cups of coffee instead of one, he didn't notice his mistake until he was already halfway there.

He could have drank it, of course. (It wasn't like he couldn't use the caffeine.) He could have poured it out on the side of the road, too, or thrown it away when he'd stopped for gas.

But instead, it sat, between him and the empty passenger seat, through the whole of the long drive—even after his own had long since been gone.
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That one night

Bolin proved that he was pretty much better than everyone else.


Korra was on her way home from Tahno's apartment Thursday night—from work, on her way home from work—when her ringtone sounded.

A number of names flitted through her mind—Asami?—purely out of habit, and some out of hope—Mako?—and something she really didn't want to name. (Tahno?)

Which is why, as fate would have it, it was Bolin.


Korra had always been told if there was something worth saying, it should just be said; no complications, no pretense.

Just say it.

(She also decided that the person who'd thought up this crazy notion had obviously never had a secret attraction to their roommate's sort of-hook-up-slash-boyfriend-or-something; an off-limits friends-with-benefits-of-a-friend who also just happened to be one's supervisor; a supervisor who also just happened to be working in tandem with one's very traditional, mostly conservative, by-most-means-protective godfather; and a more-than-co-worker who was also turning out to be a decent-friend-maybe?-sort-of-person-that-they-hung-around-on-a-regular basis even though that was beginning to feel sneaky and underhanded and weirdly inappropriate; oh, and an older graduate student who was also currently en route to a fancy conference for the weekend, and would obviously not be thinking of her in any way that did not relate to bacteria.

There was no angle she could view the whole fucked-up situation from that made it look any better.)

Point being, this little slice of advice was of absolutely no help to her at all.

(And needless to say, she dismissed the idea of admitting anything—anything, to anyone—before she even had the opportunity to fully consider it.)


But.

Korra also decided that, just maybe, she might be able to apply that pearl of wisdom elsewhere.


"So. The thing is—I don't like you. Like that. Actually."

Bolin blinked.

"Um," Korra swallowed, throat suddenly very, very dry. "Sorry."

There was another moment of hesitation. "Oh," Bolin said softly, frowning over his early morning tea. The diner they'd chosen for breakfast wasn't very busy at all, and he wasn't even being very loud, but his voice still ricocheted around the inside Korra's brain like a pinball machine.

"Bolin," Korra grimaced, feeling her pancakes flip in her stomach. "Look. I'm sorry. I—"

"Yikes," he muttered under his breath, scrunching his face toward his empty plates. "Well. This is awkward." And then, "But I mean—I guess it had to come out eventually, right?"

Her eyes widened. Thank you! Korra nearly sighed in relief, and felt a bit of her guilt ease away. There, she thought, greatly comforted by their being on the same page. Looks like Honesty was still the best poli—wait. Wait a minute.

"Wait," Korra paused. "What?"

"Well, you see," Bolin went on, glancing up at her with a sheepish smile. "I don't... actually like you like that. Not anymore."

Korra blinked, astounded.

"Not to say that you aren't a fantastic girl or anything," Bolin quickly added, throwing his hands into the air between them, over the table, caught somewhere half-between desperately trying to reassure her and desperately trying to protect himself from attack. "Because you are! You totally are. I just... haven't felt that way about you in a while."

"Oh." Korra swallowed. Hard. A while? "Um. Well. That helps… clear things up a bit."

(Or does it? Korra wondered miserably to herself. Why did she get the feeling that this just complicated things even more?)

"How long have you… uh. Been over me?"

"Mm," Bolin shrugged, nervously tilting his head this way and that as he tried to put his finger on the exact date that he apparently decided she was as good to date as a pair of socks. "Probably since that one night I realized you liked someone else." Korra blinked. "It's hard to keep up that kind of motivation when you know that someone already has their heart set on somebody else."

"When did you… when did you realize that I liked someone else?" she cautiously asked.

"The same night that you told me you didn't like anyone."



Korra blinked.

"—What?"

"Yeah. I mean, it kind of hit me right away, but you just seemed so uncomfortable about it all that I decided not to bring it up. After that, I knew that it was gonna be a lost cause, so I did what I could to move on, and it got easier."

"Easy?" Korra repeated slowly, stamping down her irrational burst of indignation.

"Well, easy in the sense that—oh. I mean—not easy! Not easy at all. You were a very difficult person to get over—not that I'm trying to guilt you or anything! It's just that—so maybe—"

"Bolin," Korra blurted, feeling awful. Ugh. "I'm sorry, man. I didn't mean to like, say anything—"

"Well, I mean... it did take a while to really fade out the feelings, but that was ages ago. Months ago. And like I did say… The Bolin-ator has plenty of fish already hooked."

"Bolin."

"Yeah, yeah, okay. So maybe only one or two. But still."

Korra still wasn't processing this.

"So," she swallowed. "So you and I... We're... We're good?"

"I'm good if you're good."

Not another one of these talks, please. "Yep," she said immediately. "I'm good."

"Great!" Bolin chirped.

(But honestly?

Korra wasn't. Not really.

Not yet.)

"So," she tried again. "I don't... I don't get it. You knew that I lied about being into someone, but you didn't say anything to anyone… not even me. Not even Asami. Not even… Mako?"

"Oh, heavens no. That boy is already in too deep as it is. I'd do anything to protect him from that kind of pain, but like I said, I know a lost cause when I see one; if I've got some hooked, then you've got him skewered."

She did not like that analogy.

"You—you know about Mako and I?" Korra gurgled. Shit. Has anyone told him it ended? Like a week ago?

"Well, I mean, he's stealthy, but Mako has a very particular face when it comes to being lovelorn, and he doesn't wear it very well. It shows up every time your name is mentioned."

"But—!"

"Sorry! That came out wrong. I didn't mean to say that your name is a bad thing—just when it comes to my brother's sanity, since he obviously wants more than just whatever it is that you two have going. Especially if this week's level of brooding has been any indication."

"Oh, my god," Korra whispered, feeling her mind explode—and her heart squeeze. "Bolin why didn't you say anything?"

Bolin blinked. "Why didn't you?"

Oh. Good point.

"But Mako totally has no idea that you know that he and I are together! Or—goddammit. That—we were!"

Bolin's eyes went wide. "Were?"

Korra blushed crimson. "Were!" she hissed. "And—he still thinks that you have feelings for me!" Oh, my god. Did Mako still think that? Did Bolin tell Mako that he was coming to breakfast with me? (She sincerely, sincerely hoped not.)

"Well, since you guys having been doing this 'secretive' thing at your place, I've actually really enjoyed having the apartment's TV to myself most nights…"

"Bolin!"

"What?" he demanded, cheeks pinking. "You would totally do it, too!"

(Omitting—and quite possibly denying—the truth so that she could take advantage of a fancy TV? Oh, don't worry—she already had.)

"Not the point!" Korra snapped, her voice a cross somewhere between delirium and sharp, panicky laughter. "And god—Bolin, I hate to tell you, but… Mako and I aren't actually together. Anymore. It was just a physical thing, really. And it's... well. It's sort of over now."

Bolin shrugged. "I actually figured as much."

"You did?" Korra blinked, feeling a whole new layer of confusion creep in. Just in case, she added, "I mean—I don't actually like him. I thought I might, again, but I realized that I don't. And I mean it this time. I'm not lying."

Bolin nodded patiently. "I know."

You... You know?

"So… you've just let your brother believe that you liked me this whole time? And didn't tell him that you knew about our sort-of-not relationship that he kept secret from you, specifically to spare your feelings? Okay, never mind—so maybe that part wasn't really all that selfless of him, but whatever—and then you tell me that you actually figured all this out ages ago? And you still haven't told him? This whole time?"

"Well, duh. I couldn't tell my own brother that the woman he loves is already in love with her boss. Er. Supervisor. Sorry."
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"Oops. Was I not supposed to know that, either?" Bolin looked legitimately concerned. "We can pretend I never said it—if you want!"

"How could you—how could you… but… What?" Korra was practically gnawing off her own tongue to get the words out. "Bolin!" She fisted her hands in his shirt, shaking him from across the table. "What the hell!"

"I'm sorry!" he squeaked.

"Just how long exactly have you fucking known!"

"I'm sorry! I'm really, really sorry—forget I said anything!"

"No—shut up, Bolin, don't apologize, just—just explain to me how the hell you figured it out!"

"Um. Well," Bolin swallowed, eyeing her fists, which were still embedded in his shirt. "You remember that one night that we went out to dinner and we ran into your roommate and your boss?"

"Supervisor."

"Right. Supervisor. Well, I remember it really well because it was the opportunity I'd spent ages looking for. I was finally, finally going to have a good excuse to take advantage of some alone time with you."

"Right," Korra nodded, uncomfortable.

"Well… it just seemed sort of. You know. Obvious."

"Obvious," Korra echoed, hollow.

"Yeah," Bolin shrugged apologetically, mulling it over some more. Korra's fingers loosened, ever-so-slightly; they felt numb. "I mean, really," Bolin continued, unfazed. "The signals were all there."

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

Mother. 

Fucking.

Polar bears.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

"Wait a minute. You said I'm in—in what?"










84. Bolin saw through everything


Disclaimer: I no own.

Word Count: 1,390

Author's Notes: 11/29/13. Posting this because sometimes I just need to feel the satisfaction of hitting that "SUBMIT" button. Spending a disgusting amount of time on the final scene of Personal Record and trying not to claw my face off with anticipation over posting my Santa Kris 2013 fics, soooooooo. :) Crying.



Graciously beta'd by Rhi.

Bonus!


That one brunch

Bolin saw through everything.


"So let me get this straight. You've known this whole time that Mako and I were fooling around."

"Yes. Though I did not know that you guys split last weekend... That certainly explains a lot of the angry brooding I've dealt with over the last week."



Ugh.

"And you knew, weeks ago, that I... that I am attracted to—"

"Tahno," Bolin readily supplied. "Your super sleazy lab supervisor who has a really nasty attitude but healthy shiny hair."

"Would you—would you quit that!"

"What?"

"Saying it out loud!"

"Uh," Bolin blinked. "Is that… not allowed? To say it aloud?"

"Bolin," she replied—dangerously.

"Seriously, Korra," Bolin was saying, through the faded smell of cold scrambled egg scraps and burnt coffee. "Honestly, you spend like every waking moment with the guy."

That was ridiculous. She wouldn't even dignify that comment with a response. She wasn't even going to—

"I do not. It's barely three hours—four, at the most—a day." Her arms were still crossed when she added, rather pointedly, "Three to four days a week." Actually, it was up to five, but it wasn't like it made a difference.

"Korra—" he paused, chewing off the end of his words. He bit his lip, thoughtfully. "Korra, just try to think about it from my perspective. I don't even know the guy, aside from what you've told me when you talk about him, which, if we're gonna be honest, is like, all the time—"

"I have never—"

"And while it's true that I've only seen you two together, in reality—what? Maybe… two times?"

"Once."

"Yeah, okay, whatever—so maybe last Saturday was the first time I'd actually seen the two of you interact, but there are just some things so obvious that, you know—a person can… Okay. Never mind. Not even gonna go there."

"Good," Korra bluntly declared. "Don't."

Bolin gave her a look, one that was rather patronizing, in her opinion. "Look," he started again, a little more stiffly than before. Korra waited, defenses high. "Look, all I'm trying to say is—all I'm trying to say is—you spend plenty of time together, and it sounds like you don't mind spending plenty of time together. And it sounds like he challenges you—"

"That's an understatement."

"But in a good way—in a way that helps you learn."

"Uh. Yeah, if I wanted to know how to properly label files—then sure."

"Korra. Be serious."

In a fit of unknown self-discipline, she reined the panic-anger in; rather than let her indignation—annoyance—get the best of her, Korra took a deep breath, re-centered, and thought very, very carefully.

"Look—Bolin," she began, wracking her brain for the words she needed. (What words did she need? I don't even know, Korra thought, head heavy with frustration.) She didn't even know what they were talking about, really. This whole conversation was ridiculous. The whole thing—the very idea of it— "Bolin, I know you're just trying to help, but I.. I honestly think you might be seeing more of what you'd like to see than what there really is," she revealed, totally not understanding why she was the one suddenly feeling an unsettling wave of disappointment.

"Well. That would make sense… say, if I liked the idea of seeing what it is that I'm seeing, and if I wasn't actually sort of ambivalent about it, especially since now you're claiming that you and I are seeing differently, when we two are really just seeing the same damn thing, but you're refusing to see it clearly which only makes me even more convinced now more than ever that I, actually, am seeing things more clearly than you."

"What."

"Yeah. Yeah, I know."

"Bolin, I don't know."

"Guhh," Bolin groaned suddenly, gripping the edge of the table firmly, hard enough and fast enough to make Korra jump back in her seat with surprise. "You know what I'm talking about, Korra!" he hissed accusingly across the mostly empty plates. "I'm talkin' about—real love."

Korra blinked. Bolin glared.

Voice heavy, head fuzzy, she said, "That's it. We're suing this diner. They drugged your coffee."

"Korra!"

"Bolin!"

"Korra!" he ground out, and—ahhh, great. Now other customers were starting to stare.

"Bolin, stop. So I like my—so I'm attracted to my supervisor," she snapped under her breath, wincing. Heat flooded her cheeks, horribly, but she ignored it and powered through. She had a point to make. "Big deal. It's not like I can't be—can't be attracted to somebody without feeling all the mushy crap with it. And I've felt the mushy crap. I know what the mushy crap is—this ain't it."

"But Korra—"

"No," she interrupted, with finality. "You know what? No. Enough of this. I have the hots for my supervisor, and that's as far as it goes. I am still trying to get over your brother—"

"My brother?" Bolin straightened immediately, a sudden flash of concern painting his face white with shock. "But I thought you said—"

"And I—I did say so," Korra shook her head, and wrapped her fingers around her coffee, desperate for its fleeting warmth. The waitress was probably avoiding their table, knowing what little scenes they were bound to be making in between rounds of toast. "I just—I wasn't expecting—"

"Oh, my god," Bolin whispered. "You do like him."

"What? No!" Korra snapped, then groaned and dropped her head into her arms miserably. "I mean… not like that. I just... I miss him. I miss spending time with him. I miss hearing his opinion on things. I miss joking around with him."

Bolin frowned. It was quiet for a few moments as he nodded, mostly to himself, and Korra let them sit with the silence. The waitress still didn't come by. Korra figured it was probably safer for them all, that way.

"Have you talked to him recently?" Bolin asked.

Korra sighed. "Not since Sunday," she admitted.

"Is that when… you…?"

She licked her lips, then muttered a simple, inadequate, "Yeah."

"Ah," Bolin breathed, nodding again. "I, ah… Well. That's a bit complicated."

Korra heaved another sigh, and rolled her eyes, though it was mostly for show. She nestled her head more comfortably in her arms and said, "It wouldn't even matter, anyway, whether I actually like… you know. Him, or not," she revealed, with a bit more quiet. (A bit more dejection.) "Asami's already halfway in love with him already."

Bolin frowned, and it was here, Korra saw, just what it was inside of Bolin that gave him the right to ask her to be serious.

"What about Iroh?" Bolin asked, with good reason.

Korra shrugged. "Iroh is leaving again," she sighed, dully pushing around her dirtied fork with her index finger. "And Tahno will be there to pick up all the pieces—just like last time."

Bolin's brow was serious, and his frown was severe. "What does she think about your feelings toward him?" he asked—again, with good reason. Perhaps.

Korra laughed without mirth. "Hell, if I know," she muttered. "Though it'd probably be a hell of a lot easier to guess if she actually knew about them."

She expected Bolin to freak out at her little confession—maybe some bulging eyes or flipping of proverbial lids, or a call to arms and a demand that they call Asami, right away, right now… but instead, he merely looked at her, a little sorry and a little sad, and that was all the better—and so much worse.

"Huh," Bolin said softly, eyeing his cooling coffee mug. "Yeah," he added, tilting the liquid, this way and that. "I was sort of wondering how you two had worked that out."

I haven't, Korra thought blandly, staring at Bolin as he stared down into his coffee cup. I haven't because I'm a big showy coward. How long had it taken her to get the guts to confront Bolin? Too long. And look at her now… if she'd confronted him sooner, maybe she wouldn't be in such a big mess.

Though, truthfully, Korra didn't see how that was possible.

"So… when are you going to tell them?"

Korra blinked, as if waking up. She straightened in her seat slightly, and frowned. Cautiously, she echoed, "Them?"

"Well… yeah," Bolin shrugged. "I mean… you're gonna tell them soon, right?" She said nothing, only stared down at the table, at the cold coffee swirling in her mug. "Uh… Korra?"


Bolin never did get a straight answer.
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That one night



Tahno received a phone call.


His wallet hit the bed with a thud, rolling—once, twice—across the thick hotel comforter. Tahno tore at the knot in his tie as the heavy door swung shut, the automatic lock clicking loudly into place. He was supposed to have been finished for the day over an hour ago—his presentation was tomorrow, and there was preparation to be had—but Tahno had learned very quickly in life that schmoozing meant funding. Given that he was on his final semester of the living stipend granted to him from the university for his doctoral program and would be defending his dissertation in a matter of weeks, and, therefore, would be responsible for securing his own funding next year at whatever Assistant Professor post he managed to secure, he was not fool enough to miss such an opportunity when it offered to buy him a drink. Or something.

"Dammit," he muttered, fingers fumbling with the knot in his tie. He normally got away with not wearing one at some of the other conferences, but this is one that everybody always pulled out the formal attire for every year. He'd really only had two beers—or maybe it was three?—at the bar with the professor from such-and-such university—whatever, he had his business card—so why the knot in his tie was growing tighter instead of coming undone was simply beyond him.

The shoes and socks were quick to follow, and the suit jacket was much easier to remove, and even settled agreeably on its hanger in the meager closet, and once the tie had been wrangled from its chokehold—ah—Tahno had enough of a mind to remember that he was expecting a check-in text and speak of the devil—?

Tahno snatched his ringing cell phone from his back pocket, and growled into the receiver, "Where the hell were you?"

"Yeesh. Relax, man. I was just—"

"Don't care," he dismissed sharply, snapping the window blinds closed. Stupid parking lot view; fourteenth floor—and for what? "Fill me in," he demanded.

"Wouldn't it just be easier to just read the formal report I sent you? You know—the one you asked me to write."

"I don't have time to read a report," Tahno snapped. "Just say it."

"All right," his intern huffed. There were noises on the other end, like the jangling of keys. "Well, I was only there for about a half hour to do the regular checks and inventory, but it looks like everything is in order. Also, I know you weren't very interested in the tertiary samples before, but it was super interesting when I went in today because it looks like..."

When all was said and done and it seemed liked everything was going according to plan—or, at least, not up in flames—or sprinklers—Tahno acknowledged that he was... relatively satisfied. He didn't like having to take days off. He didn't like being away from the lab, or leaving his work in someone else's hands. But, as he was forced to grudgingly admit... it seemed like his intern could handle the lab for a day without him, after all. Tahno leaned back into the cushioned chair and absently flicked over one of the brochures standing proud on the hotel's fancy, lacquered desk, frowning thoughtfully as it fell.

(Was it too much to offer a thank you?

Probably. He didn't want her to start expecting things, naturally.)

"So, are you ready?"

He blinked at the sudden question. "What?" he asked, too surprised to even manage much of an edge.

"For your presentation," she laughed. "Have you been stressing over that, too?"

He scowled into the phone. "I have not been stressing."

"Right."

Tahno's scowl deepened. (Was it worth it to argue? Never. Always.) She probably wouldn't have believed him if he tried, mostly because she was right. Still wound up from a long day, head filled with too much to process all at once, the last thing he wanted to do—the only thing he should do—was go over his notes for the following day. He was no Plenary, but he was a presenter all the same, and there were certain standards that just had to be—

"Hey, where did you say those Time Off Request forms were?"

Tahno frowned, feeling a sudden tightness in his throat. It irritated his skin, and he realized at once that he'd gotten distracted by her phone call—he hadn't bothered to finish undressing. "On the website," he answered quickly, scowling as he pulled at his too-tight collar, and snapped, "Why?"

"Oh, okay. Just wondering."

He hissed quietly under his breath as his blunt nails accidentally scratched his skin. Finally feeling like he could breathe again, and not appreciating her ambiguous answer, he added a suspicious, "What do you need those for?"

Goddammit. He pulled at the buttons just below his collar, his frown sliding deeper as one stubborn piece remained stuck in place. "What else would I need them for?" asked the voice in his ear, impatient and insolent and laughing, as always. "I've got some dates I've got to keep open."

Dates? Tahno's mind echoed shrewdly, until—

"Scholarship meetings and stuff."

Without his permission, a huff of air escaped him; he knew well enough by now not to try denying that it was relief he felt—but that didn't mean he had to like it. Feeling only marginally more relaxed, Tahno pressed the cell phone to his ear with his shoulder and freed a hand in order to loosen the cuff of one of his sleeves. Smilingly, he taunted, "More fancy, pretentious Uh-vatar stuff? Well, look at you, hotshot."

"Shut up," she hissed, and Tahno smirked, easing the button from the fabric over his wrist. He moved on to the next as she heaved an exasperated sigh into the phone and muttered, "I should have just looked at the website first."

"If only all those book smarts transferred over into real life."

"Are you done with me yet?" she snapped, as Tahno's fingers gave a sudden lurch and fumbled with the button. "I've got shit to do."

Tahno scowled. "Maybe you wouldn't have had this problem if you'd called right when I texted you," he pointed out, a tad accusingly. (All right. Fairly accusingly.)

"Yeah, right. And whatever—I couldn't answer my phone," she argued. He could sense a shrug on the other end of the line, full of tension and defiance and—not that she'd ever admit it—acquiescence. "So sue me."

"What?" he jabbed with a smirk, tasting victory even as he continued to fight a sleeve cuff with one hand. "Your Friday night schedule is too packed with wild excitement?"

"Oh, yeah. Passed a squirrel on my jog through the Commons—that's arguably the wildest thing I've done all week."

Tahno's hands stilled over his sleeve.

"Um. Hello?"

He shook his head quickly; Tahno hadn't quite realized that he'd paused. Readjusting his grip on the phone, Tahno resumed his work on his sleeve cuff with renewed focus.

"I didn't know you run," he commented instead, with as much disinterest as possible. The button finally slipped free of its impossible hold, and Tahno nearly sighed with relief. The second cuff had come undone much less easily than the first, but from there, it was a quick trail of his fingers over the buttons down the line of his front, allowing a little more air—a little more relief—to brush past his skin with each slip of his fingers.

"I run all the time," she answered blithely, though he suspected there was still a bit of that old shouldn't you know this by now, stupid selfish-ass supervisor? edge lined in her tone somewhere. He just knew it.

Tahno eased the stiff dress shirt from his shoulders with a sigh, shifting the phone to his other ear as he slipped his wrists from the sleeves. He couldn't be bothered to hang it up properly, and instead watched with satisfaction as it unceremoniously fell to the bed in a wrinkled heap. He wouldn't need it for the rest of the weekend, and he'd iron it later, of course, but still. It felt nice, for once, to not give a damn.

It was becoming a terrible habit.

"Fine," he allowed, standing and making his way toward the nightstand. "Anything else I should know about?"

"Does homicide count?"

Absently, Tahno picked up the remote and hit the power button, watching the television flicker to life. He turned up the volume, just enough to provide an indistinct hum about the room. Some innocuous late-night talk show or something.

"Did you just turn on the TV?"

Hm. "So what if I did?" he asked, perhaps just as absently.

"Is that my cue to hang up?" she asked with a laugh. She asked it so casually, without any hesitation, and—for some reason—it flipped his stomach sideways.

Hotel rooms are quiet, he could have said, but that sounded too close to hotel rooms are lonely, so he opted for, "Background noise."

"What? Miss the bubbling beakers and beeping already?"

"So do you," he accused harshly, tossing the remote to the bed. It landed in the wrinkles of his shirt, getting lost in the folds of fabric. Tahno plopped back into the chair by the desk, slouching deeply, and let his head fall all the way back onto the ribbed edges where the fabric had been sewn together, into the frame of the furniture itself. "Don't try to pretend like you don't miss it either."

There was shuffling on the other end, and for a moment, Tahno was alone with the sounds of electricity, gently thrumming through the voices from the nearby speakers, and the silence of an otherwise empty hotel room. His body was a lot more tired than he'd been prepared to admit, and his legs stretched out onto the floor beneath the desk with grateful abandon. His suit pants were tight and uncomfortable after a long day, but his simple white undershirt was good enough, and he was feeling too lethargic to bother with anything else.

"Yeah," she said softly, and Tahno's eyes snapped open. "I guess I do miss it, a little bit."

Tahno rested there and simply listened to the sound of his own breathing. It must have been the alcohol, but he was feeling pretty relaxed for someone who was responsible for speaking in front of an enormous crowd of highly-qualified scholars the next day—a pack of wolves no doubt prepared to rip his every point to academic shreds. There was more noisy shifting on the other end, and Tahno listened, feeling heavy in the warmth of his hotel room, his head laid flat over the top of the chair; lips parted, jaw slack, and the phone pressed against his ear with a tired hand.

He did miss the lab, that much was undeniable.

Tahno's eyes narrowed, and he strained his ears against the sounds filtering into his phone. "Is that running water?" he asked, feeling a bit groggy all of a sudden.

"Yeah, I had a waterfall installed in my bathroom."

Bright, cheerful colors invaded his mind, and a sink too small for two people. Toothpaste, close quarters, and sleeping on a couch without a shirt. Distractedly, Tahno slid his free hand over the flat of his stomach, and let it rest there, against the planes of muscle, beneath the soft layer of fabric. He was warm, and tired, and maybe he'd had a little too much to drink, after all. "Charming," he commented dryly, voice low and deep. "Really. What is it?"

"Dude, I just went for a run," she explained, in that know-it-all, quibbling tone that she so often favored. "A shower has become tonight's most important event on the agenda."

At first, it'd seemed that nothing much had changed; he was still breathing, still listening, still picturing the fresh, clean tiles of a too-small bathroom in a too-small apartment in his mind. And then, Tahno seemed to realize, like a slow wave unrolling itself upon him, that his breaths had grown shorter and that his lips had gone dry. He was very much aware of the way his body fit—or didn't, rather—into the uncomfortable lining of the hotel desk chair and the way the back of his skull pressed into its hard edge. His throat felt tighter, stuck with some unknown feeling, and the sounds of the TV across the room buzzed in his ear—mixed with the clear, distinguishable sound of running water from the other end—and soon Tahno came to realize that the picture in his mind was not much like the one he remembered at all.

He could almost see it. The messy ponytail, tossed to the side. Bangs slicked to temples with sweat, clumped together from the swipes of brash, impatient fingers. It was still cold outside—a thin jacket, folded haphazardly at the corner of the sink—and a pair of long leggings, already pooled on the floor. A simple t-shirt—black, white, gray, it didn't matter—drenched and dotted with a late-night workout, sticking to the smooth skin at her back. Long, lean legs, exposed to the warmth of the steam—and a cellphone, trapped against her ear as she bent over the wall of the tub, a small hand fiddling with the faucets. A sliver of hip, visible between the end of her t-shirt and—

Tahno jerked forward, breath catching in his throat as his chest rose and fell and again as his spine fell back toward the hard line of the chair once more. He blinked, brows furrowing tightly as his world pieced back together, and his chapped lips parted with surprise as he took in the loud pounding of his heart, the lightheadedness that felt far too heavy, and the warmth of his hand on his stomach, undeniably two inches lower than where it'd rested before. Tahno swallowed.

"So, was there anything else you needed from me, or can I go ahead and take my shower now?" she quipped, a light laugh laced through. Her voice was bright, but low, like the steam had started to take effect, and Tahno's eyes fluttered violently against the image of her running her fingers under the stream, rubbing the warmth between the pads of her fingertips as she tested the temperature, as she reached her hand to pull the elastic free from the tangle of her hair. "It takes a few minutes for the water to warm up, but then it doesn't last very long, so the window of opportunity is really very narrow."

It took him a moment to recognize what she was asking. "Yeah," he said, unthinkingly, and slowly, impossibly, his hand slid lower. Tahno licked his lips, so very dry, and felt the sharp cold of metal—a button—and taut skin trapped in the tight space beneath the edge of his pants. "Yeah, actually. I do."

"All right," she said simply, as Tahno stared down at his hand, and felt his cock stir. "What do you need?"

He couldn't answer.

"Hold on—"

There was more shuffling on the other end, and for one terrible moment, Tahno imagined with perfect clarity that she'd lifted the phone away from her ear, and set it gently on the counter. He could see when she'd taken hold of her shirt's edge and lifted it over her head, pulling it free and letting the ends of her hair tumble loose about her shoulders. Steam was filling the room now, fogging up the glass, and the droplets running down her neck could have either been steam or sweat, or something of the two combined. Her skin was flushed, head to toe, from heat and exercise and youth, and when her hands crossed over her front and slipped underneath the edge of a bra, Tahno heard the distinct sound of a fly unzipping down, and realized it was his own.

"All right, sorry," she breathed into his ear, without any further explanation. "You were saying?"

Tahno's mouth opened, but nothing was forthcoming—not yet. Quietly, he cleared his throat, and said, as he heard the final ticks of the zipper pulling down, "I wasn't saying anything."

"Well, you were about to, right?" she clarified, as Tahno's hand stilled over the flap of his pants. The phone felt hot and slick against his ear, and absently, he thought, The heat is set too high. He should go turn it down. It was obviously too hot.

"About to what?" he asked, feeling disoriented. His shirt had ridden up to the middle of his ribs, and there, below his abs, stood the open line of his pants, button undone, zipper unzipped, and the elastic edge of boxers held tight to his waist.

It was hot, and he was uncomfortable, he reasoned, as he lifted his hips and slowly loosened the feel of his pants on his hips, just a fraction. He settled back into the chair and knew, wholly, that he was sick, and he was insane, and he was fucked.

"About to say something," she reminded him impatiently. She was probably getting anxious about the hot water, trailing her fingers back under the showerhead's stream in anticipation. She seemed like the kind of girl who liked her water a little too hot, the kind that burned a little too deep.

Contorting his face so sternly it was nearly a scowl, Tahno stared down at the tent pitching in his suddenly-over-the-top suit pants, and briefly wondered if he'd lost his damn mind. His hair fell into his eyes, and he flicked it away with a snap of his head, then turned back to the problem hardening an inch or so away from his palm. This was a mistake.

"Hey," said the voice, soft and hard and questioning, at just the same moment that roughened pads of cold fingertips dragged lightly along the ridge between his legs. Tahno's head dropped forward, chin tucking under as his elbow slipped along the arm of the chair and he pitched forward, the phone almost slipping from his grasp. A sharp intake of breath sent his head spinning, and he almost missed it when she demanded, "Are you even listening to me?"

His mouth was impossibly dry. "Yeah," he replied evenly, feeling the word scrape at his throat and tongue. A wave of heat rushed over him—his face, his chest, his hands—and his cock twitched beneath his fingertips, the soft fabric of his boxers pressing into the calluses of his worn fingers.

Fingers fumbling, Tahno readjusted the phone in his grasp, placing it more firmly over his ear. He needed to wake the fuck up, before his intern realized that something was up. (Nothing was up.) Get a fucking hold of yourself.

(Another glance down told him that he could. It was obviously too late; he couldn't turn back now—or could he? Did he want to?) The tightness was becoming almost painful, and either way—whatever this was—it had to end now.

He was a breath away from goodbye when a tiny voice, deep inside his mind, quietly whispered, She'll never know.

Tahno's brows pinched together.

Fuck it—

"What's the status on the funding for fieldwork?" he demanded, and he brushed his fingers down—again. His breath hitched in his throat, so loudly that he had to move the phone away, lest she hear—that, or the disgustingly loud pounding of his heart.

"Relax," she laughed, and Tahno's eyes slid shut of their own accord—he leaned back, slowly pressing the warm weight of his spine into the give of cool leather, head drifting back as his fingers lingered, as he felt himself harden beneath long, slow strokes. "I already put in the reimbursement request," she was saying. "Your precious gas money will be rewarded to you in no time, I'm sure of it. No thanks to your awesome intern and her spectacular organizational skills, or anything."

What the hell is she saying? he wondered uselessly, through a cloud in his brain, over the drumming of his staccato heart. Tahno wasn't even sure what the hell she was even talking about anymore, as usual—he just knew that she had to keep talking.

"Who gave the approval?" he asked, then coughed, clearing his throat after his voice had grown raspy over the final word. What am I doing? he asked himself, without answer, as he gently lifted his fingers and—carefully, tentatively—slipped his hand beneath the elastic, and brushed his fingers down the hard line of sensitive skin. His lips parted at the sensation, brows furrowing hard with concentration, and he tilted his face forward again, forced himself to look down—to watch.

"Well, if you're worried about Tarrlok putting up any sort of objection—don't. Tenzin's already talked to him, and as long as you don't get in his way or try to steal any lab equipment he wants, you should be all right."

"Hm," Tahno muttered. "Right."

"Are you okay?" she asked. Uncertainty made her voice lower, softer, and his heart stuttered, cock twitching in hand. "I just made a joke about your submission to all-superior Tarrlok, and you didn't even fight back. It's like this whole experience is slowly killing you."

Tahno swallowed. "Inevitable," he muttered, then stifled a gasp as his fingers slid downward again, as the warmth of his palm pressed deep, pushing down the edge of his pants, farther past his hips, and his dick came to rest heavy against his open palm, hot and thick and pulsing.

"What?" she jibed. "Your demise?"

Tahno frowned, concentration momentarily lost. "Something like that," he acknowledged, then jerked forward in his seat as his long fingers closed around his dick, one after the other. He held still for a moment, frozen and stiff with tension, and then sagged deeper into the chair, the muscles in his arms and thighs loosening as he sank against the leather. His legs extended in front of him, spreading wider, soles of his feet pressing firmly into the floor.

"Shame," she laughed, bright and unabashed. "You've actually become something of my main food supply. I don't know what I'd do without you."

His fist pumped slowly, up and down, almost as if seeking to build the tension as much as it meant to release it. He felt grounded and solid. He felt like he was melting into the chair. He felt really fucking horny.

Pathetic, his mind sniped, just before he cleared his throat and managed, "At least you can admit it."

"An unfortunate truth I've learned to live with," she joked, but Tahno was hardly listening to the words. "What about you?" she asked suddenly, and something about her tone—the pitch, maybe, something sharp—struck through his brain like a spike.

"What about me?" he muttered, low and grumbling.

Heat flooded his face and chest, and everything felt hot, too hot—too fucking hot—and with a quick jerk of his hand, his pants were yanked down to his thighs, and his dick sprang free, thick and ready, and dripping. Tahno bit down on his lip, muffling the pants that threatened to escape. His heavy breathing was getting much harder to hide.

"Ah—never mind," she dismissed, sounding a little flustered. "You're not even really listening to me, anyway."

Wait—

"I'm listening," he insisted, and it wasn't really a lie.

"Yeah," she laughed again. "Sure you are."

"I'm—"

Moving too fast, apparently, because he'd lost his voice. (It was probably somewhere around the breath that was caught in his throat. It was probably wherever his sanity had gone to, or his pride, or—) A small grunt escaped him, barely louder than a breath, but it was enough to make him go still, to leave him frozen with shock and fuck, did she hear—?

"It's fine," she laughed again, and it sounded so off, that way, for her to be joking and happy while she was there, and he was here, trapped in a hotel desk chair with his hand latched around his aching cock. "I've got to jump in the shower, anyway. I'll text you sometime tomorrow, I guess, after your presentation. Good luck, by the way."

"What?" he breathed sarcastically, feeling a tad desperate. "You can't wait five more minutes?"

(Can you? His mind whispered tauntingly, and jaw lodged sideways as he grimaced downward, down at the very present example of just how much could change in the span of five minutes.)

"Time is money, y'know," she quipped, and her voice already sounded so much farther away. "Strike while the iron is hot, and all that jazz."

What the hell is she even—?

"Ah—look, just let me know how it goes. If you remember. Talk to you tomorrow, okay?"

Tahno's heart stuttered in his chest. He was throbbing with need, and the fingers clasped around the phone were going numb, and—maybe, maybe that's a good idea.

"Yeah," he ground out absently, gradually increasing his speed, sliding his hand up and down in long, smooth strokes. His tongue smoothed over his dry lips, and his hair fell into his eyes again, but this time, he didn't bother to brush it away. "Yeah, I'll call you tomorrow."

And he could see it, too, the way she smiled into the phone while they both hung up—half-exasperation, half-amusement, and half-something he dared not call affection—surrounded by a fog of steam. Eyes half-lidded, heady with heat and exertion, fingers playing absently with the phone, or with a strand of hair, just above her shoulder. Her fingers dusted over the line of her collarbone, sticky with steam and sweat, until it came to rest over the hard plane of her sternum, where it sloped down between—

Tahno's mouth fell open, and a groan escaped him, unbidden and unavoidable. He panicked, ripping the phone from his ear, and focused his gaze on the screen as a jolt surged through him, a mix of pleasure and shame and anticipation. (If she'd said goodbye, then he didn't hear it.) Call Ended, the screen read, and Tahno let it drop to the floor, where it fell quietly onto the carpet, forgotten. Tahno stretched his body longer along the chair, throwing his head back onto the edge, and tore at his shirt, pulling it higher on his chest, his hand stroking all the while—faster and harder, mindless, instinctual and inevitable.

Sweat trickled at the back of his neck—heat crawling down his spine—and then he was there, standing in the mist of fog in her tiny bathroom, with the sound of running water thundering in his ears. The edge of the shower curtain parted easily when his hand reached out and pulled it back, gently, quietly, away from the wall. She was facing away from him, standing under the steady stream of hot water as she ran her hands through her dark hair, as rivulets ran down the length of her curves—small waist, strong arms, wide hips—and she still hadn't noticed his presence when he slipped inside the shower behind her, bare feet padding along the wet floor. Her breath hitched when the backs of his fingers dusted down the length of her spine, smoothing the line of water that traveled there, and when his hands came to rest on her hips, clasping the sharp juts of bone beneath his fingertips, she spun in his grasp, hands falling away from her hair, her front colliding against his. A breath escaped him as her skin, wet and slick, slid over his, as her thigh pressed against the hardness of his throbbing cock. She went still with shock, eyes widening, and he pressed forward, watching as she gasped, as her back hit the wall of cold tile. Heat surging in his groin, scalding down his back—dripping into his eyes, his mouth—Tahno squeezed the swell of skin at her hips, tightening his hold, and lowered his face down, directly in front of hers. Water from her hair was dripping into her eyes, and she blinked it away fiercely, glaring at him from between long strands of wet bangs, mouth open in wordless surprise—a half-formed question, speechless demand. Rather than answer her, he pressed his lips to the wet skin at the hollow of her throat, tasting her fluttering pulse beneath his tongue, and removed one of the hands at her hips to brace against the wall beside her ear. He felt it when the breath caught in her lungs, when her head tilted back against the wall, offering up more of her skin to him with a soft breath of acceptance, with just the slightest hint of challenge. Small, dark hands—the ones that had been floating at her sides, that had pressed against the wall for balance—drifted now to the space just beyond the planes of his abs, tentatively, searchingly, and Tahno's head turned impatiently against the line of her throat, waiting. His fingers clutched at her left hip, digging into the yielding flesh, and her fingers slipped over the muscles over his stomach, sparking spasms beneath her touch. His forehead rested on her shoulder, digging hard into the sharp line of collarbone, then drew upward, raising so that he could see her face. Her eyes, darkened by want and need, seared into him; curiosity, as always, and challenge, and anticipation, and that, itself, was almost enough to send him over the edge.

Her eyes dropped down to where her fingers splayed, and his followed hers, all the way down the lines of muscle, past his hips to his cock, hanging heavy between his legs. The arm braced against the wall suddenly became more than just a means for balance.

Her gaze found his, burning and bright in the clouds of steam, so much that Tahno found his lips parting under her searing stare, but it was not his kiss she was interested in; her hands slipped downward, skimming the ridges of his abs, earning a hitch of his breath for each one, and they watched, together, as her small hands stopped just short of his dick, and then gently closed her small grasp around the length of him, and he pitched forward, leaning into the wall as his forehead came to rest against hers, and she breathed out her sigh, and his, a growl. Her hand pulled and stroked and slid across his skin, evoking a shuddering breath for each new trace of touch, for each gentle squeeze and caress and firm hold, unpredictable but consistent—much like who she was. Her hands worked the way her mind worked, through exploration and experience, curious and forward, direct, and unafraid. And she'd always been a quick learner.

Tahno's forehead slipped to her temple as she increased the speed, his open mouth laying across the soft skin of her cheek, leaving un-kisses trailing in its wake. She gripped him with both hands, one holding firm at the base, the other sliding a rhythm into his flesh, destroying the rhythm of his breath, or what was left of it. Their mingled pants floated with the steam, and Tahno brushed his lips over the shell of her ear, leaving hot breaths against the skin, his nose trailing nose through the tangles of her wet hair. A soft sound escaped her, sending his hips jerking forward, and she quickened the pace, gripping him tighter, sending exploding stars to his brain, and a tingling down his spine. His fist clenched against the tiles as he watched her fingers at work, their heated skin pressed hard against the cold, and Tahno knew he was close—dangerously close—and this wasn't enough, he wanted more. Her hands belonged on his face—in his hair—and he, he belonged insi—

A loud noise from the hallway jerked Tahno upright in his chair, heart pounding with a disorienting mix of lust and hyperawareness and something like a dream-fueled haze, and one hand flew to the arm of the seat, gripping tightly as he leaned forward to catch the sounds—his phone? Just a group of people, from what he could tell—back from the bar, talking and laughing loudly as they passed. They were gone in but a moment and, furious at the interruption, Tahno threw himself back against the chair, desperate to reclaim the image he'd lost.

It came back, but only in flashes, in starts and stops and blurry pictures, like someone had left a print over the lens, leaving the view cloudy and limited. A fluttering of eyes, a sweep of lips—Tahno strained to remember the clarity, the vividness of her hands on him—and still he stroked, harder and faster, faster and harder—until he came with a choked-off groan, spilling onto his bare stomach, hot spurts of cum dripping onto the ridges of his abs.

For many moments, he simply laid there, limp against the chair, completely spent. His other hand was still splayed below his hip, fingers spread wide across his thigh, and his whole mouth—his throat, his tongue—felt dry, aching for water. His head was fuzzy and dazed, and the presence of a pounding, beating heart was merely a far-off presence in the corners of his mind. His lips were cracking.

When the cum began to cool and grow sticky against his skin, his dick grown soft and his head somewhat cleared, Tahno shifted his heavy skull upward, inspecting the damage. With a grimace, he peeled back the undershirt that had been thrust up to his shoulders, and saw the true mess he'd made of himself with sharp, resentful eyes. A disgusted scoff escaped him, and then Tahno tore the shirt from his body with one hand, limbs aching at the quick and unexpected movements. He collapsed back against the chair with a heavy sigh and stared down at the mess on his stomach and chest—evidence, his mind whispered—gleaming up at him in the soft, incriminating hotel lamplight.

"Fuck," he whispered.


Needless to say, that night Tahno did not review his notes for the following day's presentation.

Twenty minutes later, Tahno was showered, changed, and on the treadmill downstairs in the hotel gym. He ran until he was done—not quite satisfied, but done; when he retired to his hotel room for the night, his mind was blissfully blank.

Until he dreamed.
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That one morning



Korra received a wake-up call.


It was early.

It was too fucking early, and whoever it was that was calling her surely must have been dying, or drowning, or out of eggs, because people didn't just pick up the phone at this hour and call other people for any dandy, ol' reason—and if they did?

They would die.

Which is why she fully expected to start shouting into the receiver as soon as she accepted the call; she imagined she would see Asami or Bolin's name on the screen, either for some well-intentioned request for breakfast or a reminder to turn off the coffee pot before she left for the gym, though perhaps not respectively. It was also why she was very, very surprised to recognize the number as Tahno's.

Does he know he's calling the wrong roommate? asked her sleep-addled mind, before she realized oh fuck, is something wrong? and what the fuck does he want now it's too early for this.

It was at some point in the few brief seconds between registering Tahno's name on the screen and blinking away the lingering echos of her already-forgotten dream that she realized that she was happy to see his name—what a weird concept—and that he probably had a perfectly legitimate, work-related reason for calling her, even if the reason wasn't a good one, and also that she didn't care whether or not the reason was a good one because he was calling her, and she was happy, and shit, she'd better answer him.

Fighting a yawn and a smile, Korra held the phone to her ear, swatting away a mass of tangled hair. "Good morning," she quipped, feeling sleepy and loopy and chipper. "Miss me?"

"I need a favor."

Korra blinked. "Um," she began elegantly, stiffening. She was suddenly very awake. "Are you all right?"

"Fine," he snapped, though he sounded anything but. "I need you to go to my apartment."

Her head tilted to the side in serious consideration. Confusion. Concentration? It was all the same. "Sorry. Could you repeat that?"

He didn't miss a beat; Korra, however, missed a few. "I need you to drive to my apartment," Tahno repeated, sounding all calm and cool and collected, which was exactly what Korra would bet all the coffee in the Jasmine Dragon that he was not. "I need you to go inside, look for my speech notes, and get them to me."

Korra's jaw dropped. "Wait. What?"

"I don't have time to explain," Tahno hissed, and she could hear his embarrassment even through the phone, though it was a little difficult over the ringing sirens in her head called shock. "I just need you to do it."

"You left them there?" Korra clutched at the phone, mind still reeling.

"Shut up!" he snapped, volume rising with his ire. "If you hadn't taken the flash drive out of the box to play your stupid prank, this would never have happened!"

She wasn't hearing this right. She was obviously still half-asleep. There was no way he was trying to pin the blame on—

"I gave it right back to you!" Korra defended hotly, really disliking the white-hot stab of guilt she felt in her gut. This was not her fault. "Wait. What does the flash drive have to do with anything? Your notes weren't on there!"

"Because I was so preoccupied with putting the flash drive back where it belonged that I forgot to bring my speech notes from the kitchen table!"

"What the—what—why didn't you just put it away immediately? Why didn't you pack your goddamn speech notes?"

"As if I didn't have a hundred other things to worry about!"

Like your fucking speech notes! "More than this?" Korra demanded. "What the hell else could have been so distracting that you would forget to pack the most important battle weapon in your arsenal?"

"That is—that's not—"

"Why the hell didn't you e-mail yourself a copy?! Why didn't you just use Speaker's Notes like every other person!"

"I did!"

"And?!"

"I fucking deleted them!"

"What the fuck, Tahno!" she snarled. "I told you to never delete anything! Use the Archive function if you're that freaked out about inbox clutter, but never, ever—"

"I got it, all right?" he snarled back. "A little pep-talk lecture isn't going to do me much good now, is it?"

"What about the copy I e-mailed you?"

"I fucking deleted that, too!"

"Is there anything you didn't delete, you dumb, deleting egghead?"

"What did you just call me?!"

"Just answer the question!"

"I can't find it anywhere!"

"Isn't it just on your computer?"

"I never saved it to my hard drive! Everything was always shared and saved on the cloud, like you suggested! You had the final version saved to some cloud folder on the account—but I couldn't fucking find that either!"

"That's impossible," Korra groaned, feeling her hair fall into her eyes. So much for a nice, late morning. No Tahno? No lab work? Just a nice, long weekend? Just kidding. "I labeled it clearly—just the way you suggested." Required.

"It's not there."

Korra paused. Then sighed. Very slowly, she asked, "Why do I get the feeling this isn't just an exaggeration? That this isn't just you being a non-technologically-inclined person, but actually because it's not there?"

Oh, wait, Korra thought suddenly, as a sharp stab of fear dripped down her spine. She remembered exactly where it'd gone.

She'd deleted it.

Fuck, she thought.

"What?" Tahno snapped. "Fuck what?"

"Oh," Korra breathed, slapping a hand over her mouth. Through muffled fingers, she repeated, "Fuck."

"Intern," he warned, voice low and dangerous. "I am not fucking around here."

"I…" Oh, god. "I think I deleted it."

"…you what."

"I said… I think I—"

"You—what?!"

"Shut up!" Korra snapped, feeling her throat wobble with sudden volume. "You deleted the older versions! You deleted perfectly good copies, too!"

"Shut up!" he growled, very quickly losing what little sanity he had left. "Just go in and get the hard copy from my apartment!"

"How?" Korra gasped, quickly. "Are you giving me permission to break in?"

"No, you stupid girl! Get the key from Sato!"

Asami has a key to his apartment? Korra frowned. When had that happened?

"I can't," she replied with a heavy sigh, feeling dull around the edges. "Asami's visiting her dad for the weekend." Actually, she was off on a little road trip, conclusively to get over Iroh. Again. But she wasn't about to tell him that.

There was a pause.

"Dammit," Tahno muttered, and Korra could hear his stress, bare and exposed, all the way through the end of the line. Korra's chest tightened. The anger was subsiding; the stress and panic was not.

"I could break into your apartment," Korra suggested lightly. "If you really need me to."

"No," he snapped. A full beat of silence passed, in which Korra thought he might actually be really considering it, and then he demanded, "How the hell would you even know how to do that, anyway?"

"I would rather not say."

"Intern."

"Fine. Well—what other options do we have? And how are you supposed to even get these files anyway, once I supposedly retrieve them? You've got seminars booked all day, and you already know that Tenzin's with his family, or else he'd already be there with you and thus still of little help, and if I can't break into your apartment and if I don't have a spare key—"

"Oh, god."

(Sheer, utter panic.)

Korra's fingers clenched over the phone. "What?" she breathed. What is it?

"I know what has to be done."

(Resignation. Pure, loathsome resignation.)

"What?" Korra demanded.

"There is only one other person who has access to my apartment. A spare key that is only to be used in the strictest of emergencies."

Korra realized.

"Oh my god," she whispered. "Shaozu."

"Ye—what. No. No!" he snarled fiercely. "Why the hell would—where did you—fucking—Shaozu?"

"It's not Shaozu?"

"Of—of course not!" Tahno sputtered, deep voice almost shrill. "It's fucking Ming! Why the hell would I give anything important to Shaozu?"

"I don't know, why would you give anything important to anybody?" she snapped defensively. "And you're the one who lost something important."

"Intern, I do not have time for—"

"Oh, shit," Korra hissed. With a small breath of effort, Korra twisted herself and rolled to the side, bare legs tangling in the sheets, then snatched her digital clock from its place on the nightstand. Seven-thirty AM. His presentation was at two. It was a two-hour drive to the convention center, sans traffic. Her breath was light and uneven as she gasped into the pillow. "Holy shit," she repeated.

"What?" he demanded, sounding more panicked than ever. "What?"

"You really don't have time!" she gasped, staring at the hour, then raged, full-force, into the phone: "Why are you only realizing this now? I mean, I know you're busy and all, but honestly, what the hell were you doing last night? Have you even prepared at all? Fuck—!" The alarm clock slipped from her hands to the floor, and the alarm blared obnoxiously throughout the room... until she was able to bludgeon it into submission with her fist, where it then laid pathetically on her hardwood floor. It's too early for this!

"Well?" she demanded, eyes flaring, fresh with violence.

"Are you—are you still in bed?" he choked.

Indignation reared its head, not taking very kindly to his tone of surprise.

"Don't judge me," she hissed, rolling onto her back so she could position the phone more comfortably against her ear. "It's not even eight yet, and besides, you should try practicing a little more flexibility right now. Or maybe even groveling. I'm not the one in desperate need of assistance."

It took him a moment, but soon he was sputtering, "That is why I am calling my assistant, who is supposed to be less incompetent than—"

"Tahno, do you want my help or not?" she snapped.

(Never mind the fact that she was already stripping out of her sweatshirt and jumping up off the bed to search for a pair of slacks. She wasn't really going to mention that, either.)

A loud sigh, tired and begrudging, sounded from the receiver. "Uh-vatar, I don't have time for games right now."

(She held up a nice blouse, inspecting it for stains, as the phone balanced precariously between her shoulder and her ear. Finding it satisfactory, she threw it to the bed, where it landed atop her fresh pants, and marched across the living room to Asami's room, where she raided her closet for shoes.)

"So don't play any," she said simply.

Korra's hand stilled over a line of shoes at the bottom of Asami's closet, noting his hesitation; she replayed her words in her mind, over and over again. (Had she said anything weird? She didn't think she'd insulted him or anything—this time.) Either way, the silence that followed suddenly felt a lot heavier than she expected it would, and Korra found herself hesitant to break it.

Then, at long last, a heavy sigh filled Korra's ears. She almost released a breath herself, of relief-what was there to be relieved about?-albeit much more gently, and then she was snatching up a pair of cute but practical and professional boots from Asami's room and all but running back to her own.

"Intern," he began somberly, with great, undeniable gravity. "Will you… please…. accompany Ming to my apartment to retrieve the files for my presentation? Without burning anything down?"

Korra smiled into the receiver, feeling an inexplicable wave of warmth wash through her. She scooped up her pile of clothes and hurried into the bathroom, trying not to do anything stupid. Like laugh.

"I suppose so," she replied blandly, unceremoniously dumping her clean clothes onto the lid of the toilet seat. She yanked open the cabinet mirror and pulled down the toothpaste with lightning speed. Caught sight of herself in the mirror. Stupid grin.

Tahno was silent, but she could sense his relief, even from a hundred or so miles away.

"And then," he went on, as if each word physically pained him. (Korra jabbed her toothbrush into her mouth, carefully adjusting the phone so that she could still hear each and every word, without him hearing her foam at the mouth.) "Will you please ensure that Ming makes it out of my apartment without destroying anything?" He swallowed. "And will you…"

(Surreptitiously, Korra spit into the sink.) Licking her lips, Korra tried not to smile too deviously, and prompted, "Yes?"

"Scan them and e-mail them to me, as soon as possible."

Korra's smile faltered.

He sensed the shift. "What?" he demanded, far too fearful to have that usual layer of aggression. "What is it?"

Korra couldn't say anything immediately. The thing was-the stupid thing was—I'd actually sort of thought… for a second there…

"Ah," Korra cleared her throat hastily, schooling her features, even if no one was around to see how they'd crumbled, ever-so-slightly. "Nothing. That's fine. I can do that."

There was another moment of silence on the line, as Tahno was obviously trying to determine what that little blip had been all about, and whether or not to believe her. "All right," he said at length, and then, "Thank you."

"Yeah," Korra replied with a nod, trying to sound cheerful and busy and productive, even though disappointment was sinking deeper and deeper into her gut. "Got it."

"Do you have Ming's number?" he asked quickly, though Korra couldn't quite register his concern the same way she'd done a few seconds ago; his voice sounded a lot more distant in her head, and she knew it had nothing to do with the miles, or the inches between her and her phone.

"Of course," she responded evenly, looking anywhere but at the mirror. "Look, I've, uh—I've got to get ready. I'll talk to you soon, okay?"

Another pause, which she ignored. "All right," he said hesitantly. "Text me when you get a hold of him."

"Yeah," Korra repeated quietly.

"And let me know if you run into any—"

"Right. Will do," she said quickly, and hung up.


Two minutes later, Korra was still staring down at the phone in her hand, thoughtfully chewing her lip.

"Will do," she repeated, to no one in particular.
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That one morning



Korra made a house call.


"Hey," she breathed, shuffling down the sidewalk to the curb, two steaming to-go cups of coffee in hand. "Thanks for meeting me all the way out—"

She'd expected to see one face peering out from the driver's side window; she had not, by any means, expected two.

"Good morning, Korra," chirped Shaozu from the passenger's seat—or sort of, anyway, for he was actually leaning across Ming's lap to greet her. Ming, for his part, looked incredibly patient and annoyed all at once. "Up for a little morning drive?" he ventured, when she'd not yet managed to put any words together.

"Korra," Ming nodded, smiling in spite of himself. Suddenly, Korra found herself smiling back. Deviously.

"You two are going to be in loads of trouble when he finds out," she warned them... even as she found herself looking forward to it. Immensely. "I believe there were strict orders that only Ming and I are supposed to supposed to bust into his apartment."

"We played under his orders for years," Shaozu reminded her gaily. "We have now become masters at disobeying them."

"I can tell," Korra smirked, feeling much more excited about this little quest than she had a few moments ago. What had at first seemed like a bitter dose of silly disappointment was turning out to be a rather exciting adventure. Her cheeks were bright with energy, and her hands were warm with— "Oh," she remembered, sending an apologetic look toward Shaozu. "Sorry," she frowned, glancing back toward the door of the Jasmine Dragon behind her. "I only bought two…"

"That's all right," Ming assured her. "It was very thoughtful of you. And Shaozu can have it. Even if you'd known to buy three, chances are I wouldn't have been able to drink much of my own coffee, anyway," he said, and sent a pointed look at Shaozu, who tried to look as innocent as possible.

"You can't just let coffee go cold," Shaozu insisted, crossing his arms. "Which you do. It's a waste."

"I'll try to remember that," Ming answered drolly, then passed along the cardboard to-go cup while Korra moved to the rear door with her own cup of coffee. She slid into the warmth of the backseat and closed the door with a satisfying thud, watching in earnest as Shaozu and Ming continued to bicker at the front. They pulled out onto the street, Ming's hands fluidly shifting the gears as she buckled her seatbelt, with Shaozu cupping the warmth of his coffee cup below his chin, arguing about who knew what. She was still smiling brightly when the front passenger turned back toward her, making himself comfortable for the trip—long drive, long conversation—and pinned her with a dazzling grin.

Yep, Korra decided. She was feeling a whole lot better, for sure.
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That one morning



Korra returned with the wrong Wolfbat(s).


"So, does he need, like—any of the samples or anything?"

"No, not today," Korra answered, waiting patiently as Ming pulled out a ring of keys. Shaozu and Korra stood off to the side, nearly-empty coffee cups still in hand, watching. "Just the document."

"So where does he keep the bacteria?" Shaozu asked curiously, taking another sip. "In his apartment?"

"No, in the lab. Or in the coolers in his car, for transport."

"Huh. That doesn't seem incredibly sanitary."

Korra laughed. "They're not kept in the same place as food," she assured him. "And he only needs them for a little while longer, while we finish up Tenzin's latest project."

"It seems kind of fishy, to not need any for the conference. Isn't that all that his presentation is about?"

"He just needs the data. He won't need to provide any samples unless someone specifically asks for them—like references during an interview. And then they'll have to coordinate between universities and the respective ethics boards."

"Isn't it commonly expected that you bring a sheet of references with you?" Shaozu pointed out, which made Korra pause.

"Valid point," she conceded, resisting the urge to laugh again. "Yet people and bacteria are not quite the same thing."

"Just wait until you've known Tahno for as long as we have, and then you'll start to wonder."

Korra was about to respond, but Ming grunted out a single, "Ah," and twisted the door handle open, sending natural, grayish light spilling onto the mat at Tahno's door. The three of them stood together, on Tahno's doorstep, looking in; it was quiet inside, and dark and calm, and—without a very particular presence—very, very empty.

There was a moment of collective silence.

"This is either gonna be the most reckless thing I've ever done," Shaozu abruptly declared. "Or the stupidest."

Korra frowned. "Or?" she questioned. "I don't see the difference."

"Come to think of it, neither do I," he admitted, grinning sheepishly, a line of apology with a devilish quirk. "But I can already tell it's going to be worth every second."

"Well, then," Ming said from Korra's other side. He was spinning the metal keyring on his fingers slowly, lazily, but there was a new gleam to his eye that betrayed his indolence—something that looked suspiciously like mischief. Wait a minute, thought Korra. He's the responsible one. Right?

Right?

The unexpected shift sent a stir of excitement shooting through her, and she found herself looking up at him with renewed appreciation. "We don't have much time," he reminded them, which seemed like a rather Ming thing to say from Korra's perspective, except he also broke into a rather Shaozu-ish grin and said, "Let's make the most of it, shall we?"


And Korra very quickly understood exactly why Tahno did not allow Ming to enter his apartment alone.
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That one morning

Korra learned the truth about the Wolfbats. Sort of. A little of it. 


"Shaozu—put it down!"

This was so not what she'd been expecting.


She'd found the notes almost immediately, set perfectly alone and in clear sight on the kitchen table, and she was so relieved she thought she might burst, right there in Tahno's kitchen. They could go to the library, scope out a scanner, and deliver Tahno's notes, all within the same hour. Perfect.

Wrong.

"Um," Korra began, intelligently, staring at Ming, who stood at the open door of the refrigerator. "What are you doing?"

Well, his answer was pretty clear when he began rummaging through its contents and proceeded to make himself a sandwich—at nine o'clock in the morning?—and as she dubiously watched him plug in the toaster and pull out a frying pan for some eggs—Oh, a breakfast sandwich, all right—oh! Hey! Wait a fucking minute! What is he doing, we have to go to the—and it occurred to her that Shaozu was—just—gone. She didn't know where he went.

"Ming, if you're really that hungry, we can stop somewhere on campus or somewhere along the way," Korra tried to reason. She'd been subtly inching toward the door for some time, but repeatedly found herself coming back into the kitchen to surreptitiously put some of Ming's used dishes in the sink. She wasn't about to do his dishes for him, but the sooner they could finish up, eat up, and clean up, the sooner they could get the show on the road. It was clearly not to be had, however, for Ming logically explained that Tahno was always reliable in having high-quality ingredients, and he rarely ever allowed anyone to use his special Hungarian paprika, so these opportunities are not to be ignored, and screw it, Ming was really good at making breakfast sandwiches, and hers tasted as delicious as it smelled—what the hello, where has Tahno been hiding this bacon?!—and really, it wasn't going to kill anybody if they didn't go to the library right away. And Tahno should have been more prepared, honestly.

The only reason they even found Shaozu, Korra believed, was because he was lured out of the depths of Tahno's apartment by the intoxicating smell of bacon wafting through the air, and Korra had half a mind to ream him out for disappearing, then decided that:

(1) it probably wasn't her place to scold her supervisor's potentially longest-lasting friends, especially when she wasn't really sure exactly what it was that he'd been doing... (or maybe that was exactly her place, who knew—she wasn't entirely clear on the details)

(2) her breakfast sandwich was actually really delicious and deserved all of her loving attention

(3) it was still too early to think about any of this, seriously

(4) she didn't think she actually wanted to know what Shaozu had been up to, anyway.

"What the hell?" Shaozu complained, glaring at Ming as he strode toward where they sat at the kitchen table. The look he gave Korra was positively wounded. "You didn't make me one?"

"You disappeared," Ming reminded him before taking another bite from his toasted sandwich. The bright glass of fresh orange juice gleamed beside his plate. Korra hadn't even known that Tahno owned placemats. She inspected hers curiously, wondering where Ming had found them. When does he even use them? They're so nice

"Look, if this is about the coffee—"

"All right. Done," Korra said, wiping her hands of her sandwich crumbs over her plate with meaningful finality. "Time to go."

"But we just got here."

Korra stared at Shaozu, patience suspiciously thinning. "Uh… yeah. Time is sort of the essence."

Ming and Shaozu looked up at one another, and Korra didn't know what the hell she'd said that had sparked such a reaction, but they moved so abruptly that Korra's neck cracked from the quick change of direction, and she watched with growing dread as they looked one another in the eye and said together, "Conditioner."

Korra blinked. Within a moment, Shaozu had made a beeline for the bathroom, and Ming was making quick work of stacking up the dirty dishes at the edge of the sink, and then they were both gone, and Korra found herself speed-walking beyond the living room's borders, and Tahno was going to kill them, definitely.

Definitely.


One thwarted attempt at replacing Tahno's expensive conditioner with cheap, generic, store-brand stuff—holy shit, did you bring conditioner with you solely for this purpose!?—two counts of Shaozu, put that down! and three specific moments in which Korra thought she might just strangle the two of them, herself, she happened to stumble down a small hallway and caught sight of Shaozu in a room she'd never seen, sprawled out over a bed.

Oh, shit.

"Shaozu…" she began warningly. "What are you doing."

His head lifted from the heavy down comforter, and a cheeky smile greeted her from the wealth of Tahno's bed and—wow, we are all going to die. Korra tried very hard not to look too closely at anything, but her natural curiosity was eating away at her. Painfully. She crossed her arms and glared sternly at Shaozu instead.

"That didn't sound very much like a question," he observed.

"It wasn't one," she replied dryly, taking a step closer toward him. Only one—maybe two. "I know what you are doing. You're trying to get yourself killed. I want to know what you are doing, on Tahno's bed, trying to get yourself killed."

Shaozu grinned at her, then patted the bed space beside him invitingly.

Korra's brain actually shut down, completely, for two long seconds. Then she blinked herself back into existence and pinned Shaozu with the most incredulous stare she'd ever created. "Are you nuts?" she asked.

"It's possible," Shaozu replied cheerily, then spread himself further into the comforter, wiggling slightly.

"What are you doing?"

"Leaving my scent for when Tahno returns home tomorrow night. A nice welcome back, asshole, to start the work week off right."

"You have a death wish."

"He hasn't murdered me yet," Shaozu pointed out brightly, then slipped his hands behind his head, leaning back leisurely into the expanse of the soft comforter and crossing his legs, one heel hooked over the other. "I'd say we have another few years of tomfoolery before he completely flips his lid.

"You mean he hasn't already?"

"What? Oh, no," Shaozu replied confidently. "That's just general crazy. I doubt you've ever seen Tahno truly angry. He rages the hardest when he's frustrated or annoyed, but when he's actually pissed off, he usually just… leaves." Shaozu glanced at her from the side, and Korra forced herself to relax, not having realized how tense she'd grown in the first place. Hastily, she released her lower lip, which she'd begun to chew on in thought, and was about to respond when Shaozu continued, "Really, though. I've only seen that happen, like, once or twice before, and Ming and I have never actually been not the wrong side of the experience, ourselves. He doesn't really mind us, or our shenanigans, even if he claims otherwise—and he used to be just as bad, you know, if not worse, even if he liked to think that he'd never stoop down from his little, superior pedestal to join us on our nonsense—and most of the time the reason he's so harsh and so crass is that it's just the way it always has been—at least, that's what I think, Ming has his own theory—and also because Ming and I are sort of assholes too, in case you didn't notice."

Korra tried to bite her lip again, but she smiled in spite of herself, unable to smother it completely. "Yeah," she said softly, thinking of store-bought conditioner and an empty package of bacon in the garbage can. "I might have noticed."

Shaozu chuckled, and Korra smiled wider, marveling at how easy it was to be around someone who laughed as readily as she did. She loved Bolin so much, but he was turning out to be one of the only people in her immediate life who was quick to share a laugh; having someone else to enjoy her time with was…. well. Nice.

"Hey, Shaozu," Korra began uncertainly, sliding closer to the bedside, until her thighs were almost touching the mattress. She looked down at him thoughtfully, keeping her arms crossed over her front for warmth. "If you don't mind me asking… why are you still friends with him?"

Shaozu blinked. "Why are we still friends with Tahno?" he asked.

Korra shrugged. "Well, yeah," she nodded her head thoughtfully, tilting it to the side, perhaps in embarrassment. "I mean, all you ever do is complain about one another. Or prank each other. And I mean, I'm all for a good prank and everything, but… You guys really tear into each other."

"Well. Not gonna lie—he's definitely pulled a couple of dick moves on me over the years," Shaozu admitted quietly. "Some unconsciously so… some not."

Korra's brows furrowed together, insanely curious, and—surprisingly—a little protective, too. "Like what?" she demanded, leaning over. Shaozu blinked up at her in surprise, and she realized that she was definitely leaning her hands onto the bed, too close. "Er—sorry. Um. Never mind, you don't have to that. I'm sort of nosy, in case you didn't notice."

Shaozu merely grinned up at her, knowing and quirky and what the shit. No. No. Go away, butterflies—Go. Away!

"I might have noticed," he echoed her, grinning teasingly, and Korra scrunched her face in defeat, pointedly looking away. (Partly because she wanted to make a point, even if she didn't know what it was, and partly because, for some reason, she was getting the feeling that looking down at him, on Tahno's bed, was fairly dangerous territory and Korra, go to the library, you all should be leaving—now.)

"A little of this, a little of that," Shaozu clarified casually, just as Korra took a careful step backward, placing some more distance between herself and the bed. "He's always just been the star, you know, what with being captain and all. Always got the attention first, and for the longest. Always got the best girls… But I mean, he always stuck by us, so we always stuck by him, even when he was being a douchebag, but… I don't know. He's like the family member you just don't have the heart to get rid of."

Korra bit down her smile. "That's touching," she remarked, trying not to laugh in his face. "Really."

(Really, though. It sort of was… not that she'd ever mention that, ever, to any of their faces.)

Shaozu glared up at her, but it wasn't really a glare, and o-kay, time to go.

"All right, Mister I'm-Going-to-Mark-My-Best-Friend's-Bed-With-My-Scent," Korra declared, before snatching a pillow from the headboard and gently whacking Shaozu in the face with it, before she could think too hard about any of it. "Get up. We're going to the library."

Shaozu's hand yanked the pillow away, and when he looked up at her, his wavy hair was all mussed, and his eyes were positively gleaming. "Yes, ma'am," he obediently replied, and whatever, Korra didn't even bother to wait for him. She spun on her heels and walked out of the room before her stomach decided to do anything stupid again—like flip.

She missed Mako, Korra decided. That much was obvious. (It was unavoidable. She missed him. She missed Mako so badly, she did, and she didn't even know what to do about it, except to wait.) And she was frustrated, and she was lonely, and she missed Tahno, and fuck, she missed Tahno.

That was it. She didn't like Shaozu. This was just projection, or something. She was lonely and frustrated and Mako was gone, and Tahno was gone, and shit was complicated with both of them, and she was human, and also, Shaozu was Tahno's good friend and really good-looking and really funny and dammit this was so not supposed to be the point of this little mental pep-talk. Shit.

Korra had definitely been flirting. (Definitely. And she didn't flirt, usually—at least, not intentionally.) She was typically about as suave as a polar bear.

"So why are you still friends with him?"

Korra started at the sound of a voice so close to her and looked behind to see that Shaozu had followed her into the hall.

"I don't know," she replied immediately, caught off-guard. "I… haven't really thought about it."

Shaozu actually looked a little surprised. "No?" he asked, falling into step beside her.

"Yeah, I… I'm not sure," Korra came to a slow stop, genuinely interested in her own answer. And curious as to why she'd never bothered to ask herself before. (But maybe, a little voice whispered, before she crushed it. Maybe it's because you don't really think of him as a friend, not quite.) "He's my lab supervisor," Korra insisted, a reminder that neither of them needed. "I work with him. And… I feel like I learn from him, I guess," Korra replied slowly, thinking back to Bolin's words. He challenges you. Korra shrugged again, ignoring the itch that wrapped itself around the tip of her spine. "That's all."

"So when you're done working with him, that'll be the end of it?"

It was a reasonable question—a valid question, one that she should know the answer to—but it made her feel strange, too many things at once—like she didn't actually know how to feel—and that made her angry, so it was probably better to just not think about it at all.

"I don't know," Korra replied diplomatically. "I don't think either of us are thinking about that at the moment. We're mostly just trying to survive his dissertation… and this conference," she stressed, meaningfully, pinning him with expectant eyes.

"All right, all right," Shaozu relented. Finally. "Let's go find Ming and file the fuck outta here."

"Ahh," Korra grinned, nodding appreciatively as they came towards the kitchen. "I see what you did there."

After accepting his compliment with enough nonexistent-humility to make Tahno proud, Shaozu made a show of looking exasperated as he trudged into the kitchen behind her, but Korra had a feeling that he was ready to move onto the next stage of the day's adventure as well. (Absently, Korra wondered just how long they had been friends for and just how much Tahno knew about how they felt about him. Did he take the time to think about that? About what they all meant to each other?)

"I think I know why you all are still such great friends," Korra muttered suddenly, somewhere between sarcasm and not. "You're insane. All three of you."

"I'm afraid that even if I provided you with reasonable evidence as to why that is not true, you still wouldn't believe me."

"Nope."

"Probably for the better, then," Shaozu smirked. "And speaking of friends, how is that broody sort of fellow of yourse? Is he still around?"

Ah. Leave it to Shaozu to keep asking the really blunt, inadvertently-perceptive questions.

"Nah," Korra answered, as offhandedly as possible. (The spikes of visceral disappointment and guilt were still there, but at least they were dulling down, each day, little by little by little.) "We had a sort of… falling out."

"Ah. Terrible shame."

Korra glanced at him, lips quirking shrewdly. "Why do I get the feeling you're not being completely sincere, Shaozu?"

He looked at her, eyes grinning rather seriously, and said, "Probably because I'm not."

She laughed suddenly and looked away, mostly because they were still in the kitchen and needed to get a move on, and she really didn't want to leave the dirty dishes for Tahno to find, and also because-not necessarily that this happened, but-if there was any color rising to her cheeks, then she didn't want it to be seen.

"I'm gonna go take care of these dishes," she announced, then did just that. "Go find Ming, will you?"

"Aye, aye, m'lady."

As soon as she sensed his exit, off toward their pile of jackets on the living room couch, Korra released a hefty sigh. She scrubbed the dishes furiously, lost completely in her own thoughts. Korra had always thought that Ming was the more respectable one, in terms of responsibility; Shaozu was a little spastic, which of course, was fine, but Ming had seemed like he truly had his shit together, in terms of sensibility. (She was wrong.) And Tahno? Tahno was… (Forget it.) They were all batshit crazy.

All three of them.

She was so engrossed in her dishwashing that she didn't notice Ming beside her until he was carefully excusing himself to open the cabinet door at her legs under the sink. She blink down at him, crouched innocently on the floor, and spied two empty bottles of cheap, store-bought conditioner in his hands…

"Ming," her eyes slanted dangerously.


And that's when they both heard it:

Shaozu, in the living room, talking to someone on the phone.


We are all going to die.
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That one morning

that really, truly sucked.


Finally.

Tahno slipped his phone from his pocket, glancing around once more to make sure he was still alone in the back hallway behind one of the smaller conference rooms, and punched through his contacts. His shoulder hit the wall with a heavy thud, leaning heavily against the fancy, boring wallpaper, and soon his ears were ringing with more than just silence and stress.

"Pick up already," he muttered, scowling at the carpeted floor. A whole hour had gone by, not to mention one pedantic-as-hell seminar that he'd only attended for Tenzin's benefit, and he'd still received no word from his intern whatsoever. She was supposed to be responsible about these things. And she'd sounded weird when they'd hung up earlier—and not the usual weird, either—and he'd told her to text him as soon as—

"Good morning," a voice purred.

Tahno's head snapped up, cracking loudly as every muscle and joint and tendon in his body stiffened; No, he thought, as fear spilled in. It can't be.

She wouldn't.

"How goes the super important conference stuff?" asked Shaozu, brightly.

"Explain yourself, or die."

"That well, huh?"

Tahno was so livid he couldn't even say his name. "Where the hell are you?" he demanded harshly. "What are you doing with my intern's phone? Where is my intern?"

"What—missing her so badly already?"

Heat flamed through his skull, expanded through his chest, and exploded behind his eyes. One… Two… Tahno exhaled deeply, and ducked his head down, forcing his voice to lower lest someone from the meeting room overhear him as they prepared for the next seminar. Shit. He needed to go.

"I'm not fucking around," Tahno hissed vehemently, surreptitiously eyeing the empty hallway once more as he rounded the corner into a narrow deadend hall that led to a vending machine and and ice machine. "Where is she?"

"Relax, man. We've got your notes and everything. Last I knew, she and Ming had shredded them. Or looked them over to make sure the pages are all there. I can't recall."

There was a beat of silence.

Of stunned, furious silence.

"You mean to tell me," Tahno said slowly, struggling to keep his voice low and contained. "That all three of you are there—in my apartment—right now?"

"Well, we're about to leave, but yeah. It's been quite the little bonding adventure."

"Get the fuck out of my apartment now or you will never again see the light of—"

"Yeesh, it's all right, man! Korra stopped us before we did anything drastically stupid, all right? I mean, I can't really speak for Ming, or the sandwich makings that may no longer be in your fridge, the asshole, but for the most part, it was actually a very respectable trip."

"You—! I told you that you are not allowed in my apartment, you stealing, lying, motherfucking—"

"Hey, did you know that Korra doesn't actually have a favorite band?"

Tahno stilled.

"What?" he snapped.

"Yeah, she like, listens to everything," Shaozu continued, and did he not hear the part about get out of my fucking apartment, you fucking asshole?

"Shaozu," Tahno hissed, valiantly fighting a losing battle. "I don't fucking care. Get the hell out of my apartment. I don't have time for—"

"Oh, and dude, another thing: she is a self-proclaimed terrible baker, but she loves to eat baked goods. She actually has this habit of cranking out the cookbooks and making a big show of pulling out the baking sheets for another disastrous attempt at making some chocolate chip cookies conveniently right before she knows Asami's supposed to get home, just so Asami will see it about to happen and step in to put a stop to the madness by baking a delicious batch herself. Korra doesn't think she's ever been able to pull the wool over Asami's eyes on that one, but Asami loves to bake, and they both love to eat, so everybody sort of wins."

Tahno frowned into the receiver. There was a strange weight settling in his stomach, and he wasn't entirely sure why.

"How long have you been there?" Tahno demanded quietly.

"Well, we picked her up at the Jasmine Dragon about an hour and a half ago—also, dude, she bought us coffee, what the hell—why do you, of all the selfish assholes on the planet, get this kind of treatment every day? And then we came right here. We may or may not have been planning to unleash total chaos, but Korra is scary when she's determined, so I suppose you're even luckier than we originally thought, which only makes me hate you more, you asshole."

Tahno's eyes narrowed. "She doesn't buy me coffee," he insisted strongly, then wondered why he wasn't focusing on the more important words, like chaos and hate you and asshole. "I'm the one who has to buy her coffee."

"As you should. She fucking deserves it for all the shit she puts up with."

His scowl deepened, but Shaozu wasn't done.

"Honestly, though. I think you're an idiot for not making a move on this girl. She looks especially cute today, by the way. Her hair is down. Did you know that she wears it like that, but only sometimes? She has like, really beautiful hair. And she's wicked cute. Painfully cute."

Enough of this, he snarled internally, ignoring the weird twisting in his gut. "If you're done singing her praises, I've got work to do. Just tell her to scan the notes as soon as possible and send them to me, pronto."

"That's it? You're not going to demand to know about all the shenanigans that are taking place in your precious sanctuary?"

Incredible. He didn't have time for this. "Fine," Tahno snapped, nearly growling. "Anything else I should know about?"

"Well, your intern and I just made sweet, sweet love on your bed. Hope you don't mind."

"Shaozu, you asshole, when I get back there you're going to wish you were fucking dead, when I get through with—"

"Hello?"

He froze.

"Tahno?" the voiced tried again, hesitantly. "Shaozu, how long have you been on the phone with him?" Tahno could hear her ask, muffled in the background, as well as the distinct sounds of Shaozu snickering from farther away. His blood would have boiled if it weren't currently laced with ice.

"I need those notes," Tahno declared coldly. "Stop fucking around."

"Excuse me?"

Shit. Okay, maybe that had been a little uncalled for. "I have another really important seminar I have to go to," he reminded her, with a bit more control. "I'm going to need a full explanation as to why both of them are there without my permission, but for now, your responsibility is to get out. All three of you."

There was a tense moment of silence, in which Tahno briefly wondered why he was being such an asshole—before he reminded himself that he was always an asshole—and wondered if he should apologize—for what?—or explain—explain what?—but then she scoffed, a little sigh that carried a big weight, and quietly, she said, "Yeah, sure. Whatever." She swallowed, and more softly still, "Sorry."

Tahno gnawed on the side of his cheek, heavy shoulder falling numb against the wall, and listened to the faint rustling on the other side of the line. He had no idea what she was doing or what room she was in. Whether or not Shaozu and Ming were right beside her. (They were probably going to give him shit for this, as well as everything else, but that wasn't really at the forefront of his mind.)

"All right," Tahno said quietly, as close to normal as he could get. Whatever normal was, anymore. "I… Thank you," he said suddenly, quietly, then squinted his eyes shut at his own stupidity, and pinched the bridge of his nose. There was one hell of a headache coming on; he could feel it. "Again," he added, superfluously.

"No problem," she said just as quickly, politely and professionally, and Tahno suddenly felt like he might throw up.

He needed coffee. He needed it now.

"I have to go," he rushed out, abruptly pushing himself away from the wall. "Text me when it's sent, all right?"

"All right."

Tahno stood there a moment longer, drowning in her silence, caught at the edge of words he couldn't find, let alone say; he waited for her to tell him goodbye, but she seemed to be waiting, as well.

So, with nothing left but shaky hands and a rising headache, Tahno hung up.


It occurred to him sometime later, during seminar number three, that he'd said thank you twice in the same day, in only a matter of hours.

He doubted that either of them were really in the mindset to fully appreciate it.
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That one morning

Korra bonded with the Wolfbats.


Korra slowly lowered the phone from her ear.

Absently, she thought it wise that, right at that moment, neither Shaozu nor Ming chose to comment. Annoyance and indignation flared hotly in her chest, as well as a distinct sense of injustice, and impatience, and a million ferocious reasons to beat some sense into them, and yet she knew with complete certainty that when it came down to it, this whole mess was just as much her fault as it was theirs.

"He's so mad at me," Korra said quietly, staring at the Call Ended on her screen.

There was a moment of silence; she suspected that neither of them were particularly well-versed in the art of consolation. She briefly regretted bringing upon them what was sure to be a very uncomfortable situation, then remembered the empty bottles of cheap conditioner in the bin under the kitchen sink, and the Shaozu-scented pillows and thought better of it.

"Ehh," Shaozu shrugged, his voice aiming for bright but falling a little flat. "He's mad at all of us. Or rather, because of us."

"It'll pass," Ming assured her, and added, "As it so often does."

Korra looked to both of them, to the quiet earnestness that exuded from their watchful eyes, and she quirked out a floppy frown. "I guess you would be the experts," she said softly.

"Aw, yeah—totally," Shaozu replied easily, noting the gradual relaxing of her shoulders. "Cheer up, Korra. He thinks it's some well-kept secret, his weakness for us, but anyone who survives Tahno for this long eventually learns that they're entitled to a little slack."

She wondered if they would still be so quick to think so when Tahno came home and tried to make himself a sandwich. Or take a nap. Or a shower.

"And besides," Shaozu added. "It's not our fault he's stuck at a stuffy conference with lots of boring people and stressful societal expectations while we're kickin' back here, off to the library. We obviously have the better end of the deal."

"He might be a little jealous, even," Ming suggested.

"More like possessive," Korra muttered, staring at the floor. "I've never seen anyone quite so territorial." She thought again of what was waiting for Tahno when he came home and wondered if his bedsheets really did smell of Shaozu; for his sake, she sincerely hoped not.

"Uh—well, still," Shaozu said quickly, looking inexplicably flustered. "It's not like you can do anything about it. It's not your fault, or anything."

Korra smiled wanly, then slipped through the two of them toward the couch, where they'd thrown their jackets into a pile. All three of them prepared to leave. "Yeah," she replied half-heartedly, slipping her scarf around her neck—just one more item she didn't necessarily need to borrow from Asami today. "I mean, I know," Korra added quickly, gripping both ends of her scarf around her neck, letting the fabric support the weight of her arms. Shaozu and Ming watched her closely as they slipped on jackets of their own. "It's just... I mean. I've been looking forward to this conference for him—you know? He worked really hard for it. And I helped. And now… I don't know," she sighed. "I just have this awful feeling that I'm messing it all up for him."

"Korra," Ming stepped toward her. "This isn't entirely your responsibility. He should have prepared more thoroughly."

"Yeah—and I mean, you didn't have to give up your Saturday morning to run around doing last-minute errands for him either," Shaozu reminded her, though funnily enough, it had never occurred to her that she could have told Tahno no, when he'd asked for her help. Korra blinked. Not once.

"That's true, I guess," Korra conceded hesitantly, walking towards the door. The notes were folded up neatly in her pocket. At least partly true, anyway. She wasn't sure how much they'd understand if she tried to explain the bit about her prank with the flash drive, or the way she'd distracted him this week, with video games and home-cooked meals. She fully intended to keep that to herself.

"And he's just super stressed out from the conference. The smallest things send him over the edge when he's this riled up," Shaozu added. "Really. After this conference, things will go right back to normal."

Ming opened the door, and out they all went, the other two chatting amiably about the library adventures to come while Korra became absorbed in her thoughts. She wasn't sure what 'normal' was supposed to be like anymore, or if she wanted things to go back to it, whatever it meant, and she was pretty sure Shaozu and Ming didn't quite realize that this conference was really just the beginning of the end; after this, he still had his dissertation to defend.

Still, Korra nodded along as they drove on toward campus, with the two of them laughing and arguing all the way, and Korra soon joined in.

And yet.

She couldn't pinpoint it exactly... but she had a feeling there might be a bit more to all of this than she'd thought. 


The library brought much higher spirits.

They went directly there, for which Korra was grateful, and after a few minutes worth of scrambling to find an available scanner in the sea of monitors packed into the campus computer lab—Oh my god, it's nearing finals season, isn't it?!—and after nearly fighting off a couple of the undergrads for one that finally opened up in the corner, the three of them were finally able to sit down and get to work.

"I am so glad that this part of my life is over," Shaozu muttered, scooting his rolling computer chair just a fraction closer to the monitor, as if the student next to them may have been carrying some sort of contagious disease. Korra glanced at him very briefly out of the corner of her eye as Ming proceeded to feed the next piece of paper into the scanning station. A white light flashed through the machine as ink was recorded into its memory, and a brand new page appeared on her screen.

"What? Too many bad flashbacks?" Korra teased, trying to keep her voice quiet in the massive sea of focused productivity. She didn't like it; it reminded her of all of the work that she still had to do, too. Thank god for Sundays.

"As if," Ming commented, flipping another page onto the scanner bed. "He rarely actually made it to the library."

Shaozu scowled while Korra snickered. The student beside them sent them a dirty look.

"You know," Korra began, after a long moment of deliberation. "When Tahno first called me this morning and asked for his notes, I thought he was going to ask me to deliver them. In person."

The scanner continued to flicker on, but Ming and Shaozu both looked at Korra, surprised. "But," Shaozu's brows furrowed. "That's a two-hour drive, one way."

Korra shrugged. "I know."

"You thought that he'd ask you to drive all the way to the conference just to deliver his notes?" Ming asked, and really, it sounded even more ridiculous out loud. Especially in Ming's calm, rational voice.

"I guess," Korra hesitated, feeling rather like she was about to attempt an incredible leap; in some ways, she was. "I guess I'm trying to say that when he asked me for the notes, I was hoping he was going to ask me to. In person, I mean."

Ming and Shaozu blinked, digesting that information. "You… You wanted to go to the conference?" Shaozu asked uncertainly, eyes squinting as if trying to place an unusual puzzle piece. Ming just stared at her, like he was able to pick her brain apart and put it back together again. Who knew? Maybe he was.

Suddenly feeling a little flustered, Korra shrugged and hastily opened up a new e-mail, addressing it to her supervisor, in preparation for when Ming finished the final page. She hadn't minded being sandwiched between the two of them before, but now she had nowhere to hide her blush. Dammit.

"I don't know," Korra shrugged again, trying to focus on the computer screen as best she could, until she realized that there was no real need to type in a message, or even a subject line. Her disguise was moot. "Maybe I'm just jealous that he gets to go do all the schmoozing and everything while I'm here for the weekend, working on my own future research proposal," she quickly saved, and then looked Shaozu straight in the eye, hoping that he was perceptive only when he wasn't trying to be. She couldn't take her chances with Ming.

"Makes sense, I guess," Shaozu mused quietly, peering past her towards Ming, then back to her. "Why didn't you just go, then?"

"I didn't have anything to present, so I didn't submit anything during the call for papers," Korra said simply, then corrected, "I mean, also, this isn't just any conference—this is the big annual check-in where all the big wigs show up and present their most promising and innovative research projects from the year. You have to be somebody pretty important in the field to get a spot, and I haven't even started my own experiments yet."

Shaozu sighed happily. "That's our little germ nerd."

"But Tahno could have used an assistant," Ming speculated rationally, as Shaozu continued to nod proudly. (Was he wiping away an imaginary teardrop?) "I'm surprised he didn't suggest the idea himself?"

"Well, we're pretty kickass grant-writers these days, but we're not miracle workers, and grant cycles only happen periodically. The hotel he's staying at is not cheap, and we managed to get all his expenses paid, but the grant was only for those who have been accepted to present. We had to submit a PDF of his invitation and everything."

"What about your scholarship?" Shaozu asked curiously. "Couldn't you have just gotten more funding from them?"

Korra frowned at him. "So, he told you about that, did he."

Shoazu's eyes widened. "Um."

"Forget it," Korra sighed, then watched as the last page of notes flickered onto the screen. "I only have to keep it under wraps for another two weeks anyway, until the announcement banquet."

"So you're not allowed to request any of your own funding until your second year?" Ming asked, as a tight frown flattened his lips. "That hardly seems useful."

"No… I could have requested the money," Korra corrected, releasing another sigh. "In fact, I'm sure I wouldn't have had any problem at all convincing my mentors to let me go. It'd be a good learning experience for me, and it'd be nice to get some real exposure to conferences for when it comes time to attend some of my own. It'd be a nice show of initiative, too, or whatever else that it is that they look for."

"So why didn't you ask?" Shaozu demanded quietly, looking extremely perplexed.

Korra looked at the two of them very seriously, and resisted a groan when she quietly explained, "Because, technically speaking, I'm not working with Tahno at the lab."

Shaozu's eyes squinted. She could feel Ming boring holes into the side of her face. "Um," Shaozu said intelligently. "Sorry. Don't follow."

This time, another sigh did break through. "Tahno... doesn't know this. So, don't tell him."

"Oh god, do tell."

"Wait. How do I know I can trust you?"

"Korra, I promise, keeping a secret from Tahno is several thousand times more fun than telling him the secret. We'll be set for weeks, or whenever it is that you tell him yourself." Shaozu blinked. "Will you tell him?"

"Eventually... Maybe. I don't know."

"Okay. Now, please tell us. Before I pass out."

"Look," Korra begged. Ming was still scanning the notes, page by page, but it was mindless and methodical; the two of them were entranced by the sheer possibility of the news about to be released. Ugh. "It's nothing... too crazy. I just... it makes things simpler if Tahno doesn't know, okay?"

"Doesn't know what, Korra?"

"That I'm not in the system as his assistant," it left her in a whispered rush. "I'm not in the system at all. Tahno signs off on my timesheets every week so they can be sent to Tenzin, and Tahno thinks that Tenzin sends them to the Program Administrator, but in truth, he's just been saving them in a folder on his local desktop at his house."

"So... does that mean that you're...?"

"Not being paid," she confirmed, watching as realization dawned over their serious expressions.

"Oh."

"Per my scholarship," she barely breathed the words, "I'm not required to complete any labwork until next year. The W.L. committee wanted me to focus on my studies first before I went off to engage in any research."

"The Win-Lose committee?"

"Ming, don't interrupt her! Tell us, Korra. Why can't you tell Tahno?"

"Because it would change things," Korra insisted. "He thinks that, in some capacity, I'm being compensated financially for all the work I'm doing to help him and Tenzin. There's no way he would still let me have as big a role in assisting in the lab if he knew that I was doing it all just for fun."

"Fun. My god, you're both nerds."

"I'm not even in the science department," Korra blurted, because the dam was broken and it was all coming out of the woodwork now. "Did you know that? I'm an aerodynamics engineer. Not only is biology not my specialty, but it's literally nowhere even near my concentration. My godfather hooked me up with a spot in his lab with his doctoral student because he knew how interested I am in other fields and how trapped I feel in the Avatar program, so he explained it off to Tahno in the fall by saying that I was an advanced master's student interested in his research on ultra-oxygenated freshwater bodies, which is true now, but was only half-true before, because this so-called internship was only ever meant to be a creative outlet and on-the-down-low training experience for me until my scholarship committee actually allowed me to take on actual research opportunities."

Ming blinked, astounded. "But... you're already so deep into the semester. He already relies on your assistance."

"Clearly," Shaozu huffed, scanning another page. When had they traded places?

"Even if he knew the truth now, he wouldn't lessen your responsibilities," Ming assured her. "You wouldn't have to worry about him thinking any less of you as an assistant."

"Believe me, at this point, he's also not gonna lessen your workload any—you set a precedent," Shaozu added in. "So if anything, he'll just tell you it's your own fault for doing all this high-quality work for free. If you're good at something, never do it for free! That's what he always said in college."

They weren't wrong. At this point, she and Tahno were such a team in the lab; it'd be hard to imagine him wanting to go back to the way things were before she came on board. Honestly, with his dissertation only weeks away, she didn't know how he'd even survive if she had to lessen her hours. Ming and Shaozu definitely weren't wrong about that; Korra would still have plenty of work to do in the lab, and Tahno wouldn't downsize her task list for anything, and strangely enough, she knew he wouldn't even feel bad about continuing to ask her to do all the work for free because, like they said, well, you signed up for this, didn't you? Now go do something useful. Do you even know what time it is? Did you label these files correctly? Did you triple-check? Did you—?

But that wasn't what she was worried about.

You don't understand, she bit her lip, watching Shaozu finish scanning the final three pages. Right now, he thinks he's my supervisor... He thinks we are co-workers. Paid. He thinks that he has a professional obligation. Our professional supervisor-intern boundary is already blurred enough as it is, but for whatever it's worth, he thinks it's still there... And I want to keep pretending it's there because if it weren't—if it weren't—if he knew that we were really just two graduate students at the same university and he had no professional, institutional, ethical obligation to manage my academic growth or professional development then—

Then what?

"Korra?"

She blinked. Shaozu was finishing the final page. With a great sigh, she shook herself from weird, wandering thoughts. Then what? Well, she didn't know what, and the question mark was the whole problem. Nothing good could be gained from trying to find out.

"Sorry, spaced out about scholarship duty stuff for a minute there," she brushed it off. Ignoring their speculative gazes, she turned toward the screen and saved the completed document in three different formats, just to be safe. "Trust me. The scholarship board does not know about my extra, little side hobby, despite the great lengths they go to monitor my progress. Trying to get admissions fee reimbursement and an all-expenses-paid trip up to this weekend's conference was never gonna be an option. Don't worry, I'll submit something next year."

Ming and Shaozu accepted her answer, though neither of them looked very satisfied.


Later, when the document had been saved and sent, Korra's text message delivered, and the three of them were gathered at a small booth in one of the on-campus coffee shops, Shaozu planted his paper cup of hot chocolate down onto the table and declared, "We should have lied."

Ming and Korra blinked at him in surprise. They'd purposefully sat across from Shaozu on the opposite side of the table since Ming warned that Shaozu was prone to sudden movements and was required to always have the plastic lid firmly attached to his coffee cups, yet Korra still managed to get a drop or two splattered into her face.

"Sorry," he muttered, then repeated, more firmly, "We should have lied."

"About?" Ming replied patiently, taking a sip of his own hot chocolate, probably before it could be contaminated with anyone else's.

"You know what about," Shaozu accused, and then glared meaningfully across the table. Ming's eyes narrowed. "We should have told Tahno that all the scanners were booked for finals and projects and stuff, all day. That we couldn't use any of them."

Korra's eyes widened. She didn't know how, but she knew exactly where he was going with this. "Shaozu," Korra tried. "He'd never believe that. No one would ever believe that."

"Well, what about them all being out of order?"

"I think the chances would be pretty slim…"

"Well, our chances would have been considerably higher if we'd arrived on campus with a baseball bat."

"But we didn't," Korra reminded him, then frowned. "Thankfully."

"But what about—?"

"Honestly," Korra interrupted him. "I really appreciate you trying to battle-plan, however retroactively, but really—it's okay. I've helped prepare for this conference for weeks, always with the knowledge that I wouldn't be going myself. Besides. I've resigned myself to the fact that I have my own work to do this weekend, anyway," she reminded them all, but mostly herself. Korra sighed at the thought, taking another sip of her own hot chocolate. It wasn't as tolerable as Skoochy's, or the kind that she'd found at the grocery store that one night with Tahno, but the company more than made up for the cheap, watery taste.

"I suppose… that's reasonable," Ming decided, nodding his head. She smiled a little, grateful that she'd been able to enjoy this little slice of social, human interaction before she inevitably shuttered herself away in her empty apartment for the next however many hours, but as usual, Shaozu interrupted.

"Though…" he began, peering at her from across the table, eyes gleaming. "You don't have to start working right away… right?"

Korra peered at him curiously. Shaozu smirked.

"I hear you like video games."
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That one afternoon

Tahno got a paper cut.


Unsurprisingly, Tahno received his notes not long after his phone call had ended, which meant that he still had plenty of time to review the points for his presentation in between his lectures and seminars and workshops. (And, sometimes—when he felt he could get away with it—during.) It was a relief, really: his newly-printed notes folded and slipped securely into his pocket, the hours ticking by with almost painful slowness, and the knowledge that his intern and his two fools-for-friends were no longer in his apartment and were… wherever. Somewhere else, instead.

Though it didn't help that when Tahno rushed back to his hotel room to arrange some last-minute things during the hour-long lunch block, he received a string of text messages from Shaozu that hinted at things that Tahno didn't really think deserved to be hinted at: an extended adventure; other, welcome apartment visits; a cheerful commentary of his intern's bathroom color palette; a glowing review after sampling a batch of three-day-old homemade cookies. Another useless list of new things learned, the whole of which did not interest Tahno in the slightest. Save for the very end.

Which featured a very particular coffee order.

(No reasonable human being should have been so unsettled by reading the words caffe mocha, extra hot, no whipped cream. But he was.)

There was also a text from Ming, an entreaty seeking peace; in Tahno's experience, never a good sign.

Fuck all of them, Tahno sniped, shuffling a stack of documents together atop the edge of his bed. He would deal with them later, when he got home. Or maybe he wouldn't bother with them at all. He was certainly angry enough. Maybe it would remind them that he wasn't just some ploy for their entertainment. To hell with them, he thought again, as a few sheets of paper shifted and fluttered down and away from the neat stack. Tahno righted them with a firm hand, reaching for a binder clip. To hell with—

Tahno's palm slid over the edge of a paper that had started to slip away, and he hissed sharply as the skin split along his index finger, a small but painful slice just under the knuckle. "Fuck," Tahno breathed, then jammed the side of his hand into his mouth, hastily sucking away the trail of blood before it could smear onto the documents. One hand still in his mouth, Tahno used his other to clamp the stack together with the binder clip and jammed the documents into his bag, grunting with effort as the corners caught on binders and HDMI adapters and computer cords. Mostly careful not to accidentally wrinkle the pages or bend any corners, Tahno quickly zipped up the bag, sucking on his paper cut all the while, and threw the bag over his shoulder, irritated by the fact that his jacket was probably going to have wrinkles, and that there wasn't anything he could do about it. "Fuck it," he said again, and was surprised by how long it had been since he'd been able to say that and actually feel such satisfaction from it. "Fuck it," he said again, with feeling. He gave another mighty suck to the stinging split skin of his index finger as he reached for the door handle with his other hand, and mumbled fiercely into his skin as he yanked it open, another final, "Fffck—"


Either he was suffering from unaccountable blood loss and had lost all source of comprehensible thought, or his intern was standing in the doorway to his hotel room.
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That one afternoon

Tahno wished for new friends. (Part III)


"You can't be here," he blurted.

His hand was still hovering just around his mouth, but strangely, it didn't seem to want to move. Nor did any other part of his body, for that matter; the side of his foot was still lodged against the heavy door, keeping it propped, his other hand glued to the light switch, having only turned off the lights at the last second before leaving his room. Or attempting to, anyway.

His intern blinked. A quick flash of something in her eyes caught his notice, but it was gone before he'd had a chance to really register it, so quick that he wondered if he'd really seen anything at all.

"Nice to see you, too," she snarked, smirking up at him as she crossed her arms. It was then that he noticed her attire. Where is the hoodie? he wondered, glancing briefly at the unfamiliar—familiar?—boots and slacks and the blazer he'd never seen before. And, most unexpectedly, Shaozu hadn't lied about her hair. It was down.

"And course I can," she chirped, eyes glinting mischievously above her smile. She didn't take a step forward, almost as if she could sense that any sudden movements would probably break what little sanity he was clinging onto. For a brief moment, he panicked that she might try it anyway.

"Why are you here?" he asked, trying to make sense of the muddle in his brain. There. That was a more appropriate thing to say.

"Because I want to be here," Korra said simply, smirking up at him like he was dense, but it didn't register, not until just before she continued on and said, "It's not fair that you get to be the one who does all the schmoozing and fancy learning stuff, when I helped get us here, too. Sort of."

Tahno suddenly frowned.

"You want to be here?" he asked, skeptical.

But she didn't answer. "So," she said brightly, bouncing once on the balls of her feet, hands stuffed into the pockets of her blazer. "Where are we off to?"

Tahno balked at her words. "We?"

"What, you thought I was just gonna hang out in the hotel room all day?"

There were plenty of other things he'd expected her to be doing today. He'd tried not to think about most of them. None of them had included a We.

Weren't you with my two asshole-ex-teammates? he almost asked, but then snapped, "Don't you have work to do?" Suddenly, he realized that his hand was still floating, stiff and rigid, just below his mouth. His hand dropped away immediately.

"Laptops are portable for a reason, duh."

Laptops. Shit. That was another thing he had to make sure was set up properly within the next hour. His nerves must have been noticeable because his intern shifted back a step, giving him plenty of room to step forward and close the door behind him. Belatedly, he thought of the hotel room keycard, which was hopefully still in his wallet, and the spare, which should have been in one of the pockets in his bag. Maybe. Absently, he walked, patting the outside pockets to reassure himself, and it wasn't until he was at the elevator that he finally found it and released a sigh of relief. He hadn't even realized he'd been walking to the elevator until a few moments after he'd arrived, and it wasn't until he went to reach for the button and saw that it'd already been pressed that he realized that his intern was right beside him, glancing up at him curiously.

"You're still here?" he blinked.

He received a very, very dry look. "Where else would I have gone?" she deadpanned.

His lips tightened. "I don't even think you're allowed to be here," he voiced.

"Relax," she said, in a tone that inspired anything but relaxation. "I already cleared it with Tenzin."

Tahno frowned again, staring hard at the closed elevator doors. "I never got any word," he said quietly. Impatiently.

"Sure you did. Just now. You got the best kind of word. In person."

Ah. Great. Right. (Sometimes, if he was lucky, he was almost able to forget her connections to his supervisor.

But never quite fully.)

"So you're just gonna stroll right in?" Tahno demanded as the elevator doors slid open, and he wondered what exactly about this whole situation bothered him so much. I don't like surprises, he insisted, then amended, I don't like elements being out of my control.

"Well, it's not like I'm going to crash any of the small talks or food events," she reasoned, walking into the empty elevator beside him. There was an annoying hum of soft elevator music from the speakers above, and mirrors covering the entire length of the walls' panels. It was very distracting. "Like, I can't go to your fancy dinner banquet tonight or the closing ceremony tomorrow morning, but some of these seminars are pretty low-key—enough that I won't even have to sign-in. There will be so many people at the plenaries they won't even notice that I'm missing a badge. And I'm not gonna try to raid any of the RSVP'd events."

Tahno looked skeptical. "I'm not!" she insisted.

"What would you even attend?" Tahno asked, and oh, no. He was actually starting to consider this. To accept this as a real possibility.

"Are you kidding?" she gaped. "You're kidding, right? Do you have any idea what this conference is like to someone like me? This place is hosting some of the best top-notch experts in life sciences! And even some ties to mental, behavioral, psychological, and—"

"All right," Tahno snapped. He watched the numbers trickle down on the elevator's screen with a sigh. "Got it."

"It's like a playground."

Tahno's scowl returned.

Speaking of.

"What happened to bonding with Ming and Shaozu all morning?" he asked, a tad coolly. "I thought you were all off causing chaos and torment." He couldn't resist adding, darkly, "You seem to be very good at that."

"Mischief can be very exhausting work," she quipped, watching the screen as well. Tahno considered her profile for a moment, then turned pointedly away toward the doors, mentally preparing to make his leave. Everything seemed to require a lot of mental preparation these days. Even something as simple as exiting an elevator. "We decided to reschedule for another day when the planets had reached optimum alignment."

"You are so weird," he breathed, at a loss.

She merely grinned.

"So, are you ready?" she asked, a little breathlessly—his strides were long as he led them into the hotel lobby, and she had to double her steps to keep up.

"For what?" Tahno muttered, already reviewing his mental checklist. Or one of them, at least. He had several.

"Your presentation," Korra answered. "Duh."

Tahno stilled. Very slowly, he turned to face her fully in the hotel lobby, ignoring the disgruntled look of another patron who'd had to swerve her rolling suitcase to the left to avoid a minor collision.

"If you say the word 'duh' one more time," he warned. "I'll have you scraping bacteria cultures off petri dishes for a week."

"No, you won't," she replied brightly. "Not with your final dissertation defense in like, two weeks."

Dammit. She was right.

He didn't dignify it with a response.

They left through the front sliding doors, out and underneath the great overhang shielding the drop-off area, and then made their way to the parking area. The logistics of this whole new development hadn't even occurred to him until his intern opened up her big mouth and asked, "So—your car?"

Tahno's lips tightened into a firm line.

"I am not a chauffeur," he declared.

"Dude, I'll pay you back, obviously," and then she muttered, "Even though it's technically, like, one mile to the convention center."

His nostrils flared. "Fine," he snapped.

"Fine," she echoed, with considerably more enthusiasm.


Tahno resisted the urge to sigh as he firmly shut the car door. There was a brief second of reprieve before the passenger's door opened as well, and then his intern slid into the seat beside him.

This was weird.

In all of the nights that they'd somehow ended up driving together somewhere, there were always two cars involved; when they'd pulled an all-nighter or when she came over for food and video games. When they'd been tricked into a double date. Or when they'd ended up at the lab, the night before that.

Just a mile, he told himself. And back, he thought, belatedly.

(This wasn't weird. This was only weird because he was making it weird. He didn't make things weird. If anything, he made other people feel weird. Usually on purpose.)

"You drive stick?" his intern asked curiously as he twisted the key in the ignition, her voice coated with a layer of awe. "In the city?"

Tahno side-eyed her. "I spent undergrad in the swamps," he reminded her, a tad stiffly. "I regularly drive in the swamps."

She made a face then, and he felt surprisingly offended. "I think I went to your campus once when I was a freshman. I don't remember much, but I'm pretty sure it was full of weirdos."

Tahno rolled his eyes. "A very recent trip for you, then." There was a unique pause. "What?" he asked, sharply.

She was staring at him with an unreadable smirk. It unnerved him. "It's been a while since you cracked a freshman joke," she observed. "I was actually beginning to think you might have moved beyond your ageism."

Tahno seemed to be doing a lot of frowning this morning. He hadn't meant to bring up her age; it wasn't exactly something he liked to dwell on.

They drove in silence for a few minutes, as his intern miraculously let him concentrate on pulling out of the parking lot without any inane interruptions, and it was as he was pulling onto the main street that something occurred to him.

"How did you know that I'd be back at the hotel?" he demanded suddenly. "What would you have done if you'd shown up and I wasn't there?"

Korra shrugged. "I had a feeling you would be, though," she explained. "You were bound to forget something."

Tahno scowled. "But seriously, if I hadn't been—then what?" he persisted. "If you'd missed me."

Ah. That came out wrong.

"I would have gone to the campus, obviously."

"But how would you have known where to find me?"

"Dude, are you forgetting who typed your itinerary for you? I've looked your schedule over so many times I've probably got it memorized."

Tahno didn't know how he felt about that. "You're joking."

"Nope. And you should be grateful, too—I barely know my own schedule half as well as yours."

"And you call me creepy."

"Shut up," she snapped, then shifted lower in the seat, making herself comfortable. He was suddenly very aware of her presence again, the way he'd been when she first entered the car. (He didn't know how he felt about that, either.) "Anyway, if I was really in a fix, I probably would have just called Shao and asked him to search for you on Friend Finder."

Tahno's brain spiked so fiercely it was rendered useless for two whole seconds; there were too many things wrong with what had just come out of her mouth. For example: Shao? he echoed nastily, then blanched, "I disabled that!"

Korra grinned uneasily, at least somewhat apologetically; it would have been more believable if not for the smirk. "Well. You might have thought so..."

For a moment, he was speechless. With fury, with disbelief—"Un-fucking-believable!"—and yet, a total lack of surprise. Why was he still friends with these assholes again? I'm not, he decided, then and there. I am not—

Korra shifted forward suddenly, watching him with interest. His eyes slanted toward her suspiciously, but pointedly returned to the road. It was crowded and busy with Saturday afternoon traffic, of course. "What?" he snapped.

"It's funny," she commented, watching his hands—especially the one over the gears—with rapt attention. "You and Ming drive so similarly, but not."

What the fuck? Tahno's eyes narrowed. He wished she would stop looking at his hands. "What, you mean well?"

"Acceptable," Korra critiqued, and Tahno sputtered. "But that's not what I meant. I mean, it's just very interesting, that you guys seem to move so much like the other, yet not."

"Are you planning on making a point?"

"Just an observation," she defended, staring up at him with genuine surprise in her expression. (Great. He was being an asshole again. He couldn't seem to stop.) "You seem to let the gears flow more smoothly, like you'd like all of the transitions to be fluid."

"Which is sort of the point to standard," Tahno scoffed. "But whatever."

"Well, yeah… But at the same time, Ming's grip always seems so much more… grounded, you know? Like, even the way he sits in his seat is really solid."

Tahno glanced at her. "Are you telling me you were analyzing the way Ming was sitting in his seat?"

"I just notice these things, okay?" she crossed her arms, though she truthfully didn't sound all that annoyed. In fact, she only seemed more thoughtful.

"Whatever," he muttered, then proceeded to mull over her words, interested in her pseudo-analysis in spite of himself.

"And I'm not really sure what Shaozu drives like, because I've never actually ridden with him anywhere—"

"Good," Tahno blurted, unthinkingly.

Korra blinked. Tahno clenched his jaw.

"What?" she asked, wide-eyed.

"Good," he repeated, more firmly, then added, "We make it a point to never let Shaozu drive anywhere. The general population is no match for his road rage. He's too prone to sudden movements, and he lets his emotions get the best of him."

"Like with the coffee cup lids," she whispered.

Tahno's head snapped toward hers, but she was hardly paying him any attention. He glanced back at the road, reluctantly, and managed out a, "What?"

"Nothing," she muttered. He was about to argue—feeling inexplicably curious—when she added, "So he's fiery and impulsive?" she asked slowly, and in her tone he heard appreciation. "I see."

Tahno continued to scowl.


"By the way," she remarked offhandedly, as they made their way toward the campus' main building. "You look pretty spiffy in a suit."

Tahno blinked. (The thing was—he knew he did; he looked good in most things, and he'd become an expert in leveraging such talents at a very young age.) He was not unused to being stared at, or lusted after, or complimented, or admired. In fact, Sato had said something along those very same lines just two weeks prior, when she'd gone with him to get fitted. He'd taken her home and fucked her against the wall.

Yet for some reason, his mouth was suddenly full of cotton balls.

He glanced sharply at her blazer jacket, a touch of unexpected professionalism, and thought weirdly of how it actually made her look a year or two older. "And you almost look like a real person in actual-human clothes."

His intern merely rolled her eyes, then walked on and said, "Don't worry—the hoodie's packed in the trunk."

Which color? he wondered before he could help it. Tahno swallowed and continued forward, plowing ahead toward the crowd of scholars lingering within the grand doorways. He flashed a badge at the security desk and strode into the main building, nodding vaguely in his intern's direction when it occurred to him that someone was probably going to wonder who she was. But no one asked. His eyes flickered around the wide-open lobby, looking for the banquet hall he knew to be his.

"It's this way," his intern directed and headed off toward a hallway to the left, obviously expecting him to follow. His nostrils flared with annoyance, but his head wasn't exactly screwed on straight at the moment, and she looked like she knew where she was going—so he followed her. Dammit.

"You realize that as soon as I regain normal functioning, you're in for a world of trouble," Tahno muttered when he fell into step beside her, just loud enough for her to hear. He wasn't looking at her, but that didn't mean he didn't sense her smirk.

"I'm envisioning... a watery grave?" she ventured, glancing up at him from the corner of her eye with a mild grimace.

Tahno had a rather brilliant cutting remark prepared, one he was quite proud of, but a memory slipped into his mind's eye—of sprinklers raining destruction over the lab, of being soaked to the bone in the most inconvenient of circumstances—the first moment that he'd acknowledged, technically, that his intern might be—and then a vision, literally too close for comfort—of steam and—

"Something like that," he muttered quickly and wondered where the hell a man could find a drink—alcohol, or water, or otherwise.
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That one evening

Korra stayed in Tahno's hotel room.


Tahno's presentation was spectacular.

She knew, in theory, that he'd actually been rehearsing—which was pretty admirable in and of itself given that she'd always been a kind of a go with your gut sort of gal, herself—but Tahno had obviously prepared. (Not that she thought he was the kind to practice in front of a mirror anything. No, scratch that—that was probably exactly what he was like. Who knew how much time he spent in front of a mirror? He probably went under the guise of rehearsing, then just ended up looking at himself in the glass.) Actually, she didn't know what the hell she was talking about. Tahno knew this information, inside and out. He lived it, breathed it, and sometimes—quite literally—probably dreamt about it. Probably even the night before, she mused.

He got his points across neatly and simply, though the concepts were complex and the breadth of data was overwhelming. He was persuasive yet factual, and his data was clearly presented, with statistically significant results. But still, his clarity was unquestioned, and that was key. And what questions the scholars did have for him were answered concisely and effectively, with a level of civility that she had scarcely seen before. (Only she could tell when he was annoyed; he was respectful and professional in every degree… save for the imperceptible narrowing of his eyes or the almost-invisible flattening of his lips, pressed firmly together.) And for once, his arrogant flair came off as appropriately professional. He spoke with the superior air of someone who knew exactly what they were talking about—but as a scientist who was still asking questions, who was still mastering his skill—and it must have connected with the audience, this balance of strength and confidence and openness to feedback, and Korra watched in fascination as the rest of the room slowly eased into the silk of his words and his voice, offering their interest and attention, a rare show of trust in a highly skeptical world.

She was proud of him.



Shut up, Korra, she flushed. That didn't sound right. She didn't think she was really in a position where she could claim any sort of pride over his success, as it wasn't like she'd really done anything, per se, to get him to this point. Unless she was speaking literally—in which case she had actually helped procure the financial means for physically bringing to this point—but she wasn't talking about that, exactly. Tahno was here because of what he'd accomplished. Sure, she'd organized his files and given him a sounding board when he started to talk himself in circles. She'd pulled all-nighters in thunderstorms and checked over documents and provided technical support and distracted him when she felt like he needed it. She'd saved the day on more than one occasion, but then again, a lot of other people could have done that, too. She didn't know anybody else who could do quite what Tahno could.

She didn't know anybody else who was quite like Tahno.

Korra sat in her uniform chair, listening to the light stream of appreciative applause ringing throughout the crowded hall, and watched as Tahno stood just a moment longer on the stage, accepting his success with a grace she'd never known he'd possessed. Yet... Such a ham, Korra thought, clapping along with a wry smile. Even now, he loves the spotlight. With a small laugh, she wondered if that love of attention would still stick around for his dissertation defense in front of the board.

It struck Korra, then—really, for the first time. What was happening.

He'd be getting his long-awaited, hard-earned doctoral degree... and soon. With any luck, sometime in the near future, he'd be sitting in his own lab, managing whole branches of research, publishing article after article in all the top scholarly journals as first or solo author, with a whole staff of interns—whole teams. (New teams.) And a fancy new degree with a shiny new office, all his own.) He's set, Korra realized, knowing that this conference—and this opportunity, especially—would give him all that he needed to move forward. New contacts, new communication, new partnerships; there'd be networking and new support systems, and, hopefully, offers. She still didn't understand exactly how it all worked, but from the energy in the room, she knew he could probably go on into industry if he wanted to, or he could continue his research at whichever college or university offered him the most money, and eventually, he'd become a fully-fledged professor. The championship of all championships, so to speak.

He deserved that.


The rest of the day was a blur. It was clear that Tahno had been to tons of conferences before, seeing as he was something of a bona fide expert in navigating the system, and she was sure to tell him so whenever she felt that she'd gone without teasing him long enough. (And Tahno was a master of navigating the conference schedule. Strategist, she mocked privately, and outwardly, but truly, she was grateful.) She didn't know how to make heads or tails of the schedule—she wanted to go to everything, everywhere—but Tahno was able to prioritize. He'd already planned his day, having prepared all that he could beforehand—and Korra would know, for she was the one who typed it all up—but now that she was here and she actually had the opportunity to go… well, it was one thing when she was typing up the title of a psychology presentation regarding "Fungi: A New Breed of Zombies?" but it was another when she could actually attend it.

Korra had no name tag because she wasn't technically registered, but nobody seemed to notice her wandering around the different tables during a poster session while Tahno was otherwise preoccupied (chatting up his adoring fans, no doubt), save for one short-and-stocky, keen-eyed professor who smiled with his eyes; once she gave a super vague (technically true) story about being there to attend as a research assistant, though, she was pretty good to go. She was left alone after that.

And the littlest things amused her. For example, Tahno brought a notebook and actually wrote in it. (Blue pen, black ink. Scritch-scratch, two lines of strikethroughs through each line of cross-outs.) Korra hadn't had the foresight to bring one for herself, and rationalized that she was probably too antsy to write much of anything down, anyway, and she'd always had a knack for auditory learning… at least, when she thought it was worth hearing. (She'd always been told she had a knack for selective listening, as well.) He humored her during a particularly boring presentation by throwing her a bone (or, more literally, his scraps) in the form of a small, torn piece of paper so she could doodle on her thigh. At one point, they even played tic-tac-toe in his notebook, over his thigh. Tahno won. Korra was positive he cheated.

There was a bunch of stuff in his area, biology, which Korra of course found super interesting—but there was so much more. There was biology as it related to physiology and neurology, all laid out in different wings of the campus convention center. She went to it all. Or most of it, anyway, whatever she could. Sometimes they went to the same sessions, sometimes they didn't; whether she discreetly slipped onto one of the chairs in the back and listened in while he went off elsewhere and acted as her godfather's representative, or she and Tahno met at a certain seminar and settled beside one another into the mass of rows somewhere near the back (and near the aisle closest to the exit, of course, always). Korra didn't shut up about any of it, and Tahno complained about her endless chattering, but she didn't think he really minded. So she talked his ear off as she trailed after him, blathering on and on in equal measure about the effects of a well-executed apology on dopamine levels, and swamp scum, and an occasional comment on how hairy the Keynote speaker was, and on at least three occasions Korra caught him trying to hide what appeared to be a particularly content-looking smirk, though he adamantly denied it (because you should be familiar with arrogance by now, intern) and whatever, Korra decided—so he was just as excited as she was, but fully determined to hide it, for whatever reason. She could deal with that. Weirdo.

By the afternoon's close, it was all Korra could do not to combust. She wanted to call people and tell them about everything that she'd heard and everything she'd learned because Tahno really would only humor her chatter for so long. But she knew she couldn't call anyone—at least, not on a Saturday evening around six o'clock—to talk about the wonders of swamp bacteria or neural synapses or intracellular activity. Left with no other options, she trailed after Tahno back to the car and into the hotel, bypassing her parked car in the parking lot completely, all the way up into the elevator, right up to his door.

"Stop," he said suddenly, finally, when he could take it no longer. Somehow, in between pulling the keycard from his bag and reaching for the door handle, both of his hands had ended up on her shoulders. "Just—stop."

Korra stilled. "Um," she said, as her train of thought completely disappeared. Tahno shook away his hands as if she were coated with a layer of germs and hastily jammed the keycard into the slot. A little light flashed green, and then Korra was standing awkwardly in his doorway, watching him stride across the wide empty floorspace toward the window where—

"Holy cow!" she cried, rushing forward. "They gave you a telescope?"

Korra whipped her head back around, eyes alight with delightful demand, but she only got a brief glimpse of Tahno unloading his things over the bed because she was further distracted by—

"You have a kitchen?"

"A kitchenette," Tahno corrected snidely, barely looking up from the stacks of paper he was reorganizing over the covers. Korra flew past him to the double coffee maker on the short expanse of the counter, then spun back toward the center of the room, before catapulting into the bathroom—"Hey! What the hell are you doing?"—and "Holy shit, Tahno! I do not remember signing you up for anything this fancy."

"Out," he grumbled, appearing behind her in the doorway with a thumb jerked back toward the main space. She complied, but only because her attention was drawn once more to the telescope. As Tahno walked back toward his assorted piles on the bed, he disdainfully muttered, "And you can thank Tarrlok."

"Tarrlok?" Korra straightened so quickly that she poked her forehead against the eyepiece. "Ouch," she hissed, then, "What the hell does Tarrlok have to do with any of this?"

"You think he was willing to stay in a two-star hotel room?" Tahno scoffed.

She glanced over at him curiously; he was still standing over the bed, staring down at the sheets of notes he'd taken throughout the day, arrayed across his bed in some kind of order that only he could understand. "I don't get it," Korra admitted. "This doesn't match the iitinerary documentation for the funding."

"Yeah, well," Tahno muttered, tossing a leaf of paper to the side. "It was originally his."

Korra blinked. She hadn't known that, actually. "How did that happen?" she asked curiously.

"Who knows," he replied casually, the edge of an exasperated sigh curling his words. "He was supposed to present, but got caught up in his own projects, or some shit, then it was passed to Tenzin, who recommended me. Supposedly Tarrlok has a partnership with this hotel from one of his many dealings. I don't know. Some political crap, or something. I just do science, I don't know," he scoffed derisively. "Anyway, he usually stays in the fancier rooms, so this where they put me, the university's only representative, subsequently."

Korra frowned thoughtfully. "What about the differences in cost? And your original room cancellation?"

"University covered it," he responded, hardly looking up from his paperwork at all. It was sort of funny, the way that her heart sank a little at this knowledge; looks like I didn't do all that much to get him here, after all.

Korra shook her head, quickly turning back to peer through the telescope. Enough of that.

"I'm surprised he didn't downgrade it," Korra mused aloud, adjusting the eyepiece with a small smirk. "He hates you."

There was the sharp sound of flapping paper, and Korra snapped her gaze back to him, just in time to hear him grumble, "He did."

Sensing that a touchy topic had already been breached, Korra widened her smirk and jerked her head toward the telescope poised between her hands. She tilted the angle to get a better view, just for good measure. "So," she began, casually enough. "Been spying on anyone?"

The sound of papers fluttering madly turned Korra back toward the center of the room, where she found Tahno hastily scrambling to right a pile that had fallen into disarray. "Goddammit," he was grumbling. "Fucking binder clips."

She blinked at him curiously from across the room. "You okay?" she asked.

"Fine," he snapped, though he really wasn't fine at all. "I have to be at this banquet in a half hour, and the last thing I want to do is play nice with a bunch of arrogant scientists—"

"Because that would be torture."

"And the only possible way of getting out of it at this point would be a fatal illness, I suppose, which is a real possibility with some of these disgusting excuses for scholars."

"Yikes. Top scientists in the region. Disgusting excuses for scholars. Remind me to check my perspective later, okay?"

"Shut up," he snapped, though Korra could tell that it was without any real malice. "Do you have any idea how exhausting it is to have to be so carefully tactful all the time? Never mind. Stupid question."

"Hello, I'm right here—"

"These banquets are like battle, where everyone is trying to distinguish friend from foe, and network, and put themselves in the spotlight—"

"You're already in the spotlight."

"Yeah, and I'd like to stay there, thank you very much," he huffed, and she rolled her eyes.

"Dude. You take yourself too seriously sometimes."

"Are you—are you kidding me right now?" Tahno sputtered. "You do know that this is peak job-hunting season, right?"

"Dude! Relax," Korra tried to soothe, and she couldn't help but laugh. "I'm only saying that to bother you." She gave a little shrug. "I'm actually... kind of impressed, I guess, at how well you play the game." That seemed to mollify him—slightly—until, "And here I thought you just got drunk at the open bar."

Oops. He didn't seem to find that very funny anymore.

"One drink. That's all," he said sternly, eyes incredibly serious, and then, "I'm a professional, for chrissake. I know better than to—oh, for the love the god, intern, step away from the window before someone reports you."

"Dude, you can totally see into people's apartments from here."

"Will you—" Korra scuttled back as the eyepiece was wrenched away from her. "Give me that," he snapped, glaring pointedly down at her really poor impression of innocence. "Don't you have a proposal to work on?"

Korra's face fell. "Ugh," she groaned, dragging her feet to the elaborate desk chair, into which she promptly collapsed. She covered her face with her hands and made a deep, pained sound, one that she thought any student in her position would have been able to sympathize with. Too bad Tahno was no longer much of a student.

"Do it," he commanded. "Your life is going to be filled with proposal write-ups soon enough. Better get used to it now."

"I despise you," she told him through muffled fingers, but he apparently paid her no response. "Can't I stay here, just for a little while?" she pleaded. "I promise I won't mess anything up. It just might help me think better—you know, being surrounded by so many experts."

Tahno quirked a skeptical, knowing brow. "You expect them to write your proposal for you?" he challenged.

"No..." Korra argued, though she sounded unsure. "I was just thinking, you know... sort of like. I could get some of their brainpower just by being here."

He deadpanned. "Through magic?"

Korra winced. "Osmosis?"

Tahno scowled.

"Oh, come on," she practically begged. "If I go home now, all I'm going to do is watch bad TV and drink the leftover wine in the fridge," she claimed. Tahno looked at her like she was crazy.

"You actually have leftover wine?" he asked incredulously.

"Hey," she snapped defensively. "Asami hasn't been home the last night or two. I didn't want to become a complete drunkard, all right?"

But his patience was up, it seemed.

"Go home," he ordered in a stern, professional voice that he rarely used. He'd certainly never used it on her before. (Or, at least, Korra mused—it'd never worked before.) "You've got work to do, and it's important. And even if you don't have work, I still do."

She should have been annoyed by his tone. (Condescending, self-superior. Helpful in a really abrasive, annoying way.) She would have should have been annoyed, yet as he spoke, Korra found herself back in the large room, sitting amongst the crowd, looking up onto the stage.

This was her supervisor talking.

"All right, fine," Korra sighed in defeat. "You're right."

"I am always right."

She wasn't even going to dignify that with a response. "Ugh," Korra glanced to the clock. "I should probably be heading back before it gets dark, too," she voiced, knowing in an objective sense that it was a perfectly sensible judgment to make.

Tahno gave a little huff. "Safety first," he muttered, and Korra glared.

"Whatever," she grumbled, sinking further down into the chair. "Ugh, you're right. I hate it when you're right."

"You're welcome."

"No," Korra whispered to herself. "No, this is good," she repeated, growing more and more convinced in her mind that this was necessary. She was the frickin' Avatar, for chrissake. She had work to do. She had a world to save. One fucking research proposal at a time... "Ughhh, this is so annoying. All right, fine. Fine. I'm going to drive home, pick up a caffe mocha—for which I will be later reimbursed, just so you're ready—"

"Not likely."

"—and then I'm going to finish my draft for Tenzin to look over, and then I'm going to let myself have the rest of the night before I go into overdrive tomorrow."

"Great," Tahno replied, thick with heavy sarcasm, and he tossed her scarf at her face. "Now get going."

Korra had caught the scarf easily, and there she sat, playing with it absently between her fingers. She puckered her lips thoughtfully, stretching the fabric between her hands experimentally, trying very hard not to let the disappointment rise up within her, and smiled at him from the chair a little uneasily. He stared down, unflinching. Waiting.

Well, thought Korra. There's that.

"All right," she sighed, though she didn't quite move. "Just let me get my stuff. God, I have so much shit to do. An hour and a half back on the freeway—"

"Two hours," Tahno corrected with a frown.

Korra smirked. "Not the way I drive." Before he had any chance to complain, she said, "A really fucking huge cup of coffee, one rough draft mostly complete, and I might just finish the intro before midnight."

"You're exaggerating," Tahno sighed. "You'll be done before ten."

"Hopefully," Korra mused quietly, playing it all out in her mind. It was so much easier than actually getting out of the chair. "I'm supposed to be meeting back up with Shaozu and Ming for drinks later, anyways."

A sudden motion from above caught Korra's peripheral vision, but by the time she glanced back up at her supervisor, he was standing perfectly still. Slowly, carefully, he crossed his arms over his front. Korra froze. Oops.

"Sorry," he said tightly. "You what?"

Crap. Maybe she shouldn't have said that out loud. She hadn't meant to advertise that fact, though she suspected that neither Ming nor Shaozu would keep very tight lips about it.

"What?" she repeated, grasping blindly at straws.

Shit.

(She knew she was getting awfully chummy with his friends, and a part of her knew that it was probably a bit inappropriate, but... Honestly.

Given any of the other million things that had happened thus far, she felt she deserved a little leeway. Her "internship" had been many things, but appropriate was not necessarily at the top of the list.

And it probably didn't help, she thought, that she'd started more-or-less actively engaging in flirting with at least one of his friends on a regular basis... Particularly—)

"You're blushing," Tahno suddenly accused, glaring down at her. (Incredulously. Murderously.)

"What?" Korra started. "No," she responded immediately, glaring right back up at him from the chair. "No, I'm not. It's just—hot in here, all right?" she snapped, tugging pointedly at the lapel of her blazer. "Honestly, don't you think it's hot?"

But this only seemed to infuriate him even more; his nostrils flared, his chin rose, and he bit his cheek, which was as sure a sign of danger as any other. Korra tried to hold her ground but knew she was losing it fast. Okay, so maybe, honesty isn't the worst policy here...

"Look, don't worry about it. " Korra sighed, kicking out her feet in dismay. "You've got your banquet, and I've got my paperwork, so I'm just gonna drive home and be a good little adult and do it there."

"Do—what, exactly?"

"Dude, what is up with you?" she snapped, patience torn. "You've been psychotic the whole day, but your presentation is over, all right? You lectured me about the apartment, even though I was just trying to help, and I apologized. You can stop with the crazy act now. God."

They stared at one another for a long moment—she, in angry confusion, and he, in a lot of angry confusion—and she slapped her hands down onto the armrests of the chair and said, "Fine," then lifted herself up. "Good luck at your fancy banquet. I'll stay out of your hair. See you Monday."

And without so much as another word, Korra turned on her heel and slipped a hand down to her bag on the floor, pressing the strap up and over her shoulder with one fluid motion. An exasperated sigh from behind halted her at the doorway, briefly, but she pushed through; it was the "Wait" that stayed her hand.

Korra tried valiantly not to, but eventually, she glanced back over her shoulder. Tahno was there in the center of the room, hovering at the edge of the bed, face tilted toward the ceiling, his fingers laced behind his head. He looked miserable.

"Will you focus better here?" he asked, stiff.

Slowly, Korra turned. It struck her then how bizarre it was that she'd been just about to storm out. How did things escalate so quickly?

"I'm sorry if I've made things really inconvenient," she blurted, because she was, but the rest of her words dried up on her tongue when he laughed under his breath, quiet and sharp. Hurt, Korra snapped, "What's so funny?"

But Tahno only shook his head. With a huff, he slipped out, "Nothing," and he didn't seem that upset anymore, so that was the end of it, because Korra didn't have room in her head for any more confusion.

"You were really good today," she said quietly. Simply. He didn't say much to that, and he didn't really look at her either. She was beginning to notice a trend. "I know I said it earlier, right when you finished, but..." Korra paused. "I'm not sure you heard me."

Tahno gave her a look. "I heard you," he said.

Korra frowned.

"That's not really what I meant."

She looked away when she felt his eyes begin to focus and when she saw the first beginnings of his own scowl, the one he made when he didn't understand her—which was often—but was trying to understand—which was rare. It didn't really seem like a good time to be on the receiving end of one of those.

"Maybe it'd really be better if I did go," she said, as nonchalantly as possible, while her stomach squeezed and twisted itself into knots. Before she could reach for the door handle again, though, he cut her off. And this time, he was much closer.

"Just stay and do your work," Tahno said, firm. He gave a shrug, and so many mixed messages were flying through the air, they were literally slapping her in the face. "It's fine."

"Fine," she said quietly, nearly as stiff. She didn't mean to, but she ended up giving a shrug of her own. "Might as well," she scoffed, then added, more seriously, "But just for a little while."

Tahno rolled his eyes, but the gesture felt forced. Stiff. He stepped back and away, turning his back on her to move toward the closet, toward the dinner jacket hanging in its dry-cleaning bag, and left Korra at the door, giving her leave to do whatever she decided.

"Do what you want," he sighed, reaching for it. Korra bit her lip as she stood in place, and soon, his jackets had been swapped, and he was there, with her, at the door.

"Will you still be here when I get back?" he asked, though it didn't sound like his voice at all. It sounded very different and detached. It made her feel sick.

"I'm not sure," she replied, with the same feigned politeness. (She recognized this voice of hers, Korra realized; it was the same tone she'd used earlier that day on the phone... when he'd started acting this way, to begin with.) "Is it all right if I am?"

He smirked then, in a way that she hadn't seen since they'd met; warm grin, cold eyes, and something missing, between the lines.

"Be my guest," he said graciously.

And then he left.










95. Korra didn't feel like herself


Disclaimer: I no own.

Word Count: 679

Author's Notes: 1/4/13. Fun Fact: one of my new year's resolutions is to find more of a balance with producing a quality in my writing that satisfies me and actually letting myself enjoy the process again, without stressing out about it as much/getting overwhelmed by all my projects. So here is a fun exercise that I will be partaking in this evening! I am going to write new That One Night chapters for as long as I can without stopping, taking short breaks when I need to refill my wine mug, and post what I write as I go. NO BETAS, NO SECOND-GUESSING. JUST WRITING FOR FUNZIES.

If you've got prompts about the conference arc—SEND THEM OVER NOW. ;) And if you are also writing fic tonight, LET ME KNOW.

Also!

That One Night Companion!Fic: If you're the kind of person who enjoys the chapters involving any and all Wolfbats interactions, who enjoys the idea of Tahno and Korra making out, and who wants to know how (uproariously) the Tahno of Undergrad acted at college parties, I encourage you to check out the companion two-shot I just posted to my AO3 account. :) That One Night Tahno Met Korra is a WIP two-shot that is set in this very universe during Tahno's undergrad years, and it is essentially one ginormous inside joke from me to all of you. If you're interested, the fic can be found at AO3, the link to which can be found on my FFNET profile.

Happy reading. ;)

Gifted To: anonymous!


That one night



Korra didn't feel like herself.


Great. Now look what you've done.

"Good going, Korra," she mumbled, turning on her heel and dropping her bag to the floor with a heavy thud. She didn't want to stay alone in Tahno's hotel room—not really. And not like this.

I should probably text him and apologize, she decided, though she didn't even know what she should be apologizing for, and then decided that she had no obligation to, and I haven't done anything wrong! She'd woken up at the crack of dawn to help him fix a mistake. She'd gone out of her way to make sure his ass was covered—and he didn't even need me in the end, anyway, Korra thought snidely, then halted.

Is that what this was about?

It was a troubling notion, but the more Korra forced herself to consider it, the more she realized the truth of its roots. (He didn't look at his notes once during his presentation. He never needed them, not really. He only thought he did.) And the grants for the hotel, too; a part of her had been proud of that, the fact that she'd helped get him here, one way or another. She had plenty of her own success—and the promise of more—but maybe... a selfish part of her had wanted to share in his pride, too.

Korra lightly trailed her fingers along the smooth wood of the desk, deliberating. She didn't regret coming, not for anything—her mind was still thrumming, head still spinning, thoughts still jumbling—but she acknowledged that, maybe, she needn't have stayed. It would have been perfectly acceptable for her to come support him at his presentation, and do her own thing at all her seminars, and then pack up and head out when it was time for him to take his golden ticket and head off to the banquet. (And had this conference happened a few weeks ago, maybe that's what she would have done: See ya later Professor Tight-Pants! Thanks for the free ride and the free coffee, but I'm getting the hell outta here. Don't have too much mad-scientist fun without me at your big ol' stuffy dinner party with the other old geezers.)

She had half a mind to just leave now, before he came back. He's probably going to be gone for at least an hour, anyway, she thought bitterly. And how the hell was she supposed to focus on her work now when she was so agitated?

Maybe... maybe she shouldn't have allowed Ming and Shaozu to talk her into coming. Oh, shut up, her mind hissed. You would have ended up here, anyway, admit it. (She did, but she didn't like it.)

"Dammit," she spat again. That was when her eyes glanced down to the corner of the bed, and she caught sight of a familiar piece of gray plastic; that's funny—it looked like Professor Tight-Pants had left her the keycard to his room. And—it was weird, but—suddenly, she was crying.

"Ugh, stop it," Korra snarled, wiping madly at her hot, prickly eyes in blind frustration, ending the barrage of insanity before it could begin. Honestly, she was acting like a lunatic. Who the hell was this person? (Not Korra, that was for damn sure.)

I gotta get out of here.

She didn't know where she was going yet; leaving the hotel now seemed just as rash a decision as it'd been to decide to stay in the first place. The point was, if she was going to feel alone, she wanted to do it in a completely different place—not at home, not in this room—not one that still smelled like him and shit, this wasn't supposed to be this serious.

She needed a change of pace.


Which is why, about forty minutes later, she was especially pleased to receive a phone call from Shaozu.
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That one night



Tahno decided Shaozu should die. (Part I)


It was at least twenty minutes into the banquet before Tahno could slip away.

"Hey!" came Shaozu's surprised voice from the other end of the line. "A little early to be calling us with a thank you, but I'll take it."

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" Tahno hissed, his eyes darting left and right in the dim light of the empty hallway.

"Um," Shaozu's voice shifted, sensing that Tahno was perhaps not in the joking mood. "Groveling in fear?"

Tahno blinked. "What?" he snapped.

"Oh. Begging for mercy, then?"

It dawned on Tahno, what Shaozu was trying to do. Oh, for fuck's sake— "No," Tahno snarled, sliding his hand along the wall in frustration. "Forget about the apartment, you moron. What are you—?"

"Oh, really?" He sounded relieved. "Thanks, man. That's really cool of you."

"Not permanently," Tahno hissed through clenched teeth as a vein in his temple began to throb. "Just until I can maul you in person, you bastard," he added, with only slightly more calm.

Shaozu released an exasperated sigh. "You know, I'm beginning to really miss you less and less on these away-trips of yours."

"What is wrong with you?" Tahno demanded, slinking around a corner, ducking into a small nook at the farthest point in the hallway, away from any significant-looking doors. The indistinct conversation floating from the banquet hall sounded muffled from so very far away. "What, you two suddenly think that you can just hang out with my intern whenever you want? There are boundaries, asshole, not that you'd know one if it punched you in the face." And I intend to.

"Dude, you just told me to forget about the apartment fiasco!"

"Not—" Tahno sucked in a calming breath. Then another. "Not that," he corrected snidely, breathing heavily. "I mean, where do you get off thinking that you three can go out for drinks?"

"Go out?" Shaozu replied calmly, if not a little confused. "I would hardly consider it going out. She was just gonna come over here."

He froze.

(Tahno's blood was positively thrumming; he didn't know where it was going—toward his face, or if it'd left his face completely, but it was doing something.)

"You know? Since we all hung out at her apartment earlier?" Shaozu was telling him, but Tahno wasn't processing any of it, not until, "You know, she's got a bit of a procrastination problem that really resonates with me. That girl is willing to do just about anything to get out of doing her work."

"Shut up!" Tahno hissed quietly, pushing off of the wall. His fingers flew to pinch the bridge of his nose, then back through the air, erratic and stiff. "Just—stop talking."

"Wait a minute," Shaozu said suddenly. "Why are you on the phone with me? Aren't you all done with your professional nonsense? Where's Korra?"

"Do not call her that!" Tahno snapped. "Stop fucking around!"

"Oh, come on, Tahno—you should know better than to walk yourself into such easy traps, for goodness' sake. You know, just because I'm such a good person, I'll let that one slide, but—speaking of—how are you enjoying our little peace treaty present?"

"What?"

"Well, I mean, not to say that she wouldn't have come, anyway, but Ming and I certainly did a lot of work to expedite the decision-making process."

"What are you talking about?" he snapped.

"Dude, what else would we be talking about?" Shaozu demanded, sounding truly annoyed for the first time. "All you ever talk about is science and your intern, so why don't you take a wild guess as to which topic I'm referring to?"

"If you think you can just—"

"Dammit, Tahno!" Shaozu ground out, his temper flaring high. "Six hours ago, we were like, knee-deep in victory and simulated blood, with the taste of homemade baked goods on our lips. Think about it: why on earth would anyone want to leave that to go be at a stuffy old conference with you? Naturally, there are very few reasons, and let me tell you, I don't fucking like any of them, so you're lucky I don't hate you enough yet to make your life miserable, you ungrateful scumbag, so suck up whatever it is that's ruffling your expensive tail feathers and be appreciative of what you've got. Asshole."

"What the fuck? Who the fuck do you think you're—?"

But Shaozu had already hung up.


So naturally, Shaozu was going to die.
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That one night

Korra accidentally flirted. (Again.)


Korra glanced down at the ringing phone, caught sight of the name on the screen, and smirked.

"Hello, hello," came the voice on the other end of the line before she'd even had a chance to speak. Shaozu sounded awfully chipper, which could mean that either (1) he had very good news or (2) he'd just done something to piss Tahno off. It could have been both or neither. It could have been anything.

"You're interrupting a very productive proposal-writer right now," Korra quipped, mustering a stern edge to accompany the disapproving frown she knew he wouldn't believe, even if he could actually see it. She glanced down at the computer in her lap, and the notes spread out on the cushions beside her. "I have commandeered a hotel lounge on the seventh floor, and if you keep me from my mission, I will have no choice but to end you."

"Did I hear the word 'proposal'?"

Korra smiled but bit it down. Keeping her voice carefully controlled, she cleared her throat and asked, "Is there something you needed?"

"There are many ways I could answer that question," Shaozu replied, light and jokingly, yet... not. Butterflies began partying in Korra's stomach, and thank god she hadn't drank any of the wine she'd found in the room's mini-bar. "But I suppose I'll just stick with the one that Ming and I are both in favor of, to minimize my risk of getting punched," he said, interrupting Korra's thoughts of alcohol.

"Still sounds risky," Korra teased, flipping a page in her notebook to glance at her revisions from the previous week. "Am I going to get to hear it?"

"Well, if you must know, Ming and I are quite curious as to how Operation Peace Treaty is progressing... He, uh, doesn't seem any less likely to kill us, does he? By any chance?"

Korra grimaced and felt her stomach—so fluttery before—sink with dread. "Ugh," was all she said.

"Korra!" he scolded through a laugh. "You're supposed to be buttering him up!

She actually snorted. "Yeah, right," Korra muttered. "If anything, we're the ones being buttered—out of the flames and into the frying pan, so-to-speak."

"That's really morbid," Shaozu said, sounding a little awed.

"You didn't seem to mind a little graphic violence this morning, when I was kicking your ass," she reminded him shortly, smirking.

"Ouch. Touché," he grinned through the phone and shit, she was doing it again.

Flirting.

"Hey—I, uh—I actually gotta go," she said quickly, awkwardly. Her palm flew to her forehead with a painful smack. "I really am working on some stuff at the moment," she winced. Her lips pressed together so tightly they rolled under and into her mouth, rendering themselves invisible, and after another round of grimacing, Korra nodded awkwardly and admitted, "And, actually, he's sort of... angrier now, than he was before. I think."

"Really?" Shaozu asked, with interest. "What makes you say that?"

Korra thought of the statuesque figure she'd seen planted in the center of the room; warm voice, cool eyes, looking anywhere but at her. "I dunno," she muttered, voice quieting. "Just a hunch."

More like a storm brewing.

"Huh," Shaozu said, thoughtfully. "Well, that's a bit unfortunate... considering I just got off the phone with him a few minutes ago."

"You—what?!" she hissed, voice torn between rising and falling—the syllables getting caught somewhere strange in between, up and down, back and forth.

"Funny. That's what he said, too," Shaozu mused, and she could almost see him nodding to himself. "Bunch of times."

"Shaozu," Korra said, and this time the stern voice was real. "Shaozu, tell me you didn't do anything to piss him off on purpose?"

"Never," he promised, voice smooth as silk—almost as smooth as—and Korra's head promptly fell back onto the couch cushion, heavy and hopeless. That's it. It's done. We're dead.

"We're not dead," Shaozu reminded her and holy Naga, what else had she been saying out loud accidentally?

"We're going to be," she countered with a sigh, and failed at not being amused. Epic fail. "And you're not helping," she went on, but she was starting to smile again, dammit. "You are actively working in opposition to a plan you devised."

"Which is a huge mistake on all our parts, because strategy has never been my forte."

"Shaozu," she began, hesitantly. "You... you really think he's gonna go back to normal? After all this?"

"Well, that depends," he answered, and his sudden sincerity actually surprised her. "What do you consider normal?"

Korra frowned. She didn't really have an answer.

"Oh, shit," he muttered suddenly, and Korra's stomach dropped. "Speaking of—the bastard's trying to call me again!"

Panic seized her. "Shaozu!" she hissed, urgently. "Shaozu, do not pick up!"

"What! Of course not!" he exclaimed, and she believed him. "Are you outta your mind?"

"Fine! Just—fine!" Korra's hand flew into the air, nearly turning over her laptop. She hadn't felt this frazzled since—actually. Well. Since that morning. "Just—checking!" she finished, flexing her fingers uncomfortably through the air.

"All right," he responded, far too cheery for it to be real. "Well, I'm going to go and revise my last will and testament. Anything you care to claim now before it's too late?"

"Only every game console you own."

"Korra," Shaozu intoned, sounding sly. "Is that all that matters to you? Is that really all you want? Think carefully now."

"Goodbye, Shaozu," she said firmly, though her smile gave her away, surely.

"Oh, fuck," he muttered, sounding muffled. "He's calling me ah—"

Korra hung up with an apologetic wince, then silenced her phone. "Sorry, Shaozu," she whispered, then slipped it into her pocket.

But like hell if she could concentrate now. "Ugh," Korra moaned, collapsing back against the couch once more. "Give me a break." She let herself linger like that for a few moments, wallowing in her self-misery, before she righted herself and decided, okay, I've done enough work for one night.

She didn't know how long these fancy banquets were supposed to take, but it'd only been an hour, so she figured that Tahno probably wouldn't be back right away. Probably still basking in his glory.

Korra released a heavy sigh, and with it, a burden lifted from her shoulders. "Screw this," she announced to the empty lounge on the seventh floor, then proceeded to carefully pack away her things into her bag. She swiped the gray keycard from the table and stood, then made her way toward the elevators.

She knew exactly what she needed to do next.










98. Tahno probably drank too much (again)


Disclaimer: I no own.

Word Count: 1,516

Author's Notes: 1/4/13. That One Night Companion!Fic: If you're the kind of person who enjoys the chapters involving any and all Wolfbats interactions, who enjoys the idea of Tahno and Korra making out, and who wants to know how (uproariously) the Tahno of Undergrad acted at college parties, I encourage you to check out the companion two-shot I just posted to my AO3 account. :) That One Night Tahno Met Korra is a WIP two-shot that is set in this very universe during Tahno's undergrad years, and it is essentially one ginormous inside joke from me to all of you. If you're interested, the fic can be found at AO3, the link to which can be found on my FFNET profile.

Also, fun fact: the part of a wine glass between the "bowl" and the "base" (or the "foot") is technically referred to as the "stem," but... I don't think anyone will mind that I took some creative liberties with my word choice here.

Happy reading. ;)

Bonus!


That one night

Tahno probably drank too much. (Again.)


His name was mentioned once or twice throughout the ceremony, a fact that should have been able to satisfy him for at least a week... Months of planning, weeks of preparation; technically speaking, this conference had turned out to be everything he'd wanted and more.

Tahno sat in his luxurious banquet chair and sipped his luxurious banquet wine, spinning the long, thin, glass neck between his fingers. The air was awfully thick in this room, filled with pompous old men and aspiring young ones, as well as a number of brilliant women. Many of them were very beautiful.

The jokes were dry, the speeches perfunctory, and Tahno sat through the whole thing and wondered to himself, Why am I not in my hotel room?


This was madness. He'd been looking forward to this conference for months. He wasn't about to let one intern ruin his evening.

Again.


After dessert had been served and another round of drinks poured, most people left their tables to roam freely about the room, mingling and socializing, flowing seamlessly through the intricate web of rivers known as politics.

Tahno, along with a number of other associates, made their way toward the bar.

Tahno spent quite some time milling about, making his rounds with each of the individuals he'd met throughout the course of the weekend, making sure that he was introduced—and making sure that he was remembered. All in all, the endeavor was successful; he knew this in a distant sense, in the way that he'd never had to really sit back and question a matter of its truth, and it wasn't until someone from one of his top three universities handed him a business card and the words interview and interested and tenure-line position floated past his ears that he began to let it sink in, the just the position he was in.


And it was still sinking in, half an hour later.


Tahno flipped the business card in his fingers—sharp edges, delicate ink, bold letters and numbers and future—and took a sip from his drink, some gin and tonic concoction the bartender had set down in front of him however long ago. He thought back to his most recent conversation, a reassurance that one of the universities to which he had applied two weeks ago would be honored to receive you for a guest lecture, as part of our interview process, on your work at our usual talk series for our students. We'll be in touch next week to coordinate dates to find the best time for you to visit. 

In the meantime, best of luck with your upcoming dissertation defense and the soon-to-be completion of your doctoral program.

There was still noise behind him, some of the younger crowd celebrating a job well done, talking much too loudly and jovially for their conversations to be entirely about science. Tahno glanced back briefly toward the small crowds that had accumulated at tables and booths—snide brow quirked high—and vaguely wondered how old they were. Tahno threw down another gulp, scowling into his glass.

Age had never been something he liked to dwell on.

In high school—and even into college—he'd always been too young to be taken seriously; he'd always been one of the oldest in his year, but it'd meant little. He'd been on a fast track all his life, and when he received his acceptance into his accelerated program, it certainly hadn't helped lessen the gap between his age and that of those he worked with—it only exacerbated it, give or take a few decades; no matter where he went, he was too young or too old, too narrow-minded or too inexperienced, too something to be given the chance he deserved. So, oftentimes...

He took it.

And now he was nothing but an awkward close-to-thirty-twenty-something, sitting alone with his drink at the bar, watching everyone else have a decent time.

(And the bartender hardly had Narook's skill.)

His glass was almost empty. Tahno glanced up at the mediocre bartender, a summons already on his lips, but then he thought of what—of who—was waiting for him in his hotel room. His eyes dropped to the few ice cubs floating in his gin, and he felt his mind go blank, lost in its own convoluted mess: there was something that had been nagging at him for the last few weeks, something that he hadn't been willing to consider all that closely... until right now.

His intern.

He'd called her kid, in the beginning, and freshman and little girl, as well as many other insulting things because he never wanted her there in the first place. He'd wanted to separate them, to create distance—to keep her in her place; he knew from the beginning that he wasn't that much older than her, and he learned rather quickly that he'd already lost any opportunity of garnering some respect, but maybe if he used his age, however meager the difference, then maybe there was still a chance, he'd thought.

But it'd backfired.

He didn't want her to see him as older—at least, not in the way that she usually did—and he didn't know how he wanted her to see him, exactly, but he knew how he didn't want her to see him, and—Tahno was no expert, but—he figured that probably counted for something.

Tahno glanced at his watch. Shit, his mind hissed, noting the time; it'd been almost three hours. There was no way she'd still be there. (What was he even doing down there? Why was he still sitting alone at this bar, staring at a business card, over and over and over, from every single fucking angle?)

Tahno threw back the last of the drink in his glass and carefully tucked away the business card in the pocket of his suit jacket for later. He pulled out his wallet, slipped out a few bills, and slid them across the bar. When he stood, the world seemed relatively steady, which was a good sign, and he even made it a few steps beyond the lobby before he started to feel sick.

"Fuck," he muttered, running a hand anxiously through his hair. "Fuck," he said, again, for no particular reason at all. Suddenly, he doubled-back, as if he were going back in the direction of the bar, then changed his mind again, nearly knocking over a potted plant. His hands steadied it quickly, jerkily, and when he stepped away it was with slow, cautious movements, and the prayer that no one had seen that, and particularly no one important.

By the time he reached the elevators—fortuitously empty—it'd happened twice more.

"Fuck it," he muttered, punching the button, before wondering whether he should take the stairs... (He was not stalling.) He was stalling. "Come on," he hissed, punching the button repeatedly.

Tahno froze when the doors behind him opened with a soft ding!, which grated all the way down his spine. It took him a second, but finally, he was able to turn and step his way into the elevator, which was also blessedly empty... until the third floor. A small rowdy group trickled in, laughing loudly and smelling of liquor; conference-goers, he bet, even though most of them were in street clothes, because one poor fool still had his name tag on, and they seemed to be the sort of responsible-irresponsible college folk that too-busy professors would send in their steads. Tahno rode the elevator up to the eleventh floor before he decided he couldn't take it any longer, and out he went, with the sounds of "Wait, this elevator is going up?" ringing in his ears.

The stairs it is, then, he grumbled silently, pushing at the door leading to the stairwell. He stumbled, but that was only because of the slight difference in flooring from one space to the next; both his fine and gross motor control seemed otherwise in stellar condition. Of course it is, Tahno's mind argued. I only had a few drinks. Three.

Maybe four.

But each flight of stairs proved otherwise; for all of his dedication to physical fitness, Tahno was sweating by the time he reached the thirteenth floor. He thanked the universe that he was no longer wearing his name tag; if someone saw him on the fourteenth floor, they were bound to ask him if he was all right, and it'd be better if his identity weren't advertised at the moment. (Shit, he was in trouble. He was in so much trouble.) Yet the fourteenth floor was also empty—too empty, glaringly empty—but he ignored it.

It wasn't until he got to the door that he hesitated.

For a short, stupid second, Tahno wondered if he should knock. (Idiot, he snarled inwardly. It's your room!) But his fingers still fumbled when he pulled the keycard from his wallet, and he almost couldn't put it in the door—until it occurred to him that she could be standing on the other side of the door, witnessing his hesitation—and he jammed it in, unthinkingly, quickly, nearly breaking the plastic in half in his haste. He was holding his breath as the green light flashed—the resounding click, the lock unlocking—as the heavy weight of his hand fell to the handle, his body jerking forward more than actually pushing the door open. He didn't even know what he was going to say.

He didn't have to worry about it.


The lights were still on... but the room was empty.
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That one night

Tahno sucked on some ice.


Thanks for the heads up, he texted acidly, punching the keys with stiff, unforgiving fingers.

It was obvious that she'd gone home. Which was fine. (It's not like she could have texted him that she was actually leaving or anything.) He wasn't about to go looking for her, obviously; she was a big girl, and she could take care of herself just fine. (He was her supervisor; he wasn't her mother.) He knew that she was going to do whatever the hell it was that she wanted to do anyway and that it wasn't any of his business, and he didn't care, and he knew that he should not be running after a few drinks—and also that, scientifically speaking, exercise had no real effect on alcohol in the bloodstream—but he was too annoyed to care.

So, in a fit of not-rage, Tahno threw on some running gear, stuffed his hotel keycard into his pocket, and flew down to the first-floor fitness facility, and thank god there was no one on his treadmill, or else they would have died.


Three or four miles later, the treadmill gradually slowed to a stop.

It wasn't much—it wasn't enough—but it would have to do.

Tahno snatched the small towel from where it was hanging over the grips of his treadmill and covered his whole face, pressing his fingers deep into the bones of his cheeks. Better. Not great. But better.

He tossed it in a bin as he passed out of the room, eyeing the two other people who'd come in; one on another treadmill, the other on an elliptical machine, both looking just as miserable as the other. Right before his eyes, a series of visions flitted through his mind—Tahno, through the years—conference after conference, weekend after weekend spent alone but surrounded by other alone people, killing his time on treadmill after treadmill after—

The door slammed shut behind him.

It'd been a long time since he'd craved a cigarette—a habit he'd kicked half a decade ago, just shortly after undergrad—and Tahno had half a mind to turn back around and pick up another three miles; the best means of successfully conquering a craving, he'd found, was usually tequila, or running. He'd already gotten in a run that night, but hotel liquor was egregiously overpriced, and the only other tested means of distraction was currently out of town, presumably to process the unexpected visit of her ex-boyfriend. Stellar. He could give her a call, but.

Tahno figured he'd already made enough of those.

His skin was literally crawling as he walked through the wide-open hallway. Did all hotel wallpaper have to be so bland? He felt like he itched, everywhere, like something was spreading beneath his skin, plucking away at his brain. He passed by a vending machine and decided to make a stop for ice; punching the lever with one hand, holding out the other, two long and narrow ice cubes fell into his hand while another fell to the floor. Tahno kicked it under the machine, into the crack between the frame and the floor.

He popped one into his mouth, sliding it into the hollow of his cheek, and sucked on it greedily, swishing it from one cheek to the other with a swipe of his tongue. The cold hurt his teeth, but the water was refreshing, and soon Tahno was pressing the other ice cube to the hot skin at the back of his neck, letting it cool the sweat that had gathered during his run. He passed by a door to a laundry room as well, nondescript and clean—not meant for normal patrons to see, let alone enter—and soon Tahno came to a set of impressively large windows. Narrowing his eyes with interest, Tahno swished the melting ice cube to coat the other side of his cheek—now comfortably warm—and peered through the glass—ceiling-to-floor—and let out a low, long whistle.

He knew he should have checked if the hotel had an indoor pool.

Isn't that something your intern should have told you? his mind mocked, and Tahno jerked his head to clear the voice, nearly lodging what was left of the ice cube in his throat. He didn't bother to cover his cough as he tilted his head to the side, trying to get a better look at the dimensions of the pool, the rest of which was hidden by various tables and chairs and other things that Tahno didn't really care to look at. Immediately, his brain filed through the list of items he'd brought, searching for an extra pair of shorts, anything, something that he could—

Eh. Never mind.

Tahno crunched down loudly on the cube of ice as a pair of arms appeared above the water with a loud splash; someone was surfacing, making all sorts of waves, and thus making this pool, undoubtedly, occupied. Tahno had never been one to share his water.

"But you can't stay here all night," he whispered, smirking with the chunk of melting ice between his teeth. Noisily, he sucked it back into his mouth, onto his tongue, and lingered a moment longer, watching as the figure dived back under, only to spring back through the surface a moment later.

Hey.

The ice cube stilled over his tongue, mouth stuck open with pause. Slowly, Tahno closed his mouth, and swallowed the remaining chip of ice, staring in... more closely. Not bad, he thought, upon closer inspection, as his eyes caught sight of a long pair of legs and a smooth, flat stomach. He didn't realize that he was leaning forward until his nose bumped the glass.

Tahno started, jerking back with a twitch of his nose, then darted his eyes back and forth throughout the hallway to make sure that no one had seen. Shit. He'd been doing that a lot lately.

After a moment, Tahno leaned back in toward the window, crossing his arms as he looked left and right; this wasn't exactly something he wanted to get caught staring at, after all. I'm checking out the pool, he argued, to no one. Dammit. He was just as bad as his intern—and he didn't even have the telescope to hide behind, either. He should have been heading back to his hotel room and starting to pack up his shit—he wasn't thinking about it, he wasn't thinking about it—it never happened—and really, he was only glancing at the pool, anyway, the smoking hot girl inside of it had nothing to do with it, and he was going to leave in a minute, just a—

Wait a minute.

"Sh—" Tahno's whole face contorted with concentration—brows furrowing, eyes narrowing, lips pursing and sneering and— "Shhhh—it."


Well. Turned out his intern hadn't gone home after all.
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That one night

Korra got wet.


Perfect.

This is what she'd needed all along.

Twisting, spiraling—Korra floated and curled aimlessly through the water, lost in the sensations dancing along her skin. The gentle waves washed away her troubles—ten minutes, thirty, she didn't know for how long—until she was happy and free. It'd been a long time since she'd been able to let go like this.

Winter was still clinging to the air, reluctant to release them from its clutches, but soon it would be spring and summer and—though she loved winter best of all—there would be beaches and sunshine and the ocean's waves, whenever she wanted. Korra sighed at the mere thought of it, content.

She burst forth from the water's surface, sucking in a mighty gasp of air, before plunging back into the depths of the pool, enjoying the way the water followed her as she sank deep to the bottom. It occurred to her that she'd probably been swimming for quite a while; she didn't know when Tahno was supposed to get back, but she figured she should probably at least be in the room when he arrived so he didn't freak out or jump to any stupid conclusions. (And she wasn't going to apologize for anything, she decided, but she did think she deserved to know if they were still on good terms. Maybe just a quick conversation—and it didn't even have to be about anything important, really—to make sure...) But at the same time, checking the time meant that she would have to leave the bottom of the pool, and she wasn't sure she wanted to leave just yet. Or ever.

Again, she broke through the water, feeling much more refreshed than taking a simple shower could ever allow her to feel, and she ducked below the waves once more to stretch her body out in the water, flowing through easy, languid strokes until she was close enough to reach for the side of the pool. Her fingers brushed against the smooth wall of tile, clenched over the smooth, grainy stone that made up the perimeter of the pool's ledge, and she propelled herself upward, gasping in a fresh bubble of air, puffing out her smiling cheeks to hold it all in—as long as she could—before it all rushed out in one sharp, painful rush, gone.

Standing tall on the cement in front of her—arms crossed, gaze pointed downward, eyes narrowed—was her supervisor.

And he did not look happy to see her.
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That one night

Tahno descended into madness.


"Enjoying yourself?" was the first thing he said, sharp and cutting, and why, exactly, was he so angry?

She looked up at him, caught between a sheepish grin and a grimace, and gave a little shrug; her shoulders—the ridges of collarbones, cut in shadows—just barely peeked above the water's surface. His eyes caught momentarily on the straps of black fabric framing her neck, then lightly, she joked, "Is that allowed?"

Tahno did not find it funny.

"How's that proposal going?" he asked next, through a long, patient drawl; his voice was smooth, but his eyes were sharp.

"Oh, you know..." She winced. There was hair in her eyes, and it was annoying him. "It's in the works."

"Intern."

"Hey!" Korra defended, glaring suddenly, and his eyes narrowed in response. "I was working really hard on it for a long time, all right? I actually got a lot of shit done and—and!—I'm even ahead of schedule. I deserved a break! Besides, this pool looked incredible in all the pictures online."

His expression darkened.

"Funny," Tahno snapped. "You didn't seem to mention that when you were detailing the trip itinerary."

A pause. Then his intern gave him a sly, curious look; his eyes narrowed into slits.

"Wait a minute... Is that what this is about?" she asked slowly, as a grin began to curve her lips. (What is she talking about? What is what about?) "You're mad because I didn't tell you about the kick-ass pool?"

Tahno said nothing. (Was that why he was angry? No. There was a lot more to it. A lot more.)

Let her think what she wants.

"What are you wearing?" he demanded suddenly.

His intern blinked in confusion, then glanced down at her body, still distorted beneath the water. "What?" she asked, blinking back up at him, battling the drops of water dripping into her eyes. She gave another careless shrug, amused. "I dunno. It's not like I expected to be going for a swim today—I had some gym stuff packed in the trunk of my car, so I grabbed a sports bra and a pair of spandex shorts. Perfect fix, eh?"

She looked so damn proud of herself. Yeah, Tahno merely scoffed, then slowly raised a hand to his nose, rubbing at the bridge. Another headache. Great. Just what he needed.

"You are such a mess," he sighed, exasperated.

She laughed at him, her incredulity lending a higher pitch to the kind he was used to hearing and, wasn't she mad at him, or something, for some reason? Or supposed to be? (Had he just imagined that a few hours ago? He hadn't even been entirely sure what had happened before he started drinking.)

"Dude, whatever," she laughed, wading through the water close to the edge. "You know you're dying to come in. Just jump in with what you're wearing now," she offered suddenly, and he glanced at her because, obviously, she was out of her mind. Clearly, she had to be; he'd just sprinted four miles, probably while still dangerously close to maybe-just-a-bit-more-than-a-little-tipsy. He was drenched in sweat.

(Hm. In retrospect, the impulse run had probably been a poor decision on multiple levels. It certainly wasn't the worst choice of the evening, he didn't think, but still, he should probably get some water back into his system if he wanted to be alert for the closing ceremony the following morning. Or present, for that matter, actually.)

It went without saying that his water intake would be best-served chlorine-free.

"Are you insane?" he asked, then, eyeing her suspiciously. Disdainfully. "That's disgusting."

"You are such a drama queen," she mused, smirking fondly, and Tahno pointedly glared at the ceiling, biting his cheek and his tongue and whatever else it was that he needed to keep in check. Ah, thought Tahno, noticing the wide view of stars above them with determined interest. A skylight... A hip ridge design, if he remembered correctly, and then emphatically searched deep into the mystical archive of bizarre architectural knowledge that had to exist in his brain somewhere. "What's the big deal?" she asked, and—just like that—his focus was shattered, and the very distant part of Tahno's brain—the part that was very good at keeping thoughts and memories buried so deep that he scarcely remembered they were there—remembered a few of the key reasons as to why, as she so aptly put it, this was turning out to be a big deal.

(Primarily, that she was his intern and that she was half-naked.

And wet.)

Snapping his eyes downward with a hard, forcefully blank glare, Tahno gestured down at himself, and please—sweat speaks for itself.

His intern's eyes rolled heavily in her head. "Wonderful," she muttered, as if he were a child to be humored. (The irony was not lost on Tahno.) "Well, what else are you gonna do, if not swim?"

Do not answer that question, his mind urged—not until he was certain that his answer would be the right one. Quickly, he cleared his throat.

"What else do you think?" he snapped, then waited, stiffly, for a whole moment before he let out a sharp sigh. Keeping up with all of this tension was exhausting. It might have been the lingering effects of the alcohol working its way out of his system, but at the moment, he was feeling a bit more lenient than usual.

Rounding his shoulders to relieve some of the ache in his neck, Tahno sighed again—this time, with much greater effect. Now, with less strain knotting in his shoulders, Tahno gave another shrug and said, a tad more civilly, "I need to go back to the room. I have to wake up early tomorrow, you know," then gave her a calm, meaningful look.

She didn't seem to like his answer, if the way she ducked her chin down beneath the waves was any indication. Petulantly, his intern blew out a frustrated sigh of bubbles, just shy of the water's surface; she may not have liked what he had to say, but for once, it seemed, she respected it.

"Fine," Korra huffed, raising her face out of the water and making a big show of blowing a wet strand of hair from her eyes. Finally. "Then help me out of here, at least."

Tahno's eyes widened slightly.

Oh, ho—no.

"Yeah, you're out of your fucking mind if you think I'm falling for a trick like that," he scoffed, and her pout only deepened.

"Dammit," she muttered, smirking up at him almost ruefully. "You're too sneaky, yourself."

"Yeah, flattery's not gonna get you anywhere either," he remarked sternly.

She smirked up at him then, fully, and—all right. Time to leave. Now.

"Come on, get out of there," Tahno ordered, stepping back to give her room to pull herself out.

"Hey, do you have your phone on you?" Korra asked suddenly, as a look of serious concern crossed her face. She bounced nervously on the balls of her feet, pushing gently off the wall of the pool. "I gotta make a call, but I left mine up in your room."

Tahno's eyes narrowed, imperceptibly. "To whom?"

His intern gave him a flat look. "Seriously?" she scoffed, impatiently. When he didn't budge, she rolled her eyes and said, "I gotta call Asami, all right? I haven't heard from her since this morning, and I want to see how she's doing. Do you have it on you or not?"

He wasn't sure how much he believed her about that, but it didn't matter, anyway. "No," he said, thinking of the corner of the desk where he'd left it, and then wondered how long it would take him to hide it when they returned. "Just use your own when you get back." (Unless he hid that, too.)

"Fine," she sighed, then spread her palms wide on the flat of the cement, bracing herself to rise. It wasn't until she paused—halfway up, elbows still bent—that Tahno realized he'd been holding his breath. "Hey," she mused aloud, then tilted her head to the side thoughtfully, staring intently down at his feet. Weirdly. "Are those running shoes new?"

Tahno stared at her, deadpanning. What the actual hell?

"No," he replied shortly, forcing himself not to take another step back. She was so fucking weird. "They're in desperate need of replacements," he snapped haughtily.

A slow smirk began spreading across her face.

"Good," she said suddenly, snapping her face up towards his, and it was startling, the things that image did to him, of her face flushed with heat and her skin slick and her eyes bright in the dark rays from the overhead skylight—the curve of her jaw, and mouth, so close to his thighs, just below—and her neck, dripping with water, which spilled onto her bare shoulders, where it sloped down into—

"Because you should probably buy a new pair."

Wha—?

And then Tahno felt a warm, firm pressure wrap itself around his wrist—a hand, he thought, insanely—and briefly, distantly, as if in slow motion—he was falling—and then he was crashing through the surface of the water, shoulder first, and choking down chlorine.

Tahno sputtered as he burst through the surface, struggling to determine where, exactly, the floor of the pool was. Mragmphfrrr! seemed to be as close to motherfucker as he was currently capable.

With a gasp, he rose up to his full height, the balls of his feet finally finding the smooth, slippery slope of the descent into the deep end—into which, naturally, he was surely sliding—and he swiped at his eyes, blindly, as he waded—waves lapping at his neck and chin—slapping away the long strands of hair that had been overturned into sticking to his face and—faintly—the sound of laughter from the other end of the pool.

It took him another moment to catch his breath—chest heaving, world realigning, gravity re-centering—and then his gaze zeroed in, from across the wide expanse of the pool—fifteen feet, give or take—to a face flushed with mischievous amusement—and he could see it, the precise moment that glee shifted to fear—and the last thing Tahno heard before he dove down beneath the surface was a terrified yelp, loud and laughing and panicked and music to his ears.


Korra was a very fast swimmer.

But Tahno, as it just so happened, was faster. 
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That one night

Tahno may have still been a little bit drunk.


The moment Tahno's fingers came into contact with warm, soft skin

it occurred to him that this might have been

a really

poor

decision.


(But. At least his craving for a cigarette was gone.)


It was adrenaline that pushed him through the rest of the motion—the one that flung the lithe body in his hands into the air—cackling, indignant peals of laughter flying past his ears—until the resounding splash crashed through his brain, each ripple a hammer to his heart.

This was a mistake.

This was childish. This was beneath him on so many different levels. (He was panting, hard and fast—could barely breathe, let alone think—and then, like a switch being flipped in his brain—like a hurricane—it all came tumbling down, all at once, without any end in sight.)

What had he hoped to accomplish with this? (He didn't know what he was thinking.) He didn't know what he was thinking, aside from the fact that he hadn't thought at all—he'd followed an impulse. A stupid, childish impulse. He was a professional adult with adult vices; he was a strategist, a surveyor of patterns and specialties. Of calculated designs and cost-effectiveness.

It'd been a very long time since he'd acted on an impulse. Like this.

He wasn't going to make a habit of it.

Which is why it was a little disconcerting, during the brief, long seconds when Korra dove deeper below the surface, that Tahno considered joining her.


She broke through the surface like a rocket, laughing and sputtering in equal measure. Hastily, Tahno swiped at the water flooding his vision, dragging it down his long face and away from his eyes as he coughed out the continued torture to his lungs, the traces of water that he hadn't expected to be there. (It'd been a long time, Tahno realized with a start, since he'd had access to water like this.) Her laughter was still spiking his brain when it occurred to him, how aware he felt—refreshed, even. (And alert, and awake, and alive.)

(Young.)

But it wouldn't do well to let her think that yanking him into a pool was the sort of thing that was going to become acceptable.

So he sent a tidal wave in her direction with a wide sweep of his arm, hitting true to his mark; the cackling was swallowed up by the sound of choked gurgling, which only caused his intern to eventually deteriorate into an even stronger fit of vicious giggling.

Now, Tahno's annoyance was genuine.

"This is fucking gross," Tahno coughed, making sure to make a big show of it. It wasn't actually that bad, now that he was actually in the water, but he was pretty sure that if he did start to think about it too much, the sweat swirling around in the public pool, he might actually gag. Tahno's fingers slid over his eyelids, ridding them from the last vestiges of chlorinated water, and the sole of his shoe slipped along the bottom, sliding down the slope to the deep end. Tahno lost his balance and crashed face-down into the waves.

"Oh, please," Korra was laughing when he resurfaced—coughing and glaring. His intern was wading farther out, matching his depth but keeping her distance—wise—until her toes were just shy of touching the bottom. Her arms and legs worked easily under the water, sending little currents rippling through the path between them, while Tahno's sneakers rested comfortably flat against the slope. Mostly. He was only half-listening when she said, "My gym gear is mostly clean, anyway."

Tahno coughed, loud and hacking. "What is that supposed to mean?" he demanded, shifting his weight back to counterbalance the feel of sliding too quickly, too fast; glaring suspiciously, Tahno reached down and yanked one ruined sneaker from his foot while the other hopped along the floor of the pool. He launched himself up to toss it toward one of the long beach chairs lining the pool's side. It overshot, hitting one of the potted palm trees in the corner instead.

His intern was doing backstrokes along the edge.

Her form, he noticed, was impeccable.

"I take it basketball was not your sport," she remarked, earning another glare; the fact that her eyes were closed only made it worse.

Scowling, Tahno reached down again, yanking off his sock and throwing it astray without bothering to look up. It landed against the cement walkway with a wet smack, echoing loudly throughout the large, empty room, and it was not long until the other foot was bare, and Tahno's ruined footwear lay astray along the pathway. At least he'd managed to avoid hitting the fake palm tree.

He was sighing back into the water before he could think twice about it.

"Whatever," he muttered, once he remembered himself, and his anger. He floated aimlessly over the surface, only his face and the occasional poke of his toes or his chest exposed to the thick air. "I'm going to murder you, anyway," he added, letting his eyes drift shut.

The moment was ruined by another sprinkle of drops splashing over his face. Irritatedly blinking them away, Tahno sat up, only to realize that they had drifted a lot closer to one another than he'd thought.

"Hey," she snapped with a smile, swishing another splash at his face for good measure. This time, Tahno dodged it. "You wouldn't be enjoying yourself, would you?"

Tahno deigned not to comment and instead rolled back into the water, sinking back all the way to his hairline.

"I could have been lying about having my phone, you know," he gritted out, mumbling through the relentless streams of splashes flying his way. The fault was obviously hers. All of it. For everything. "Then what?" he demanded.

"Mm. You could have been," Korra agreed amiably, softly, sinking back into another lazy backstroke somewhere off to his right. Tahno's eyes flickered to her bare stomach, then back to her face, then stung with chlorine, as unexpected and unforgiving drops rolled into his eyes. "But I would have known," she said with certain, quiet confidence.

Tahno scowled and shifted, wading backward alongside her path with a roll of his eyes. "Doubt it," he muttered, feeling hazy, watching her muscles at work.

Korra merely shrugged, unperturbed, and a bare shoulder gleamed at him from under the moon-filled skylight. "Think what you want."

Well. So much for that, Tahno thought snidely as his intern continued to float about in lazy circles, as fucking serene as a monk on a mountain.

Fuck it, he thought suddenly. This was too much work—being angry and frustrated and bored, all at the same time.

Or, at least, pretending to be.

Without any warning, Tahno plunged into the water, out of sight.
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That one night

Korra really should have kept her mouth shut.


Korra didn't know how to make heads or tails out of any of this.

The last time she'd seen Tahno—somewhere around three or so hours before—he'd been mad at her, though the reason why was becoming a little hard to remember. (Something to do with her being in the way, as usual. Which she was, most of the time. She could own up to it.) Anyway, he'd left the hotel room in a strange mood, one that she hadn't often encountered—one that had been really difficult to interpret, no matter from which angle she looked at it—and, although his current behavior was admittedly something of an improvement, Korra would be lying if she said she wasn't even more confused now.

"Have you been drinking?" she asked suddenly, then regretted it immediately as his head snapped in her direction. She didn't think there was really any reason why she should like the way his hair was slicked back against his skull. But she did.

His glare was deadpan and suspicious. "What's it to you?"

"Nothing," she shrugged, feeling weirdly nosy all of a sudden. She didn't even have it in her to offer up a proper comeback. "Just noticing that you're awfully, ah... chipper."

Tahno blanched while Korra tried not to sink into the water. With the water covering everything up to her eyes, she watched him lick his lips thoughtfully and say, "Chipper... The last person who called me that got punched in the face."

Korra couldn't resist a smile. She rose out of the water with a gasp of breath and a cheeky grin on her lips. "Was it Shaozu, by any chance?"

His eyes snapped down to hers, weird amusement gone. Whoops.

"No," he replied dryly, dragging himself up the slope to the shallow end, rising out of the water. His t-shirt was white. And it clung. "Though he's gotten punched for many a reason over the years," he said slowly, scowling darkly, effectively breaking Korra right out of the thoughts that she really shouldn't have been thinking anyway. "And given recent events... it seems he's very much overdue for another."

"He's not alone in the blame, you know," Korra quipped, joking but not, knowing that Tahno was kidding—and not. She didn't know what it was—this weird, sudden, knee-jerk reaction defense mechanism she felt, but it was impossible, suddenly, not to stick up for him. Shaozu. Whatever that meant. "Ming and I had just as much to do with your apartment heist as Shao did," she added quickly, feeling rather as if she'd just sealed her death sentence.

Tahno looked at her, oddly. She shrugged with an easy jerk of the shoulders, and tried not to disappear into the pool.

Slowly, as if every single muscle in his face was intent on taking its sweet time, a brow slowly rose into his hairline. He wasn't quite glaring, wasn't quite frowning, when he carefully echoed, low and condescending, dangerous, curious, incredulous, with crystal-clear enunciation:

"Shao?"


Whoops.

She was apparently not very good at this.
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That one night

Tahno got a little territorial.


She didn't mention Shaozu or Ming again for the whole hour that he and his intern stayed in the pool, but Tahno's mood was already soured. (And it didn't help, of course, that this fun little reminder had brought back a barrage of others as to why he was pissed as fuck at both of them, and especially—)

But really, what would they have said, if they were there, witnessing all this? (Nosy, inconsiderate assholes, the both of them—) And it wouldn't have mattered, he acknowledged, if they were there, because he would have killed both of them on sight.

Shaozu first.

Or maybe second. So he could make it last...

Fucking—whatever. Those assholes were the last things he wanted to think about. Today had been about him. It was his conference, his presentation—his day. Those losers could do whatever the hell they pleased, so long as they didn't try to come anywhere near him for at least a week. He didn't give a shit.

As long as they stayed away from his intern.










105. Tahno regretted seeking revenge


Disclaimer: I no own.

Word Count: 393

Author's Notes: 1/20/13. Writing marathon v. 2.0! Just for fun, for as long as I can go. ;) Endurance writing/flash!fic-a-thon? I'm pretty sure there is one hell of a contradiction in there, if not two.

Bonus!


That one night (& the only time, really)

Tahno regretted seeking revenge.


"Damn, it's cold," his intern hissed, teeth chattering.

Tahno glared from beside her in the stairwell, holding tight to the white, fluffy towel draped over his shoulders. "This is totally your fault, you know," he reminded her, and felt something stab at his bare feet on the step. "Fuck," he hissed a sharp intake of breath, then leaned against the metal railing to brush it away, glaring at her all the while. She hardly noticed because she was already three steps ahead of him.

Ugh. Tahno wasn't sure there'd been any walk more embarrassing in his life. Walks of Shame could hardly compare to this.

"You were the one who didn't want to take the elevator," Korra reminded him, her pile of sopping wet street clothes in one hand, the other gripping tight to the opposite railing as they plowed forward, step-by-step-by-endless-fucking-step. A towel was draped over her shoulders as well, her wet hair still somehow managing to drip down onto the cement at their feet.

(In retrospect, perhaps seeking revenge in the form of throwing her clothes into the pool had not been the wisest of decisions.

So much for avoiding any questionable impulses.)

"You were the one who said that the stairs would be the safest bet," she went on. "So here we are. All because you were afraid someone would recognize you in the hallway."

Tahno gripped the towel wrapped around his shoulders, clenching it more tightly. His old, ruined shoes and socks lay at the bottom of a trash barrel by the vending machines. (He had needed a new pair, desperately, but that wasn't the point.)

"Listen," he snapped. "I spoke for an hour today in front of over two hundred people. One of them is bound to be a fan of traveling by elevator."

"Tahno, you look like you just lost a wet t-shirt contest. I hardly think anyone would be able to place your current image with the professional-looking man they saw at the podium this afternoon."

"Was that a backhanded insult or a backhanded compliment?"

"Your choice," she quipped, then rounded the corner to the next landing. Tahno scowled. She was exhausting. It never ended.

(Ugh. Maybe he was getting too old for this.)

"Come on, you ol' mad scientist. Don't tell me you lied about those four miles on the treadmill."


(Then again, maybe not.)
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That one night

Tahno and Korra were detectives. (PART II)


A low voice rumbled into her ear, so close beside her that she could almost feel it, reverberating through her chest.

"Shit."

Not exactly the most inspiring of words, but—

"Quick—fuck—get over here."

"Tahno, you're acting like a crazy person."

"Just shut up and get over here."

Korra nearly dropped her jeans and t-shirt into a heap on the carpet when Tahno's hand snaked out and pulled her around the corner, out of the line of sight of what Korra could now hear was attached a stampede of footsteps storming down the hall toward the elevators. Loud ones, yet... More specifically, small ones.

"What the hell are a bunch of kids doing in a hotel by themselves?" Tahno snapped and, honestly, if he was trying to make the two of them look less suspicious by pulling them into a small nook with a decorative table and matching vase—he, still fully clothed and sopping wet, and she, half-dressed and shivering under a wet towel with a pair of drenched jeans in her arms—then he wasn't doing a very good job of it.

"They're not by themselves," Korra replied, exasperated, trying to peer around him. Tahno held out an arm, blocking her. She huffed. "Their parents or chaperones or whoever are with them. Just... behind them. Far, far behind them."

Tahno scoffed, frown pinching with disdain. "Typical," he muttered.

"Jeez. Weren't you a kid athlete once?" she asked dubiously, frowning at his profile. He was very determinedly ignoring her in favor glaring surreptitiously at the herd of munchkins barreling down the hall. "You act like you've never been away for a weekend with a group of your friends. To play sports."

Oh. Maybe he hadn't, Korra realized belatedly. She was assuming a bit much, given that she didn't know much about his life before he started the final year of his doctoral program. In a weird moment of self-awareness, Korra hoped she hadn't overstepped her boundaries or said something truly insensitive.

But, unsurprisingly, Tahno didn't seem to put much consideration into her words.

"How do you know what they're here for?" Tahno muttered, glancing back at her over his shoulder. His hair was drying to his temple in a weird way, and he wasn't going to be happy about it, even if it wasn't particularly bad-looking. Korra tried very hard not to stare at it, or think about how he still smelled a little like chlorine. She took a deep breath, simply because she felt a tad breathless from their climb, and instantly regretted it. "Since when did you become a wildlife expert?" he demanded, and she responded with a dry, icy glare.

"This is very obviously an away trip for a junior travel team," Korra replied confidently. "Middle school, by the sounds of their laughter. And I would be able to recognize that even if there weren't a sign downstairs by the main elevators welcoming everyone for both the conference and the Junior Hockey League Tri-Tournament."

Tahno did not appreciate her sarcasm. "Why would anyone think a combination like that was a good idea?"

"Well, not everyone can be gifted with your superior planning skills," she told him. He glared at her.

"Listen," he said quietly, voice sharp with command. Korra rolled her eyes, mostly for her own personal benefit, as Tahno leaned around the corner and investigated the long hallway. "They must have punched the damn button at least fifty times, but they're finally gone. Damn. Who put them on this floor?"

"The hotel people clearly," Korra replied logically, following behind Tahno as he ventured back out into the dangerous open. (Since when was she supposed to be the logical one?) "Doesn't mean they can't race the elevators up and down, though."

"Naturally," Tahno scowled, picking up his pace as they neared his door.

"Dude, are you kidding? Staying in a hotel when you're a kid? It's literally a playground."

Tahno paused, just for a moment, to stop and glance at her, a once-over that was less than flattering. She deadpanned while he deadpanned, unimpressed. "And, apparently—for some—it still is."

She huffed. "Yeah, yeah—keep moving, Professor Wet-Gym Shorts," Korra ushered him, repeatedly punching the back of one of his arms. He glared over his shoulder at her but started walking. "Oh, and by the way," she continued, as a devious sense of righteousness welled in her chest and a haughty smirk curled her cheeks. "To be honest, given some of the action I saw going on downstairs in the hotel bar on my way in from my car—from your fellow scholars, mind you—the Best Behaved competition between the academics and the junior hockey league is looking less and less like a contest."

"Please do not remind me that you visited your car this evening," Tahno announced distastefully, standing stiff at the door to his room and pulling out his keycard, a gray piece of plastic that was a hell of a lot drier than the rest of him. "The fact that you are here is reminder enough that you entered your car and then made the conscious decision not to drive away in it. There's only so much I can take, you know."

She knew she should have been offended by that, or at least trying to decipher where on the spectrum of kidding?—not kidding? that comment might have fallen, but it was a little distracting, the way his throat moved when he spoke. And even when he didn't.

"Yeah..." she mumbled, absently, as his hands worked noisily at the lock pad. "I know," she swallowed, and the door opened.
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That one night

Tahno got in Korra's pants.


"All right," Korra declared suddenly, bursting into the room. Tahno barely had time to step back and away from the door before she barreled in—nearly taking out his ankle in the process. "Point me in the direction of a dryer."

Tahno scoffed. "What am I, a bed and breakfast?" he sneered, loudly shutting the door behind them, still a little peeved; not a single mention of an excuse me or pardon me—not that he'd really expected one. "The only dryer we have access to is through dry cleaning services, so if you'd like to hand over forty bucks, be my guest."

It was a long moment of just standing in the middle of his hotel room, standing—doing nothing—before Korra finally tore her exasperated expression from the ground and glared at him—like it was his fault—and muttered, "What the heck."

Before he had a chance to argue, she headed for the bathroom, barely bothering to look back at him as she disappeared, calling over her shoulder all the way: "Then you better hope there is one hell of a high-power hairdryer attached to the wall in here, or you are paying a hefty express-tumble-dry price for a pair of jeans and a t-shirt."

"Why would you bring your clothes down to the pool in the first place?" Tahno scowled, stalking after her—then thought better of it. He paused by the TV, standing awkwardly in his own hotel room.

"Why you would throw them in is what I'd like to know. You're just lucky I'd already packed my fancy clothes away in the car," she called through the open bathroom door.

Wait a minute.

"You have other clothes?" Tahno demanded from the foot of the bed, which admittedly was a little counterproductive to his whole intimidating aura of exasperation thing, and then hissed, "You told me you didn't!"

"Uh. Yeah. In the car," she huffed, as sounds echoed out from his bathroom into the rest of the room. The noisy rumble of a weak hairdryer drifted out, filling his brain with white noise.

His clothes were wet and clinging to his chilled skin; they were uncomfortable, and he needed to get out of them as soon as possible.

So naturally, Tahno turned on the TV and looked for something mindless enough to leave on to distract from himself. From the fact that his intern was half-dressed in his bathroom.

And still wet.

"And it's not going to do me a hell of a lot of good, anyway, because these jeans are the only ones I got."

"Unbelievable," Tahno hissed under his breath, and wondered when his hands had moved to his face. It was like his body instinctively knew to cover his eyes.

(And his mouth.)

"Dude!" she called out, jolting Tahno out of his stupor. "This isn't working!"

For a whole second, Tahno hesitated.

Chills rushed over his skin. Heat flooded his core. His head swam with the possibilities. (The bathroom counter was sturdy enough. The shower was right there.) The hotel door was latched and locked, and the blinds were closed. The alcohol was still working its final traces out of his system.

And she was already half-undressed.

"Goddammit," Tahno ground out, stomping toward the bathroom.

(Bad idea.)

His intern was standing over the fake-marble sink, one hand diligently focused on aiming the stream of hot air at the waistband of her jeans, while the other held the denim taut. She, herself, was mostly dry, save for her hair, which was starting to dry in funny directions, tangled and crisp from the harsh chlorine. She glanced up at him in surprise when he appeared in the small doorway, blinking repeatedly under the fluorescent light.

It was suddenly very hard to remember why he shouldn't kiss her.

It didn't help that she'd abandoned the towel on the nearby hook.

"You okay?" she asked uncertainly, peering up at him.

"Shut up," he snapped and stepped forward into the bathroom, scowling suspiciously at the wet jeans on the counter. She was glaring at him, and he was ignoring it. "What on earth are you doing?"

Her scoff was even more unpleasant than usual. "What?" she snapped, apparently annoyed by his apparent annoyance. "You got a better idea?"

Yeah, he thought, staring at the hand not more than eleven inches from his waist. Don't put on any fucking pants.

"Just borrow something," he blurted, before all of the implications of that statement had finally caught up with him.

"Like what?" she demanded, staring incredulously. The hairdryer was still blowing. "From who?"

"From me, stupid," and wow, he was really laying it on thick here tonight, wasn't he. Stop talking, he commanded, though it sounded pathetically more like a plea.

"What?" she laughed after a dawning moment of comprehension. "Like I'm just gonna stroll into Shaozu's apartment and be like, 'Yo, Ming—don't mind me, just wearing your best friend's sweatpants. No big'." She scoffed a laugh, but Tahno was only half-listening when she turned to him, suddenly very grave, and asked—with utmost seriousness: "Wait. I can't remember. Do you even own a pair of sweatpants?"

He owned one pair, but that wasn't the point.

The point was that Tahno had an image in his head, an image of his intern going home after stopping by another apartment for a drink—the sight of Shaozu, of course, as his eyes dropped down and took note of Tahno's distinctive, designer sweatpants, distinctly out of place, and what it might mean. He could see it. He sort of liked it.

Actually.

No. No, he did not.

"Don't be stupid," Tahno sniped once more. His t-shirt didn't agree with him when he crossed his arms over his front, and another wave of chills broke out over his arms. "You're obviously not going anywhere but home tonight."

"Yeah, oh-kay, Mother Hen," she huffed, turning her attention back to the failing project before her. Tahno continued to scowl down at her—her and her sodden jeans.

Mad Scientist—he could handle.

Professor Tight-Pants might have been something of a compliment. If he was open to it.

Mother Hen was out of the question.

"I don't see any other options," he insisted, towering over where she worked. It wasn't an intentional gesture; he was just pretty tall, and she was hunched over, and whatever. It's not like she actually paid any attention to his intimidation tactics, anyway. They were practically toe-to-toe, and when they'd been eye-to-eye, she'd barely even flinched. Not that she'd really been looking at him in the first place since they got back into the room from the pool, which was weird. "It's late, and there is not enough caffeine in the world to keep you from your weird sleeping habits," he pointed out, wracking his brain for a more reasonable (believable) excuse.

"What weird sleeping habits?" she demanded curiously, still inspecting her handiwork all the while.

"Oh, please." It was Tahno's turn to huff. "You'll fall asleep anywhere. The lab couch. My couch. My living room floor, for that matter. Like I want to be responsible for hearing a news report tomorrow morning that a young, stupid girl fell asleep in the parking lot of a gas station after a night of unwise socializing and got arrested for something dumb."

"Tahno, I'm not gonna get arrested for falling asleep in a locked car in a parking lot."

"Precisely. Because you're going to drive straight home."

"Tahno, if this is about me hanging out with your friends, then just say so."

"Fine. I've said so multiple times. Don't hang out with my friends."

"Ah," Korra breathed, and it took an alarming moment, but Tahno realized that she was smiling. At him. She leaned closer, as if to infect him with it. "So they are your friends."

Tahno scowled. "No."

"Yes," she argued, smile widening. She was close.

(Toe-to-toe, his mind whispered.) Tahno glared more pointedly. "No."

He half-expected her to say Yes.

He half-expected her to—

"Fine," she scoffed, all but jamming the hairdryer back into its mount on the wall. Tahno blinked, jarred. Without warning, the jeans were thrust into his stomach, and whatever dry patches she'd managed to create were no doubt acquainting themselves with the dampness of his t-shirt.

"It's your problem now," she replied ambiguously, and Tahno recognized the flippant sparks in her eyes as she reached for a white, fluffy towel on the shelf. A new one. She gave a sharp nod to the wet jeans suddenly in his arms. "Jack up the heat and throw 'em over the vent or something—do whatever. But you threw them in the water, so you can get the water out of them because I gotta take a shower."

Somehow, the sound of a hairdryer being slammed into its home on the wall must have still been ringing in his ears.

Because all Tahno could say was:

"What."
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That one night

Korra took off all of her clothes in Tahno's bathroom.


"Who said you could take a shower?" he blurted, then clamped his mouth shut lest he say anything even more stupid. Like who said you could go first? Or who told you okay it was okay to get naked in my bathroom? and—he couldn't believe he was actually asking this—but, "And what do you propose you wear when you get out of the shower?"

"Dude," she laughed, snapping the shower curtain open wide. The metal rings loudly scraped over the suspension bar, harsh and sudden, and Tahno winced. Once the grating sound had cleared his ears, Tahno glanced down to where his intern was hard at work, intently focused on acquainting herself with the faucet and temperature controls—purportedly to give her a piece of his mind.

Except.

She was hard at work, intently focused on acquainting herself with the faucet and temperature controls, bent over the side of the tub in a wet sports bra and a wet pair of spandex shorts, shivering slightly, her thick hair falling about her shoulders in wavy clumps, and Tahno's mind forgot how to process anything else.

Her side was still turned to him when she glanced over her shoulder, exasperated and instructional, "Just call down to the front desk and ask them to bring up a bathrobe. You act like you've never stayed at a hotel before in your life."

Not like this, he hadn't.

"Fine," he snapped, already shifting backward, hissing, so his voice wouldn't crack. His throat was very dry. "Just don't break anything."

His intern rolled her eyes, and Tahno turned on his heel and stormed back into the room, all but slamming the door to the bathroom behind him.

"Shit," he hissed and only remembered to be mindful of his volume after the fact. Tahno immediately glanced back to the bathroom door, panicking, but the water was already thundering from the shower head.

And his intern, most likely already under its stream.


Funnily enough, it didn't take more than six minutes from the time Tahno called down to the front desk to the moment that a nice-looking guy in a nice-enough uniform knocked on their—his—door, and voila... Tahno was equipped with the bathrobe that would be her prison for the next hour while her stupid jeans dried. Or maybe shackles were more accurate—the whole room was like a cage, which meant that prison was more along the lines of the whole hotel, which would make him her—

"This is the last time I am ever going to drink at a conference," he vowed, with only the murmur of the TV to act as an audience. Still. An oath was an oath.

But for all of the efficiency of the hotel staff, his intern didn't seem as keen on the idea of expediency. Ten minutes passed, then fifteen. Twenty. Tahno lounged about—first in the armchair by the window, then awkwardly situated at the pillows near his headboard—anywhere but the wooden, lacquered desk—trying to think about the cheap illusionary tricks of the most recent commercial or the exorbitant prices of the room service menu on one of the brochures in the side table drawer. His t-shirt was beginning to dry, to the point where it was actually beginning to itch, crunchy and stiff from an unexpected wash of chlorine, and the mesh of his gym shorts was relatively dry but cool. Uncomfortable.

The vent near the window had been perpetually blowing out periodic waves of dry, intense heat, doing its best to accommodate the stifling temperature settings he had adjusted the dials to in an attempt to dry his intern's jeans as fast as—humanly, physically, electronically—possible. To the point where he was on the brink of transforming the room into a sauna.

To the point where Tahno couldn't decide whether it would be a worse idea to stay in his clothes or to remove them.

It was during one particularly annoying television program—an actual show this time, not just some mundane commercial—that Tahno wondered what the hell could be taking her so long. He considered banging on the door and shouting through the wood for her to hurry up. He envisioned a lot of eye-rolling. He could even hear the excuse, almost, muffled further by the sounds of running water, and some retort, no doubt, about his impatience, to which he would obviously respond with some clever remark about her concern for the sustainability of the environment being just as admirable her roommate's—to which she would no doubt make some well-rationalized commentary about the likeness of his control over the room's temperature settings—and he would remind her, clearly now, because he'd entered the bathroom at this point, that it was her fault that he'd had to summon the heat in the first place, to dry her clothes, after which she would point out rather directly—poking her head around the flap of shower curtain—that he had been the one to get them wet in the first place, which would be ironic, given that she had very consciously pulled him into the pool, and that reminder—of course—would be useless, because by that point he would already be encased in a room full of steam, his skin sticky and damp with fresh beads of sweat, his once-dry t-shirt clinging to his shoulders once more, and really, wouldn't it be better for everyone—for the environment—he decided, taking a step forward, if he were to just—

Tahno was on his feet in a second, pacing the room like the lunatic he felt himself to be.

This wasn't working.

"For fuck's sake," he muttered, breathing heavily as his hands dragged themselves through his hair. Ugh. It was a mess. He was a mess.

The sooner she got out of the shower, the sooner she could leave.

Tahno's gaze slowly drifted toward the bundle of white fabric neatly folded at the edge of his bed. He glared down at the bathrobe in spite, knowing that this, while not the source of all of his problems, could not be helping any of them.

His plan was to make a beeline for the shower as soon as it was free, but he couldn't hide in there forever. (Was he really going to have to sit here and wait for a pair of pants to dry? To pretend like he didn't notice his intern sitting comfortably in his room, bare skin wrapped in nothing but a bundle of cotton?) He had half a mind to sneak back down to the pool or the fitness facility. Even that random lounge he'd found on the seventh floor.

Anywhere but here.

A flood of images came rushing back, knocking Tahno unsteadily off his feet. Reaching out to the nearest furniture for balance, Tahno's hand came crashing down onto the ridge of the desk's ornate chair, and he nearly collapsed into it, under the onslaught of memories. This time, the running water he heard in the background was so much louder.

That's it. He couldn't do this. He couldn't just sit around in this room and wait for her to finish, or pretend that he was okay with this, or act like he was a decent human being—or at least a decent supervisor—and that he wasn't remembering jacking off to the thought of his intern just a night before. About her being in the shower. Which she was, now. Currently.

(If there was one thing Tahno knew, it was that if he couldn't handle the idea of sitting in the same room with her while she wore a few pieces of spandex and a fluffy towel, then he definitely wasn't going to be able to handle sitting in the same room with her while she was clad in nothing but a thin robe.)

He was so close to graduation. His dissertation defense was just barely two weeks away, and there was still so much work to be done. He reminded himself of this—then again, when it hadn't seemed quite loud enough in his mind. He was riding on Tenzin's cooperation and support, and he had a good thing going—his life. Settling into a promising career, making strides toward new benchmarks of recognition: for academia, not just athleticism; for insight, instead of arrogance; for the number of articles he'd published in the top journals, rather than the number of shots he'd consumed.

Not better, one way or another. Just different.

New.

(He wanted her. The old Tahno would have taken her, would have had her already. The old Tahno wouldn't have hesitated.)

But this Tahno was older, and he was a lot wiser, and thusly, perhaps a lot more stupid.

His hands were laced together at the back of his skull, and the ceiling was just as ugly as the walls. The last thing he needed to do was fuck this up—any of it—and he was starting to feel suspiciously close to letting something slip. His control. The big picture. His tongue.

With a heavy sigh, Tahno dragged his hands over his face, thinking about how he should probably bring the robe to her. That seemed a subtle enough hint to avoid an argument.

His fingers reached down, made contact with the soft cotton terry, and stilled. Hesitantly, Tahno's fingers lightly brushed against the softness, and he found his heart suddenly in his throat.

There it was. Another impulse.

Mouth suddenly very dry, Tahno pressed his fingers into the folds of fabric beneath his hand and swallowed, brows furrowing with an interesting thought. A disturbing notion. A terrible, malformed, half-hatched plan.

I wonder... his mind began, as his eyes slipped to the space near the door, to the small closet of empty shelves and hooks and a few lonely hangers.


He wondered.
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That one night

Korra was very much naked in Tahno's shower.


For the love of polar bears, did it really take a half hour for a hotel with a built-in spa to find a stupid bathrobe?

Korra sighed deeply, disrupting the streams of water with a puff of hot, exasperated air, and wondered again what the hell could be taking Tahno so long. Maybe he forgot to call, she speculated, then dismissed it. It was more likely that he'd made the call, then made an additional call to Shaozu and Ming, in order to start the bloodbath early...

Seriously, though. Where the hell is that bathrobe? She loved a luxurious shower every now and then, but she was starting to get a little too wrinkly for comfort. She would have gotten out ages ago, but the last thing she wanted to do was lounge around Tahno's hotel room in a towel.

Suddenly, a knock sounded on the door.

"What is it?" Korra called after a moment, keeping her voice level. She reminded herself to breathe.

"Are you too busy drowning yourself in there or can I hand something over?"

Korra let herself smirk into the water, then swallowed a gulp of water to keep herself in check. "Depends on what it is," she quipped brightly, twisting her face into cheerful innocence even though he couldn't see it.

A rush of air swooshed past her, raising chills along her shoulders and arms, and Korra knew without hearing it that Tahno had opened the door. She let her arms drift in and out of the cascade of hot water, focusing on the sensations of the shower and not the unmistakable shift in the room. The subtle change in the air that occurred only when another presence disrupted it, entered into it. Existed in it.

She found herself bracing for some sort of impact, though she couldn't imagine what.

"The hotel staff never brought up your robe, so just use this instead," he scoffed, his voice so much clearer and closer without the door to separate them. He must have been right on the other side of the curtain, beyond the flimsy piece of vinyl. He sounded even more irritated than before.

"What is it?" she asked curiously, halting her movements under the water to better hear.

"I know this is difficult for you, but try not to damage it too badly, all right? You've already ruined enough of them, I'd say."

"Ha, ha," Korra said loudly, slowly wrapping her fingers around her neck to relieve some of the tension at her shoulders. "Whatever. Just leave it on the door."

"I was planning on letting it go for a little swim in the sink, actually."

"Are you always this cranky at conferences?" she bit out, then quickly concealed her smile under the steady stream of water, swallowing another gulp. Her heart was pounding abnormally loud.

"I believe the word you are looking for is sarcastic."

"I believe the words I am looking for are get out," she replied easily, letting her smile carry over into her voice, even as her stomach clenched. "Let me enjoy the last of my majestic shower in peace."

"You're in a hotel, not an Amazonian waterfall," Tahno deadpanned, though Korra could tell he was already closer to the door. His voice sounded a bit farther away, making his muttering difficult to hear. She strained her ears, though she was careful not to move any nearer to the curtain. "And hurry the hell up. Majestic or not, Uh-vatar, you're not the only one who has to shower."

"Ugh... Oh! Could you please put my other stuff on the heater, too—?" she asked suddenly, remembering the spandex and sports bra she'd left haphazardly on the tiled floor.

"What am I—your butler?"

"Well, you played my chauffeur earlier, so you might as well be," she retorted, smiling into the water to stifle a snicker. "And don't even think about retaliation... that's the exact line of thinking that got us into trouble in the first place," she laughed, cupping the water onto her face.

There was a sigh, heavy and resigned, and the sounds of shifting fabric—supposedly from him reaching down to retrieve the items from the floor. He muttered something under his breath, but she couldn't make it out.

"Thank you," she added sincerely, a bit nervously, then held still, listening intently.

She expected to hear a jab or threat—however thin—or at least a whatever, but all she heard was the soft click of the door coming to rest in its frame, of the metal sliding into place against the strike plate.

Curiously, Korra slipped her fingers past the edge of the curtain and peered out.

As... expected, Tahno was definitely gone. The room was still foggy, though a considerable amount of steam had dispersed when introduced to the open air of the room, and Korra caught sight of her reflection in the large mirror above the sink. Her eyes were wide. And her skin was flushed, glowing, and pleasantly raw from the heat.

Biting her lip, Korra barely restrained a sigh—then let it go all in one long, heavy rush. There was a part of her that really didn't want to go just yet—a major part of her, actually—but if the walk from the pool to his room had been any indication—and the weird feelings she'd encountered once they'd gotten inside of it—there really was no other choice. Her best option was to leave now; while the roads were relatively empty, the gas stations still had plenty of coffee, and Shaozu and Ming could wait up for her.

Issues seemingly resolved, Korra gave her distant reflection a curt nod. There it was. As soon as her jeans were mostly dry, she would book it the hell out of there. Any place was safer than here. With a deep breath of resignation, Korra shifted back into the shower, determined to make quick work of rinsing out the last traces of conditioner and start putting her escape plan into action, when she caught sight of what had been left behind.

There, on a hanger suspended from the hook on the back of the door, was a long-sleeved dress shirt.

Button-down, black... and very obviously Tahno's.
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That one night

Korra wasn't prepared.


Wrapped in nothing but a towel—arms crossed over her chest, lower lip tucked beneath a row of teeth—Korra stared down at what Tahno had left on the hanger. She was considering it pretty carefully.

Probably for a lot longer than she should have.

She'd seen him wear it before... but couldn't place exactly when. Under the careful touch of her curious fingers, it appeared casual, soft, and well-worn. (Though, truthfully, Korra was beginning to doubt that Tahno owned anything truly casual.)

It's just a shirt, Korra.

She'd worn other people's shirts before. Asami's. Mako's... Even Bolin's, once or twice. (He had the softest hoodies—and he smelled great.)

"It's not a big deal," she grumbled, rolling the fine fabric between her fingers. Some of the water from her hair dripped down onto the lapel.

Korra frowned.

When she put it on, the fabric was soft against her skin and still warm from the shower's lingering steam. The shoulder seams, intended for the breadth of someone so much larger than she, fell loose over the rise of firm muscles in her upper arms. Every thread was pitch black against her skin. Even the buttons were black.

But enough of that, she thought crisply, sliding the first button into place. Her mind was already compiling a list of priorities. Find pants. Wait, no. Those were still drying. All right... so, find spandex shorts—They should be lying around here somewhere... ah! There!—and find the rest of her stuff in the other room, call Shaozu and Ming to let them know that she was going to be a little late—No, wait, texting would be better—and then get some food. Wait.

No, yeah, food definitely moved up to the top of the list.

Better get something on the road, she decided. And coffee. Definitely coffee.

She'd be gone within the hour.


Tahno was apparently still mad at her for whatever reason because he barely even looked at her when she came back into the room.

Korra tried not to get into another huff about it—just because he had mood swings didn't mean she had to, too—and immediately made her way to check the status of her clothes on top of the vent. They were a no-go, of course—thirty minutes being flapped around by some crappy hotel room heating system was obviously not the ticket to quick-dry efficiency. But Korra was feeling flexible: she only needed mostly dry clothes for a ride home, especially since she could jack up the heat in the car. Two hours in soggy, uncomfortable jeans? She'd experienced worse. (I think.)



Maybe I can get away with driving without pants for an hour?

(But then again, some ideas were probably best left ignored.)

After uselessly flipping over her shirt and jeans, Korra made her way across the room to where she'd stowed her backpack beneath the desk. In a quick moment of forethought and damage control, she'd stowed her wet bra and underwear inside one of the many towels available on the shelf. She stuffed it into the space where her bag had been, knowing that she'd pack them away later, at some point, and hopefully not end up stealing the hotel towel along with them. She'd been known to do that before—but on accident. (Asami usually forgot to include the 'accident' part and shit—she should text Asami, too, now that she thought about it.)

Korra was already elbow-deep in her search for a granola bar at the bottom of her backpack by the time she realized that Tahno was glaring at her.

"What?" she snapped, and when she paused, her fingernails made an awkward scraping sensation along the bottom lining of her backpack that had an itch crawling up her spine.

Tahno blinked, as if surprised, then glared harder. "I don't suppose you're expecting to pull a rabbit out of there."

"I'm hungry," she defended. "I didn't exactly eat dinner while you were off at your fancy banquet, you know."

"So that's my fault?"

Not about to put up with any more shit for the evening, Korra tossed down the backpack to the desk chair and faced him fully. "Did I miss something?" she asked, with as much civility as she could muster. She hesitated, then narrowed her eyes, skeptically, and plunged, "Are you mad at me again?"

"No more so than usual."

She didn't believe him, but she was done with his games.

"Whatever," she scoffed, turning back to her bag. "Then quit glaring—your shower is free, and I'm leaving soon, anyway."

And with that, Korra dove back into the depths of her backpack. (And if she just so happened to shove a few file packets too harshly against her textbook and wrinkle them—so what?) It was only after she concluded once and for all that she had not been prepared enough to pack along snacks, no matter how many times she checked those tricky side pockets, that the room was strangely quiet.

Feeling strangely nervous, Korra looked up.

Tahno was nowhere in sight.

The sounds of the running shower, however, were audible even over the drone of the television, even from behind the barrier of the bathroom door. Korra froze, finding it suddenly very hard to think.

A particularly loud commercial jolted her back into awareness, and Korra hastily zipped up her backpack—but not before stowing her intimates amongst the textbooks and file folders first. She made sure not to pack the hotel towel, either. She was lucky she was still functioning after the day she'd had; Korra considered it a major success that she hadn't broken anything. Or somehow set something on fire.

Anyway.

Weirdly disappointed, Korra swiped the hotel towel from the back of the desk chair where she'd tossed it and strode over to the hotel vent, where she figured a little air-dry wouldn't hurt the hotel terry cloth either.

And it was on her way back across the room that she saw what lay at the edge of the bed, set neatly over the comforter. It was the hotel's Welcome! booklet, opened wide to its innermost pages, and it took Korra a whole moment of staring blankly to realize that what she was looking at was a menu.

Room Service, it read.

And at the bottom, a tiny note written on the cheap paper pad with the hotel's logo at the top, in Tahno's familiar scrawl: It's on Tarrlok.










111. Tahno and Korra were not very honest


Disclaimer: I no own.

Word Count: 2,685

Author's Notes: 8/27/14. Ah. So. Five months to the day since the last update? Yes? Yeah. It's been a rough ride, trying to get the motivation back up and running for this story and to be honest, they're not exactly in high gear just yet.

I've gotten a number of messages over the last half-a-year (some very kind and supportive; others, less so). If you reviewed this story with feedback, constructive criticism, or pure cheerleading, I'd like to sincerely thank you for all of your kind words. If you've been reading this story and simply appreciating the amount of energy and effort and free time I put into each chapter, whether you've left comments or not, I'd also like to thank you, genuinely, with all my heart.

Now is probably a good time to clarify something:

The major reason I created this story was to give myself a fun medium in which I could write short, silly, slice-of-life Tahnorra drabbles. That One Night was the tool I turned to when writing the heavier WIPs got too angsty, in order to give myself some much needed variety. This began as a way of both challenging myself as a writer and offering myself some easy, simple comedic relief. I write this story for myself. Supposedly, for fun.

I also conveniently have a tumblr, the link to which is posted on my profile. As I've stated before, I conveniently post status updates (on my tumblr) about my WIPs, which include information about which fics I am currently working on and when we might expect to see potential updates. These update posts, on my tumblr, are conveniently organized according to the tag: therentyoupay updates. If you are curious about the status of any of my WIPs, that's your best bet. (Things I do not recommend: badgering the author, attempting to guilt-trip the author, demanding updates from the author, threatening the author, or sending the author a condescending goodbye message with an explanation as to why you, the loyal and patient reader, have abandoned reading the author's story due to all loss of hope of it ever being continued after a 5-month absence. I also wouldn't recommend trying to do any of this on anon, as it's now been disabled.)

This story will be updated whenever possible, as soon as possible, which essentially translates into: pretty much whenever I feel like it. If you're okay with uncertainty and surprise—great! This story is for you! If you feel entitled to frequent chapter updates and expect me to take your demands for faster updates as a compliment to my writing prowess—

You should probably stop reading now.

:)

Have a wonderful day!

Re-WRITE Notes: 5/31/2023. i remember this moment so well! after 15+ years of fanfiction-writing, i think it's pretty clear that sometimes people just genuinely forget that fanfic authors have lives beyond fanfiction. luckily, i haven't seen any of this weird intensity since 2014! i think people get it now. 😉 shoutout to all the readers who have been so patient from the very beginning and shoutout to all the readers who have grown more patient over the years! hopefully it's paying off haha 💕 also, i added about 600-ish more words to this chapter! i added a little scene at the end.

Gifted To: anonymous!


That one night

Tahno and Korra were not very honest with each other.


The room service delivery was super fast. She didn't actually greet the delivery guy, given that she was wearing nothing but Tahno's shirt and her mostly dry spandex shorts, but he delivered the trays and the cart no more than ten minutes after she'd called them. So expeditious. What the heck happened with the robe, then?

As she munched on a starter of delicious french fries, she read Shaozu's super chill text reply about the huge delay in her response time and assured her that there was a lovely case of beer waiting in the apartment with her name on it, if she still wanted it. And also that Ming may have had three or four from her share, but he's a wild man, he can't be stopped, and I implore you, come quickly before he consumes it all.

Speaking of.

Her rice and chicken and potatoes and salad all looked delicious.

She was halfway through her actual meal (not just the french fries, which were the warm-up, but the actual salad, and the chicken and rice combo, all of which were going to make for a fantastic lunch the following afternoon, so, thank you very much, Tarrlok) and looking over a few notes from her professor on her latest additions to her research proposal when the bathroom door opened, and Korra actively tried not to freeze, or choke, or spaz out.

She casually flipped the page.

Which was stupid because she wasn't done reading that part yet.

"That was quick," she said. Her eyes stayed glued to the paper, though, until she noticed the silence on his end, and—too curious not to—Korra risked a glance up to where he was lingering by the bathroom door.

He was glaring at her still, which wasn't fair, especially not when he was just standing around in a fresh white t-shirt and a new pair of shorts and gently squeezing the water from his hair with a towel, and no, it was not fair, it was not. Korra scowled back, suspicious and confused, and maybe a little confused because this wasn't the first time she'd seen him get ready to go to sleep (but the first time was an all-niter in his apartment, and the next two times were at her apartment when he was still wearing jeans and a black beater or jeans and no shirt and the next time was in the lab when they were wearing jeans and t-shirts) but this was the firs time she'd ever seen him in truly sleep-cozy clothes. The kind that looked soft and touchable in lamplight. He wasn't even wearing eyeliner. She'd never seen him without eyeliner.

Tahno just huffed and rolled his eyes and continued delicately towel-drying his shower-damp hair. He started coming closer. Korra focused on crunching down her salad, wondering what he would do next, but then Tahno stopped short at the foot of the bed, staring in very pointed confusion at the plastic bag containing her 'leftovers' for the following day.

"What's this?"

"Provisions for tomorrow," Korra answered once she'd swallowed one of her final bites of leafy greens. "Courtesy of Tarlok."

He didn't say much of anything to that, and Korra's insides went back to feeling wobbly. So much for being funny.

"All right," she shifted over to the edge of the bed and placed her feet flat on the cheap, stiff rug. "Thanks to Tarrlok, I am well-nourished, both in mind and stomach."

As Korra passed by him with her empty tray, Tahno was standing near the desk, busy looking at his phone. He didn't even glance up as she opened the door and carefully set the dirty dishes outside on the hallway floor, as instructed—perhaps, even, making slightly more of a racket than strictly necessary—and Korra tried not to let it bother her. She was starting to feel a little silly about feeling so self-conscious in his shirt; he wasn't even looking at her.

Feeling incredibly lonely for reasons she couldn't even imagine, Korra decided that she was not nearly caffeinated enough for this.


"It's in the upper cabinet, for crying out loud," Tahno impatiently called over from his Safe Spot near the desk, which he had immediately deemed the Safe Spot upon reentering the room; the phone in his hand was a good excuse to keep his eyes on something reasonable, but all of her rummaging through the drawers and cabinets for the instant coffee packets was not a cacophony he wanted to hear.

"Sorry," he thought he heard her mumble, which was strange.

Tahno had no idea why the hell she thought she needed coffee at this time of night, but if it helped her drive home safer, then hey—whatever. Whatever worked. He briefly considered the idea of driving her home, himself, then killed it, dead, cold, nope. Dead. Never happened.

He felt her whisk past him like a rush—like the whole half of him was on edge as she passed by from the kitchenette back to the window, and he couldn't let go of the tension even when she made it to the window behind him. He knew she was checking the dryness of her clothes, which was pointless. She'd only gotten out of the shower a half hour before.

Shower.

Tahno shifted his thigh a little closer into the ridge of the desk, willing himself not to think about it. He felt the uncomfortable corner of the furniture stab into him, another quarter of an inch, and willed himself, Don't think about it.

"You think it'll be hard tomorrow morning?"

"I think what?"

Korra looked over at him, alarmed; Tahno looked back, alarmed. It took him half a second to realize that he'd looked over his shoulder at the same time that he'd dug his thigh more deeply into the desk, which only amplified his glare. And reminded him more clearly why he'd taken so long in the shower.

And how the answer to her question was probably yes.

"Dude," Korra breathed, looking a little worse for wear in the patience department. "The closing ceremony. It's hella early, and you're already up so late."

What did she know about his sleeping schedule? What did she care? "Since when do you use the word hella?"

"Since I heard it, liked it, and decided I was gonna start using it," Korra replied snappily, stabbing an unforgiving finger at a wet pair of jeans. Shit. He really shouldn't have thrown those in the pool. "What do you care?"



What do you care?

He was cut off by the grating sound of the cheap coffee maker soaking its grinds in the most annoying fashion, like it was cranking a sick bicycle out of a malfunctioning wood chipper.



"Dammit," she muttered, and then there was the wet slap of not-dry denim falling back to the metal vent and the palpable frustration of the angry girl they belonged to. "All right. Twenty more minutes, and then I'm outta here, dry pants or no."

"Suit yourself," Tahno scoffed, meanly, because, apparently, he was set on being even more of an asshole than usual. Good. Probably for the best, then.

"Whatever," Korra huffed and uselessly flipped her jeans.

No.

This was not good.

Tahno hovered at the desk—he refused to sit—reviewing his notes from that day and pointedly ignoring the intern sitting impatiently on his bed and watching TV, mostly out of spite. Who the hell did she think she was, that she could just walk into his lab and take over his life? (His conference? His research? His teammates?)

And the room smelled of burnt coffee and too much shower soap, and seriously, fuck, this was probably one of the only opportunities he would ever have in the entirety of forever in which he might ever actually get her to wear his shirt.

And he was too pissed off to even properly appreciate it.

"Fuck it," Tahno muttered, and dropped his stack of notes carelessly onto the desk. Burnt coffee was better than no coffee.

He wasn't sleeping anytime soon, anyway.

He was one foot back into the main bedroom, mug of shitty coffee in hand, when she looked up from her spot on the bed—hair still damp, legs still bare, pillow in her lap, his shirt on her shoulders, confused scowl on her face, wait—

"What's this for?" she asked curiously—accusingly—holding up her phone for him to see. She knew he didn't have twenty-twenty vision, so he didn't know what the fuck she was doing holding up the phone from seven feet away like he could actually see it, but after a stroke of memory, Tahno was able to piece together what it was she was questioning him about.

Shit.

He'd texted her something.

Hours ago.

While maybe drunk.



"I thought you'd left," he answered with a shrug, careless and quick, which was pretty much how he'd felt when he'd sent the damn text in the first place. He'd forgotten all about it.

She blinked as if surprised. Expression unreadable, she carefully pointed to something on the floor. By his feet, behind him. He didn't see anything at first, and she did not take kindly to his irritated scowl, and it was only after she pointed directly to the backpack tucked away underneath the desk that he understood what she was trying to say.

Oh.

"My bag was here the whole time," she said, sounding cautious. "If I was gonna leave, I would have told you."

"Right, because your communication skills are always that reliable."

"More so than yours."

Her bag had been in the room the whole time. She'd been there, in the hotel, the whole time.

He'd nearly flipped his lid when he'd thought otherwise.

(He sort of felt delirious.)

"You know, if you're gonna keep being this much trouble, I can just go to your car and get your damn clothes."

"Don't be stupid. Do you have any idea how many steps that includes?"

"Intern, it's like fifty feet from the hotel entrance."

"Not those kinds of steps. I mean, think about it. You'll have to put on real clothes again."

"These aren't real clothes?"

"Not your kind of real."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"You'll have to go in the elevator, and risk seeing someone, or take the stairs all the way down. You'll have to go outside in the cold, find my car, and then rummage through my trunk. Or my backseat. I can't remember where I put them, and I haven't emptied that trunk since undergrad."

"You're joking, right?"

"Are you willing to take that risk?"

"How the hell do you function?"

"I'm not the one who forgot his speech notes on the way to his conference, thank you."

Tahno did not take that very well.

"Aren't you leaving? Like—now?" he snapped, and shit, was this truly necessary?

Her face closed off immediately, thunderclouds rolling in. "As soon as possible," Korra muttered grimly, and each word flipped like lead in Tahno's stomach.


ETA?

Korra didn't know how to respond. She would have liked to have said within the hour, but she was still too drowsy to get on the road. This hotel coffee was crap.

She looked up from her phone with a jerk, startled by the sound of Tahno angry-scooping his files and his laptop into his arms and sliding his keycard off the fancy lacquer of the desk. He looked more ruffled than ever.

"I'm going down to the seventh-floor lobby to get some work done," he bit out, neither accusatory nor kind; just merely a begrudging fact, resignation and frustration and all. "Text me when you leave so I can see you out."

"Oh," Korra said, at a loss as she watched him gather his paperwork into his arms. She clutched onto her phone, acutely aware of all her own paperwork she'd spread out over half of the covers of his bed. She glanced back to the now-empty desk, unavoidably guilty—and confused. There was plenty of space in this hotel room—not that space was ever something either of them had truly cared about. The lab was smaller than this. They'd worked in coffee shop booths more crowded than this.

Uncertainly, Korra bit her lip and nodded. "Okay."

When Tahno left, the door clicked shut and locked.

Which was pretty much the exact moment that Korra's anger fully erupted.

The pillow to the wall didn't really help, especially since she almost hit that fancy portrait, and pacing the length of the room did nothing, and even texting Shaozu with a Hold on, I gotta give your asshole Captain a piece of my mind didn't really do the trick.

Because, obviously, Korra had fucked it up.

What could have been an awesome day—or maybe even a really fun evening— ad turned into an exceedingly awkward night, and as much as Korra could complain all she wanted, she knew the truth: she could have left anytime she'd wanted and saved herself the trouble of being an inconvenience.

If only she'd had the balls to do it.

Exhausted, Korra sank down onto the edge of the bed, staring forlornly at the TV. She didn't even know what was on.

Fuck Tahno. Fuck this day, and this night, and not being able to quit while she was ahead. Fuck being an inconvenience, and liking your best friend's sort of-boyfriend, and not having the good grace to be graceful about it. Fuck liking co-workers, especially when they were assholes. Fuck insecurity and not knowing and thinking too goddamn much.

And fuck this coffee.


She never texted him.

Tahno stormed up the stairs, clutching his paperwork tight to his hip. His manuscript still had a few final edits that needed to be finished, his dissertation presentation was still a mess, and two hours after his weird storming out, he still had no word from his intern, which meant that she had upped and left without texting him—for real this time—even though he's specifically told her that he'd send her off.

Fuck nice gestures.

There was a reason why Tahno didn't do them.

This whole weekend was a goddamn nightmare. Successful speech, be damned. Academic connections, be damned, Tahno was letting himself get too far ahead in the game, and his head wasn't in the place it usually was, and if he didn't stop and think about shit for a second, he was gonna end up losing a hell of a lot more than he accounted for.

"Unbelievable," he muttered, slamming the keycard into the slot. He kicked the door open with the balls of his feet, and there was definitely a mark on the wood from his soggy sneakers, but Tahno couldn't give less of a—

Fuck.


His intern may not have texted him, but she definitely hadn't left, either.

Tahno caught the door with his foot before it could slam shut. Holding his laptop and files tight to his side, he reached back with his free hand to quietly close the door. The latch locked with a solemn click.

She'd fallen asleep with the lights on.

Tahno moved deeper into the room, half-feeling like he was floating... or maybe like he was still wading in the pool downstairs. The TV's white noise was a quiet, comfortable hum in the low glow of the single hotel lamp. She'd fallen asleep while reviewing her research proposal. She was still on top of the covers.

She looked unhappy.

Tahno stopped and stared for a while, wondering how his life had ended up this way. There was, somehow, a beautiful woman in his bed, wearing his shirt, and he was well past the point of denial of how very attractive she was to him. Yet for at least four very compelling reasons (roommate, advisor, dissertation, I'm her frickin' supervisor), there was nothing that he could (should) do about it.

The whole point of everything was that Tahno needed this intern—the conference was almost over, yeah, but his dissertation was barely two weeks away—and they still had fieldwork for Tenzin to do, and he was supposedly seeing-not-seeing Sato, and yet this annoying girl was so deeply entrenched in his life now that it would not work if Korra suddenly decided that she no longer wanted to be a part of it.

Say, if something between the two of them became irrevocably broken.

Shit.

This small epiphany left a hollow sort of feeling in his chest just as much as it made him unquestionably, unmistakably angry.

I'll wake her up as soon as I put down my notes, he thought, as he shuffled his notes into a pile on the desk next to his laptop. I'll wake her as soon as I charge my phone and set my alarm, he thought, plugging it into the outlet at the desk, so he'd be forced to physically walk across the room to turn off his alarm. He set his alarm for seven. I'll wake her up as soon as I check on her clothes, he thought, as he went over and touched the denim still sitting over the heater vent. Totally dry. He glanced at the clock. One-forty. I'll wake her up as soon as I clean up her mess, he thought, as he carefully arranged the papers, crisscrossing her different piles into a new mountain of a stack, so as not to disturb whatever nonsensical ordering system she'd made for herself, always careful not to touch her. I'll wake her up as soon as I turn off the TV.

One-forty-three.

There was no way she should be driving now.

Chewing on his inner cheek, Tahno watched the clock change to one-forty-four.

Decision made, he walked back to the desk where his phone was charging and typed out a text message to Shaozu: Your plans are foiled. Intern fell asleep. Too late to drive. The two of you can go ahead and drink yourselves into shameful oblivion. Don't bother drunk dialing, our phones are silenced. Have an awful evening.

And he made sure to silence his phone (and hers) before either Shaozu or Ming could muster a weak, drunken reply. His intern's phone was plugged into the outlet in the nightstand on the side of the bed that she had accidentally claimed as hers. He wasn't above checking her lock screen, especially because he knew that it was set to private; her 31 missed messages were oddly satisfying for some reason. (His idiot friends? Sato? Mako, begging to reunite?) Whoever was trying to reach her, it didn't matter, because she was here.

Very, very gently, Tahno took the comforter from the empty side of the bed and folded it in half over his intern, enveloping her where she lay. Satisfied that she hadn't so much as twitched, Tahno quietly turned off the lamp and, slowly, made his way around the bed, reaching the empty side, where he slipped beneath the sheets. He'd always preferred the cold, anyway. This was clearly the most appropriate option. He didn't need the comforter.

Beyond all reason, he actually fell asleep rather quickly, shockingly comfortable.
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That one night

Korra made an important decision.


Korra woke up.

Eyes snapped open, body instinctively still; it wasn't a very graceful or gradual transition, like the kind people experienced while rousing in a meadow of flowers to the feel of sunshine on one's face, but rather with sudden, jolting awareness, like when you're hit with the harsh splash of cold water spiking at your spine.

For a moment, Korra actually believed that's what had happened.

But no. Her body was definitely dry, and warm, and surrounded by softness. The room was very dark, and the distant sounds of cars and city life trickled past her ears. They weren't unfamiliar sounds, but at once, Korra knew that she wasn't in her bed, or in her own apartment.

Slowly, Korra lifted her head from the pillow, letting her eyes adjust to the blackness. The mattress bent to her will with a hell of a lot more grace and memory and luxury than she was used to, and slowly but surely, the shadows molded into shapes. There was the TV, wide and skinny and reflecting just the teensiest bit of light that snuck in from beyond the crack under the hotel door. The curtains were drawn completely, and it made the room feel more secluded than it really was, like it was doing just as much to trap in the darkness as it blocked out the light. The clock on the nightstand read almost half past four in the morning.

Shit.

Korra's fingers fumbled for the hair at her bangs, and a sigh trickled out of her, just a little too loud in the darkness. She should text Shaozu, she decided immediately. She honestly hoped that he wasn't worrying about her, or that they assumed something had happened to her on her way over. She needed to let him know that she was okay, that she'd just fallen asleep by accident, and that she was an asshole.

But it was so fucking warm.

If memory served her right, and it usually did, then Korra had fallen asleep on top of the covers, with the TV on, and her notes spread out all around her.

Tahno was asleep beside her.

Stomach clenching with something she dared not name, Korra's brows curiously furrowed in the dark. Slowly and silently, she slipped out from beneath the warmth and comfort of the comforter, forcing herself not to hiss at the brush of cold that prickled at the skin beneath Tahno's shirt. She was careful to pull the blankets back up, just in case any cold tried to creep its way in, and set off in a tip-toed search for her phone.

What she found were notes, organized neatly into piles, crisscrossed according to the piles she'd laid out. She found her pants dry, and hastily folded, sitting upon the armchair. Her phone, on her nightstand, charging.

Korra ignored the impulse to look back at him; instead she padded over to where her phone rested, shielded the light with her cupped hand as it tried to spill out onto the walls, and frowned at the series of concerned text messages in her inbox. She really was an asshole.

So, you're spending the night with Tahno, eh? ;) 

Korra stared down at the message, sent at one-forty-eight. Had he texted Shaozu? Her gaze darted to her sleeping bedmate, who was facing away from her, turned towards the opposite wall. What time had he gotten back? How long had she been asleep?

Why hadn't he woken her up?

Korra immediately responded back to Shaozu, desperately begging for forgiveness for accidentally falling asleep and assuring him that everything was okay. She tried to throw in a lighthearted comment about how he was sure to have plenty enough beer now, and that she'd definitely make up for her douchbaggery with another pack of her own. He probably wouldn't get it until morning—until later morning—but it would have to do for now.

Which led to her next question.

What now?

It was far too late, but also way too early. Leaving now would be awkward—possibly even more so than falling asleep in the first place. (And, whispered a voice, one that Korra found the suspicious urge to ignore, it feels a little like running away.) Tahno would be waking up in only a matter of hours for his Closing Ceremony, and what would he think when he'd awake to find that she'd upped and left in the middle of the night? Would he be grateful? Worried? Annoyed?

It was getting harder to tell.

Korra's eyes strayed to the orderly piles of notes, and the consideration that surely went into them, whether Tahno had realized it or not. A wry smile twisted her lips at the realization that he'd even taken care to note the page she'd left the book open to, and wondered if that was simply habit, or common courtesy, or something else.

Wondered why that line of thought still felt just as dangerous, but Korra no longer seemed to care.

Korra's gaze traveled back to the bed, clouding with the first recognizable forms of a decision. Her teeth worried her bottom lip, but there was surprisingly little to worry about in Korra's mind; they'd shared sleeping arrangements with far less grace and space before. What was a roomy king-sized bed in comparison to the last resort of a crowded lab-not-lobby couch?

Bare feet padded silently over the carpet, then carefully slipped inside the safe space of the still-warm, half-folded comforter. For all her moving around, Tahno had barely so much as twitched a muscle, and the first time she saw him shift was the precise moment that she settled back into the pillows. He'd been facing away from her, but now he was flat on his back, and his arm was thrown up and over his head, slinking beneath the pillow. He was dead asleep, no doubt exhausted, and he was totally unaware of her.

It wasn't nearly as hard to fall back asleep as she'd thought it'd be.
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That one night

Tahno and Korra shared a civil morning.


He refused to eat any of this garbage.

His intern was cheerfully chomping away at two cinnamon rolls and enough hot chocolate to drown a cow, not to mention she had a bagel wrapped up in a napkin for the road.

"Don't worry," she told him, smiling conspiratorially. "Yours are better."

Like that meant anything.


He'd woken to the blaring ring of his alarm, and indeed, a wake-up call it had been.

Tahno had blearily rolled out of the bed and padded over to the desk, grasping, caught hold of the blasted phone, poked at some buttons on the screen, then stumbled back to the bed, where he promptly re-entered the space beneath the sheets, dropping his hand back to the pillow by his temple, briefly contemplating the possibility of skipping the ceremony altogether, then felt his intern rustling beside him.

Suddenly very awake. He was vaguely surprised to find her still there.

Deciding to not make a big deal out of it, Tahno summoned the energy to lift himself out of bed properly, sitting up and stretching long enough to make a cat jealous. Okay. He could get his shit together. His footsteps were light as he meandered to the closet and started to rifle through his suit options for the day. The room felt strangely calm, especially in light of how much tension had filled it the night before, and Tahno felt suspiciously at ease as he began to pack away his things, paperwork, and personal effects. His intern roused not long after, mumbling about the time and the early-ass alarm, and Tahno was pretty sure that he'd mumbled something in reply, and then she'd said, Sorry I fell asleep, and he'd said, Don't worry about it. Literally can't take you anywhere, and then she'd thrown a pillow at him, and he threw a smirk over his shoulder.

His smirk froze on his face, the sleepy-smug train of thought all but forgotten; it felt decidedly appropriate that she be waking mere minutes after him, in his bed, wearing his shirt, and he was struck by the realization of just how easily he could have gotten used to it.

Bitterness was a terrible taste for the morning, especially before coffee.

He'd muttered something, then, about how she could go back to sleep; the room was his until eleven, and he'd be back sometime around ten. It was free for her to use until she felt ready to ship out, but she'd insisted on getting up. Neither of them were morning people, exactly, so conversation was expectedly lacking, but at the slip-sight of her bare legs reaching out from beneath the covers to find footing on the floor, Tahno purposefully and quietly made his way into the bathroom to prepare for the day.

When he'd returned, his intern had already dressed and packed her bags, was fixing her long hair up into a messy ponytail in the mirror. Her jeans were too familiar for his liking, of course now completely dry, and his black shirt was meticulously folded on the desk. It was all rather fitting.

He hated it.

That had brought them down here, to the first-floor lobby, where a grand complimentary breakfast was far more conspicuous than it was continental; nice to know that the donors' money was being put to good use. As the minutes passed—as the sugar packets opened—Korra grew more and more alert—chipper—and Tahno endured it all, sipping thoughtfully at his crappy coffee. For someone who was in the midst of garnering (almost) everything he wanted, his mood was morosely sour.

"You're not gonna eat anything?" she asked around a mouthful of toast. Seriously. She was gonna eat the hotel out of fucking biscuits before half its patrons even woke up.

His stare was dry, but that could have just been the morning talking. This coffee was shit. "I'm working up an appetite."

Korra reached for one of her cinnamon rolls, shrugging gleefully. "Your loss."

Tahno eyed the arrangement over her two plates. The toast was soon gone, but her two cinnamon rolls were still in plain view. She'd already stowed an apple into her bag, because she was a delinquent, and she had a banana saved for later, and Tahno did not understand how anyone—anyone—could drink hot chocolate and orange juice at the same time. He felt a weird sort of twinging in his chest.

"What the hell's in there?" he asked, nodding to the treasure she'd not-so-covertly wrapped in a paper napkin. His fingers held loosely to the paper cup on the table before him, and he toyed with the cardboard sleeve.

"Oh, that?" she nodded, swallowing a huge chunk of cinnamon bun. He tried to feel disgusted, but he was already too used to it. Dropping her voice to a level that she thought conveyed secrecy, she said, "One of the bagels, to go."

Tahno resisted the urge to roll his eyes, but habits were hard to break. "You gonna swipe a waffle, too? Might as well take the whole iron."

Her glare was more playful than annoyed, but he was still too tired to worry about the loss of his effect. "Don't worry," she assured him, eyes sparkling with some sort of tiny, impish delight; like she knew something he didn't. "Yours are better," she promised.

Habits were hard to break, but impulses were harder to control; Tahno rolled his eyes disdainfully, then hid his almost-smile behind a sip of crappy coffee.
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That one night

the game changed.


Tahno attended the Closing Ceremony and, surprisingly, did not feel like shooting himself in the face.

Amazing.

Tahno drove along the highway with the window down and his radio up, and his high-quality coffee from a downtown coffee shop for the road, high on the knowledge that he was two weeks away from defending his dissertation and that his intern had not spent the night hanging out with his idiot friends. For once, Tahno let himself recognize the unique sense of lightness wrapping around his thoughts.


What did it say about his life that he went to the lab before he got back to his own apartment? What did it say that Shaozu and Min arrived not more than three hours later?

"You work too much."

On the contrary. Tahno wasn't working enough.

"What do you want?" he snapped. After a few beats of silence, he looked up; was surprised to find Shaozu and Ming staring him down with actual looks of concern.

"What?" he snapped.

"You... look a little stressed, man."

This was ridiculous. His dissertation was officially less than two weeks away. He was working with a matter of days. Not weeks—hours. Mere moments and minutes, all wrapped into little tick-tock seconds that were constantly winding down. He already felt a migraine coming on. He needed a third cup of coffee, maybe, but he also needed to keep his heart from exploding, and so his desires were very much conflicting. (It wouldn't have been the first time that day.)

But enough of that.

"Goodness gracious, how do you read any of this?"

He jerked his head up (when had it fallen into his hands?) and took stock of Shaozu, pawing through his notes. Tahno's eyes narrowed.

"Is there a point to you being here?"

Shaozu shrugged. "Just wanted to see how your night went, man."

Hm. Nonchalance was not something that Shaozu ever truly managed well. Tahno's eyes narrowed further.

"What do you actually want?"

"Tahno... dude, we know she spent the night with you, man."

His eyes narrowed. "And?"

"Tahno, seriously, what the hell? You're gonna stand there and tell us that you spent almost the whole weekend with her, and are supremely attracted to her, and kept her in your room all night, and you didn't do... anything?"

"Nothing happened, you nosy little shitstart."

"Yeesh, all right! I'm sorry. Damn."

"That's... admirable," said Ming. Tahno's glare swung his way; that may have been what came out, but that wasn't what Ming had intended to say.

"You gonna leave now?"

"So... I don't get it," Shaozu muttered, mostly to himself. "She's... not attracted to you?"

Tahno's scoff was more of a choke.

"The hell should I care?" he retorted, pointedly making his way over to some notes on the far side of the room. There were hardly out of place, but enough to keep his hands occupied. "I've got more important shit to worry about than my current standing with my intern."

"Do you?"

"The hell is your problem?" Tahno rounded on them, impatience dwindling.

"Dude! It's just—it's strange, okay? It's not like you! And, like—it's not a bad thing, okay? We just want to make sure!"

"The point is—it's that. Well. It's just really hard to believe," Ming tried.

Tahno was feeling dangerous now. "Believe what?"

"That you've been working with Korra for almost a year with a fucking boatload of sexual tension and haven't even so much as taken her to dinner."

Bagels. Microwave meals and Hot Pockets and ice cream. His apartment, homemade. Take-out and order-in and too-crowded coffee shops and a loud, too-dark bar and—

"A boatload?" Tahno drawled evenly. "Really?"

"C'mon, man, you're missing the point!"

"I'm certainly missing twenty minutes, at least."

"You know what? Fine. I give up. Ming, you take over."

"No," Tahno snarled out, firm and menacing. "This conversation is over."

"Tahno, you're being an idiot!"

"Then that's my business!"

"So you're admitting it?"

"I'm admitting nothing!"

"She told us, you know."

Tahno hesitated. Shifted his eyes to Ming, back to Shaozu again. Ming's face was blank as stone, and Shaozu was too fired up to show any of his tells.

They were bluffing.

"Told you what?" he echoed slowly, disdainfully, for the colossal waste of time that it was. His heart was pounding.

"About what happened, between you two."

Tahno held firm. After a thoughtful second, Tahno chose his approach. "Did she now?" he inquired, brow arching high. "I'm sure that's a story I'd like to hear myself."

"You do know what I'm talking about, right?" Shaozu went on. It was a trap. A poorly-planned one, at that, if Shaozu thought his acting voice had improved any since college.

"I don't know what you think you know."

"We know that your little partnership hasn't actually been entirely chaste."

Tahno should have known. Should have known better than to let himself fall so woefully unprepared. It was a small thing—hardly a tell at all, truthfully, or so he told himself—but it was there, and it was enough, and it was everything Tahno had feared.

His left eyebrow twitched.

Their eyes widened, and Shaozu breathed, "...what?"

Oh—

Fuck.

"Oh—oh, shit!" Shaozu hissed. "You—you were bluffing!"

Tahno's voice snarled. "So were you!"

"Yeah, but I had good reason!"

"You—you liar!

"Damn, Tahno—what happened? Did you—did you guys—?"

"Back off!"

"What happened? How? When!" Shaozu demanded, jittery with nerves and, oh, fuck. "Out with it!"

"A kiss!" Tahno was spitting acid, "That's all, you idiot! A measly fucking kiss on New Year's and hell if I even remember why!"

"Oh my god, a New Year's Eve kiss, that's so cliché, Tahno, why didn't you say anything?!"

"For fuck's sake, Shaozu—it was a long time ago!" Tahno snarled. "Before I practically even knew her! It was hardly worth mentioning—least of all to you losers!"

"Oh, my god," Shaozu breathed, as petty victory lit his eyes and disdain curled Tahno's sneer. "You are officially the worst supervisor ever."

"Actually, I think some would argue that this gives him a reasonable case for best supervisor ever."

"Shut up, Ming."

"The both of you, get the fuck out."

"Wait—! No way, man! Not now, when we've finally got something useful out of you! This, like—this changes everything!"

"You're off your rocker!"

"You idiot, just make a move on her already!"

"Keep your nose out of it!"

"You can't even come up with a decent retort anymore! Dude, don't you see how bad you've got it?"

"I have to agree," Ming added in, as unhelpful a fuck as ever. "This is different, Tahno."

He didn't need any clarification as to what they meant.

"It's not," Tahno seethed. "And even if it were, it doesn't matter!" he snapped. "While you're both barking up trees that couldn't give less of a fuck, I've meanwhile got so much shit to do that I can barely think straight, and no time to do it all, and absolutely no time for this nonsense. I'm not about to go fucking up the only decent thing I've got going on in this mess, because—just in case you've forgotten, that intern is the only reason I've even gotten this far in the first place!"

Ming and Shaozu stood there, stunned.

The room grew suspiciously quiet.

Distinctly uncomfortable, Tahno's jaw tightened. "Shit," he hissed. "You're both insane. Stop being such useless, bored losers, and go get lives of your own. She's still preoccupied with that buffoon as it is, anyway."

Shaozu blinked, pulling himself from some sort of reverie. "What buffoon?" he asked suddenly. "I don't know of any buffoons."

Oh, for fuck's sake— "That engineer, you moron."

"Isn't she an engineer?"

"Mako!" Tahno snarled, patience officially run out. "The oaf, Mako."

"Dude," Shaozu snapped defensively, "what does he have to do with anything?"

"What are you talking about?" Tahno demanded. "He has everything to do with everything!"

"What are you talking about?" Shaozu echoed snidely. "They split, like—two weeks ago."

Tahno blinked.

"Ah..." Shaozu paused, backpedaling. "I mean. You… you knew that, right?"

Tahno didn't say anything.

"Shaozu," Ming hissed. "Was that really necessary?"

"What? I thought he knew. And we know. And you know—if he hadn't figured it out for himself by now, then maybe he deserved to—"

"They're not together?"

Ming and Shaozu looked at him, a little stunned.

"Uh... no," said Ming, looking uncertain. Tahno bit his cheek, impatient.

So what? His intern had spent the entire weekend with him—had spent the night in his bed—and hadn't bothered to mention that she wasn't currently attached. Showered in his hotel room. Forced him into the pool with her. Days in his lab, eating his food, drinking his coffee.

Laughing in his face.

There was no reason to get all out of sorts.

"Tahno?"

He was feeling cold all of a sudden, but that's what he got for leaving the window open. Shaozu and Ming were just standing there, like idiots, like they were waiting for something. So, yeah, his intern hadn't told him, and apparently thought nothing of it, but—like he'd always said—he would keep to his own business, and she could keep to hers. Korra wasn't with Mako anymore and had decided not to tell him.

That shouldn't mean anything to him.

Not a thing at all.
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That one night

Korra forgot her boots.


"Are you okay?" Korra asked, just one more time.

Just, like… to make sure.

Tahno didn't glance up from his notes.

"I'm fine."

She wanted to believe him—she had her own work to do, after all, and this kind of worrying wasn't very conducive to research proposal productivity—but the fact that he'd already said it no less than three times without any trace of inflection, eyebrow-twitching, or practically any kind of movement at all—well. It all spoke otherwise.

But the heavy sense of caution pervading the air encouraged Korra to drop it. To be fair, it might have just been all in her head; all this tension could have just as easily been nothing more than the unhappy buzzing of electricity in an old building with faded light bulbs in desperate need of a change.

Or.

It could mean that something was definitely very wrong.


"I'm… sorta worried about him," Korra reluctantly revealed, absently handing over Ming's coffee even though the barista had set it on the counter directly within his reach. (Just because she was home-brewing her coffee now didn't mean that she couldn't visit the lair of the Dragon anymore; it was a shame that Skoochy unexpectedly had the day off, and Korra tried very hard not to let this disappointment taint the rest of her morning.) They made a stop at the creamery bar because although Ming drank his coffee black, Korra did not, and if she could get away with snagging a few packets of someone else's cream and sugar, then that was exactly what she was gonna do, okay, she was still in college, sort of.

It was also an excuse to stall.

And good thing, too, because all Ming was doing was taking a rather long sip of his coffee even though it must have been way too hot for him. Korra sent sidelong glances his way as she poured herself a generous helping of cream into her to-go mug and ripped open packet after packet of sugar. (Just because she was home-brewing her own coffee now didn't mean that she was very good. Yet.)

"It could simply be the stress of his dissertation," he replied pragmatically. "He's due to present in just a week and a half."

"Well, yeah," Korra agreed, dissatisfied. "Of course, that's gotta count for something. But Tahno's, like—I mean, this isn't his usual type of stress, you know? He hasn't like… freaked out or anything."

"I could mention that there are various ways of 'freaking out'. Remember, he actually shuts down when he's stressed out enough."

"Yeah, but I don't remember the last time he was ever this… quiet, you know?"

"Just exactly how many packets of sugar are you going to put into your coffee?"

"I just feel like there's something else going on," Korra muttered, brows furrowing deeply as she tossed the last of the paper packets into the trash. She was pointedly ignoring the incredulous looks from the new barista behind the counter. Whatever. Between Tahno's strangeness and her lack of caffeinated Skoochy-snark, she was already in a bitter mood; she didn't need it darkened any further by judgmental newbies, thank you. "Like, I know that being on the brink of completion is enough to drive anyone batty, especially Tahno, but I can't help but feel like there's something I'm missing." Korra knew exactly what was missing, but she wasn't about to admit something like that to somebody like Ming; Tahno had barely talked to her over the last two days. At first, it had just grated on her nerves, but now it was really starting to freak her out. She hadn't seen him at all outside of the lab, and neither had Asami, as far as she knew. Was this even healthy?

(This weekend didn't mean anything, Korra reminded herself, in that stray yet determined, almost-but-not-quite casual way that could only be a lingering effect of having spent an awfully long drive home absolutely drilling the thought into her head. And besides, she added, with equal conviction, hadn't you already convinced yourself that you were gonna put more space between the two of you, anyway? Isn't this pretty much exactly what you wanted?)

"You're not gonna tell me anything," Korra realized suddenly, ignoring the chime of bells as he graciously held the door for her. She paused just short of the threshold. "Are you?"

Ming lowered his head in a slight nod of acknowledgment. His smirk was a little apologetic but mostly just well, what were you expecting? or maybe, it's time to walk through the door that I'm holding open, you're letting all the warm air.

Regardless of whatever messages he'd actually intended, Korra huffed a frustrated sigh and continued onwards, determinedly picking up her steps so they wouldn't turn into stomps. She had the strangest urge to kick something.

Maybe Ming noticed, because he was keeping a relatively safe distance away as they walked down the sidewalk.

"I think it'd be best if you just talked to Tahno yourself," Ming offered, ever bursting with pearls of wisdom. Korra was not shy about glaring when a situation warranted it, but Ming just thoughtfully sipped his coffee, unaffected. Ming was probably used to this level of death-glares if his current friendships were anything to go by.

Korra tried to glare at the sidewalk instead, but it truthfully didn't hold much steam. The tiny prickling of genuine preoccupation that had been nagging at the back of her mind had just been given permission to erupt into full-blown concern.

"Dammit," Korra hissed, and took a rather disgusting sip of sickeningly-sweet coffee. "Ugh."


Just talk to him. Right. What awesome advice, Ming.

It probably was awesome advice, or it would have been, had Tahno not been making it perfectly clear all morning that he had no intentions of talking to Korra anytime soon, other than to say things like, "There's an additional footnote on page fifty-two."

Nice.

What's with the silent treatment? Korra wanted to ask but still wasn't sure if she was overreacting. He was so quiet over there, at his desk with his work papers and his glasses, and Korra entertained herself for at least twenty minutes with wild visions of drop kicking onto his workspace and demanding, "Why won't you look at me?"

But this was reality, of course, and that might have been (a little) selfish when Tahno was already under so much pressure, and this weekend really hadn't meant anything, and—contrary to popular belief—Korra had, in fact, come to learn that the world did not revolve entirely around her.


"Tahno?" Asami asked curiously, stirring her evening cup of herbal tea with a tiny spoon. Korra thought they were impractical but fun, and Asami thought they were classy and quaint. Korra was currently using hers as a catapult. "I saw him just yesterday for dinner. Why?"

Korra had to work very hard to make sure that she didn't drop the spoon outright, or accidentally flip the whole table against the wall, or something. For... dinner? Just dinner? She dragged her eyes upwards in perfect mock-casualness and shrugged. "He seems really stressed out. Like. More so than usual."

"I totally agree," Asami nodded emphatically, which—okay, good. Asami was agreeing with her. But—?

"And?" Korra prodded impatiently.

"And... I think his dissertation is everything to him," Asami replied after a delicate sip, way too calmly. "He's always been a bit high-strung, especially from your stories of him at work, but I think this is really the pinnacle of it all. I mean, he's on the cusp of achieving so much."

"Well, yeah," Korra relented, slowly sliding the edge of her spoon across the table tiles. "But… I mean, hasn't he seemed, like… especially weird to you?"

"You would probably know better than I," Asami tilted her head. "You're the one who witnesses the brunt of his stress at the lab."

"But," Korra halted, What if it's not the lab he's stressing about?

But that would imply yet again that the world—or maybe just his—revolves around her, even just a little bit, and Korra had already decided twenty times over that she was going to be rational and mature and open-minded about this.

"Although..." Asami gently set her teacup on the tiny plate, and when she cast her eyes down, Korra was forced to sit up; she was abruptly at the edge of her seat. "I don't think this would really have anything to do with what you've been noticing, but we did have a fairly long discussion at his place last night."

Her heart dropped into her stomach. Or maybe it was the other way around? A part of her felt like something might be burning away at her chest. She'd been sitting in silence for way too long. "About what?" she made herself ask, then cleared away the croak with a cough.

"About a lot of things," Asami answered thoughtfully. Wistfully. Vaguely. Just as Korra was considering standing on tabletops and overturning chairs, Asami licked her lips with pure Sato determination and set her teacup and saucer completely to the side. It took Korra a good four seconds to realize that Asami was setting herself up for a conversation (announcement?) with all the aplomb of an official business presentation. This could either mean very good things—like ice cream and don't worry, he was a jerk anyway, you don't need a guy like—

Or.

"I think," said Asami carefully, slowly, like she was leading Korra into something. (Like Korra wasn't already holding her breath.) "I think we were really able to come to some sort of new understanding, you know? I told him that I spent a lot of this weekend thinking, and he told me he had too—"

"He had?" Korra blurted, surprised.

"Well, the conference gave him plenty to think about," Asami answered reasonably. Korra nodded, then took a generous sip of her tea in the hopes of making her mouth any less dry. "I usually try to take Tahno's pride with a grain of salt, but he's earned a lot of the rights to his accomplishments. And even if he's a bit arrogant at times, he's been strangely subdued about this whole thing. From what I've understood about this weekend, I understand that he did really well."

"He did," added Korra, before she could help herself. She took another purposeful sip of tea.

"Well… we talked about some of the opportunities the presentation had opened up for him, and where our career paths were leading us."

The next sip of tea tasted far too bitter. "Huh," mused Korra, who couldn't remember the last time she'd had a serious conversation with Tahno about his life. If ever.

(Just Hot Pockets and bacteria and video game tactics. Yes, how very grown-up.)

"We also spent some time discussing that night we all came together at the bar," Asami sagaciously began and delicately placed her chin into the resting place of her open palm.

Korra glowered. Flatly confirmed, "The gathering you orchestrated."

"Hm… The one where Iroh appeared out of nowhere," Asami added pointedly, and when she said nothing further, Korra only jerked an unrepentant shrug at Asami's shrewd and knowing brow. "Anyway. We... I, shared a bit of my thoughts from the ride I took afterward, and... essentially, I explained how it turns out that I'm actually a bit more hung up on Iroh than I'd thought."

The plate gently clattered as Korra rushed to gulp down another splash of tea. "Oh?" she mouthed into the rim.

"Hm," Asami smiled, small and strange, and said, "I also told Tahno that I thought I might be starting to really fall for him a little bit."

Korra held herself very, very still.

"Oh," she said.

And then, to her horror, Asami hesitated.

"What did he say?" Korra all but demanded, though her voice came out less impatient and more breathless, and she couldn't tell if that was better or worse. Asami's gentle, genuine laugh wasn't really helping.

"Well, at first, he told me that he didn't know what I wanted him to do with that kind of information," Asami laughed again, full of fondness, and reached over for a mindless sip of tea. She was shaking her head, either in disbelief or memory or amusement, and despite Asami's promising words, Korra's stomach gave a vicious, vicious twist. "I pretty much told him that he didn't have to worry about it."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean that although things have technically gotten a bit more complicated, they've really just gotten simpler. I still have feelings for Iroh, but he's not available. I really do like Tahno, for a lot of reasons, and I'm pretty sure I could end up loving him, but not the same way. I don't see him as any sort of substitute or alternative, and I like what we've got going, and I understand his motivations for our arrangement, too. This started out as only a bit of a temporary fix, and that's how it should end."

Korra didn't dare breathe. "So… you guys have… ended things?" Broken up? Split?

What, woman—what?

"Not yet," Asami replied easily, almost dismissively, effectively twisting the knife. "We agreed that things are functional as they are, and that as long as we've got the time and the energy and it still works for both of us, we're just going to keep riding the wave of whatever it is we've got."

And really, Korra didn't know why she'd hoped for anything different.


It's funny, Shaozu texted, in response to a simple inquiry of, Hey, do you ever get annoyed with Tahno flying off the handle all the time?

It's funny, Shaozu texted, and also not funny, because I ALWAYS get pegged as being the hothead when Tahno has got just as short a fuze as I do. So yeah, I get annoyed when he freaks out all the time because I'm the one who takes all the heat for it.

Although, he continued on, and Korra slowly erased the words she'd been ready to send. To be fair, he totally handles it better now, though, cuz of all those anger management classes. Better than me. And better than before, too.

Don't tell him I said that.

I won't, she promised and allowed herself a small, grateful smile. The pillow was soft, and the sheets were fresh, and she'd been looking forward to lying down in her bed all damn day. (She knew talking to Shaozu would give her some relief. Finally.)

But, he added, while Korra was still mulling over his words, absently chewing her lip to swollen shreds, you probably know just as well as the rest of us that his freak-outs are really only, like, minor annoyances. They're not actually, like. Serious.

Yeah, Korra sighed, feeling slightly delirious and burrowing more deeply into her pillow. I know. (Maybe she really was overthinking this whole thing. Tahno probably wasn't even thinking about the previous weekend, or what it'd been like to spend the whole night with her, or how easy it had all felt, even when it really, really wasn't.) He was just stressed. Period. End of story.

They happen all the time, he went on, I mean, the freakouts are just pretty standard nowadays. The only time you really gotta worry is when he says like, nothing at all. That's when you know something is really fucked up.

It takes a lot to really get him to that point, though, so I doubt you'll have to worry about it.

Korra?


He didn't have the energy to put up with this.

First, the copier was out of toner that morning, and Tahno had to spend the first twenty minutes of his time in the lab battling the storage closet for the right drawer of office supplies. (His intern was supposed to have ordered more and left it in his lab—not squander his budgeted supplies by sharing it with the whole damn department; this wasn't community toner.) And then, after he'd finally replaced the damn thing, he still ended up with faulty copies. There was a stupid line of ink streaked across each double-sided page, but at this point, it couldn't be helped; thank god the data sheets were only for his personal records, and for today, only.

Secondly, since Korra was on a brand new kick in which she made her own coffee, Tahno had very little reason to go buy himself a damn coffee. A rainy Wednesday morning was not the ideal time to come to the realization that he had actually started to look forward to paying for somebody else to make his morning brew, especially since he'd already convinced himself that he didn't have the time nor the patience to do so. Not even if he went somewhere different, away from Korra's suspicious, insolent barista friend. (Stupid intern and her stupid whims.)

So that left Tahno, who'd rushed out of his apartment in a futile effort to beat the rain, ultimately swearing over the office coffee maker and a bag of drugstore coffee he'd found in the cabinet, resolving to himself, only until my defense. It was the end of his doctoral program; he could certainly lower himself to drinking a cup or two of cheap coffee for the next week and a half. Especially if no one else found out about it.

All in all, the early morning left Tahno in a particularly bitter mood.

He was reviewing a spreadsheet, critically eyeing over one of the formulas that he would be needing later in the day, when his intern walked in five minutes late.

The irritation that had already been simmering under his skin for the better part of an hour suddenly spiked through his pores. He kept his eyes stoically trained on the numbers before him, refusing to acknowledge her breathless, chagrined hey, sorry I'm late as she brushed past. He glanced up only when he was certain she wasn't looking. When he saw the sopping trail of rainwater she'd trudged in—when he saw her old, faded, sodden sneakers—he frowned.

She forgot, he seethed.

He was perfectly prepared to stew in his annoyance for the next hour or so, before he remembered that quiet anger had never actually worked for him.

So once she'd clumsily dropped her pack onto the cushions and had barely started to unzip her (black) rain jacket, Tahno—who took a vindictive sort of satisfaction in knowing that she'd barely had a moment to catch her breath—pointedly flipped the page and said, "You bring boots?"

As expected, his intern's movements came to an astonished halt. He felt her gaze twist towards him, her rain jacket still only halfway to her elbows, but Tahno waited a full two breaths before he returned it. He flicked his eyes upward, head still bent over his work, and let every ounce of his (dry, unimpressed, why am I not surprised?) accusation seep through. Then he turned back to his work and resisted the sudden urge to punch something.

"We're still going?" She sounded incredulous but also rather resigned, and Tahno felt his teeth grinding before she even finished her sentence. Neither of them had to look outside to see the rain pouring down, but she should know better, and he'd given no indication that the field plans had changed, and if a little rain was going to stop her, then maybe she wasn't much use to him, anyway.

He let his glare do the talking.

"Ugh," she scoffed, lip curling back with disgust. "Fine. Sorry," she huffed, and tossed her dripping-wet jacket over the back of the couch. His fingers tightened around his pen. "I figured you'd reschedule for tomorrow. Twenty-four hours shouldn't make any difference, especially if it's still well within the allotted time range, and you're only using this supplemental data to decrease Tenzin's margin of error, anyway, so it's not-"

"You forgot."

"Fine. I forgot."

Tahno thought he'd be congratulating himself on a victory right now, but all he really wanted to do was chuck something at the door. He stared at the spreadsheet, stone-faced, until it became clear to his intern that he was not in a position to chat.

His intern eventually settled into the couch with a heavy sigh, and Tahno eventually stopped visualizing what it might be like to punch his fist through a wall.


"I'm sure you can do that more quietly."

He couldn't remember the last time he'd seen her so affronted.

"It's not like I'm doing it on purpose," she argued, crystal-clear and sharp. Nevertheless, she still made a point of setting the clicking pen down onto the coffee table, far from her restless reach. She curled back into her spot at the far end of the couch—with her shoeless, socked feet tucked under her—and kept reading.

He briefly thought to offer that she lay them over the heater, then thought better of it.

The silence was not nearly as satisfying, or as productive, as he'd hoped.

"Are you done reviewing the field notes from the previous trip?"

"Yes. Especially since, you know—I wrote them."

Tahno slipped his tongue between his teeth. One, he counted. Two. Breathed deeply. Decided that he wasn't going to dignify her petty provocation with a response.

(If she wanted to be a colossal pain in his ass-fine. He'd let it go on for this many months, so who was to say that he hadn't brought it upon himself? As long as she kept doing her job and let him do his.)

And for at least a little while, Tahno actually thought it might work.


The clicking of her pen was no more, but Korra still found plenty of other ways to get on his nerves.

Between her relentless shifting and periodic sighing, Tahno spent more time rolling his eyes at his spreadsheet than actually reading it. Just as he was about to announce that he would rather work in his car, at this rate, or to actually offer that she just get the fuck up and—

"Should I get the coolers ready?" she asked, almost uncharacteristically hesitant, and it took Tahno a full five heartbeats before he recognized it for the olive branch that it was.

Which was also why, when he thought back to folding down seats and loading the equipment into the back of his car that morning during the sky's first wave of generous downpour, he snapped, "Already done."

"Okay… Well, what about the backup maps?"

"In the glove compartment."

"What about-?"

"If I need something from you," he interrupted, slow and barely controlled and walking a line he didn't remember drawing. "I will let you know."

(With tight, careful strokes, Tahno drew a perfect line through an unnecessary row on the page. And then another.)

She made no response. But then his eyes snapped up of their own volition, caught by the stray sounds of Korra muttering beneath her breath, and before he knew what he was doing, he demanded, "What was that?"

"Calm down," she sniped, pointedly glaring at the open binder, and indignation and resentment welled in his chest in an open spree of spiteful rage, until she scoffed and muttered, "It had nothing to do with you, anyway."

His anger simmered into a silent glower—fierce and resolute. He didn't believe her for a second, but at the same time, found himself glaring darkly into blue and thinking, Well, apparently not much does.


This whole day was shit.

At this rate, the most productivity Tahno was going to see was the behind-the-eyes-production of the new mental film in which Mako got his ass handed to him by a barista at a coffee bar. Sometimes, Korra was there to watch. Sometimes, she was doing the ass-kicking.

Most of the time, Tahno made sure that she didn't feature at all.

(Oh, come on, came a voice from the farthest itch in his skull, with that same sickeningly sweet syrupy condescension that he used to save for the worst of his worst enemies, and hey—what do you know? He was still one of them.

You really think she'd tell you something so personal? he could hear himself laughing, both bitter and sharp, even for a voice so young. And it did sound young—spoke of wild years, and plenty of stupidity, and plenty of life lessons he should have already learned by now. It ain't any of your business, 'cuz you got no interest in her.

He'd made that perfectly clear.)

Tahno didn't particularly like the friends that he had, and he wasn't in a hurry to make any more. Korra was too young, too rash, too interested in too many things, always changing her damn mind; she wasn't a friend. She was an intern. She was—despite his best efforts—a friend of his friends. She was an assistant who held her own, a video game teammate when she was feeling up for it, and a temporary roommate (bedmate?) at expensive hotels during pompous, pretentious weekends that wouldn't have nearly been as tolerable without her, and she was also the inconveniently close sort-of-relative of his boss, and she was a co-worker, and stubborn, and hardheaded, and sarcastic vindictive short-tempered openly assertive and newly single, by the way, and a liar by extended omission so what the hell should he care, right?

She was useful, and helpful, and for a very long time, he'd convinced himself that that was all he needed her for.

"Let's go," he announced, rising from his seat without so much as a breath of warning. Korra looked up, startled.

"What, right now?" she demanded, though her incredulity lent her anger a disadvantaged twist.

"Now."

Her eyes burned into him as he strode to the door to reach for his coat, but Tahno wasn't looking at her. He needed to get the fuck out of this office. "Get your shoes," he commanded, and slipped his arms through the sleeves as he swerved back to the desk to gather his things. Korra was scrambling to pull everything together.

Good, he thought, mindlessly, then snapped himself out of it. Useless, worthless spite. Yet totally justified.

"Need help?" he asked, completely without thought and—from the sound of it—apparently without sincerity. (He hadn't meant it as a drawl, and he hadn't meant to sound so domineering, and he hadn't intended for his intern to glare at him in response, but who was he to dictate her actions? There were plenty of others much more suited to the privilege of her personal decisions than he, evidently.)

"Fine," she stood, clear-eyed and sharp-tongued, tall and rigid and awkwardly slipping on a still-wet shoe, and there was no fucking way in hell that they were going to be able to get through this afternoon without either killing one another or actually legitimately coming to hate one another, and to be honest-

Tahno was kind of counting on it.


There was a spare cooler digging into his thigh, and a stack of faulty copies with stupid, ugly lines bisecting each page clipped together inside the bag hanging from his shoulder, and there was a hot, acidic wad of dread and anticipation eating away at his stomach that sent unnecessary adrenaline spiking through his fingertips. So it was either all this, or the unseasonably awful temperature, that made the metal frame of the glass door so shockingly cold as he pushed it out and open into the bleak and dreary world and—yes. The rain was cold. Of course, it was.

Not exactly the best conditions for a road trip.

The wind spat rain at his face even before he made it all the way out the door. He held the door open for Korra, nearly dropped his shit once he realized what he was doing, caught himself blaming it on almost two decades' worth of habits in picking up women (and maybe a handful of—), and then remembered that he was an adult, and a supervisor, and a scientist on the fast-track to international academic success; he could afford a few seconds of inconvenient courtesy.

Which was why it really got his goat that she didn't even bother to thank him.

And why it rankled further, when she started making her way to her car.

"Where are you going?" he snapped, and even when he barked his words, they were thick; everything today just seemed to be coming out in one smooth drawl. Adult. Courteous. Inconvenient. "This way."

Korra stopped herself in the middle of the walkway, vinyl jacket already fighting off the generous downfall of rain, and turned halfway back to give him an incredulous look under her brow. The dripping hood didn't really lessen the effect.

"I thought you already packed your car," she called, annoyed, and then tried to shield her backpack from the rain by holding it to her front and gently hunching over it. Tahno thought about doing the same to protect his own bag, then remembered that he had some dignity.

"I did," Tahno answered, stepping forward and joining her on the walkway. "You're coming with me."

"My car is on the other side of the lot."

Tahno glared when he reached her, then kept right on walking. "You're not driving."

He'd already passed her, but he could sense her bristling. She'd planted her heels firmly on the sidewalk, and, well, good for her. She could try to stand there all day, but hell if he was gonna let her into his car with soaking wet jeans.

That—

That was not what he should be thinking about.

"Tahno, I always drive," Korra was arguing, maybe even reasonably, but a fresh wave of mind-numbing irritation was already taking over Tahno's faculties, and he was turning round to face her in the middle of the parking lot before he even knew what he was doing.

"It's an hour-long drive, it's pouring rain, we're going to the same damn place, and in case you hadn't noticed—I'm sort of in a hurry," Tahno sniped, starting to grow well and truly aggravated. His raincoat was effective, but they had work to do in even worse conditions, and he wasn't going to push his luck by standing around in the middle of a parking lot when his car was right there. "Don't waste the gas."

He expected her to put up more of a fight. Was looking forward to it, actually, which was why it was more than a little jarring when the only remaining protest he heard was an over-long sigh, and some stomping through puddles as she followed after him. He expected that she was going to put up more of a fuss, or at least—in the process of acquiescing to this random request—make some snarky comment about free rides and graduate student salaries, which would no doubt devolve into another biting argument about his arrogance and her stupid scholarship, and—

Never, in any of the months that they'd known each other, had they ever driven one another anywhere, until this past weekend at the conference. That had only been one mile.

But now, all she did was stare at him, long and hard and considering, with a peculiar expression that he couldn't read, and then she gloomily walked up to the passenger side door and waited for it to be unlocked.

Feeling the ball land solidly in his court, Tahno made a show of rolling his eyes, ignored the thundering, uneasy anger stabbing at his chest, and unlocked his door with the stamp of a button. Then, once more, for Korra's.

He was already sliding into the driver's seat by the time he realized he still had the damn container, so it took some careful maneuvering on his part to make it gracefully look like he'd always meant to twist uncomfortably around in his seat and set the cooler in the cramped space behind the folded-down back seats and the front. Same for his bag. Goddamn.

His intern, meanwhile, was rather stoically arranging her backpack at her feet, trying to leave as much room and take up as little space as possible. A far cry from her claim of territory on the hand-me-down couch.

This whole thing was decidedly uncomfortable, but like hell if he was gonna show it. He was the one in control, here. Like hell he was going to let her drive in this rain. The ignition turned, and his engine came to life. His car, his trip, his rules, his lab, his drive—

"Could you turn on the heat?"

He turned up the heat and flicked the filters in her direction without thinking.

"Thanks," she muttered, staring out the window, and fell silent.

It was going to be a long hour.


The good thing about driving, Tahno decided, was that he had to keep his eyes on the road. He didn't have to worry about making side-eyed glances at the passenger next to him, or wonder what she was thinking about, or debate whether or not to turn on the damn radio because this tense silence was finally starting to become just the slightest bit much for him.

But thoughts of talking inevitably led to thoughts of hearing versus not hearing hints of Korra's current events in life, which he had very, very mixed feelings about, and those thoughts inevitably led to thoughts of arguing and bickering, and as much as Tahno wanted a good fight—for something to feel the slightest bit normal again, like when they'd straight-up disliked each other and had only begrudging respect for each other's work and accomplishments; when she'd been just a thorn in his side and a body in his lab and they didn't take anything about each other seriously except for their flaws and their aggravation and their competitive aversion to one other—

But again. Driving.

Tahno eventually pulled onto the exit ramp that would take them to the heart of nowhere. The rain wasn't letting up, but at least there wasn't any sign of a storm. Yet. It's supposed to be even worse tomorrow.

"You know I know something is up, right?"

Luckily, Tahno was already turning the wheel to glide over the curve of the road. As far as he was concerned, there was no outward indication of surprise—not at her words, nor at the stark audacity behind them.

"Do you, now," he intoned, and looked pointedly to his left as he came upon a lonely stop sign in a well-forested backroad. He pulled out and shifted gears, starting the long stretch of curving asphalt while the windshield wipers tirelessly scraped across his vision.

"Cut the crap, Tahno."

Well, of course, he knew that she was suspicious of his behavior. She wasn't an idiot.

He'd just been very determinedly not thinking about the implications.

"Would you like a report?" asked dryly, picking up speed. He kept a close watch for stray animals, but there were no cops this far out, and they still had a ways to go.

Korra scoffed, sharp and loud. "Maybe, yeah," she glared into the side of his face. He kept his expression blank and his gaze flat, eyes staring straight ahead. "I don't get it. Are you just, like—super stressed out about your dissertation or something? Because that makes sense, but this is weird, even for you, and I'm sick of walking on eggshells all the damn time."

Is that what she thought she was doing? Because to him, it looked like she was picking a fight at every turn—even when she was being strangely cooperative.

"Stop over-analyzing shit and do whatever you want," he told her, and he hoped the boredom in his voice made her blood boil. He couldn't look to be sure, but he could feel the righteous indignation. "You usually do, anyway."

"What is that supposed to mean? Are you kidding me? Who the hell is out here in the middle of nowhere with you to collect stupid bacteria samples when you could have just waited until tomorrow?"

She had a point, but she was also missing his. Fair is fair, right?

"The weather is supposed to be worse tomorrow with the fringes of a tropical storm, which you'd know if you'd bothered to check the weather," he answered evenly, purposefully ignoring what was now blooming into very tangible agitation on the other side of the car. "And like hell if I'm talking about bacteria samples."

"Then what are you talking about?"

Great question. He was looking forward to this game all fucking morning, and here he was, drowning it before it even had a chance to fester.

"I don't know, Uh-vatar—what the hell are you talking about?" he sniped, going for the Card of Easy Ignorance. "You're the one looking to argue." And who knew? Maybe she was. "The world doesn't revolve around you."

And then, to his utter surprise, she went resolutely silent.


By the time they reached the gravel-thick roads and trees with untrimmed branches, Tahno's ire had cooled to impressive steel. The fire of the unfinished fight had burnt itself out, leaving a deep pit of dissatisfaction in his gut—or maybe it just reminded him that it was there in the first place—and when the surge of anger chilled, it hardened into something smooth and resolute and quiet. Sustainable.

They pulled into the empty gravel lot of the university's private reservoir in an otherwise unclaimed swamp, neither saying a word. When Tahno cut the engine, it was to the relentless sound of steady rain and the last of the gravel shifting beneath his tires.

"Try not to pick up too much mud," Tahno said, so devoid of any expression that it could hardly constitute an order, or a snipe, or pretty much anything at all.

"In a swamp? Wouldn't dream of it."

Tahno's eyes flashed upwards, but she was already getting out of the car. She didn't go so far as to slam the door, but it was close.

He allowed himself one single moment of pure, blinding hatred—and then, with a clenched jaw and a muted curse, Tahno yanked on the handle and followed.


An hour-long drive for a thirty-minute session; the trip could hardly be worth the effort to most people, but Tahno fucking got what the lab needed, didn't he, and now all they had to do was go back.

The gravel shifted in droves under his pounding footsteps and the beat-down of rain, but the hydraulic sound of his rear door opening to the drumming of drops was music to his ears—even better when he placed the samples (recorded, packaged, sealed, and protected inside their air-tight containers) successfully away in the side compartment, and his job—the fieldwork, the afternoon, this motherfucking program—was officially almost done.

The most 'negligible' lining of mud had caught the hem of his jeans, as his intern had mistakenly tried to point out, even amidst all of the rainwater that was currently soaking him to the bone. He'd glared with such burning, irrational irritation that he very strongly had to make himself resist the urge to actually push her into a puddle, which—no, as he'd learned—was not the best choice.

Which, in turn, only elevated his aggravation to an entirely new height; if ever the removal of gloves and the generous dispensation of sanitizer could have been demonstrated as a show of reckoning, then this would have been the time.

"All right," said his intern decisively, with a formal, determined air that made Tahno grind his teeth together. "Container temperature control is set. Data recorded. Gloves discarded... germs washed, ugh." She snapped a soggy notebook shut, and threw it carelessly into the back, where it fell off the folded-down seat of the SUV. Tahno watched with narrowed eyes as it collided with the floor. "Great. Now we can finally blow this joint before the lightning strikes."

"What," Tahno huffed dryly, which was just about the only dry thing about him at the moment, "you didn't want to stick around for the rest of the storm?"

"Shut up, Tahno," she ordered, but it almost sounded... distracted. Playful, maybe, but more like she was only half-listening, and half-caring. Like her head was already back in the lab and things, for her, were already back to normal.

Normal.

She stepped out of the way so he could shut the rear door, but before she could slip into the rain's way, Tahno grabbed hold of her sleeve.

"What?" she glanced back, then twisted to face him when he didn't let go. When he did but still said nothing, her eyes narrowed. "Let me guess. I forgot something else."

To be angry, he accused, but that wasn't how the game worked. She'd already gotten over their newest spat?

Fine.

"You're seriously gonna spend another hour in that car and pretend there's nothing to say?" he unleashed, rolling right into the big guns. Useless conversation was exactly what he'd avoided the entire time they were out in the muck, and he intended to do the same all the way back to the lab. They had the desired effect: Korra's haunches were rising with confusion and indignation before he'd even gotten all the words out of his mouth.

"Um," Korra stared back in open bewilderment and a familiar, fast-rising flare of annoyance, the rain pounding onto the back door above them, rolling off the corners in actual streams. "You're seriously gonna stand in the middle of a storm and pick a fight now?"

Better than another hour of silence, Tahno's eyes narrowed, and Korra balked.

Her patience, or whatever was left of it, had run out.

"Okay," she said smoothly, low and tight and teetering on something uniquely dangerous. There was hair stuck to her forehead and her sopping hood framed her face, but Tahno could still see the rising color in her cheeks and the flash of something harsh in her eyes, and Tahno was still glaring at them with almost undeterred attention when she spat out, "Fine. You wanna do this now? Be my guest, pretty boy, let's get this over with."

Tahno scoffed, sneering and mean. "You can cut the melodrama."

"We're standing in the middle of the fucking rain, Tahno. I'm cold, and it's wet, and I've—"

"Then quit bullshitting me and pretending you're not," Tahno ordered. "Actually think for a second if there actually might something you forgot to mention over these last couple of weeks, yeah?" Korra was moving towards him now, absolutely in awe of his gall, perhaps, and it lit something inside Tahno's chest that he'd been keeping very tightly suffocated for days, hours, months—

"What are you talking about?" she demanded, truly confused, which could have made things better or could have made things worse—if not for the way she moved closer into his space, placing herself between him and the car. For some reason, her ignorance only twisted the knife, only cut the tiniest mile deeper.

"Seriously? You've kept mum about the whole thing for weeks, and now you can't even keep track of what you're hiding anymore?"

"Tahno, you're the one who's been handing out the silent treatment, okay, so why don't you just come the hell right out and say whatever the hell it is that's—"

"Why didn't you say anything about Mako?"

Korra stared back, open-mouthed, with wide, shifty eyes. He almost expected her to ask him where he learned it from, but—to her credit—she didn't. She'd probably already put two and two together. Say what about Mako? she looked ready to ask, and thank god she didn't, because Tahno was about ready to fucking lose it.

"That's what you're upset about?" she breathed out, eyes wide, almost a laugh, and the way her jaw was hanging open was really pissing him off.

"Is it a surprise?" he spat back, his own incredulity obvious, and apparently, even now, Korra still didn't believe him.

A sharp, barking laugh escaped her. "It wasn't your business," she answered shrewdly.

"What the hell would you know about minding your own business?" His tone was level, light even—but his arms were stiff and his bones felt heavy and something sat tightly coiled within him, ready to snap. "Whenever there's anybody's business, you're always the first one to come barging in with absolutely no regard for any boundaries that you don't set yourself—most of all mine—and you expect me not to get the slightest bit pissed off when I find out you've had shit to share for nearly two weeks and haven't mentioned a peep?"

The shock was quickly wearing off. "It's not like you ever cared for updates when he and I were together," Korra snapped back, and—there it was: the annoyance he'd been expecting, long overdue. "Why should it matter when we're not?"

"Are you not listening? I don't get a single second of privacy from your busybody bullshit, yet you get to keep all your secrets hidden behind closed doors?"

"Tahno, you're practically with my roommate!" she retorted, right back over the line of disbelief and indignation.

"How many times do I have to repeat myself that Sato and I are not—"

"There's a fair share of consideration that should flow both ways before you start kicking up dirt. And my falling out with Mako was never, like. A secret!"

"Oh, yeah?" he challenged, feeling that pool of ire rising up once more. "So you wouldn't have minded sharing that little update? You had, like, no problem sharing everything else with me last weekend," Tahno sneered. "You know... My room, my conference, my clothes, my shower, my fucking bed—"

"If you had a problem with it, you should have said something earlier!"

"The point, intern, is that not once during any of those times—not, say, in your cutesy little swimming pool, or while eating my complimentary breakfast, or wearing another man's shirt—for which, by the way, I kept my judgments entirely to myself—"

"Oh, shove it, Tahno—like you'd actually care about something so far removed from you as that. And you know I'm not the kind of person."

"Oh yes, let's go on the offensive now, shall we?" Tahno tilted his head to the side, feeling his skin flame beneath the layers of his clothing. The rain was frigid, but underneath, it was burning hot, and the discomfort only riled him further. "That's fine because I've got more. Wanna know my favorite? I love that you fucking told Shaozu about your relationship drama—and Ming, probably, both of whom have never even met the oaf more than once, and one of whom has clearly expressed interest in you—"

"Damn, Tahno, did it occur to you that one of the major reasons why I didn't want to tell you about my break-up was because maybe I thought you might be an ass about it?" she scolded. "That maybe I didn't want to open up about my feelings to someone who was gonna be a monumental dick?"

"I'm always a monumental dick."

"Oh god, shut up, Tahno. I didn't tell you because you were gonna be an asshole, and you were gonna be happy about it—"

"What the fuck would I care?" Tahno blurted out, immediately, as he felt ice-cold fear plummet to his gut, then settled into renewed fervor when Korra merely stared at him in disbelief.

"Because you hate each other," Korra hissed, not quite gritting her teeth, but almost, "Because you loathe Mako, no matter what he has or hasn't done to you, and you only care about my feelings so long as they don't fuck up your lab work. The whole point of this was to keep out of your stupid hair—"

"My hair? You've joyously taken over almost every aspect of my goddamn life: my work, my free time, my routine, my goddamn relationships—"

"Then—dammit, Tahno, I don't know—can't I try to maintain at least some modicum of professionalism?" Korra finished, eyes alight, breathing hard, and for one long, heavy moment, Tahno had an opportunity to simply register where they were.

Still standing at the back of the car, shielded from the rain only by the open trunk door of the SUV, a couple of drenched raincoats, and the occasional wayward breeze. He was staring at her now, enough that Korra began to shift under his gaze, but he didn't move back—she wouldn't—and she didn't look away. But something sharpened into existence between them, something fierce and thrumming and nearly tangible; Tahno watched the rain drip from her hair into her eyes and felt something within him shift, ever so subtly, in the same moment that he saw the change reflected in her gaze.

Her lips had parted.

"I think we're past the point of professionalism," he noted quietly.

Her eyes sparked with anger, but Tahno couldn't feel the flare the way he had only just a few minutes ago; she was slamming up another wall, but Tahno found that he didn't have the urge to bash it down. Her scoff was loud and slightly hysterical, and growing angrier by the second, and, "Oh, well—that's. That's just—if that's so, then I don't know where the fuck we are, Tahno, so you might as well just tell me."

In a swamp, thought Tahno, stupidly, staring at her eyes. In the same damn forest where you climbed a fucking tree because we got lost, and it's been almost eight months, and we're right back where we started.

"You wanna talk boundaries?" Korra seethed, because even if he could feel the start of something coming, she refused to—or she could, but was ignoring it. "Let's talk about how you're so stupidly entrenched in my everyday life that I couldn't get rid of you even if I tried."

Tahno tried to process that.

"You nearly hit me with your car once," he reminded her, surprised at his own softness, and apparently so was Korra—whose breathless laughter had taken on a rather frantic quality.

"Don't tempt me," she huffed, and from her half-cocked brow, he could tell that there was the slightest trace of relief seeping into her shoulders. The tone had changed. They'd both gotten things off their chests, even though it didn't even cover the half of it, but—she thought they were done.

"With what?"

Korra eyed him so shrewdly it was nearly a glare. There was a different kind of current running between them now, something that hummed beneath his skin. An itch he couldn't scratch.

"The driver's seat is right there," she pointed out, nodding gently behind her to the seat in question, but Tahno predictably did not move. "I could steal your keys," Korra reminded him, like a threat, but it was too soft, and Tahno wasn't really listening anyway.

"Why didn't you tell me you broke up with Mako?"

And this is where the briefest flash of panic flitted through her eyes, the realization that maybe she'd made a mistake; or maybe that he'd made twenty, but who was counting? The expression was gone in the blink of an eye, and its place grew a tiny flicker of resignation, or understanding, or challenge—and then her gaze slanted suspiciously level.

"What are you so angry at?" she asked him.

Tahno watched her face—too smooth, too calm, just open and curious and blindingly honest—and wasn't sure what to say. "I don't even fucking know anymore," he answered, and wasn't really sure it was a lie.

He was suddenly struck with the thought of getting home. It was raining and thundering and they were both idiots who had yet to get inside the car—but then what? When he slid into the driver's seat and spent the next hour staring at the road—then what?

"Why didn't you ever bring up New Year's?" he asked, before it even became a conscious thought in his head.

A flash of cagey awareness sparked in her eyes, and then Tahno suddenly became aware of many things at once: the shock of rain trickling down from his hair and seeping into the collar at the back of his shirt; the chill in his exposed skin and the burn under everything else; the rolling thunder in the distance and the unfamiliar pounding inside his chest and the way his mouth suddenly felt so very dry, even when the rest of him was dripping with water.

Korra looked him dead in the eyes, calmer than he'd ever fucking seen her, and liltingly asked, "Why didn't you ever bring up New Year's?"

Tahno was thwarted by a surge of annoyance so harsh and so deep that he nearly rocked back on his heels. His gaze flickered between her eyes, jaw twitching as his tongue ran along the sharp edges of his molars, and then he swallowed.

"I asked you first," he countered, with all the dignity he could muster.

And it felt different, this time, when Korra took on a strange gleam in her eye. It felt unnatural—jarring, even, though not super unpleasant, per se—but out of place and unnerving and of fucking course his hands were clammy, it was raining. His ribcage was in an uproar because the storm was moving closer, not because Tahno was apparently some inexperienced, tongue-twisted loser with a raging hard-on and a brand-new uncertainty as to whether or not the girl in front of him would punch him in the jaw if he—?

"I asked you second," she answered, almost grinning, and he—well. He lost it.

"You know what?" he snapped, gaze swerving to the flash of lightning in the sky. It was a disconcerting shade of purple. "I don't even fucking care. I give up. I don't know why I brought it up. We were stupid, and it was a stupid thing, and it wasn't even an actual kiss."

Which was right about the time Tahno lowered his gaze back down to his intern and realized that she'd taken hold of his shirt—rain jacket and all.

"I think," she began, looking up at him through rain-clumped lashes, while he stared down in mindless shock, "that you and I remember that night differently."

And as he was tugged forward by the edge of his collar, as he stumbled a step across the gravel, it still did not register—did not fully occur to him—what was happening, even as he shot a hand out to brace himself over his misstep, as he felt the impact of fiberglass under the heel of his palm, until Korra had pushed herself onto her toes and lifted her mouth, almost, to his.

He was getting drenched. He could feel the chill slipping into his skin, the jagged contrast against the heat and the sweat trapped beneath his clothes, the rumble of the thunder ricocheting in his chest, the whisper of breath on his lips.

Their limbs went rigid against the tumult of horizontal rain, all frozen save for the rise and fall of their chests, the ghost of warm breath that passed through their lips, shared heat intermingling even against the onslaught of cold and wet and wind. The arm supporting his hand against the back of his car was inescapably locked, its side pressed inexplicably into hers, and his other hand hovered somewhere off to the side, hanging uselessly—hovering painfully—above his intern's hip.

Tahno held himself very still.

"That wasn't," he haltingly began, staring at the fluttering of tangled eyelashes fighting against the rain. Her gaze never lingered, always moving, roving over the lines of his face, and it was a full five half-breaths before he gently shook his face from the distraction, spilling rain droplets and bumping noses, "I didn't expect you to do that."

He could feel her smirk curling the flow of air around them, the gravitational pull shifting sources, but then again—didn't it always do that?—and Tahno wasn't really expecting a response, was already parting his lips to dripping rain and lowering his mouth to finally, finally meet hers, when her breathless laughter stilled him, warm puffs of air clashing against tongue and teeth, and she laughed her lips against him, "Then that's your problem," and then her tongue was in his mouth and his hand was grasping her waist and he was pressed flush against he, pressing her thighs into the ledge at the bottom of the open cave of the back of the car, both of her hands yanking down at the front of his rain jacket, exposing his throat to the wind and storm and whatever the hell else this godforsaken forest threw at them.

The rain slicked their skin and clouded their eyes, lips sliding smooth and fast and hard against each other, all tiny pin-pricks of ice-cold and flushing, overwhelming heat. His hand moved to her shoulder but he hated the feel of the vinyl beneath his skin so he raised it to her face and slipped it inside the warmth of her hood, finding damp strands at the back of her skull and holding them there. His jeans were cold and wet and stiff and this was uncomfortable but then his intern was sliding her tongue behind his teeth and sliding her warm hands behind his neck and he slipped, just a fraction, caught a ragged breath somewhere near the corner of her mouth. When he realized he could no longer feel his face—could only feel hers—and their hips started rocking against the side of his car, he knew he needed to reevaluate.

"We should," he murmured against her mouth, drawn to the heat and the captivating way it just seemed to stay open. He lost track of his words—Korra's fingernails finding his scalp—and after a breathy noise that he hoped to high fucking hell was lost in the rain, he simply managed, "The car."

He felt rather than heard the hum of agreement, and even despite his own words and it being his own damn idea, he couldn't seem to bring himself to pull away. They couldn't stop now. This could end at any moment. It could be a fluke, or a one-time mistake, or Tahno could have been unforeseeably struck by lightning and be halfway into a coma right now. They couldn't stop because there was no guarantee that this wouldn't be over the second they did, and wet skin against wet skin was rather compelling all in its own, but this.

"In the trunk," she breathed against him, gently sliding her lips against his in a new, soft, experimental sort of way, and—oh. Oh.

Oh, no.

"No fucking way," Tahno scoffed, but it was swallowed by her mouth. "We are not—hooking up in the back of my car—surrounded by—"

"They're in airtight containers," Korra smirked, and never, never, had Tahno so desperately wanted to wipe a smirk off her face this badly, not ever. "Inside locked coolers. And it's really only one tiny—small, little—cooler, anyway."

"No," Tahno ground out, flatly refusing, are you kidding, "I have fucking standards. You should—have fucking standards. We have—apartments. We have beds because we are—professionals—"

"Tahno," Korra laughed into his mouth. "Stop being such a—baby."

Well, fuck that.

Between the keys and the latch and the pelting rain and Korra's fingers slipping under the protection of his coat, crawling up into the storage bed was no simple affair. Nor was pushing the button to close the trunk door behind them through a flurry of heated kisses, or making a show of disgustedly pushing the small coolers to the farthest traces of the car—under the dashboard of the passenger's side, where her feet would inevitably rest—and further putting on a rather serious act of dispensing hand sanitizer on all traces of his hands and arms even throughout Korra's half-hearted, loud-laughed protests of is that really necessary? and this was by far the least sexiest thing he'd ever done, no question, because they were laying on a tarp in the back of his car, for fuck's sake, and slipping off wet shoes caked with mud and laying on the warmth-seeped inner-linings of their rain jackets as makeshift pillows and blankets and Tahno was sixteen again, with too-long limbs and too-little space and teeth clashing with laughter and where the fuck do I put my hands? And then his outer shirt was slipping off and the wet-soaked undershirt peeled away, and then it was smooth, dark skin against his in the lingering chill of the car, and raised goosebumps to be kissed over arms and shoulders and chests as the windows grew clouded with thick fog, and then Tahno slipped his hands down to unbutton the edge her jeans—to reveal bare legs he'd seen only half-a-week before—only this time there were no slip-soft sheets of a bed or the comfort of a heater or the light of a hotel lamp, just shadows in the late afternoon storm and the drumming sound of rain over the roof and a body to keep him warm.

When the soaked-stiff denim finally slipped free from her legs—gliding down the length of one smooth, lean calf—Tahno tossed them to the makeshift rack of the passenger seat, and scoffed an incredulous little laugh at the incredible sight of such fucking inconvenience, of his shirts and her shirt and her jeans hanging damp and useless and over his upturned seats in such a ridiculously familiar way, and then a gentle tug to his hair had him pressing a warm kiss to the chilled skin of her stomach, to the curves of her ribs, and with each soft, breathy noise she made, Tahno forgot a little more about irony, forgot a little more about the tiny, nagging, foreboding feeling that was itching at the tip of his spine, the one that said enjoy it, it's worth it, because no matter what happened inside this car, as soon as they left it, you're fucked.

And then Tahno found the space between her thighs, and forgot about everything else.










116. Tahno acted in the name of science


Word Count: 2,490

Author's Notes: 1/5/16. LOOK, THIS UPDATE ONLY TOOK ALMOST SIX MONTHS. Compared to the eight months it took to lead up to the last chapter update, I feel that we are definitely making progress. (But FUN FACT: I just finished grad school! I'm hoping to have this story finished by the end of summertime!) Updates should definitely occur more frequently now. (Please feel free to visit my tumblr and start sending new prompts! Most of this story is already planned, but I'm always game for killer prompts.)

Beta'd by the wonderful ebonyquill.

Re-WRITE Notes: 5/31/2023. FINAL TRANSFER CHAPTERRRRRRRR. WE MADE IT FOLKS. WE DID IT. NEW MATERIAL COMING UP.

ALSO I REMOVED LIKE 400 WORDS FROM THIS CHAPTER BECAUSE I AM INTEGRATING THEM INTO THE NEXT CHAPTER, YOU'LL SEE. THANK YOU FOR STICKING AROUND AHHHHHHH

Gifted To: All of the tumblr followers who requested this update during my recent bout of

post-grad school "WHICH WIP SHOULD I UPDATE FIRST?" Thanks for sticking with me, y'all.


That one evening

Tahno acted in the name of science.


They ended up in a diner.

A meager place just off the county route, with a pit of gravel for a parking lot and so many untrimmed branches on either side of the entryway that the road sign was rendered nearly invisible. It was the kind with the little white matching coffee mugs that were no longer really white, and just-this-side-of-burnt coffee that was almost too awful to drink black. Tahno mechanically took another sip.

"Just exactly how many sugar packets are you going to put in there?"

"Wouldn't you like to know," Korra responded, and proceeded to pour two packets into her mug at exactly the same time, perhaps out of spite. She tilted her head in consideration. "Until I think it might be all right to taste."

Tahno watched, fingers gripping tight around the handle; the little sounds from the few other people raiding this diner were making him tense, all their gentle clattering of plates and hushed conversations. The rain was still hammering the windows, which was fine, but the movements of the people and the indistinct noise of an old television off in the background set him on edge. His intern was impervious to it all.

So far, in the last hour or so, Tahno had somehow managed not to freak out.

"You don't even like the sugar," he frowned, bemused. "It's the chocolate you like."

"Well, unless you have some cocoa stashed in your supersoaked pockets over there, let me live my life."

There were not very many comebacks he could throw to that.

"What's with you?" Korra asked, crumpling the empty packets in her fist and letting them float to the table. She was about to stir the sugar by swirling her cup until Tahno handed her a clean spoon.

"Nothing," he snapped, and didn't add anything else.

She raised the rim to her mouth but didn't take a drink. Tahno gnawed on the inside of his cheek, staring at her shoulder instead of watching her watching him. Finally, she took a delicate sip and winced. He was expecting her to comment on the terrible taste, not, "So you're gonna turn all awkward again because we hooked up in the back of your car?"

Tahno's eyes glared a path from her shoulder to her impish gaze. "Could you say that a little louder, possibly? I'm only marginally sure the lifeless elderly couple could hear you from the back."

"Would you chill out?" Korra exclaimed, with bright laughter suddenly in her eyes. "This shit happens, okay?"

"This shit happens?" Tahno echoed shrewdly, feeling slightly delirious and hopefully showing less than one percent of it. "That's what you're going with?"

"What? Did you have a better explanation?"

There was an unhealthy amount of challenge in that tone, and Tahno suddenly felt very, very old.

Tahno's attention turned to the discomfort of his clothes. There'd only been one spare pair of pants in the reserves of Tahno's car ("Designer sweats, Tahno? Honestly, why am I not—"), and chivalry, or something like it, had won out. There wasn't much either of them could do about their still-damp shirts, but at least everything was room temperature now, more or less. And yet, even while operating with not-dry clothing and the not-yet-verbalized truth of just what exactly had happened between them, neither of them had been quite ready to return to the lab.

Or home.

"You're doing it again," Korra accused, taking very measured sips of her coffee. She nodded pointedly to Tahno's mug on the tabletop, which rested under the light-tipped dome of Tahno's fingers. The ceramic rim was spinning, around and around and around. Tahno removed his hand. Removed the coffee mug from his space altogether.

"This was shitty timing," he said, at last.

"No kidding. I told you we could have gotten the samples tomorrow."

He stared, incredulous, only to find that she was smirking at him. She was pulling his leg. Tahno sighed.

"Okay. Don't take this the wrong way, Tahno, but… you do not normally seem the kind of guy to take your time to process something."

Tahno glared. "I'm a scientist. You work in my lab."

Or, more technically, her godfather's. Tahno ran agitated fingers through his hair.

"Yeah, I know, but you know what I mean." Korra let a hand float into the air, as if this might help clarify. "That's science. This is different."

"Please don't tell me you're overdue for a lesson in biology, intern."

"I believe I just had a private lesson about forty minutes ago," Korra quipped, and Tahno nearly choked on air. "I'm pretty sure I was the tutor."

Tahno sniffed, reaching for his disdainful coffee. "As if."

"Tahno," Korra repeated, half-exclamation, half-laughter, as he registered the oncoming presence of their faithful waitress with another 'fresh' pot of coffee. "We hooked up. What's the big deal?"

He met the intrigued expression of the waitress with a cool glare and pointedly did not offer his mug for a refill. Korra, distracted, held out her cup and muttered the afterthought of a hurried 'thank you' as the server walked away. She resumed her sugar packet parade with no hesitation. "You went down on me. I gave you head. Now we're drinking terrible coffee at a diner in the middle of nowhere. We're a mess. It happens." More sugar.

Tahno reached out and snatched the half-opened packet in Korra's hands, shocking her fingers into stillness. With unnecessary precision, Tahno emptied the contents into his own measly cup.

"I have a lot of work left to do," is what he managed, eventually.

"So then do it. As soon as this wave of the storm passes, we'll hop back in your mess of a car and drive back. You'll go back to the lab and process the new samples, and I'll write up the preliminary, and then while the machines run the samples, you and I will both go home and change out of these disgusting clothes and take a hot, hot shower so we don't get sick."

Tahno eyed her edge of the tabletop. He couldn't see the sweatpants she was wearing (borrowing), so it was a stupid move, but his gaze dropped there anyway. He continued to gnaw at his cheek.

He imagined taking Korra home for a shower, then finding their way to his bed. He imagined taking Korra back to her apartment and running into Sato. He imagined arriving back at the lab, after two unexpected extra hours out in the field, in mud-stained jeans and Korra literally in his pants, and running into Tenzin. Or worse, Tarrlok.

"That's your plan?"

"Well, there's a bit more at the end, in which we meet back up at the lab sometime later with decent take-out and finish up our report, and then we both go home so you can finish working on your mess of a decently-good dissertation, and I can try to finish my proposal, so I actually have something to submit to the university's proofreading services by Friday so I don't lose my scholarship."

Tahno lowered his chin. "That's your plan?"

"What? I can be a responsible Avatar every once in a while."

(Tahno remembered dull nails scraping his skin as they peeled off the last layer of chilled fabric over his chest; the sounds of steady, muted rainfall cut short over the roof of his car mingling with breathy gasps and small, breathy laughter; the absolute deliberateness with which his intern had grinned, said, "Fuck it," and then proceeded to lower her mouth to his cock.)

His stomach had yet to settle, and the smirk on Korra's face was light and easy and a shade too self-satisfied. Tahno listed his head to the side. "You gonna tell your roommate about this?"

The uneasiness he'd been looking for finally arrived, but it didn't last as long as he expected it to. The quick falter of her expression and the heavy shrug that followed shortly thereafter were both tempered by the gentle, thoughtful movements of her thumb over the handle of her coffee mug.

"No," she admitted. "Not yet, anyway. She and I just talked about you a day or two ago, so I'll wait a bit. I know things were kind of simmering down between you two, anyway."

Tahno didn't respond. Is that the way Sato was phrasing it?

"Like—don't get me wrong. I'll tell her eventually," Korra reassured, though Tahno was certain that he didn't much care. "It's just—shitty timing, like you said. I'll probably tell her in a few days or something, I don't know." Another shrug. "Probably when it matters the least."

He felt his eyes narrow, ever so slightly, and reigned in the feeling of… something, of whatever it was, which really had no right to exist.

"So when would that be?"

"I don't know. Anytime, really?" Korra suggested, scrunching one eye shut in uncomfortable thought. Without fully understanding it, Tahno felt something begin to cool inside him. "I mostly just meant I'd tell her anytime soon when it wasn't going to, you know, interrupt the major stream of responsibilities that everyone has to deal with over the next two weeks. The last thing I want to do is upset my roommate over something that happened randomly one day out in the woods because we got caught in the rain, you know? Or like, disrupt whatever it is that you've got going on between the two of you, even if it's supposedly on its metaphorical way out."

Tahno was only half-listening. Randomly?

Something was becoming abundantly clear.

"So, you're just gonna tell her the truth," Tahno stated, long and even, like a smooth train over well-paved tracks. "That this was just a one-time thing."

Caught in the rain.

For the first time all afternoon, since they set foot into that diner, Korra looked a little unsure of herself.

"That's the hope, anyway," Korra sighed, staring into her crappy, cooling coffee.

A few long moments of awkward silence reigned. Korra swirled the leftover clumps of not-quite-dissolved sugar at the bottom of her cup, and Tahno didn't do much of anything at all.

"So what now?" Tahno started suddenly, and he was more than a little annoyed at the strain that he couldn't seem to keep out of his voice. "We're just gonna pull another post-New Year's Eve and let this slide under the bridge? Not mention it for another however many months?"

Korra looked downright startled.

"Um. Yeah, right. I've swallowed your dick halfway down my throat."

The waitress, who had decided to visit their lonely table in the wake of such pathetic business, promptly turned right back around and walked away.

Tahno would have rolled his eyes at her, had he not been staring at Korra's face.

"I'm all for upping our professionalism game a bit," Korra continued, unfazed. "But there are just some things that you simply do not come back from."

"So we're just going to… continue as normal," he said stiffly, placing the suggestion on the proverbial table while hardly believing the words, himself.

"Well, I mean," Korra titled her head, and there were so many emotions and thoughts and flashes of feelings playing over her face that Tahno couldn't hope to name them all. "I imagine there might be a considerable increase in the number of dick jokes that make their way into the lab, but—yeah. For all intents and purposes… yeah. I guess so."

Tahno nodded, chewing on his tongue. Apparently, he did take his time in processing new information.

But he was a scientist. Of biology. An experienced one, at that.

"Until whenever you decide to break the news to your roommate, we're not breathing a word of this to anyone," Tahno declared, surprisingly stern.

"Well, yeah. Clearly."

He shifted his jaw.

"Nobody," he repeated. "Especially not Shaozu or Ming."

Korra shifted in her seat, realigning her posture and cupping both hands over her nearly-empty mug. Looked him straight in the eye when she said, "Duh."

His lips twitched, but he bit the expression back. Already, this was going to be more challenging than he'd have liked to admit. He was already itching to kiss her again.

"Fine," Tahno announced, leaning back into the questionable fabric of the booth. The sodden reminder of his shirt reminded him that they still had at least a half hour's worth of driving (of being together, in the car, at the front) before they made it anywhere. Best to get this show on the road now.

"Fine," Korra bounced back, and she sounded almost chipper.
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(I was honestly terrified to go back and reread what I'd written eleven-seven years ago and see what kinds of wildly artistic liberties I'd taken because of sheer academic inexperience lmao but all in all, I haven't needed to retcon TOO many details! I have definitely, however, retconned some minor bits of dialogue, given what I now know about what a doctoral program really entails—every ounce of blood, sweat, and tears!)

#4. All future updates will be posted only at AO3. (I have also been updating each chapter here on FFNET as I go along, but I will not post the final chapters here on FFNET because FFNET's posting system is just too much of a pain. How did we live like this for so long, honestly?)
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