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Summary: 
            She loves a ghost.
It’s silly calling him that, she knows, for he’s very much alive and very much real--but he’s still a ghost. He leaves fleeting touches upon her skin that make her wonder whether or not he was even present in the first place. He breathes smoke into her lungs when their lips meet, and cripples her at the knees. He leaves his smell, an odd combination of cigarettes and Republic City’s finest cologne, upon her clothes.
Korra shouldn’t be playing with ghosts, and certainly not one as dangerous and unknown as Tahno.
(Rewrite of a fic of the same name that I wrote about 10 years ago on FFN)

          







1. Ghost of York


    
    She loves a ghost. 

 

It’s silly calling him that, she knows, for he’s very much alive and very much  real  - but he’s still a  ghost . He leaves fleeting touches upon her skin that make her wonder whether or not he was even present in the first place. He breathes smoke into her lungs when their lips meet, and cripples her at the knees. He leaves his smell, an odd combination of cigarettes and Republic City’s finest cologne, upon her clothes, and makes Mako worry for her, because Korra shouldn’t be playing with ghosts, and certainly not one as dangerous and unknown as Tahno. 

 

It doesn’t occur to her until late one evening, when the sun has long since set and the moon, shy and half concealed by the fall of midnight, peeks around the shadows, that  she might be the ghost.

 

After all, she is the one who comes and goes - who haunts his halls and leaves before the sun rises. 

 

Korra turns in bed, the new-found idea that  she’s  a ghost making her head spin. She feels like she’s suffocating in her sheets, so she kicks them away, her skin prickling against the chill of the air. 

 

 It’s too quiet,  she muses. But really, it’s  not  quiet. It’s just as quiet as it’s always been, for despite its high occupancy, the apartment she shares with Mako, Bolin, and Asami, isn’t particularly rowdy at night. .

 

 But still -- it's too quiet, and she stirs again and sits up, hair mussed about her face. She runs her hands through her hair, frustrated with how quickly her heart is beating. She feels as though she has just been roused from a nightmare, and her greatest comfort is a ferryboat and urgently hailed Satomobile ride away. 

 

She has to quit him, she knows. 

 

It's too late for her to sneak away to his apartment and tuck herself between his skin and the sheets, and she hates herself for thinking that she misses him. 

 

For the sake of her own pride, Korra forces Tahno from her mind. She doesn't think about his gentle, lulled breaths, or his sleepy slur when they stay awake far longer than intended, and hold each other as if they would never again get the chance, chatting of anything and everything that comes to mind. 

 

She doesn't think about the way he murmurs in his sleep (only if he’s particularly intoxicated or tired), as if singing along to the low jazz record or tune on the radio that he insists on playing long into the evening, because she hasn’t yet adjusted to falling asleep to the sounds of the city. 

 


   (And she certainly doesn’t wonder if maybe he keeps his bed warm with someone else when she ceases to haunt him.) 


 

Korra realizes with a soft laugh - she can’t  believe  herself - that she can’t sleep because the radio  isn’t on. 

 

When she hides herself away in Tahno’s arms, she always has the soft melodies of a nameless vocalist singing along to a sleepy jazz band to send her away into her dreams. The first few nights she had spent at Tahno’s lavish apartment, the constant drone of the radio whilst Tahno had slept soundly beside her had been disturbing, but gradually, the drone turned into a melody, and the noise of song behind their romantic backdrop had begun to rock her to sleep alongside him.

 

Perhaps she’s grown used to that.

 

But she doesn’t have a radio in her room, and the walls of her apartment are paper-thin. Even the lowest volume setting on a radio would startle Mako, Asami, or Bolin awake, and Korra would rather not answer invasive questions about her odd new sleeping habit. 

 

Unsure of the reason for her undefinable mood, Korra huffs, glancing at the clock above her door. 

 


   2:52AM 


 

She isn’t upset -- isn’t angry or holding a grudge against somebody -- and she isn’t sad or melancholy. Her teeth sink into her lower lip, and flashes of heated moments paint before her eyes. Heavily hooded icy grey eyes, seldom-seen tattoos, his grin before he sinks between her legs --  Spirits. She bites her lip. 

 

She can taste cigarettes on her tongue and smell his cologne. Her skin pricks up, and she holds her head in her hands. Korra loosens her jaw and releases her lip, her mouth shaping into a distinct pout that she had never quite grown out of. 

 

 Stupid. She barely thinks, and without realizing it, she is tossing her sheets from her body, and kicking her legs over her bed. 

 

Even biting her lip reminds her of his hauntings. 

 

With wary eyes, Korra looks at the analog clock again, making itself known with its occasional  tick, tick, ticking . 

 


   2:55AM 


 

“Fuck it,” she murmurs quietly, signing away her resolve.

 

She wonders if he’s awake, but she knows his sleeping patterns well enough to assume that he had fallen prey to slumber at least an hour before. 

 

Regardless, her assumption doesn’t stop her feet from pulling her from bed and sitting down at the small desk beneath the window of her room, and it doesn’t stop her from flipping open her contact book and hunting down his name. 

 

Tahno Kurosawa

 487 Acacia Willows

Republic City

 

His number is beneath the label only because Korra forces herself to forget each digit after dialing. There’s something about  not  having his number memorized, about  not being able to contact him without the aid of her address book, that keeps her from feeling attached. 

 

Surely, she doesn’t care  too much  for him if she can’t even be bothered to remember his phone number. She’s lying to herself, however, because she hardly glances at the digits as she draws his number across her phone, and lazily holds the receiver to her ear. 

 

Absently, she twirls the cord between her fingers and watches the glittering moonlight across the bay through her window. 

 

She does  not  look at his building, as it stands tall and glittering among the liveliness of Republic City. 

 

(She does. It’s too foggy tonight to see if the top floor of Acacia Willows is illuminated beyond the usual lights on his balconies. Even if it was perfectly visible outside, Korra has stared out the window enough times to know that she’s a hair too far away to be able to see his apartment in such detail.) 

 

The line rings. 

 

And rings. 

 

And  rings --  a dull, monotonous droning in her ear, and Korra can feel her heart pounding in her chest, and hates herself for it. 

 

Of course he’s not going to answer. He’s probably asleep, or out with Ming and Shaozu, his other ghostly friends, charming other women into falling for his phantom touches and calling him on sleepless evenings. 

 

 Not going to think about that, huh?  She rolls her eyes at herself. 

 

Even if he  was  out doing Spirits knows what, she has no claim to him. No right to be as bothered by the hypothetical as she  is . 

 

Her fingers grip the receiver tighter, for she’s tired, and now she’s made herself irrationally paranoid and angry, and the phone is still ring, ring,  ringing  in her ear, and she almost hangs up, because he’s most certainly not going to answer, he’s most certainly sleeping, he’s  most certainly —

 


   “Hello?” 


 

Korra releases a breath she didn’t realize she was holding, and melts into her seat, the syllables of his greeting caressing her like his fingers do, soothing her mind, and she already feels better. 

 

He sounds  tired, and in more ways than one. He is home, and she has woken him up with nothing to say -- nothing to talk about, because she’s too far away, and its far too late for her to sneak away to his sanctuary. 

 

“Hey,” She breathes lamely, completely unaware of the soft smile that curls her lips. On the other line, she can hear faint static, as if the telephone speaker has picked up something in the background, but it can’t decipher the sound waves correctly, and they broadcast as low pops and crackling. 

 

“Can’t sleep without me?” He purrs, and Korra can hear that sleepy slur that drags his words out, and she laughs softly, her conscience quietly reminding her that it is nearly three in the morning, and if she’s even a hair's breadth too loud, she could wake the entire house. 

 

“Don’t be so cocky, Tahno.”

 

 “Oh, but it’s so fun.”  He retaliates so quickly it leaves her breathless. He’s always been good at that though — at stealing the breath from her lungs and rendering her words useless. Even when they first met, he had crawled under her skin, monopolized her thoughts, and left her…  breathless  in just a few minutes. 

 

It’s quiet for a moment, until he clears his throat on the other line, and Korra can almost picture him in front of her with bedroom eyes, messy hair, and lips twisted upwards into a smile as he clears his throat to catch her attention again. 

 

“I don’t even know why I called you,” She admits, the words, though hushed, coming out much harsher than she intends.

 

He never takes anything seriously, and laughs, smooth and tame, on the other line. She has to bite her lip to swallow her own giggles.  Spirits, she wishes she were across the bay. 

 

“Wanted to hear my voice, hm ?” 

 

Spirits, yes, and  Spirits, is his voice a  sin .

 

She swears he’s dropped it lower, if only to be smug. She wouldn’t dare let him know just how much that dark voice of his affects her, however, and she swallows a sigh. 

 

(Distantly, she connects with hatred that  this is why everyone who meets him seems to fall in love with him, and the green-eyed monster pokes at her insecurities. 

 


   Who else is he talking to like this?) 


 

“You should try being humble once in a while,” She murmurs into the phone, and her fingers begin to twirl the cord that connects the receiver to the modem. Whatever her plan was, it’s working, for she can feel her eyelids begin to grow heavier, as if exchanging a few words and playful banter was all she needed to unwind her muscles and calm her mind. 

 

She hopes he senses the jest in her words. 

 

 Humbling  does not even begin to  touch  what has happened to him --  humiliating , maybe. 

 

 Horrifying . 

 

She can hear him yawn against the phone, and sits up a bit straighter, because she’s forgotten that it’s three in the morning, she’s forgotten that ghosts sleep too, and he’s probably just as tired as she is. 

 

“ Calling the midnight request line to offer me    life advice   , Sweetheart?”  

 

She’s going to melt underneath the heat of his voice, she swears it, and she leans forward, the table biting into her ribcage and sucking her breath from her lungs. He doesn’t sound upset, or like he’s taken anything she’s said as more than late night flirting and directionless conversation, but still, guilt touches her heart. 

 

He  has  humbled himself -- or rather, the world has humbled him -- and while he’s still Tahno, there’s undoubtedly something softer behind his words and actions now. She prefers him this way, a quiet tease to soothe her mind during the night, and she’s glad he takes everything lightly--  envious  of his ability to make humor in any situation.

 

“I’m going to see you tomorrow,” She says, suddenly, and the words take her by surprise, and her fingertips brush over her lips, as if the syllables had lingered and would rub off on her skin as evidence of her confession. 

 

He laughs on the other line. She can imagine his brows raising as he says,  “Oh, really?”  

 

Korra hesitates. Tomorrow… Tomorrow… what is she doing tomorrow? Training, most likely. Perhaps sharing a painfully uncomfortable breakfast with Mako, Bolin, and Asami, and then parting ways to argue with Lin over what she should be doing, what she isn’t doing, and what she could be doing.  

 

Playing hooky and sneaking away to spend her day with Tahno seems  much  more appealing. 

 

“Yeah,” She says, this time with more certainty in her voice. “I want to do something exciting. Take me somewhere.” There’s a quick silence on the other line, though it isn’t truly  silent , for there’s still the odd popping and static in the background. 

 


   “I’ll see if I can pencil you in, Princess.”  


 

She grins -- unabashed and giddy -- girlishly so. That means yes, in his own strange vernacular. 

 

Korra’s cheeks flush red, and she’s glad that he’s not in front of her, and she scoffs. 

 

“Goodbye, Tahno---and  don’t call me that.” 

 

“ Fine, fine. Tomorrow, Sweetheart. I look forward to it.”  

 

Then, with that informal goodbye, there’s a soft  click ! and he’s gone, getting the last word, as he always has.

 

And Spirits, does Korra hate her ghost.







  



2. Newspaper Headlines

Summary for the Chapter:
            Korra tries to eat the elephant. Tahno isn't hungry.

          


    
    
  Mako catches her in the hall the next morning, his fingers pressing against the back of her hand as he stops her, and Korra can’t tell if it’s concern or anger that bows his brow. He’s a bit taller than Tahno (who already has quite a head on her), but she doesn’t feel any scrutiny or intimidation beneath his gaze. Mako doesn’t 
  
    scare
  
   her—she knows him too well to let his temper better her, she likes him too much to shrink to submission. 


 


  He’s quiet for a moment, and they simply stare at each other, his eyes drilling flames into hers, and Korra kisses her teeth with her tongue, growing agitated. She tugs her hand away from his. 


 


  “If you’re only going to stare at me, go get a newspaper. I’m sure you can find my face some—”


 


  “
  
    Where
  
   are you going, Korra?”  He cuts her off, and Korra draws back, settling her weight on her hip. 


 


  “Excuse me? Why does it matter?” She knows she shouldn’t be so defensive, because it’ll only rouse more suspicion from him, but her freedom is already limited enough, and she isn’t doing anything that pertains to 
  
    him
  
  . 


 


  Deep inside, however, she wishes she could tell him the truth, that she is going to see Tahno, because they’re together in 
  
    some
  
   ill-defined capacity, but Korra suspects that 
  
    that
  
   bundle of hope is one of her past lives whispering the evils of lying in her ear. 


 


  Mako bites the inside of his cheek, and narrows his eyes at her, as if he’s trying to read text that’s too far away to be seen clearly.


 


   “You know Tahno’s bad news, right, Korra?” He says it so casually that it fills Korra’s veins with anger, and her lip curls up. 


 


  “I’m 
  
    not
  
   going to see him,” 
  
    Lies. 
  
  “And even if I 
  
    was,
  
   I think I’m a better judge of character than you.” 


 


  Mako is quiet again, contemplating, but there is a vein ticking in his forehead, and Korra would rather leave without scorching her clothes. 


 


  “If we’re done here…?” She gestures between them, the question in her voice sarcastic, for she’s leaving regardless of whether or not she has Mako’s approval, and she knocks into his shoulder as she heads down the hallway, her destination clear in her mind. 


 


  
    Bad news. 
  


 


  No. Tahno isn’t bad news——he’s simply in bad newspaper headlines. 









  It’s a whisper past noon when she arrives at Tahno’s apartment, a glittering penthouse at the top of a high-rise of luxury apartments. The elevator ride up is always filled with turmoil, whether because of him or in anticipation of seeing him. 


 


  She wonders if she should knock, though the glass doors that connect the elevator to the rest of the apartment are hardly conspicuous. Her ears pop on the ascent, and she swallows. There’s a key under the loveseat cushion in the softly-lit foyer, and she has an inkling desire to pocket it and keep it for herself. 


 


  Knock, or break and enter?


 


  As the elevator dings open, welcoming her into a space that feels entirely hers and entirely alien, Korra decides on the latter, and opens the door with the key. Unfortunately, she drops it on her way in, and it and its heavy silver keychain clatter on the herringbone wood floors. 


 


  
    Shit. 
  


 


  Gone are her plans of coming in undetected. 


 


  But her worry is, for the second time in twelve hours, fruitless, because it’s as soon as she closes the door and locks it (and pockets the spare key, because it might prove itself to be useful at some time in the future) that she hears the running water of the shower from the bathroom, and it doesn’t seem to be stopping any time soon. 


  


  She’s never been in his apartment without him close behind her or near her, and she feels odd, because Spirits, his home is 
  
    beautiful
  
  , and she feels as if she shouldn’t touch anything. But she’s curious, and promises herself that she won’t break anything as she slowly begins to look around, her eyes dancing across the art deco paintings that adorn his walls, and she wonders, as she lifts her fingers to trace over a particularly interesting oil canvas of a faceless woman in a yellow dress, if this is what a museum is like. 


 


  He has evidence of his greatness and legacy littered everywhere. On the entryway table is a magazine boasting a glossy cover: 
  
    They’re Back
  
  , it says, with a candid photo of the Wolfbats in the arena, moments after winning their third championship. Resting on a bookshelf is a crystalline trophy, engraved with 
  
    Captain of the Year
  
   at the bottom, dated two years prior. 


 


  Somewhere along her tour, she stumbles upon what was once a clearly prized display — a marble-topped table that houses 
  
    three
  
   golden pro-bending championship trophies. The table and it’s contents are tucked into the corner of the sunroom — deliberately hidden and no longer proud. 


 


  She has noticed this corner before, and the trophies gathering dust, but hasn’t asked him questions about it, due to a fear of accidentally triggering painful feelings. 


 


  With wide eyes, she inspects the display, leaning over the table to read the articles pinned (some framed) to the wall. It’s a collage of Tahno’s career. Newspapers from four years earlier, pictures of his first time in the arena, drafts of the Wolfbats’ early concept, trophies, masks, 
  
    everything
  
  .  


 


  Tahno really was 
  
    incredible 
  
  and his legacy lights up her eyes and brings a soft smile to her face. 


 


  But the triumph is ruined, for in the very middle of the display, taped hastily with black duct tape, is the front page paper from two months ago. 


 


  
    Tahno Kurosawa & Wolfbats, Equalized ; The End of an Era 
  


 


  The tape scars his name, and the paper itself is torn and wrinkled, and there’s a large, red 
  
    X 
  
  across the picture of his face, just beneath the headline. Her expression sours, brows turning in, and lip jutting out into a pout. 


 


  She wonders how he’s dealing with it, and wonders if he’s really as 
  
    okay
  
   as he insists he his. 


 


  She’s absorbed in the display, and doesn’t hear the water stop running, doesn’t hear the gramophone on the other side of the living room start up, humming its leisurely tune to fill the silence in the apartment, and she certainly doesn’t hear him walk up behind her, doesn’t even know he’s 
  
    there
  
  , until strong arms slink around her waist.


 


  She jumps, and lets out a small yelp of surprise, turning in his embrace to face him, eyes wide and shoulders tense. 


 


  He laughs, deeply and musically, at her. “Surprised to run into me in 
  
    my own house?”
  


 


  He looks at her down the bridge of his nose, a sly, too-wide smile taking his face, and Korra almost smiles back, until she realizes that something’s 
  
    off
  
   about his expression. His mouth has been trained, but his eyes deceive him, and Korra can’t decide if its anger or sadness that dulls his icy blues into a bleak grey. 


 


  “I was just curious,” She begins to explain herself, huffing a bit, because she feels like a child being scolded beneath a scornful glare. He doesn’t seem too upset, however, and Korra realizes that she’s read him completely wrong. 


 


  “Nothing wrong with that, sweetheart,” He purrs, but she hates the distance in his voice--he’s not even talking to her, and she shifts uncomfortably on her feet and wiggles from his hold. Again, she turns, directing her attention to his display. This time, she’s bolder, and lifts her fingers to run delicately across the most offensive newspaper. Her fingertips wrinkle surface, but he doesn’t say anything. 


 


  “Are you…” She begins, but pauses and clears her throat, because her words aren’t coming together, and she wishes she were as eloquent as he. She sighs, and starts again, dragging her eyes away from the ugly newspaper, and ugly headline, to turn and face him once more. 


 


  “Are you okay?” She asks, her voice low, eyes wide, because she 
  
    means
  
   it—she wants to 
  
    know
  
  . It can’t be this easy for him—he can’t be as 
  
    flippant 
  
  as he pretends to be. 


 


  Tahno looks down at her, and grabs her hands, squeezing them softly. “
  
    Ab-so-lutely
  
  , honey.” 


 


  Korra shudders, because she hates that nickname, but can never find it in herself to care when he bestows it upon her. Her lips turn down, and her brows crease together, forming lines in her forehead as she looks at him. She’s skeptical, because he 
  
    always
  
   says he’s okay, and always insists that his problems are of no worry to her—his problems are
  
     insignificant
  
  . 


 


  “
  
    Tahno,” 
  
  His name is strained on her tongue, a demand and a plea all at once. 


 


  He smiles. “
  
    Korra
  
  ,” The mimicked repetition. 


 


  She wants to slap him. 


 


  “I’m serious,” She says. “All of the things in here,” She gestures toward the display, emphasizing her point. “You can’t be fine with this.” 


 


  
    [Aren’t you mad at me?]
  


 


  Maybe she’s arguing with him because she feels guilty that she couldn’t protect him. Or maybe she’s trying to clear her conscience, because only months before, she had convinced herself (with the help of others), that if anybody 
  
    deserves
  
   to lose their bending, it’s Tahno. 


 


  Or maybe she just wants to connect with him, and reverse the roles. Korra’s not used to being the damsel in distress, not used to being the one with all of the problems. And she doesn’t want the basis of their relationship to be built upon her cracks and his solidity. 


 


  He hesitates, and Korra can practically see the gears turning in his mind, beyond his eyes. He’s contemplating something, but she doesn’t know what, and it’s a bit irritating, because she’s never had to 
  
    contemplate
  
   whether or not to tell him something—because she trusts him. And she shouldn’t care whether or not he trusts her—Spirits, she shouldn’t even be here in the first place—but she
  
     is
  
  . She’s here. She’s with him. And she 
  
    cares
  
  . 


 


  He’s quiet for too long, and Korra bites the inside of her cheek and swallows her words, because she wants to become irrationally angry at him for being so distant, but she’s not the ill-tempered person she was when she was younger, and she knows that patience (though she has yet to master the art) is key. 


 


  “It doesn’t get easier,” He finally admits, though his words are slurred and drawled no differently than they would be if he were teasing her, and Korra can’t quite tell if he’s serious or not. 


 


  “Tahno—” She says again, but her breath is cut short when he brushes his cold hand across her cheeks, his knuckles, a bit rough from neglect, caressing her skin. It’s then that she notices the way he’s looking at her—eyes so cloudy and hazed with gentle affection that she’s glad they’re not in bed, for she would never leave. He’s smiling too, though its soft, his teeth hidden behind a close-lipped, crooked grin, and Korra thinks it’s the prettiest she’s ever seen him look before. 


 


  “
  
    I’m fine, darling,” 
  
  He assures her, and the tenderness in his voice can only be compared to that of the tone a lover would lay upon their other, and Korra lets her eyes flutter shut beneath his words—even if she doesn’t completely believe him. 


 


  He hopes she will stop pressing, even if it is just for today, just for now. He doesn’t 
  
    want 
  
  to talk about this — it disrupts the delusion that he has settled into, that he really 
  
    is
  
   okay, and with that disruption comes the tortured, painful thoughts of his karma. 


 


  Tahno 
  
    knows
  
   what most people think about him — he 
  
    deserved it
  
   — but he has yet to completely accept that 
  
    he thinks that, too.
  
  


 


  He distracts himself with the comfort he finds in her eyes — Spirits let him drown in the deepest blue sea as long as it reminds him of her gaze. Gently, he caressed her cheek, his thumb soft against her cheekbone. 


 


  
    She’s here,
  
   the gesture reassures him. 
  
    She came back.
  
  


 


  His smile softens as his guard falls, daring to think that the moment has evolved away from the skeletons poorly hidden in his closet. 


 


  “Aren’t you 
  
    stunning?”
  
   He compliments her without realizing it, yet feels no need to take it back. Korra is as beautiful as the sky is blue. 


 


  She blushes, finding his gaze too intense, and looks down, focusing instead on the buttons of his shirt; the way the neckline cuts into a deep, relaxed V that teases the tattoos that cut across his collar bones.


 


  If ever she questioned her reasoning for chasing ghosts, she finds her answer in moments like this—when the romance outweighed the taboo (the 
  
    questionable
  
   taboo, because he wasn’t nearly as awful as everybody claimed he was), and the tenderness outweighed any scolding glances they received beneath the public eye. 


 


  He’s 
  
    different
  
   around her—or at least she has a possessive hope that the softer, sweeter smiles that he gifts to her are for her eyes only. Korra is smitten with his tender sensitivity — how is anyone to stand a 
  
    chance
  
   against him?


 


  She sighs and pulls away, turning her head to the side, because she can’t take his affections any longer. It’s horrid of her, she knows, to use him as her paramour, and hope that he isn’t doing the same, but if she’s going to sin, she’d rather it be with Tahno. 


 


  (This is far more than that; her feelings for him are evolving quickly and scaring her, and she is only kindling them the more she seeks him out.)


 


  “I think Mako’s onto us,” Korra tosses the words out bashfully into the air, and distracts herself by stepping around him and circling back into the living room with leisure, unsure of her own motives for saying such a thing. Behind her, she can hear a hum of laughter from Tahno.


 


  “
  
    Oh, really
  
  ?” He purrs, and follows her trail, like a predator flirting with its prey. He  slips behind her, his chest against her back, and Korra jumps, his scent encompassing her. He’s just gotten out of the shower, and he smells faintly of aftershave and a cologne that she can’t identify by name, but associates with him nonetheless. His arms fit around her waist, and she leans against him, eyes fluttering shut. 


 


  “He always gets on to me about smelling like cigarettes,” She murmurs, though Tahno detects a smile in her tone. There's much more to Mako's suspicions than the nicotine that lingers behind on Korra's skin, but she holds her tongue and the conversation piece for a different time. 


 


  “Oh 
  
    dear
  
  . I really should 
  
    kick
  
   the habit,” He remarks, but they both know he’s only teasing. Korra shakes her head to dismiss the idea, anyway. 


 


  “No—I don’t care what he thinks,” There’s a hesitation afterward, and she adds, as an afterthought, “And it’s kind of sexy.” 


 


  He laughs behind her, and the soft glow of a blush dusts across her cheeks. She doesn’t know why or 
  
    how
  
   he does this to her—turns her normally brash behavior into that of a shy school girl—and she both loves it and hates it. It’s uncharted territory, their relationship, and neither of them are particularly skilled at cartography. Still, Korra holds tight for the ride, for Tahno spoils her, and she quite enjoys pretending that she’s a normal girl, if only for the few short hours that spends with him.


 


  “Aren’t you 
  
    bold
  
  ,” He remarks, releasing her from his hold, only to circle around her with slow, languid steps (that remind Korra of a playful tiger-kitten) and look at her down the careful curve of his nose. 


 


  Korra matches his glare, though suppressing her smile is quite a task, for more often than not, their playful banter concludes with soft laughter on her part, and a sweet smile and finishing remark on his. Her tongue brushes across her teeth behind closed lips, and she almost wants to stand on the tips of her toes and press a hard kiss to his lips, if only to clear his face of his smug disposition. 


 


  Instead, however, she says, “Let’s get out of here. I think you promised me a lunch.” 


 


  He has done no such thing, but Korra smiles, an expression that’s equally cheeky as much as it is prideful. Manipulation has never been a trait that Korra’s held dear, but she doesn’t mind teasing him, because he always retaliates back.


 


  To her surprise, he only smiles and winks at her—the wolfish charm that’s swooned countless women over the years—and draws away from her. 


 


  “
  
    You think you're clever,”
  
   he murmurs, shaking his head softly. “Fine, honey,” Tahno turns, waving his hand flippantly about the air. “Pick somewhere close, I’m going to go 
  
    change
  
  .” He sings to her, before disappearing to his bedroom.


 


  Korra can’t help but stick her tongue from between her lips at him, a childish response to his need to always dress himself up for the town, even though she really does 
  
    adore
  
   him. 


 


  How can anyone stand a chance?


  
Notes for the Chapter:
          10 years ago I wrote this while in a business class in high school. now I'm writing it from my work laptop. time is a flat circle. Thank you for reading <3

        




3. The Golden Lily

Summary for the Chapter:
            Setting the scene: The Golden Lily will be a frequently used location.

          


    
    
  
    The Golden Lily 
  
  is one of Republic City’s finest restaurants for authentic Fire Nation Cuisine, but the majority of its patrons do nor favor the restaurant because of the food. It’s a grand establishment, which makes itself known across the city with a vertical, neon sign, decorated with red, orange, and white flashbulbs, that dazzle during the day just as much as they electrify and contribute to the city’s atmosphere during the evening. 


 


  Beyond the exterior, the inside is large and flashy — undoubtedly the work of Fire Nation natives, with impeccable black tile floors, each individual tile polished until it could double as a looking glass. The layout itself spans two levels--an elevated platform houses the dining tables, and fine dining tables they are. Polished mahogany, edged with gold is where the plates rest, and the seats, whether they be finely upholstered booths, or elegant plush chairs, are where the weary can rest all evening, eating, chatting, and sipping away their worries at leisure. 


 


  One of those tables, a large, semi-circular booth close to the quieter bar, yet secluded enough for exclusivity, has been quietly reserved for the past three years, and the most dedicated and wealthy of patrons know that the seats, while oft empty, are reserved permanently for the best pro-bending team in the world. 


 


  The lower half of the restaurant is where the party truly is, with a stage for live music (only the 
  
    most talented
  
   of bands), a wide, spacious dancefloor, high tables for resting, and a bar lining the right wall.  The bar is heavily equipped with aged Fire Nation whiskey, Arctic vodkas, and Earth Wines that hadn’t been uncorked since the reign of Fire Lord Ozai. 


 


  Frequently patronized by the city’s rich elite during the evening
  
    , The Golden Lily 
  
  never fails to deliver in regards to entertainment. Whether one prefers to socialize among the
  
     Wolfbats
  
  , play Pai Sho with Koko Fen, of the 
  
    Koalaotters
  
  , or get swanky upon a dance floor, the choices are plentiful. 


 


  During the day, however, 
  
    The Golden Lily 
  
  is far more leisurely, living out the other half of its double life as a meeting place for higher-ranking business and political officials. 


 


  Regardless of one’s personal preference toward Fire Nation cuisine or distaste toward the 
  
    Wolfbats
  
  , 
  
    The Golden Lily 
  
  is not a venue to stray far from. 


 


  
    A lifetime ago, a scandal had rocked Republic City’s finest heiress. Photographed with her head tossed back in jest and joy at the glittering Golden Lily bar, Asami Sato had raised her glass with delight, her champagne flute meeting that of a promising young probender with iridescent blue eyes, inky black curls, and a bright, charismatic smile. 
  


 


  
    “You’ll 
  
  
    love
  
  
     us, darling.” Tahno, only a barely known rookie athlete at the time, had promised her. 
  


 


  
    Asami had tossed her hair over her shoulder and run her tongue across her teeth, brow cocked in her pretty skepticism. “Fat chance.” She had rolled her eyes at him. 
  


 


  
    "Wolfbats are hideous.” She added with a wink.
  


 


  
    The newspapers had run wild with the photograph — 
  
  
    Sato Heiress and Probending Breakout Star Spotted on a Date? 
  
  
    — had left both Asami and Tahno laughing incredulously at the reach. They were hardly friends; in fact, it was well known in their circles that they did 
  
  
    not
  
  
     get along well — but just days later the headline had been overtaken by a much more exciting news cycle.
  


 


  
    Undefeated Rookie Season: The White Falls Wolfbats Make History!
  



  

  



  



4. Missing Letters

Summary for the Chapter:
            Korra and Tahno fall in love with each other.

          


    
    
  Korra decides on 
  
    The Golden Lily
  
   partially due to Tahno’s bias for the eatery. He’s mentioned it several times before, hinted at the impeccable food and lush following, and frankly, the aura of mystery has gotten to her, and she’d like to burst the surprise. 


 


  It’s a fairly pleasant restaurant, undoubtedly the fanciest that she’s ever attended—perhaps a bit too grandiose for her comfort—and she glances around. It’s not exactly 
  
    busy
  
  —there are people seated sparsely amongst the facility, but it’s no lunch rush. The few customers all turn their heads to spare a look at the odd coupling of The 
  
    Wolfbat
  
  , Tahno, and 
  
    Avatar Korra
  
  , and had it been Korra’s first outing with Tahno, she would’ve felt anxiety, or a bubbling anger and urge to tell the onlookers to mind their own business, but she’s grown used to the eyes by now, and pays the onlookers little mind. 


 


  Tahno’s hand is pressed against the small of her back, and he guides her to a more secluded booth in the corner of the facility.


 


  He whistles between his teeth and points to the booth, letting the hostess know where they’re going.


 


  “They let you do whatever, huh?” Korra asks, and Tahno laughs behind her. 


 


  “
  
    Something like that.”
  
   He sings, ushering her to the secluded booth. 


 


   She sits across from him, her body sinking in against the smooth upholstery of the seats, and a soft gasp of surprise leaves her lips as she looks at the delicate, golden placard resting quietly at the very back end of the table. 


 


  
    Reserved: White Falls Wolfbats
  


 


  Heat flushes Korra’s cheeks and she rolls her eyes, scoffing softly at him as she tucks her hair behind her ear. “I should’ve known.” She says with a smile that cannot help itself. 


 


  Across from her, Tahno grins and runs a hand through his hair, touseling the curls. He hasn’t been styling as religiously as he did just months ago, yet the messy, casual look favors him differently -- sweetly. 


 


  “It’s the cool kids’ table.” He offers, his voice quiet and saccharine, edged with an ironic self-deprecation. Korra has to lean close to hear him, and supposes that is by design. 


 


  He settles down just as she does, his fingers gracing a menu that had already been so delicately set upon the table. 


 


  Korra follows suit, eyes scanning across the items, momentarily growing wide as she finds the prices of each entreé. Her teeth sink into her lip. This place is 
  
    expensive
  
  , and while she knows that Tahno isn’t struggling in any way, shape, or form, she doesn’t want to be the source of his dwindling bank account, and she has enough money to pay for anything on the menu, but wasn’t expecting such an expensive lunch. 


 


  It’s 
  
    definitely 
  
  no Narook’s. 


 


  Like a sixth sense, Tahno picks up on her worry, and his fingers hook along the top of the menu and drag it down. He peers at her, eyes crinkling a bit at the corners as his lips curl into a wry smile. 


 


  “I 
  
    promised you
  
   a lunch, didn’t I?” He purrs, and her worries melt away with the heat of his voice, and she matches his wit with a smile of her own, and she tugs the menu back into her own possession. 


 


  “If you insist.” Korra flirts, feeling lighter, easier already. 


 


  How does he 
  
    do that
  
  , she wonders. Her heart flutters at even the simple nature of their exchange — he’s attentive and 
  
    flirtatious 
  
  without making her feel like she’s being chased or forced. 


 


  Somehow, she feels like she’s chasing 
  
    him.
  


 


  A moment of silence, filled with the tune of a gramophone record (because the live band doesn't go on until much later), passes between the two as they study the menus. 


 

Tahno isn’t particularly famished, and decides on Gan guo to satisfy his tastes. He’s less concerned about the food, however, and more concerned about what’s got his date twisted in her seat. The tension in her shoulders and worry upon her brow are tugging at his heart. 

 


  The deeper she stubbornly wiggles into his heart and life, the more Tahno realizes that he  can’t 
  
    stand
  
   it when her stress is so apparent -- he finds himself wanting nothing more than to do whatever he can to take it away, make it 
  
    better
  
  . 


 


   He watches her as she scans through the dishes on the menu, and watches her still as a waiter, clad in all black, takes their orders (though the young man seems a bit dumbfounded to be serving both Tahno and 
  
    Avatar 
  
  Korra) and scurries away, reassuring them with a gentle stutter that it, ‘
  
    s-shouldn’t be very long at all!’
  


 


  Tahno leans forward, his elbows pressing into the table, and, at the risk of appearing unsettling, looks at Korra with bright, soft eyes. She unabashedly meets his gaze. 


 


  He doesn’t say anything. He only studies her. Tahno traces the soft curves of her sweet lips, almost tastes her upon his tongue, and bounces his eyes along the button of her nose, so small and wonderfully shaped for her face. She’s quite the 
  
    stunner
  
  , and through slow blinks and slurred syllables, he tells her such. 


 


  Korra snaps to attention at his words, having at once been zoning out, and taking in the quiet atmosphere that 
  
    The Golden Lily 
  
  offers to them. Her brows furrow, as if she’s angry at the soft flush of red she can feel taking her cheeks, and her eyes roll in his direction. 


 


  “You don’t have to say that,” She murmurs, dragging her attention down to the delicately folded napkin that rests before her on the table. She lifts a hand to fiddle with the folds and drag the design apart. 


 


  It isn’t that she’s 
  
    arrogant
  
  , or so insecure that she might deny any claims of her own beauty, for she’s fairly accustomed to her own appearance, and while she’s long since accepted that things such as hairstyles and makeup are low on her priority list, Korra knows that she’s 
  
    pretty
  
  . She’s often (often being the caring words of her mother and father) been told that she possesses an aura of 
  
    classic
  
   beauty, with the big, bright blue eyes; dark, rich skin, and thick, endowed figure of a full blooded Southern Water Tribe woman. Korra, despite her appearance, hasn’t placed beauty high upon her values.


 


  Except when she’s with Tahno. 


 


  Her heart always 
  
    pounds
  
   in her chest, her cheeks always flush red, and she always becomes so impishly 
  
    bashful
  
   when he comments on her appearance, because a compliment from him somehow means more to her than a compliment from other silent admirers. Perhaps its his nonchalance that flatters her, as if he’s simply reciting something as obvious as the color of the sky to her. 


 


  Perhaps it is her own infatuation with him, throbbing almost painfully in her chest, as she realizes that 
  
    maybe he is falling in love with her, too?
  
   How beautiful is she in his eyes? As beautiful as he is to her? 


 


  Is she in love with him?


 


  Her past lives whisper 
  
    yes
  
   - encourage her to pick up the phone on nights where she realizes she doesn’t want to sleep alone anymore, and cry out, unsettled,  when she leaves the sanctuary that she has found in him.


 


  “You don’t 
  
    have
  
   to be so 
  
    humble
  
  ,” He shoots back to her, his voice a low hum, lips turned upwards in a crooked cast of a smile.


 


  “Sorry if I don’t want to end up like 
  
    you
  
  .” She’s smiling as she says it, for its business as usual between them, and he only retaliates with a soft laugh. 


 


  Silence falls about them, resolved, though Korra is only waiting for Tahno to break it. The topic that refuses to leave her mind is one that she simply 
  
    can’t 
  
  bring to the table without the aid of Tahno’s interest. 


 


  
    Is this weird? 
  
  She wonders, worrying her lower lip between her teeth. 
  
    Talking about my ex-boyfriend with my current… boyfriend? Fuck-buddy? Lover? 
  
   What 
  
    is
  
   Tahno to her? 


 


  What is 
  
    she 
  
  to 
  
    him?
  
  


 


  
    More than a fling
  
  , her stomach churns, hopeful. Does he think about her the way she thinks about him when they’re apart? Korra has found herself, more often than not, lately, wanting nothing more than to finish her stressful days in his arms, venting, ranting, and raving in his comfort. She’s drawn to him desperately, he soothes her without smothering her, and every night they are apart she just… 
  
    wants 
  
  for him. 


 


  
    Fuck
  
  , she wishes she were better with her words, as musical and effortless as the man across from her. 


 


  Thankfully, Tahno is observant, and Korra is 
  
    obvious
  
   - she comes to him in many forms, and this form is tight and quietly anxious, balled up in her seat and thinking loudly. 


 


  His tongue brushes across his teeth, and he reaches for the glass of water that had hastily been placed on the table earlier by their flustered waiter. His lips press against the cool glass, his breath fogging up the surface as he drinks deeply. 


 


  “
  
    Okay,” 
  
  Tahno starts, setting his glass down. “What’s eating you, 
  
    darling?”
  
   His Foggy Swamp accent always creeps into the word 
  
    darling
  
   -- cuts the ‘g’ and drawls the syllables out longer, wraps them around her and makes her love a nickname that she normally hates.


 


   Korra sucks the inside of her cheek. 


 


  “Mako.” The name is strained on her tongue, and she feels somewhat guilty for filling their date with talk of the Fire Bender, and her ex-boyfriend nonetheless, but Tahno doesn’t seem surprised by any stretch of the word. 


 


  He lifts a curious brow in her direction, and his eyes are alight with humor.


 


  
    “Oh?”
  
   His tone tips up with the syllable, and Korra is reminded of their phone call the night before, and his ever-present nonchalance soothes her mind. 


 


  She contemplates whether or not telling Tahno of Mako’s prejudice is necessary to the impending conversation, and chews on her lip as she thinks. This is the first time she’s had to decide whether or not to 
  
    hide
  
   something from him. Korra mulls over her thoughts carefully — something she’s not quite used to doing, because she’s always been impulsive in nature (it’s her impulse that led her to Tahno in the first place) — and she often finds that thinking about things for too long causes a breach in her courage. 


 


  “He doesn’t like you very much,” She settles for saying, and hesitates before it all comes out. 


 


  “Or at all, really. I think he hates you.” She blurts out, and it doesn’t sound terribly unlike word vomit. It’s fitting, though. She doesn’t like small talk, or beating around the bush, and Tahno doesn’t seem entirely too fond of dancing around subjects for the sake of 
  
    sensitivity
  
  , either. 


 


  But he draws back at her words, eyebrows shooting up and creasing in the middle, lips pursing into an ‘
  
    O
  
  ’, and throws a hand across his chest, as if he’s terribly offended. “
  
    Say it isn’t so!”
  
   He cries, his voice airy.


 


  Korra can instantly tell that he’s being melodramatic, and a smile stretches across her face, complemented with a roll of her eyes. If she had been sitting next to him, rather than across from him, she would’ve smacked his arm with the back of her hand. 


 


  “You suck,” She tosses out, though the syllables waver with laughter, and she mimics his earlier action and brings her glass of water to her lips and drinks, if only to busy her hands. 


 


  “So, that doesn’t bother you?” She asks in reference to Mako’s distaste, after she finishes half of the glass and returns it to the ivory coaster on which it rested before. There’s a hint of uneasiness in her voice, but she passes it off with nonchalance — perhaps he’ll think the quiver in her syllables is involuntary, and born from the cold water upon the surface of her tongue. 


 


  It 
  
    doesn’t
  
   bother Tahno -- really. In fact, Tahno does not really think about Mako unless prompted by Korra, which has been more often than not, recently. 


 


  “Does it bother 
  
    you?” 
  
  He’s joking, trying to lighten the mood, but Korra finds that the playful aura that bathed them only seconds before has dissipated.


 


  “Yes.” 


 


  His smile falters, his brows falling. His heart stutters -- this is 
  
    rare
  
   -- she’s openly and so obviously uncomfortable with the vulnerability, and Tahno recognizes how gentle he must be lest she close up before him and send them backwards. 


 


  How different -- they most certainly would have laughed through this moment, holding back, just weeks ago. 


 


  
    Something is shifting. 
  


 


  Tahno’s tongue brushes across his teeth beneath his closed lips, and before he can speak again, their nervous waiter appears, balancing two dishes—a bowl of 
  
    Dan Dan 
  
  noodles, for Korra, and Tahno’s 
  
    Gan Guo
  
  —on a circular tray. Ambient small talk is made as the server sets their food, both entrees steaming, on the table. With murmured words of gratitude from the pair, he scurries away with a smile, leaving Tahno and Korra to stare at each other through the sizzling heat of their food. 


 


  Tahno unfolds the black cloth napkin that kept metal chopsticks and other utensils sanitary against the table, and drapes the fabric across his lap. 


 


  “And 
  
    why
  
  ,” He begins, holding his chopsticks in his left hand. “Does it bother you, darling?” 


 


  There it goes -- his accent and that missing 
  
    ‘g’
  
  .


 


  Korra takes after him, and unravels her silverware (though she doesn’t bother putting the napkin in her lap, but rather bundles it up into a ball at the side of her bowl), shrugging her shoulders. 


 


  “It just does.” She doesn’t meet his eyes, busies herself instead with her food. The noodles scorch the roof of her mouth with their heat, but send her taste buds tingling with their spice, and her eyes shut momentarily in bliss. Across the table, she can hear him laugh. 


 


  When she opens her eyes again, he’s looking at her with such ardor that her cheeks begin to burn, which, naturally, increases his fondness for her.


 


  “
  
    Adorable
  
  ,” He murmurs, the word drawn out on his tongue, syllables spilling lazily from his lips. Khe offers him a sheepish half-smile and a roll of the eyes, and brings her napkin to her lips, patting lightly, despite the fact that she hasn’t yet made a mess. 


 


  “
  
    Anyways
  
  ,” She pushes the subject back toward the original topic. “Don’t—” She pauses, considering her words carefully. There isn’t any inclination in her to sour the mood of their date, but with such a poor imperative on her mind, she doesn’t exactly have wiggle room, either. 


 


  A huff leaves her lips when she finds that her words are eluding her (perhaps they’ve been stolen by Tahno), and she lifts another mouthful of noodles to her lips and chews thoughtfully. 


 


  Tahno sees it as his careful cue to take control of the conversation, and steer her mind into clarity. He prefers not to do this; speak for her or over her, and watches her eyes carefully to assess how deeply to tread. 


 


  “Let me 
  
    guess
  
  ,” He starts, and his eyes sparkle as he looks at her. “You were 
  
    caught
  
   this morning, hm?”


 


  Spirits, Korra wants to know how he manages to read her so well—is he supernaturally intuitive, or is she predictable?—and nods.


 


  “He told me you were bad news. Whatever that means.” Her voice sours, and her nose wrinkles as she recites Mako’s words, the scene painting itself clearly in her mind. 


 


  Across from her, Tahno rolls his eyes and shakes his head softly. He  lifts a bite of his food to his mouth. 


 


  He’s heard 
  
    that
  
   before -- since the very first pro-bending match that the Wolfbats won. By now, 
  
    bad news, bad boy, playboy
  
   -- it all sounds like noise to him. He had once been heavily affected, had poured over his image and wondered when he became the villain of Republic City and pro-bending -- even 
  
    before
  
   the scandal that still haunts him with shame, he, Ming, and Shaozu had been lambasted as 
  
    cheaters
  
  , as the no-good 
  
    pretty boys
  
  , tarnishing the sport with their theatrics.


 


  The only thing that scares him about his reputation is what it might do to 
  
    her.
  
   And that alone makes him want to do better, want to be better. 


 


  
    (It tells him that he deserved it, too.)
  


 


   “
  
    Oh dear
  
  ,” A pause, for him to chew and swallow. “Is that his 
  
    worst
  
  ?” 


 


  Tahno’s indifference bothers Korra, because she knows it’s not 
  
    real.
  
   It can’t be real—he can’t be as unaffected as he pretends to be, and his armor, though once strong and shiny, is corroded and cracking beneath the surface. Words get to him. 


 


  They have to. 


 


  Hell, she finds herself rearing up with anger and heartbreak when she sees some of the things printed about him now, overhears people who think that they are quiet and clever when they whisper about how 
  
    of course he deserved it, the dirty cheater
  
  . 


 


  She sees it with him a lot -- in the cigarettes that he smokes, one after the other, how sometimes he answers her calls slurring heavily in a manner that cannot be explained by his accent, but by a half-empty decanter of whiskey. Even his eyes haunt her at night, so beautiful, pale, and frosted with a pain that she could only recognize because she herself has felt it, too.


 


  
    Everything
  
   he does is detached, veiled with self-depreciation and humor; and she only sees glimpses of what tortures him. 


 


  And Korra 
  
    hates
  
   that he hides from her. It presses desperately against her heart and makes her lungs feel tight, because he brings her 
  
    so much
  
   comfort, and she wants to do the same, wants to soothe the pain that is so quietly present and looming over his shoulder.


 


   But that’s not the point of their conversation -- she isn’t ready to admit that to him yet, not when she isn’t sure of where he stands and what he thinks about her -- and she bites her lower lip. 


 


  “So I guess this means I’m not meeting your 
  
    friends
  
  , hm?” Tahno drawls, his dark humor filling the silence, and Korra can’t help but laugh at the ridiculousness of the comment, despite the seriousness of the situation. 


 


  “Not as long as Mako’s being a brat,” She says, her smile falling with the words, because she really 
  
    would
  
   like for Tahno to formally meet her roommates, and it’s a childish desire of hers — a fantasy where everybody is just as infatuated and willing to see the good in Tahno as she is — but it’s a desire nonetheless. 


 


  Tahno leans over the table, and plucks from Korra’s bowl a small bundle of noodles, placing the food upon his tongue and slurping the noodles into his mouth with a soft 
  
    pop
  
  ! and Korra’s too bothered, to incredibly 
  
    lost 
  
  within her fantasies to reprimand him, and Tahno notices. 


 


  Again, he is reminded of how much he wants to take her pain away, how much he wishes he could shoulder her burdens.


 


  His lips, tingling from the spice of her food, turn down, his brows bowing together as he looks at her. 


 


  “
  
    Oh, sweetheart,”
  
   He coos softly, leaning deeper into the table. His hand reaches across the table, his index and middle finger tucking beneath her chin, bringing her eyes to meet his. 


 


  “Does it 
  
    really
  
   bother you so much?” Again, his voice is warm and hushed, the syllables caressing her the way a lover would -- the way 
  
    he 
  
  does --, and she purses her lips together and shrugs from his hand. 


 


  “Yeah, actually.” Korra sees no reason to be bashful. 


 


  Tahno, respecting her space, draws back a bit, but still rests his elbows on the table, locking his fingers together, and cradling his chin atop his knuckles. 


 


  “
  
    Why?”
  
   He asks, all too eager to listen, and speak not a word until she’s released all that’s pressing her mind. 


 


  
    This, 
  
  Korra realizes, is why she’s fallen so hard for him. 


 


  He’s incredibly attentive, thoughtful,  and surprisingly soft-spoken. He never says too much or too little, even when she has nothing to say. She wonders if he’s always been like this—if his charming and gentlemanly nature is the reason why so many girls 
  
    keep coming back
  
   while he was a wolfbat, despite the negative connotation that the ‘
  
    playboy
  
  ’ side of his reputation withheld. 


 


  Her tongue brushes across her upper lip, and beneath his heavy-lidded gaze, she feels as if all of her problems—the fires burning within her—have been reduced to a more manageable, smoldering heat. 


 


  “It’s just,” a sigh. “It’s stupid, don’t you think?” She looks down, busying her hands with her noodles, though all she does is pick at them, and swirl the food around in the bowl. 


 


  Tahno blinks, but sits in silence, doesn’t draw his gaze from her for a second, his eyes flickering to her lips, watching them mold around her words as she spills her syllables. 


 


  “Everybody thinks you’re 
  
    so awful
  
  —” 


 


  He can hear the exasperation in her voice, and it makes his heart flutter. It's touching to him, that she cares so much about what others think of him—that she'd be upset enough by the words of others to 
  
    defend
  
   him, and Tahno's vision of her only grows fonder.


 


  “But you’re not. I mean—even I thought you were pretty 
  
    gross
  
   at first,” She pauses, gauging his reaction to her confession, surprised when he laughs. 


 


  “Thanks,” He purrs, lifting the atmosphere once more. 


 


  Korra smacks her teeth at him. “You know what I mean. Everybody is just so shallow. They don’t like you, they don’t like me, they don’t like anything, and they only see what they want to see. It’s frustrating.” She pushes her bowl back, and it’s clear to Tahno that this is about so much more than 
  
    Mako
  
  , and what the fire bender thinks of him. 


 


  "
  
    Korra
  
  ," Her name is a prayer from his lips, and she looks up at him, her brows softening. When he says her name, he pulls her back to the ground, and she wonders how somebody so ethereal can be so despised amongst a community. 


 


  She doesn't apologize for her tangent, though, and for that, Tahno is glad. She's been apologizing far too much lately—in the media and in press conferences—and it's exhausting for the both of them to hear her spit half-hearted (and half-hearted with due reason) condolences to an ungrateful public. 


 


  There's a silence amongst them once more, and Korra looks at her food. Her appetite is gone—not that she was truly hungry in the first place, because this entire escapade was only her excuse to see him—and the lazy atmosphere of 
  
    The Golden Lily
  
   is beginning to stifle her. She doesn’t want to be 
  
    inside
  
   any longer—she doesn’t want to hide away in the shelters of buildings and secluded booths. She wants 
  
    everybody
  
   to see them. To see 
  
    him. 
  
  The way she sees him. 


 


  But she only tells him that she’d rather leave. 


 


  Tahno smiles fondly at her, and holds his finger up, signaling for her to wait just a minute as he fishes his wallet from his pocket and tosses sixty yuans and some change—
  
    for the waiter,
  
   he tells her—onto the table. 


 


  They’re a strange couple—they get odd looks, they have contrasting reputations—but they’re similar in ways far deeper than either of them expects anybody to understand. 


 


  It’s okay, though. 


 


  Because Korra decides that she’s going to 
  
    stop caring
  
   so much about everything, and enjoy 
  
    him
  
  , chase the feelings that he gives her, the swollen, budding love that blossoms with every moment they spend together. 


 


  And maybe everyone else will fall in love with him, too. 








  
Notes for the Chapter:
          AO3 sometimes does weird things to my italics. Apologies for the weird formatting sometimes. Thank you for reading!

        




5. Four Days

Summary for the Chapter:
            Korra wakes up before Tahno. Tahno wakes up before Korra.

          


    
    Tahno can’t sleep in silence.

 

He leaves the radio on a low, humming volume during his evenings as a quiet lullaby to his slumber. His odd habit has left Korra with many sleepless nights spent with him in her memory, for she’s accustomed to the quiet isolation of her apartment across the bay. Despite her several roommates, the apartment is usually silent after ten, with everyone retiring to their own rooms for their own time. Sometimes Korra and Asami will spend nights together, staying up far too late sharing conversations and moments that lend themselves to the treasured, close-knit friendship that is uniquely theirs, but for the most part, Korra’s nights across the bay are quiet.

 

On the contrary, Tahno’s apartment, a well-known penthouse at the top of  Acacia Willows, one of the most sought after and expensive apartment blocks in the city, is in the heart of Republic City, and it is always lively with the sounds and views of the world around them. Never is it quiet, never does an evening pass where the sound of a police siren, screeching tires, or ambient honking of Satomobiles fill the evening. 

 

Sometimes, in the building across the way, the street musicians stay out long past midnight to practice, and singing trumpets and jazzy saxophones echo off of fire escapes to play the score to the lively movement of the city. 

 

Tahno has lived at the top of Acacia Willows for two and a half years now, ever since the middle of The Wolfbats’ second season. 487 Acacia Willows is a well-known penthouse and highly desired property, designed fifteen years earlier by an architect from Ba Sing Se. 

 

Upon purchase, Tahno had left many things untouched, namely the painted white brick in the sunroom, the dark, herringbone wood floors throughout, and the exposed dark brown brick, imported from the Earth Kingdom, in the dining room. The property boasts three balconies, including one secluded alcove off of the main bedroom, and the selling point — the feature that had put 487 on the map — the floor to ceiling windows lining the exterior walls of the sunroom and living room. 

 

             He can see  everything from those windows; the glittering waters of Yue Bay, green and snow-capped mountains in the distance, and the sparkling high rises and brick building blocks of Republic City, from a dazzling, introspective height. 

 

Tahno had taken one look out those windows, watched the city unfold at his fingertips, and signed the papers.

 

He had, of course, decorated the entire place to his taste, which, surprising to Korra, was very extravagant, yet oddly homey and comforting. Korra had been most surprised at the organic elements of Tahno’s decor. Every room has a plant (or several) with trailing vines carefully arranged and creeping up the brick. In the sunroom, the colors are vibrant — black and white couches with deep jewel toned accent pillows and blankets, contrasting against the white brick; and his living room and kitchen follow the same trend. 

 

She actually  loves  being at his apartment — it’s luxurious without being gaudy and uncomfortable — and it becomes harder to leave every time she arrives.

 

. . . . 

 

There’s nothing particularly different  about this evening compared to the other nights that Korra’s spent in Tahno’s company.

 

She arrived wordlessly at his door after four days of little contact with him. She had not even called him beforehand this time around. 

 

Korra had been busy, her veins and heart throbbing as every day she met with the frenzied and worried Republic City council members and raked through ways to quell the rebellion. Amon had gone into hiding, but his quiet did not calm his followers or the unrest caused by the movement. 

 

The equalization of   The Wolfbats  had been a cold jolt to the city — to the  world  — that not even some of the most well-known benders in the modern era were safe or protected against the movement, and hysteria was on the rise.

 

Korra has spent three days in her head, butting against the council members, training until her lungs burned, and tossing listlessly in bed, trying not to think about  everything. Three nights staring at the telephone on her desk, her address book permanently flipped open to  T. Kurosawa, or curled in bed during the moonrise, nearly crippled by her anxiety and the general sense of overwhelm that paralyzed her when her head hit the pillow. 

 

Three nights wishing she could roll over in bed and spill her soul and her anxieties to none other than  Tahno.  Korra ached to be beside him, losing herself in the aura of safety and comfort that he carried to her. She missed his heavy-lidded gaze and the way he could take all of her fears and make them seem so  small  and conquerable with just a few words and his unwavering faith in her own decisions. 

 

On the fourth day, she had had enough, and at seven in the evening, without even knowing if he was home, had appeared in his world, worrying at her lower lip and  clearly  in need of support.

 

 He welcomed her unequivocally, as he always did, and they spent the vast majority of the night on the black couch on his sunroom, the curtains drawn back to expose the floor-to-ceiling industrial windows and the beautiful views of the city below, going by quickly with little regard to the occupants of  487. 

 

Korra had reclined with her legs across his lap, and they passed a glass of wine back and forth and talked about anything and everything that slipped into the mind. 

 

He had listened intently, thoughtfully, as she told him about her week, about the things holding her hostage, and he had kissed her worries away, letting her vent and rant and rave until everything seemed silly and  small  and  conquerable, and the conversation turned to lighter, kinder topics. 

 

 Beneath their voices had been, per usual, a jazz record, sing, sing,  singing  through the horn of his gramophone. Korra cherished the conversation, the freedom to speak her mind with little retribution, though sometimes he would chuckle, and raise his eyebrow rather questioningly at certain statements she made, and she would laugh and toss her hand at his shoulder in mock anger.

 

But, though they were safe from the world and its prying eyes in his apartment, they weren’t immune to fatigue, and weariness had eventually led them both to his bedroom. Tahno had, of course, almost immediately turned the radio onto a live-broadcasting jazz station, though he left the volume dial close to home.

 

“ A bit of background noise,” He had hummed to her through a smile. Korra had only rolled her eyes, and continued fishing through his closet to find something to wear to bed. 

 

 That  had been hours ago, however, and though she had initially succumbed to slumber quicker than Tahno, a rather  loud  car horn honking, followed by police sirens circling around their block, wakes her with a jolt against Tahno’s sheets. 

 

Wide-eyed, and with messy hair, Korra pushes herself up into a sitting position, and brushes her bangs out of her face. Her breathing is shallow and quicker than it should’ve been, as if she’s just had a nightmare, though she’s actually been woken from the most peaceful slumber she’s had in days. It takes her a moment to remember where she is — and once she does, she deflates, exhaling her stress.

 

Korra glances to her left, at the doors that connect a secluded balcony to his bedroom. They’re just as they’ve always been, the balcony doors, black-painted wood with glass paneling, and eight little windows in groups of four run up and down each door, partially concealed by sheer gray curtains that give privacy to more secluded moments. 

 

The commotion from the city seems to have calmed for a moment, and Korra finds her gaze redirecting to Tahno, and she scoffs out a laugh.

 

Of course, he’s slept through the noise and her disruption — Korra doesn’t think she’s ever seen him wake through the night  —  and still lays on his back at her side. He looks quite celestial with the moonlight (or rather, neon reflection of street and building lights) reflecting onto his face, and it dawns on her just how girlishly pretty his features are. Without conscious thought, Korra lifts her fingers and places her hand tentatively on his arm, watching as their skin meets—light against dark—a contrast that an artist can only dream of replicating with such beautiful balance. Her rich brown against his marble white. He both equalizes her  and  brings out her colors.

Beyond this, her fingers begin to dance upward, along his neck, but stopping just below his jaw. For some reason, she’s noticed, he’s absolutely  impossible to wake in the morning — unless he feels a touch upon his face. Even something feather soft, fingers so delicate that they can barely be detected, send his eyes fluttering open. It’s a strange quirk of his, and though she finds it cute, she has no intention to wake him. 

 

Still, like a painting in a museum, or a rare flower in a  botanical garden  , she can  look , and appreciate just as well, if not more. 

 

She doesn’t follow any definite patterns in her observations. She traces the curve of his nose with her eyes, marveling at just how  smooth  and sharp the bridge is, and had it been a tad bit longer or shorter, would’ve made for something unsightly. She imagines what it’s like to press her lips along the strength that is his jaw, even though she’s done it countless times before. Korra would’ve continued her observations—would’ve let her gaze linger on his closed eyes, and let herself imagine the striking, colorless eyes beneath the closed lids—but something draws her away, makes her blink, and realize what she’s doing.

 

He’s  talking. 

 

Only, he’s not. Tahno is sound asleep—but she can hear his voice so clearly, the way the silky tones of his timbre wrap around her skin like a blanket and fill her mind with a sparkling fog. In her sleepy haze, she shakes her head, and looks around. 

 

His voice is still  there  , and he’s talking (or maybe singing) about what he anticipates from the upcoming probending season, and Korra’s brow furrows.  Upcoming probending season? But Tahno’s not… 

 

Her eyes fall upon the radio, still on and still humming. Her pupils dilate, and she almost laughs at her own ignorance.

 

It’s the  radio  talking,  not  Tahno. She glances at the analog clock that hangs just above his balcony doors—  3:42 AM. The live broadcasters must’ve gone home to sleep, and left something prerecorded behind to play to fill up the early morning hours, and that something pre-recorded sounds like an old interview with  Tahno Kurosawa, Captain of the White Falls Wolfbats. 

 

For some reason, Korra finds this unsettling, and something begins to bubble in her stomach. Listening to him speak, listening to him wear his mask as the  Captain  makes her feel nauseous, and her nose wrinkles. 

 


   “It must be tough,” The interviewer offers. “Captain of the newest, biggest team in the sport. How are you handling it?”  


 


   Tahno sounds like a different person when he responds with a laugh. His voice has not changed, still deep, musical, even soft compared to the interviewer’s, but his tone is different — livelier, as he responds.  


 

 “Oh sure, it’s notoriously difficult to cope when your greatest desires come to life.” He’s sarcastic — Korra can imagine him rolling his eyes, smiling, even winking as he says it. 

 


   The interviewer laughs, charmed by the young pro-bender. “Think The Wolfbats have another undefeated season in the cards?”  


 


   Immediately, Tahno replies with all of the candor and allure of a young, undefeated athlete with untamable dreams.  


 

 “Oh, it won’t even be  fun  for other teams anymore.”  

 

She can only stand it for a moment longer, her eyes falling across his sleeping form once more as, distantly, he speaks about the legacy that he hopes the Wolfbats have begun to carve for themselves—but the bubble in her stomach is turning into a rock, and its leaving a bad taste in her mouth, so gingerly, she peels the blankets away, careful to leave his side undisturbed, and pads on barefeet to the radio, and flicks the thing off. 

 

She doesn’t admit to herself, as she climbs back into bed and wraps her arms around him, that the reason why she found the interview so  unsettling  was because she hadn't heard him sound  that happy in a long time.

 

. . . . 

 

It’s a rare occasion that Tahno wakes up before Korra--rarer still for either one of them to willingly be up before the clock strikes nine--but the wilderness of the city calms at just about seven in the morning, when even the liveliest of dolls slip off their shoes and tip-toe back to wherever it is that they call home, to recover from the night before and prepare to do it all again once the sun slips below the horizon.

 

Normally, the cool-down of the city is muted carefully by the soft lull of the radio, and whatever station Tahno picked the night before to be his call to dreamland. But Korra had silenced the lullaby in favor for Tahno’s soft breathing and occasional incoherent murmur beside her. The silence had, ironically, woken Tahno up just as the sun began to rise. He doesn’t quite like silence.

 

He’s a bit disoriented when he wakes —  It’s far too quiet. Wasn’t the radio on? — for he’s never been an early riser, especially not when he’s had a late night before. But, the crease in his brow dissipates as he stretches out and finds that his dexterity and range has been hindered by a body beside him. A sleep-ridden smile takes his lips, and he lets his eyes flutter shut, drinking in the silence and the feeling of Korra’s steady, deep breaths against his side. 

 

He had been thrilled to hear the elevator  ding!  and open to reveal Korra. It had only been a handful of days, but Tahno’s heart is growing fond, and between his standing gym appointments with Ming and Shaozu, and late nights with the same, Tahno found himself struggling with the emptiness of his apartment. 

 

Of course, the wavering look on Korra’s face had dulled his excitement and replaced it with a near obsessive need to  help  —  make it better for her  — but even that was fulfilling of his love for her.

 

Of all of the nights she’s spent at his apartment, he can’t ever recall waking before her. She’s always up before him in a frenzy, gathering her clothes and raking her fingers through her hair, murmuring something about oversleeping as she shoves on her shoes and hurries out the door, leaving Tahno with little more than a pause and an  ‘I’ll see you…. I don’t know, whenever!’  called out behind her as she slams the door shut. 

 

One day, he will gather the courage to tell her it hurts every time.

 

He opens his eyes slowly, but doesn’t move. The moment is delicate, and he does not want to shatter it.

 

Though Tahno feigns aloofness and general indifference, something about Korra makes him sentimental to the core (Shaozu, who knew only what Tahno had told him about his relationship with Korra, had been less eloquent with the phrasing, saying that Tahno was whipped like a shirshu) and he wants to remember what she feels like beside him. They aren’t exactly a perfect fit, for Korra stretches out and shifts multiple times during the night, but sometimes they find their harmony, and as she is now, tucked against his side, her head resting just below his collarbone, arm outstretched across him, is harmony. 

 

He’s studied her before, but not during her slumber, not when her lips are parted and a bit chapped, and her eyes are closed and occasionally squeeze tighter, bringing soft lines of worry to her forehead, before she relaxes once more. 

 

She’s  stunning  , and he prefers the word to beautiful, because  anything  can be beautiful--a delicate rose holds beauty between its petals, and poison within its thorns. The skyline of Republic City, with its neons and high-rises and complicated, architecturally puzzling bridges harbors a humbling beauty, a reminder of just how small everything seems to be when put into perspective. The blending of a saxophone with a piano, a bass with a trombone, and a singer with dusky vocals as the cherry on top is beautiful.

 

But, how rare is something, to be so  beautiful  and ethereal that it stuns any onlooker into  shock ? 

 

Quite rare, on Tahno’s account, and he holds such rare beauty, such a delicate rose, guarded in thorns--the crown jewel of his garden-- in his arms. 

 

He wishes, and not for the first time, that he could lift the weight from her shoulders, for even in sleep, she looks worried, her brows furrowed together as if she’s having a bad dream, and Tahno clicks his tongue against the roof of his mouth and absent-mindedly lifts a gentle finger to her forehead, and brushes the lines from her skin. 

 

When he realizes what he’s doing, he stops immediately, and draws away from her as if she’s burned him. 

 

 Spirits,  he might as well be playing with fire, for they’re in a delicate situation, and while he doesn’t care very much for the preservation of what’s left of his reputation, he’s rather concerned about the state of hers, and their secret affair (which truly isn’t secret with how  sloppy  they’ve been lately) will only drag her down. 

 

Tahno sighs, and glances at the woman who shares his bed. They really  shouldn’t  be doing this, and he really should kick her from his bed just as he would any other woman at any other time in his past life, but she’s not any other woman, and he’s not living in the past (or so he tells himself), so instead of pushing her away, he runs his hands through his hair. 

 

He’s relatively pleased when his fingers don’t catch on the curls and snag strands away—he’s doing  better , taking care of himself again, and no milestone is too small. 

 

In his chest, he can feel a nicotine fit, and sighs once more, because it really is a  nasty  habit, and admittedly one that’s grown since his encounter with Amon, and with reluctance, sits up and reaches across his nightstand for a small, black box. 

 

Inside, he keeps his cigarettes (they’re  custom , of course, rolled with black paper and a gold leaf filter, because old habits die hard) tucked away, because he thinks they’re ugly things, custom order or not, and beside the box rests a sleek, black lighter. Tahno grabs a cigarette and the lighter, placing the stick between his lips and lighting it discreetly. The deep drag he takes from it fills his body with poisonous smoke, but he takes a certain satisfaction in the sting. 

 

Smoking ruins his pretty boy image, but that's fine, because he hasn’t felt very pretty lately, anyway. 

 

He lolls his head against the headboard, Korra still sound asleep beside him, and exhales grey smoke, watching as it pillows up and dissipates against the ceiling. He’s not entirely sure what he’s thinking about as he watches the smoke, and a part of him knows that that’s where his addiction has come from. Cigarettes pull the fog from his mind and breathe it into his lungs, and any moment of clarity is worth whatever negative, long term effects that come with his methods. 

 

He’s not a chainsmoker—not usually—but when his mind wanders, his fingers may absently draw another stick from his stash, and under the night's circumstances, he's lit another. 

 

By the time Korra stirs beside him, by the time she stretches her arms high above her head until her knuckles press against the headboard, and releases an adorable sigh with the exertion, Tahno’s halfway finished with his second cigarette. 

 

Korra blinks after she stretches, and sits up slowly, gathering her bearings. She feels well rested for the first time in weeks, and as her eyes focus, taking in the grey walls, and black and blue decor of Tahno’s room, she wonders if his bed is charmed, or if it’s his presence that soothes her enough to actually  sleep . 

 

She looks at him and smiles sleepily. Dumbly, she waves. 

 

“Hey,” She says, her eyes flickering from his messy hair and sleepy eyes, to the cigarette that lazily rests between his fingertips, a thin spiral of smoke uplifting from the charred end of it. 

 

He smiles back at her, though she can tell by the crookedness and the muted laughter in his eyes that he’s probably teasing her with the expression. 

 

 “Good morning, darling,”  He purrs, and Korra almost shivers at his tone. The early morning hasn’t quite woken his voice, and delicate hints of that  Foggy Swamp  accent (that she finds incredibly endearing) have him slurring his words and cutting his syllables short.

 

(She’s been to the Swamp Tribes before, and has never once thought that anyone could make such an accent  sexy, and yet here she is, clinging to the casual, soft drawl that sets Tahno’s speech apart from the other deep-voiced Republic City accents that she hears so frequently from other men.)

 

Again, Korra stretches her arms above her head, her ribcage pressing against the shirt— his shirt —that she’s wearing, well aware of his lazy eyes on her body. She lowers her arms, and scoots back to sit beside him, her back pressing against the pillows and the headboard of the bed. 

 

She lets herself reach for the affection that she’s been deprived of since he woke up, and loops an arm through his and leans heavily against him, clinging to him as if he’s the only thing keeping her from being whisked away and blown back to her apartment—to the  real  world—and inhales deeply. The scent of cigarettes burns her nose, and she can’t fathom how Tahno manages to bring something so  sharp  and painful in sense to his lips, but she doesn’t mind the habit. 

 

Tahno, however, knows her entirely too well, and snubs the cigarette out on the ashtray that sits on his nightstand, watching as the embers pulse wildly, before dying a powdery grey against the cool surface of the glass. 

 

They lay in silence for a few moments, and Korra lets her eyes flutter shut again, her head finding a pillow on his shoulder. The peace that basks them is something akin to the peace that she tries  so hard  to achieve while meditating in solitude, and her breathing slows and deepens so much that Tahno thinks she’s fallen asleep again. 

 

The sun rises higher in the sky, its light casting shadows through the curtains, and bathes the room in a soft yellow-orange dawn. Tahno doesn’t think his house has ever felt more like a home. He follows Korra into a similar, informal state of meditation. 

 

“How many times do you think we’ve done this?” Her voice breaks the silence no more than ten minutes later, and Tahno’s eyes flutter open, his brows scrunching together in the middle, as if her words have brought on confusion. 

 

“Are you asking me to  count  how many nights you’ve played  hooky  with me?” He asks, his voice airy, and Korra snickers, her breath tickling the skin of his shoulder. 

 

Tahno never takes anything seriously (unless, of course, the situation calls for it), and she absolutely adores it. 

 

Her pasts lives whisper to her about harmony—the complete balance of not only the elements, but of  herself  as well, and if she’s Yin, she couldn’t imagine a better Yang—a better  harmony  than Tahno. What they have, whatever she could call  this  —staying up with him and talking her stress and worries away, curling against him to sleep, and watching the sun rise through grey curtains, breathing in the scent of cigarettes and the faint smell of his cologne from the night before, and forgetting the worries that brought her to his door in the first place—feels  ages  old. 

 

He challenges her in his own gentle way. Even last night, though veiled with humor and his saccharine sarcasm, he had offered advice and played devil’s advocate to her problems in a way that only prompted Korra to  think , rather than take offense.

 

She isn’t sure  anyone else  would be able to do what  he does to her without making her feel disrespected and angry.

 

“I mean,” She clears her throat and pulls away from him, repositioning herself to sit cross-legged in front of him. “ Spirits , this is going to sound crazy,” She almost chokes on her words, almost swallows her idea back, but he reaches forward and brushes a hair from her face with soft, gentle fingers and sweet, caring eyes, as if to encourage her. 

 

“I feel like I’ve known you  forever ,” She settles for saying, meeting his eyes almost shyly. 

 

 I’m falling in love with you  dies on her tongue, swallowed by her rapidly beating heart. This is the next best thing. 

 

He smiles, and Korra feels something possessive flutter in her chest. She loves that smile—the pearly whites of his teeth, the way his lips are crooked, the left side of his mouth raising a tad higher than the right, and the barely-there wrinkles at the corners of his eyes—and she selfishly hopes that it’s one of those things that’s only reserved for her.

 

“Forever ?” He echoes back to her. 

 

“I hardly think you’d put up with me for  that long.” Tahno says, rather cheekily. Korra presses her lips together, trying so desperately hard to bite back her snicker, because there’s always something about him that makes her want to laugh (or, on rare occasion, slap him in the face). 

 


   (She would put up with him forever. If he would do the same for her.) 


 

“Yeah, yeah,” She grumbles, pretending that his flippant reply to her confession has upset her, but she counteracts her words by falling to his side once more, lifting his arm to slide beneath it, and pulls the blanket up to her waist. Beneath her, his body vibrates with a laugh, and she feels his lips against the top of her head. 

 

“You’ve been  stuck on me  for  centuries , darling,” His words are quiet, hummed against her hair, but Korra can hear the upturn in them, hear the smile that graces his lips and bleeds into his tone, and snuggles deeper against him in response. 

 

 I’m in love with you  sits in the back of his throat but the front of his mind. 

 

A beat of contented silence falls between them.

 

“I should probably get going.” She murmurs tiredly into his skin. Spirits, there’s nowhere else she’d rather be.

 

Tahno doesn’t say anything, but they both know that her hideaway time ends when the sun rises, and usually, she harbors enough self control, enough restraint to pick herself up and return back to her apartment before its inhabitants wake, but, for whatever reason, it’s not so simple this time around. She doesn’t want to leave, doesn’t want to face her responsibilities again and paint  Avatar  across her forehead, and it’s so stupid and silly and absolutely  selfish  of her. 

 

Perhaps it’s a bad thing, Tahno’s influence over her. Or perhaps the lax and leisurely life she lives in the hours she spends with him are exactly what she deserves—exactly what she  needs —and she’s in no real hurry to leave his side. 

 

“You’re going to be  late,” He practically sings to her. Neither of them move, because this is the first time they’ve woken together in peace, the first night they’ve shared a bed in several days, and they’re both attached,  too  attached to the dusky atmosphere that hangs over them when they’re together like this. 



Korra moans in defiance, hiding her face away against his chest, and grumbles something akin to whatever. 



She’s  absolutely  going to be late, and she absolutely doesn’t  care.

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          don't pay too much attention to the plot it doesn't matter

        




6. Temporarily Blind

Summary for the Chapter:
            Ming and Shaozu are both in love with him.

          


    
     Cafe Noir is a quiet, ritzy little tea and coffee bar in the lower west side of Republic City, where all of the high-end, global shops turn into locally owned boutiques with plants and incense in the storefront, and young, bright-eyed shopkeepers and employees greet everyone with enthusiasm and kindness. 

 

 Cafe Noir once was a small hole in the wall, until Ming of the Wolfbats, offhandedly declared between Pro-bending seasons that it was his favorite place for Earth Kingdom roasted espresso, catapulting the small business into the spotlight almost overnight. 

 

Now, Cafe Noir is known for hosting all of Republic City’s favorite models, athletes, and socialites in addition to its regular crowd. And, of course, on some sunny mornings,  The Wolfbats  take their favorite spot on the porch, at a shaded circular table beneath a weeping cherry blossom tree, watching the Satomobiles and people go by as they smoke their cigarettes and indulge in tea and coffee. 

 

This sunny morning, Ming and Shaozu wait patiently for their captain and friend while Ming sips on a shot of espresso, Shaozu with his Chai tea. On the other end of the table sits Tahno’s usual: mint green tea in a scalding hot cup. Ming and Shaozu chat amicably together as they wait for their third, Shaozu with a cigarette pinched between his thumb and index finger. 

 

“Leave it to  him,”  Shaozu rolls his eyes, responding to Ming’s inquiry about the recent allure of mystery that has shrouded their former captain, shattered by the morning headline that has brought them all here.

 

Shaozu taps his cigarette on the lip of the ashtray in the middle of the table, the cinders falling into the bowl and pulsing briefly before ashing out into grey. 

 

“What?” Ming’s voice is deep and jovial, twisted with heartbroken humor, and he watches the ash in the ashtray for a moment, running his tongue across his teeth. 

 

They both know that Tahno has taken  everything  the worst — is haunted by guilt and tormented by his own cruel conscience. After  everything  , Ming and Shaozu had (regrettably) fled, seeking out comforts in cities that didn’t want them crucified, with families that had the good graces to bite their tongues and swallow away the “  I told you so”  that  still  hangs above them all.

 

Tahno had stayed behind, mocked by the billboards scattered around the city that depicted  The Wolfbats  as they were and will never be again. None of them recognize those images, but Tahno especially had tortured himself, staring glossy eyed and thoughtless at his photographs in the stars until he only saw a ghost in the mirror. 

 

When Ming and Shaozu had returned to Republic City, it had been for  Tahno  — because a brutal epiphany in an opium den in Ba Sing Se had made them both painfully aware of how they had abandoned him — and how much they both  missed him.

 

Ming, Tahno, and Shaozu have been friends for nearly five years, have formed a connection of love and support, and it became clear to all three very quickly that they were  not  going to get through their despair without each other.

 

Except — it’s  different, something has changed  . They have been back in Republic City for weeks, and Tahno is no longer the center of his own universe. He is orbiting someone with a much greater purpose. 

 

And he is  brighter  — gentler and more guarded than he has ever been before, but perhaps more himself than even Ming and Shaozu know. 

 

He is vibrant with hope and a drive to be  better  to himself that Ming and Shaozu haven’t seen in years, vibrant in a way that wracks them with guilt. 

 

They love him - they always have. 

 

But they are twisted and damned to love  this version  of him the most. 

 

(So does  she. )

 

“He  would  get with the fucking  Avatar.” Shaozu curses, all in jest, and Ming snorts. His hands tap absently around his breast and flank, until he feels the small metal case containing his own cigarettes, tucked into the breast pocket of his jacket. 

 

Behind them, like the silent apparition that he has become, Tahno slips in among his friends, placing a hand on either of their backs as he settles into the chair between them. 

 

“I can neither confirm nor deny that statement.” He hums with a grin, ignoring Shaozu’s melodramatic jump of surprise and curse of  Fuck, where did you come from? 

 

Tahno winks at Shaozu, and ducks his head to pull a lighter from his jacket, striking the flint and offering the flame to Ming’s cigarette. "All yours, baby." Tahno says to Ming, his words sweet and gentle as they always are. He's a flirt, Tahno, and yet it is so natural, so genuine and worn sincerely in his actions. 

 


  (How is anyone supposed to stand a chance?)


 

“Look at us,” Ming says after a deep drag from his stick, the smoke billowing from his lips. “Surprised you didn’t call the press — the band is back together.” 

 

Tahno rolls his eyes and lets himself reach for his drink, unflinching as the tea, too hot to even drink, burns down his throat. 

 

“Right,” he says slowly. “Because we  certainly  could use some positive press after  your  —,” a pointed, sharp glance at Shaozu, “little stunt last week.” 

 

Ming and Tahno both laugh, quiet and painted red. Tahno is referring to the sweet little headline that had graced the papers last week — Shaozu, the fiery,  youngest member of the scandalous men, had gotten into a physical fight with a bouncer at a club, in the middle of the fucking street on a Wednesday.

 


   {Wolfbat Shaozu Tang Temporarily Blinds Northern Fox Bouncer in Bar Altercation} 


 

Shaozu looks unapologetic. He shrugs his shoulders with a smile, his dark auburn curls blowing apart in the gentle breeze that cools the day.

 

“Yeah, yeah,” he waves them off. “He had it comin’, the way he had his paws on Fei. Besides,” Shaozu taps his temple with his index finger. “ —  temporary is the key word there.” 

 

There was a time,  years ago  , when they would pour over headlines, Tahno in particular pulling his hair out over  why  their image was suddenly and  quickly  deteriorating into one that was beyond their control. Within  weeks  of their first streak of wins, suddenly they had become thrust into the new world of pro bending, celebrity, and reputation. 

 

And  oh  , did Republic City and the  world  so desperately want people to hate! It wasn't enough that they were talented athletes, Tahno a brilliant strategist, Ming a  tank  in the arena, and Shaozu one of the most acrobatic and adaptable fire benders to grace the sport — no, they had become  bad , too. 

 

Playboys, too pretty to be as good as they were,  cheaters, even before they did. 

 

Eventually, they learned that they would always be vilified, and leaned into it until they lost themselves. 

 

It doesn’t bother them anymore — they laugh at the desperate reach of reporters and tabloid journalists, and exist in their own hedonism. 

 


   [“They’ll hate us no matter what, baby,” Tahno had drunkenly sang to Ming, years earlier, before the love had crept into and between all of them and secured them together tightly.  


 


  in vino veritas. 


 


   “Might as well do whatever we want.”] 


 

Ming leans back in his seat. “And here I thought we’d  never  again see another big scandal until  you  ,” he points his cigarette at Tahno. “Surprised us  all .”

 

 Ming is musical when he speaks, too. His voice is just as deep as Tahno’s, but  louder , raspier. Tahno’s voice is quiet, easily swallowed by noise, yet capable of cutting over thousands thanks to his charisma, be it real or fake. 

 

Ming will be the first to admit that he adopted a similar cadence to his captain, infatuated by Tahno from day one. 

 

Nobody elaborates on what Ming has said — they all know the reason why Tahno snuck in through the back of the establishment today — why people keep pausing as they walk beneath the elevated patio of Cafe Noir and realize that  The Wolfbats  are there —  Tahno is there.

 

The paper had dropped early in the morning — Tahno only aware because Korra had called him, surprisingly collected and amused. 

 

Somehow, over their food and drinks, they had been far too wrapped up in each other, leaning closely over The Wolfbats reserved table at  The Golden Lily and whispering confessions, to notice that someone with a muted flashbulb camera had managed to snag a grainy, but undeniably recognizable photo of them at lunch.

 


   Avatar Korra and Tahno Kurosawa Spotted at The Golden Lily: A Date? 


 

“Yeah, you wanna talk about publicity? What the  fuck?”  Shaozu slaps Tahno’s arm playfully. 

 

Tahno sinks into his seat a bit, relaxing. “ Fine  , I’ll explain, but don’t act so  surprised.”  Tahno laughs and pinches the bridge of his nose, shaking his head softly. His curls fall to the right side of his face, glossy and bouncing.  Ming and Shaozu share a glance, quickly and relieved, at how healthy and shiny Tahno’s hair looks, if not slightly unkempt from the understated look he wears more often now.

 

“You  both—”  Tahno lifts his head. “—knew this was happening..” 

 

“Uh,  yeah, ostrich-horse shit  .” Shaozu grins. “I knew she was  calling you at two in the morning sometimes and coming over occasionally to drink all the bubbly, right?” The former-firebender asks, looking at Ming, who snickers, but nods in affirmation. 

 

“Dinner at our table, though? Where’s the ring,  Shu?” Shaozu teases, eating up the rare opportunity to catch his captain blush-cheeked and red-handed. 

 

Tahno had been the face of their scandals in the past, but hardly the organic cause of them.

 

“On Fei’s finger. And it was lunch.” Tahno quips back immediately, his lopsided, shit-eating grin growing behind the lip of his mug. 

 

Ming snorts, and Shaozu rolls his eyes, humorlessly laughing it off. “Oh, you  slay me, Tahno.” 

 

Ming finishes the last dredges of his espresso, cold and sludgy at the bottom of his cup, and grimaces as he swallows. Next time he’ll go for something with a longer shelf-life.

 

“Courting  The Avatar  wasn’t in your list of destructive impulses.” Ming says flatly, but the half-smile he wears betrays his tone. 

 

Tahno tosses his head back and lets out a  ha! , genuinely bemused at the statement. 

 

“ Destructive .”  he echoes with a shake of his head. 

 

 Hardly  . If only they knew how much more destructive he had been without them, without  her.  

 


   (They knew. They know. It’s a quiet, ugly little secret that they haven’t unpacked yet. Something that he hasn't apologized for and hopes they never have to confront the demons that once left the water running and let Tahno slip under.) 


 

He plays cool, but Tahno would be  lying  if he told himself that his heart didn’t fall to his  ass  when Korra called him this morning, nonchalant and almost  bored  as she had asked  “Did you see the paper?” 

 


   Half-asleep, Tahno had wrinkled his brow and told her to hold on, stepping into the elevator foyer of his apartment, where his mail is delivered.  


 


   And nearly shit himself upon reading the headline, feeling a sick nausea in his throat that he hadn’t felt since his rookie season, when the tabloids actually bothered him.  


 

 It’s different this time, he had realized, staring at the photograph, the headline printed large and bold on the front page of a paper distributed to thousands. He doesn’t care about his reputation — has been disconnected from it for a long time (or so he has told himself) but seeing his name beside   hers   had made his hands shake.  

 


   He’s going to ruin her.  


 


   But, to his surprise, Korra didn’t seem too distraught, if anything, she seemed amused, laughing about it over the phone and forcing him to hold it together.  


 


   But he had slipped up — intruded further into her life against his better judgment.  


 


   “Come over tonight.” 


 


   (Do you miss me as much as I miss you?) 


 


    He had bathed the request in leisure, his voice level against the desperate pounding of his heart.  


 


   She had gone quiet, surprised on the other line. 


 


  The silence isn’t lost on either of them. 


 


  He has never asked anything of her before, has never invited her over first.  


 


   And with a stuttered “Oh–okay.” She had agreed. 


 

The conversation had concluded, lending itself to him immediately calling Ming and Shaozu. 

 

And now, only an hour later Tahno finds himself  here, at Cafe Noir with his  other  true loves. 

 

Ming and Shaozu are still heckling Tahno when he clears his throat and taps his index finger to his nose, before pointing at both of them. They fall silent, Ming biting the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling.

 

“I don’t know  what  the papers are grasping at." Tahno is quiet when he speaks, and Ming and Shaozu find themselves leaning closer, desperate to be in their captain's space, whether they  conciously recognize it or not. "It wasn’t a date.” 

 

“Oh sure,” sings Ming, rolling his eyes. “You’re a shitty liar,  Captain.”He taps the ashy end of his cigarette into the now empty espresso cup on the table.

 

That’s  not true.

 

Tahno is a wonderful liar, incredible at putting up a façade — so much so that the few people who are honored to know him are generally surprised by the true content of his character. He plays the role well -- the face of the most loved and hated team and celebrities in pro-bending. How many people have fallen in love with him, only to hate the charm that he wears so easily and naturally on his sleeve? How many times has his name been adorned with hearts and crossed out in red once the illusion had been shattered? 

 

Tahno is nothing if not  utterly brilliant  at keeping himself a secret.

 

But Ming and Shaozu have had this conversation with Tahno before — sober and drunk. Whatever Tahno is not telling them is obvious —  he’s in love with her , in his overwhelming and timid capacity. 

 

Arguably, he has been in love with her since the day they met.

 

“She stole my house key.” Tahno suddenly deadpans, and Shaozu, who had been mid-sip, nearly spits his drink out. 

 

“What?”  Ming and Shaozu both ask, Shaozu incredulous, Ming with delight. 

 

Tahno’s heart is stuttering in the excitement of talking about  her  , or whatever it is that  she  is, but his face is cool and impassive. His brows are tweaked up softly, lips suppressing a smile. 

 

“I don’t know.” Tahno shrugs, his fingers finding a cigarette that he had stuffed into his pocket before leaving the house. 

 

He holds it between his lips and turns away, covering the flame as he strikes the lighter and ignites the stick. Tahno takes a drag, lets his head lull back and stares at the cherry blossom tree above them. 

 

Its branches are nearly bare, the buds along them are a dark, tired green and blossom-less. The season for fallen pink petals had passed weeks ago, the first blooming season that this beloved tree has seen without the Wolfbats in years. 

 

He exhales, watches the smoke leave his lungs in tendrils swept away by the wind, and chuckles to

himself. 

 

“She has my fucking house key.” He murmurs, more so to himself than to his friends. Ming and Shaozu across from him do not even have the key to Tahno’s apartment. His doors are hardly locked, the concierge in the lobby knows to let them in, but still! 

 

Tahno has let Korra force her way in further than anyone, and feels wholly in control and like he is spiraling, dizzy and breathless and desperate for more of whatever it is that she will give to him. The moments that he steals from her, bleeding ink into their headlines together, he wants all of it to himself, wants to give  everything  to her. 

 

Fuck. 

 

 Fuck.  

 

Tahno blinks, watching the stubby blossom buds wave to him in the wind. Ash from his cigarette falls onto his pants, but he doesn’t care. 

 

Shaozu taps his fingers against the table and looks at Ming with glittering amber eyes. Ming meets Shaozu’s gaze and only shakes his head with a grin. 

 

 Whipped, mouths Shaozu to Ming. 

 

“I’m  bored,” Tahno suddenly declares, snapping out of his reverie.

 

He takes another sip of his tea and pushes away from the table, standing up and fishing a few bills out of his wallet. “ We’re boring.”  

 

“Come over tonight. Bring whoever.” He says, tossing the money on the table and beginning to make his exit. 

 

Shaozu and Ming eye each other, wary and amused. 

 

“What the — what the  fuck,  when?” Shaozu calls back at Tahno, who just waves them off as he leaves, winking to both of them. 

 

Shaozu stares at the money on the table, and then looks back to Ming, who is only smiling softly and shaking his head. 

 

Shaozu points vaguely towards Tahno’s now empty seat with his thumb. “Who in  Agni’s  name was  that?”  

 

Ming laughs, his heart fond and broken, and shrugs, taking a final drag from his cigarette. 



“Korra's boyfriend.” 

  
Notes for the Chapter:
          “implied bisexual tahno” my ass this is full bisexual tahno.

this entire fic is my lovesong to tahno. this is also a totally new/original chapter and a deviation from the original storyline, which we will return to in the next chapter. thank you so much for reading!

        




7. Molten Gold

Summary for the Chapter:
            Korra and Tahno speak very little, and say a lot.

          


    
    Tahno seldom asks for Korra’s attention. In fact, Korra can hardly recall a time when he has asked her for  anything . Their relationship has been built on a foundation of give-and-take that Korra has not reciprocated yet, due to no fault of her own. 

Tahno is elusive and frustrating on a good day, and impossible to attain in any way, shape, or form, on a bad one. His charm is a well-crafted and often forgotten defense that Korra tries to chip away at in its corroded areas — close to his heart and crumbled in his mind — and yet she feels like she knows  nothing  about him. 

She can’t hide her shock when he, for the first time, asks to see her,  invites  her into his space where she has previously forced her way in, and stumbles on her shy acceptance. 

 Come over tonight.  

Of all the reactions she had imagined he could have at their breaking news,  that  was not one of them. 

It was  better  — the fondness in his voice, warm and slurred with morning fatigue, has always been a comfort, and it had soothed her just as well and cast her heart into a hiccup. 

Korra had tried to play it off, twisting the phone cord between her fingers and hoping she didn’t sound as torn with anxiety and excitement as she actually was, choking on a smile. 


  Oh — okay.


Anticipation had immediately crept from her stomach and into her throat, where it stayed at the base of her tongue throughout the day. She had contemplated telling Asami about her sudden evening plans, but knew that Asami had mixed feelings about Tahno. The headline had rocked an already rocky house, with Mako scoffing and throwing the paper on the kitchen table, silently demanding an explanation he didn’t deserve, and leaving in a fury when Korra offered nothing. 

Eventually, as the day faded into night, her nervous anticipation turned into warm excitement as she leaned into the hedonism and allure of seeing Tahno — a man who had become her  favorite  person — whom she was falling in love with.

Spirits, what could he have planned?


  (They have to talk. She knows this. He knows, too. A shared headline, an implied relationship — Virtuous Avatar Korra and the Disgraced Playboy Wolfbat  — it complicates things. It hangs over them dangerously. The headline has made everything real. 



  Her reputation is delicate. His is destroyed.  



  She can’t stand to imagine what people are saying about them, and he can’t stand to think about what he knows people are saying about her. 



  Guilty by association? 



  Maybe.)


The concierge in the lobby of  Acacia Willows,  a middle-aged man with sharp amber eyes and lightly graying black hair, never bats an eye when Korra appears on the turn of the revolving door, and for that Korra is quietly grateful. With the biggest professional athlete in the  world  as a tenant, she can imagine that he has seen all walks of life and status pass through the building. He has a blazé manner of wordlessly letting her up, barely sparing her a glance to confirm her identity as one of the three that Tahno has scribbled onto his exclusive guest list —  Ming, Shaozu  , and  Korra . 

This time around, the concierge — she realizes she doesn’t know his name — lifts a brow when she enters, though his facial expression is careful and does not betray anything more than a muted interest in her arrival. 

Korra gives him a sheepish smile, already feeling clumsy in her nerves, and points to the elevator. 

“Um,” Korra starts, suddenly feeling the need to explain herself to this voyeur who only knows her in passing. 

Fuck, is she just nervous? Why does everything feel different? It was just a headline — just a  rumor that isn’t baseless but isn’t rooted in utter truth, either. 

Nothing has changed. Nothing is different. 

Right?  

The concierge waves her away, not wanting to hear an explanation any more than Korra wants to offer one. 

“It’s ready.” He says flatly, turning his attention back to the guest book in front of him, pen uncapped. 

Graciously, she offers a nod to him that goes unseen, lets herself into the elevator, and pretends that her heart ascends with her to  487 . The elevator cabin feels smaller and less familiar than it has before. 

Korra shakes her head and cards her hands through her hair, in a low ponytail today, the styled mess of her bangs betraying her desire to appear casual.   Maybe she should’ve dressed up more  — 

Why is she so  nervous? What’s the worst thing that could happen when she gets up there? He ends things? Maybe that would be for the best. They can quit while they’re ahead, admit that whatever they are has run its course and isn’t worth the proverbial slaughter that will happen to them in the tabloids. 


  (It’s not over. They’re not ahead. Love has run them down and left them in the dust, left them waiting for it to settle.



  It’s worth it. He’s worth everything to her. Please don’t let him end things.)


The elevator lurches to a stop quicker than she remembers from the last time she was here — only three days ago, when she had at the same time absconded with his spare key. Korra wonders if he has noticed it’s absence and placed her as the thief. 

The closest she has felt to anxiety with Tahno in a  long time comes to a head when the elevator door dings open and welcomes her home. 

Suddenly, Korra isn’t sure she wants to be here. She  wants  to be here — but the uncertainty of  them  is keeping her guarded. What if this is it? Korra has told herself she would be okay with it, but she knows she wouldn’t be. 

She’s stewing in anticipation, mindlessly stumbling into his foyer, when he comes around the corner, leisurely and  smiling  at her — and everything falls away.

It never ceases to amaze her, the way Tahno’s mere presence silences her worries almost immediately. Korra almost wants to chide herself for her fears as he so casually smiles at her, looks at her with glittering eyes. 

He’s  so happy to see her — in his overwhelming, timid way.

“Hi.” Korra says quietly, a shy, flirty smile playing her lips as he slinks his arms around her waist and kisses her, chaste and comfortable in greeting. It still leaves her breathless and leaning closer to him as he pulls away.

“Hi.” Tahno repeats back to her, mimicking her tone in a lover’s tease. One of his hands comes up to tangle loosely in her ponytail. He twists her waves about his fingers, studies her the way he always does — with an appreciation and intensity that makes her blush.

And how can he not stare? She’s  stunning — as beautiful in appearance as she is in spirit, and Tahno knows he’s smitten, in love with the brightness of her eyes and how they shine when she looks at him. 

They stand for a moment in his living room, Korra with her hands resting on his chest, her fingers curling softly into the navy blue dress shirt he’s wearing. She sighs softly and allows herself to be held by him. She tries to memorize the comfort he brings her, the scent of his cologne and faint smell of cigarettes, the warmth of his hand on the small of her back, and the gentle tug she feels as he toys with her hair — but stops herself. 

She can savor if she wants, but  not because she must. 

This won’t be the last time. 

She can tell in the way he’s holding her like she won’t slip through his fingers, the way he’s looking at her, eyes twinkling with an intimate, searing fondness that she can only meet for a few seconds at a time before she has to look away. 

When she does look away, Korra’s gaze catches the black, marbled buffet table at his entrance. Usually it is free of clutter; a place for his mail or for guests to place keys. Occasionally she has seen his gym bag on it, ready for him to grab on his way out or drop on his way in, but tonight sits the morning’s paper, its headline mocking them.

It’s haphazardly tossed on the table — clearly he was careless with it as other pages spill out — but it still makes Korra pause. She rereads the headline that she has been chanting over and over again since Asami wordlessly passed the paper to her at breakfast this morning.


  
    Avatar Korra and Tahno Kurosawa Spotted at The Golden Lily; A Date?
  


Tahno follows her gaze and curses himself for not tossing the tabloid out before her arrival, but plays it off. 

“Oh, right.” He hums, regrettably letting go of her to masterfully sweep the paper into the small black waste bin beside the buffet table. It lands with a soft  plop, disillusioning. 

Tahno leans against the table and runs a hand through his hair, breaking up the styled look into messier, more casual-looking curls. He’s so  pretty, thinks Korra. How easily he commands a room, her attention, without being overbearing, without even having to assert himself! Korra is utterly taken by him.

“Guess we should  talk, hm?” 

Korra, busy staring at him and falling prey to the natural charm that seems to ooze from his aura into hers, blinks in surprise. 

“Huh? ” Escapes her parted lips as she processes what he said. She hadn’t expected him to bring it up first — but then again, she hadn’t expected him to invite her over, either. 

If nothing else, Tahno keeps her agile. 

“Oh. Yeah.” She agrees, crossing her arms over her chest. She bites her lip as silence falls between them, Tahno waiting to see if she will find her words, and Korra hoping that he will take the lead. She isn’t sure how to have this conversation, or where it will even go. 

This world is new to her — she has never had to navigate  celebrity  like this, at least not to this extent. Under normal circumstances, being  The Avatar  is boring. Nobody really cares about her personal life — at least they didn’t when she was with Mako. 

Mako was a different game entirely. He didn’t have a squeaky-clean reputation. He didn’t have a reputation at all. It bored the public (and eventually Mako bored  her ). 

Tahno, though? 

Well — his reputation as the  big, bad Wolfbat  seems so much larger and more superficial than the man who stands before her. It predates them and hangs over him. 

Republic City  loves  having a pretty, charming bad boy to hate, and in the Wolfbats they have  three, with Tahno at the head and branded as the worst.

Adding in the  dirty cheater  scandal and his equalization, there has hardly been a week in recent memory without some sort of rumor or context-omitted headline tattering him even further.

Republic City’s favorite disgraced  Bad Guy  with  The Avatar?  

That’s a story. 

Across from her, Tahno clicks his tongue as he regards her. 

“You’re a  loud thinker, sweetheart,” He teases, drawing her away from her thoughts with a blush. He’s smiling as he pushes away from the table and gestures towards his living room balcony. “Let’s go outside.” 

Korra huffs, idly trailing behind him and feeling the urge to get the last word. 

“Well you’re a…” She pouts, brow furrowing. “... quiet thinker.” 

The retort falls flat, but makes Tahno laugh and roll his eyes all the same as he holds the balcony door open for her. 

That’s victory in her eyes.

Like all places in his home, Tahno’s most frequently-used balcony is decorated in a tasteful display of his wealth — clearly no expense was spared in ensuring that the space is fit for entertainment and leisure, but Korra doesn’t pay much attention — she has always been more entranced by the views, and finds herself immediately drawn to the far end of the balcony, leaning against the wrought iron railing until it bites into her ribcage and forces her to slow her breathing.

Republic City dazzles at sunset. The glittering waters of Yue Bay mirror the starlit high-rises and neon signs that are just beginning to flicker on as the night begins. On this side of Tahno’s apartment, she can look directly across the bay and see her own home — at least, the building that houses her. 

Korra smiles softly, an evening summer breeze tousling her hair. From here, her suffocating apartment, a place that she often dreads returning to, looks unassuming and  small . 

How many nights have they gazed at each other, unseen and dreaming, from across the bay? 

From up here, the city is calm, so  uncaring  about her or him or whatever they may be. Korra bows her head. She wishes, not for the first time, that she could never leave. 

Beside her, Tahno leans with his back against the railing and fishes around his pockets for a cigarette and a lighter that clicks against his thumb as he strikes it and lights the stick. Korra wonders if he has always been such a smoker, or if it was a social habit that became an anxious one. 

Tahno takes a deep drag from his cigarette, letting it burn his lungs and clear his mind, and turns away from her to exhale the smoke in foggy plumes carried by the wind.

Well within reason, he knows that this is his conversation to lead, and his reputation as a smooth talker precedes him. Sometimes he wonders if the  charm and charisma  that seems to follow him was born from his uncanny ability to remain quiet and speak last, if ever he spoke at all. 

At least, the earlier years of his career were certainly shaped by such a philosophy. Towards the end, it’s no secret that he lost himself and then some to his own ego, an ego that is  still  pasted on billboards and touted in headlines, torturing him every time he catches his own cruel gaze. 

He’s over it. He’s so  fucking over it. 

Now he hates hearing his own voice.  Fuck  — he hates his own reflection, and sometimes, atop his material guild, he wants to scream his eulogy to the city below. 


  That’s not me. It never will be again. 


The version of himself that will tear into her, make everyone hate her as much as they hate him, has died and is unrecognizable in his necromancy. 

Inhaling again from his cigarette, Tahno breathes in poison nicotine and exhales clarity. Not even halfway done, he ashes out the stick on the railing of the balcony, ash tumbling to his feet. 

“We’ve caused a scene.” He remarks, watching her profile, his icy gray eyes burning as he studies her reaction. 

Korra scoffs, smiling miserably, and hangs her head. 

What an understatement. 

“Yeah,” She agrees, shaking her head softly. “Yeah, we have.” She lifts her head, brings her eyes to meet his, and tries not to recoil when she looks at him, if only because she has realized, whether she likes it or not, that she is  completely  in love with him. 

Silence falls between them. Tahno has not planned for any of this — and he certainly hadn’t foreseen that their late night, hushed phone calls would evolve into something like this; breaking headlines and feelings stronger than words. 


  (Hadn’t he?)


Clearing his throat, Tahno pushes his sleeves up — Korra can see his tattoos, evidence of his Swamp Tribe heritage, begin to peek from beneath the fabric. 

“—What does this mean?”


  “—What do you want to do?”


They speak at the same time, voices atop one another, and Korra draws back a bit, lips parted, and blinks at him. 

“What do you mean, what do I want to do?” She echoes back to him, fingers curling around the railing. Decision fatigue and uncertainty makes her irate, and suddenly she’s frustrated with him.

Why is it all on  her? 

Why can’t he tell her what he’s feeling for once? Why can’t he let her in the way she has let him in? Does he not feel safe with her? 

(Why would he? She has already failed to save him once. )

Ouch. She buries that deeply, knowing that it will come up later. The wedge that could drive them apart lies, untouched and unspoken, always arm's-length between them.

“Korra.”  Tahno says softly, snapping her out of it. 

Korra can count on one hand the amount of times he has said her name. It’s a prayer coming from his lips, a spell sung by a siren. Nobody has ever said her name the way he does — so sweetly and tenderly and with intention —  not even Mako at their best — and she pauses. 


  What the fuck are they doing?


It’s a valid question, she supposes, and she searches his face for an answer, her eyes wide and brows bowed, as if she can find everything she needs in him. Usually, she can.

Tahno, not for the first time tonight, watches the gears turn in her mind. 

She’s such a  loud thinker — he can see that she is tormented, and feels a burning urge to fix it, make things better for her, bring clarity in whatever way, shape, and form that he can. 

He isn’t sure he has  ever  felt this way before. Even his own problems fall to the wayside when he’s with her, his hedonism becomes altruism —  is that development? Is this a lesson he can only learn with her? 

She’s misunderstanding him, though he can’t blame her. He isn’t used to saying exactly what he feels or thinks. Charming and charismatic as everyone may say he is, Tahno knows his real fault is in the way he paints poetics and theatrics over everything until his message is convoluted and lost to interpretation. 

Perhaps all of his redeeming charm died when he did. 

He sighs and tries to bring himself to face his reflection in her eyes. It’s hard, seeing the way she looks at him, knowing that of all the things he deserves, she is  not  one. 

Heart throbbing, Tahno runs a hand through his hair, and dares to laugh, self-deprecating and as close to exasperated as Korra thinks she has ever seen him. 

When he meets her eyes, she sees the same heavy fatigue that she feels — the same heavy fatigue that only he can soothe away for her. 

Slowly, a cast of a smile tugs at his lips, and though forlorn, it still enchants Korra. 

Tahno shakes his head softly and shrugs. 

“They aren’t saying anything new about  me, darling.” He finally says, the last syllable in darling cut short by his Foggy Swamp accent. It’s still cryptic, but in his own demure, vulnerable way that she is slowly learning to decipher.

Korra releases a breath she didn’t know she was holding, and her heart beats loudly in her ears. 

“Oh.” She vocalizes. His casted smile becomes a full one, even if it doesn’t meet his eyes. 

That’s… true. 

This has been his life for four years, and hers for only a few tumultuous months. She may not be used to this public scrutiny, but Tahno has heard and seen it all before, is worn and fatigued by it, but also well-equipped with defenses, whether maladaptive or constructive.

Whatever news comes of them may not be  new  to him, but Korra can’t help but wonder if it hurts him. She certainly struggles to marry the version of him that is acutely dissected by the public to the version of him that stands before her;  stubborn,  aloof,  and  frustrating, yet alluring and compassionate.


  (She empathizes, though wishes she couldn’t. She is already entering the pressure-chamber of publicity and struggling to compartmentalize where the public has deemed The Avatar starts and Korra ends.)


“Oh.” He mimics her again, affectionately, just as he had when she first showed face in his foyer. Tahno settles beside her, leaning over the railing and gazing out at the city, the rapidly-setting sun and glistening water of the bay. 

Tahno’s heart aches. He used to feel the pull of the water, even from so high up. Now, he feels  nothing  —  empty  — when he looks across the bay. 

He can’t look anymore, cannot stand the way the longing gnaws at his heart, and looks instead at Korra, who has only ever left him feeling warm — has helped him pull himself out of the depths of the frigid waters that love him no longer, whether she knows it or not. 

Spirits, she’s the best thing to happen to him.


  Fuck.


He’s so in love with her.

Tahno brings a hand up to tuck wild strands of hair behind her ear, and lets his fingers linger about her face, caressing her cheek. Korra still finds herself struck by how gentle he is, how he manages to hold her without smothering her.

Sometimes, the closer he is, the further away he feels.

His eyes are heavy, but bright as he looks at her, always like she hung the moon, like he’s one ill-controlled breath away from kissing her. 

Instead of kissing her — Korra so desperately wishes he would — Tahno hums and tilts his head as he watches her, waits for her to speak, if ever she will. 

After a beat, he asks again, “What do you want to do?” , his voice a beautifully sung whisper in their proximity, soft and soothing. 

In the back of her mind, Korra thinks that his voice may be her favorite thing about him.

Her words are stuck in her throat, but she doesn’t feel anxious — cannot possibly feel anxious when he’s so certain before her.

He’s not worried, she realizes, and her heart quiets, steading in her chest. He isn’t going anywhere, isn’t going to slip through her fingers because of a headline. 

He isn’t going to slip through her fingers unless she wants him to. Unless she lets him. 

And  Spirits, she doesn’t want him to. Whatever they are, Korra can’t —  won’t  — let it end on her account. 

Fuck it.

No matter what she does, she will be scrutinized. It is a burden that comes with being  The Avatar, a fate she did not decide for herself, nor is it one she can control.

But  Tahno? Her heart has decided for her. She has decided for herself. 

Korra bounces up on her toes, bridging the gap of their height, and kisses him. If the momentum catches Tahno off guard, he doesn’t show it. He catches her with grace, an arm slipping around her waist to hold her close. His other hand tangles in her hair, fingers curling at the base of her ponytail. 

Her teeth graze his lower lip, inviting him to part his lips and let her deepen the kiss and take control — and  Spirits,  does she! 

She kisses him urgently,  desperately, licks into his mouth, whining softly in the back of her throat at the fervency. Everything she wants to say, she pours into him, her fingers grasping his shirt to pull him closer. 

I think I love you,  she wants to tell him, but every time she starts, the words catch on her apprehension. Will he slip from her fingers if she lays such a claim to him? 

Korra isn’t willing to risk it. 

She draws away first, tipsy in love, but Tahno chases her, still with his fingers threaded through her undoubtedly disastrous ponytail. He catches her lower lip between his teeth, making her gasp in surprise, her eyes going wide before fluttering shut. 

Tahno’s kiss is gentler,  sweeter  — even  casual  — and makes Korra weak at the knees, her heart stuttering. His teeth tease her lower lip, and as he pulls away, he watches her with half-lidded eyes, watches as she flushes sweetly under the intimate aura that grows, pink and warm between them. 

He rests his forehead against hers and closes his eyes, both of them breathing heavily. 

What are we doing?  Hangs unspoken between them.

As they catch their breath, Korra’s resolve crumbles and rebuilds itself to fit the narrative she has chosen. She exhales, fingers releasing his shirt where they have curled tightly and wrinkled the fabric. 

She pokes his chest lightly, looking up at him with those stunning blue eyes that make him want to give her anything and everything. 

“I…” Korra starts and pauses, biting her lip. Ever-so-attentive, Tahno waits for her to find her words. 

I’m not letting anything take you from me,  she thinks, resolute and certain. 

“I think I want you to take me out more.” She says instead, grinning, and Tahno’s tender smile widens. 

He glimpses back out over the bay and faintly shakes his head, still with a smile, his thoughts scattered and racing to the same conclusion.


  Love.


Spirits, this woman. 

Tahno runs a hand through his hair, and Korra smiles as some of his curls fail wildly. He has been deliberately unkempt and understated as of late, and she likes it, finds his imperfection endearing — she may even prefer it to his previous always-impeccable image. 


  (How cruel is fate — the version of him that is loved the most has been born of suffering.) 


The sun is rapidly setting across the rippling waters of the bay, the sky rich in violent violet and orange — 

Ah, shit.  Tahno thinks. 

Ming and Shaozu and whomever they are bringing along with them will be here….  eventually  — and sooner rather than later, knowing them. 

It feels insincere to take her choice away — his heart thrums. 

Tahno finds comfort in her presence, hums softly —  contentedly  — and smiles at her, his fingers twirling her hair once more. 

“Well,” he starts, and Korra presses her lips together, trying to hide her smile. Will she ever be  normal  around him, she wonders? Will he always fill her with a giddy excitement at the unspoken permission he has given her to be wholly herself? The way Tahno is looking at her makes Korra’s stomach jump, but she wills herself to not stray from his gaze, even if she  always  blushes under his intensity — does he look at  everyone  like this? 


  (He doesn’t, though many have wished for it.)


“I  may  have arranged for  something  tonight.” Tahno confesses, and Korra rolls her eyes. 

“Duh.”  She teases  —  that was obvious from the start; his tone on the phone had been too swollen with muted enthusiasm for their evening to conclude so early. 

Beneath them, a siren chases the block, fading into the distance. The evening below is kicking off, Republic City is beginning to stir, and Korra is anticipatory. 

Tahno glances inside, tilting his head back so his eyes can catch the elevator as he speaks, somewhat anticlimactically — always so casually, and Korra cannot hide her enthused smile and nod, her heart jumping at the implication of his words. 

“Want to make headlines with the Wolfbats?”  

Spirits —  does she ever. 


  

  



  
Notes for the Chapter:
          this got REALLY LONG lol. decided to scrap the previously written chapters. if you're an old reader (I love you), from here on out is new content.

also. I freaking adore these two. the pairing to end all pairings.
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