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Summary:


In the handful of years since [spoilers], it's obvious to Kabru that his friend is unhappy. Despite the brave face Laios attempts to wear. They had all been at their respective roles long enough to form a routine. Now, staring down the looming reality of living out the rest of their days in this way, Kabru takes it upon himself to cheer Laios up. How? The only way he knows how: talking about people.
-*-*-
Kabru’s second try at a smile was genuine. Almost dopey at the unadulterated joy on Laios’ face. This was what Kabru was trying to do, the thing that made all his prior foolishness worthwhile. If he could give Laios this happiness, he would put up with all the embarrassment in the world. And wasn’t that a thought.
“I really am glad. I know all of the nuances can be confusing and frustrating, but it’s the sheer complexity of the way people act that’s fascinating to me. I think it’s very rewarding to work through the puzzle in order to see the bigger picture. Maybe in time you could feel the same way,” Kabru spoke softly, feeling oddly buoyant.
“I’d like that, I think,” Laios returned a dopey smile of his own.






Notes:


hi darling! thanks for reading <3
uncensored summary for your viewing pleasure:
In the handful of years since the defeat of the Demon and Laios' ascent to the throne, it's obvious to Kabru that his friend is unhappy. Despite the brave face Laios attempts to wear. They had all been at their respective roles long enough to form a routine. Now, staring down the looming reality of living out the rest of their days in this way, Kabru takes it upon himself to cheer Laios up. How? The only way he knows how: talking about people.

















Chapter 1





Chapter Text

Laios was discontent with kingship. Though Kabru knew that if he were to ask about it directly, Laios would deny it. He was a good man and tried hard to be a good king for the sakes of his friends and newfound people, but Kabru could tell the appointment gnawed at him. Kabru saw it in the way Laios would withdraw to his study for hours on end. Saw it in the increasing falter of Laios’ smile and sluggishness of his gait as the time since the defeat of the Demon continued its march. They say that the best kings were ones that didn’t wish to rule, but Kabru couldn’t help the worry he felt for his friend. 
Perhaps at one point he would have only felt concern for the state of the kingdom, and in turn the security of his own position. The king himself would be no more than a means to an end. Indeed, that would be his feeling still if he played advisor to anyone else. But Kabru believed in Laios. Cared for him. Despite Laios’ strangeness, despite the edges of him that snagged inelegantly on others, he was a man worth following. Laios had proven himself time and time again that he could be trusted to make the hard decisions unselfishly. That while he may seem disinterested in people generally, he cared deeply for those around him. There was a reason why others had laid down their lives for him in the dungeon. Why Kabru had done so himself.
All this to say that Kabru wanted to help him. It wasn’t just the kingship that weighted Laios’ limbs; no, Kabru suspected it was a mixture of so many present circumstances. Laios’ days, once filled with danger and adrenaline, were now reduced to droning consultations. His stomach, even filled to bursting, would never be sated again. Though what Kabru thought troubled Laios most deeply was the bloody severing of his connection to monsters. 
The Demon’s curse ensured that for as long as Laios lived, monsters would flee from him. Kabru had to admit the curse was genius in its cruelty. If the Demon removed monsters from existence entirely, that would be one thing. Laios wouldn’t be able to interact with them, but neither would anyone else. ‘ If I can’t have them no one will ’ was a common enough sentiment that it would likely bring Laios some small sense of comfort—or else closure—had all monsters disappeared. Instead, others may interact freely with monsters while Laios alone waited in exile. 
Crueler still was the fact that Laios could technically encounter monsters. A caged or cornered beast couldn’t run from him, since the Demon didn’t imbue the creatures with absolute means of avoidance. But that would never be what Laios wanted. Kabru still struggled to wrap his head around it, but Laios’ fascination with monsters came from honest love. He accepted the creatures as they were, wanted to see them act out their natural behavior. Monsters weren’t toys or trophies to Laios, and to keep them as such would only serve to further remind him of what he had lost. 
And if that wasn’t enough, the curse helped the kingdom. It kept Melini safe from monster attacks and ensured a great tragedy like Utaya would never befall this land under Laios’ reign. The people were thankful for it. Kabru was thankful for it. It made it so much harder for Laios. There was no way Laios could ever truly get sympathy for his suffering, because to voice a desire for monsters to return to the kingdom would be heard by others as complete disregard for their safety. One would think that those who had spent so much time around monsters would be more understanding. However, the people of the Golden Country were distrustful that monsters could ever live with humans without the power of the Dungeon Lord. Laios had to shoulder the burden himself so that his people may live well, even if those people would not do the same for him. It was so emblematic of a just, benevolent king that Kabru thought it almost storybook. 
All Laios could do now was cloister himself in his study or library and read about the monsters he dearly missed. Kabru was sure that was where he could find Laios now, which made his search easy at least. While Kabru could never and would never see monsters the way Laios did, he had an idea that might help his king. So Kabru made his way through the ornamented halls of the Golden Castle toward one of the only two places Laios could be. Kabru was lucky enough to hit success at the first location, as Laios tended to show a slight preference for his study over the library. It was more private. 
Kabru knocked twice on the heavy wooden door and paused a beat before the response. 
“Come in,” came Laios’ muffled voice.
He pushed the door open but could barely see Laios’ hunched figure in the low candlelight. It was early evening, the last dregs of sunlight should have filtered in through the arched windows. It seemed Laios preferred to keep the thick curtains drawn. Kabru couldn’t help but take that as a bad sign.
“Hello, Your Ma— Hey, Laios,” Kabru fumbled.
Kabru knew what he was here to say. Had rehearsed it in his head for days beforehand. Still, Laios had a way of making all the hard practiced eloquence leave Kabru’s body the second he needed to talk about something personal. 
Laios squinted and held his hand up in front of his eyes as excess light poured into his study from the hallway. 
“Ah, Kabru!” 
Laios perked up a bit when he realized who was at the door, and that caused some unidentifiable emotion to rise in Kabru’s chest. For a moment, at least, before Laios’ brow furrowed and he spoke again. 
“Is there a problem in the kingdom?” 
“No, nothing of the sort,” Kabru soothed, wanting to return the easy expression to Laios’ face. “I actually just wanted to talk to you.”
“Oh,” Laios smiled. Though he wasn’t entirely convinced, “If it’s about Marcille I know she was looking for me earlier but I can find her myself later I don’t mean to trouble you and I’m sure i—“
“Laios,” Kabru cut him off, “I’m not here on any business. I only want to talk to you, as a friend, so you can relax.”
Laios made an effort, settling back into his seat slightly, but Kabru could tell he was still far from relaxed. 
Before Laios could speak again Kabru asked, “Do you mind if I light a few more candles? It’s awfully dark in here.”
“Hm? Oh, sure, go ahead,” Laios hesitated, “But what did you want to talk about?”
At that, Kabru stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He busied himself with the match box and sconces while steeling his nerves. 
“I have something I want to share with you, Laios,” Kabru said, turning his head from the sconce in front of him to throw a smile Laios’ way. 
Kabru knew that was too vague an introduction for someone like Laios, but he needed to warm himself up to the topic as well. In the time since Kabru had become the Royal Advisor, hell, since the first conversation Kabru had with Laios, the other man demanded clear cut honesty from him. Not with words necessary, but in the sense that Laios could pick up on that fact Kabru’s words were inconsistent without knowing  why . He was startlingly clever and would refuse to engage with Kabru’s various farces until their premises were explained. It was profoundly uncomfortable for Kabru. Alas, he pushed on.
“I’m worried about you, Laios. You lock yourself in here, in the dark, whenever you can and it worries me. I don’t know how to fix it or help you or—“ he was rambling and could feel heat in his face. Kabru hoped his complexion wouldn’t betray him. 
A breath, “Anyway, I want to spend more time with you. Not as an advisor but just as friends. I feel like that’s been missing recently, and I have an idea in mind for something we can do together.”
Laios watched Kabru closely, not speaking yet. His face, no longer obscured by the curtained gloom, was so open that Kabru could read it plainly as text. Laios was interested in what he had to say and allowed Kabru’s clumsiness without derision. It made it worse in a way, the dissonance between how ridiculous Kabru felt and how earnestly Laios regarded him. 
“I’ve thought, for a while now, that the way you think about monsters reminds me of how I think about people. Honestly, it made me kind of uncomfortable at first, since if others found out they’d probably hate me. But now I think it might be something we can share,” Kabru continued.
“Kabru—“ Laios tried, but Kabru wouldn’t let him.
“Please,” Kabru met his eyes, “hear me out to the end.” 
Laios nodded and closed his mouth. 
“You’ve had trouble with people before, I know that, but I don’t think it has to be that way. You’re so good with monsters, and you pick up on subtleties in the way they look and act so well. I think you could do the same with people, as long as someone is there to explain the things you don’t understand. We’re a kind of animal too after all.” Kabru’s eyes flitted back and forth between Laios’ and the stained oak desk in front of him. 
A couple moments passed before Laios seemed confident Kabru had finished his thought. 
“And you would do that for me? Wouldn’t it be annoying?” Laios asked. He looked… hopeful. Kabru’s chest swelled, feeling the payoff relieve some of the embarrassment churning in his stomach. 
“Would it ever be annoying for you to talk about monsters?” Kabru chuckled.
That seemed to align the pieces nicely for Laios, and his smile was beaming. “I think I’d like that. Your idea. Would we start now or..?”
“Oh, um, well we could, if you like. And if you’re not busy of course,” Kabru said, caught off guard by the success of the plan he made explicitly to succeed. 
“No, I’m not busy,” Laios pushed the papers around on his desk, “just rereading some old field observations from a monster researcher. I keep hoping that if I read carefully enough I’ll find something new but it’s just more of the same.” 
Kabru had to suppress a frown. It hurt to see the weary disappointment on his friend’s face, but that was what he was here to fix. Kabru rolled his shoulders back to straighten his posture.
“Wonderful, now come join me on the couch over here. It should be more comfortable than slumping over your desk like that,” he started.
Laios rose slowly, joints cracking loud enough for Kabru to hear from across the room. How long had it been since Laios moved from his desk? There had been only a few meetings earlier, so Kabru supposed he could have been in here most of the day. 
Laios shuffled around his desk and over to the leather sofa pressed up against the opposite wall. He chose to sit a neutral distance from Kabru: not so close as to encroach on Kabru’s personal space, but not far enough to signal discomfort with the situation either. It wasn’t a slight, though Kabru still felt like it was. Laios had clearly made the choice that he thought Kabru would want from him, not the one Laios himself wanted. Kabru knew he would do the same in Laios’ position, but part of him thought that they were close enough to do away with the distance that gesture implied. 
Once Laios had settled in, Kabru continued, “Actually, it’s fortunate that we have some time now. Before we start in earnest, I think it’s important to set some ground rules. As you know, people can be sensitive to things even if you have no ill intention, so the first thing I’ll teach you is why that happens. That way, when we move on to observing actual people, we won’t step on anyone's toes.” Kabru was much more comfortable with this part.
Laios kept his gaze down at the section of rug directly past his feet, but nodded vigorously at Kabru’s words. 
Kabru took that as his cue to keep going, “Ok, so, the most important rule to remember about people is that whatever they say or do is almost always about them and almost never about you. Even a gesture as minor as holding a door for someone can be seen as offensive for someone insecure about their capability or masculinity. That doesn’t make it wrong to hold doors for people; the problem lies with that individual. People tend to overestimate the importance of their feelings when making decisions too. Whether something is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ isn’t necessarily decided logically, but is instead tied to whether it makes the person feel good or bad. A combination of these factors is likely responsible for negative experiences you’ve had with people in the past. You may not have done anything wrong, but because someone misinterpreted your meaning they would still get mad.”
Laios shifted like he wanted to say something, so Kabru paused his lecture. 
“Doesn’t… isn’t that really sad? Why would people decide that a stranger is insulting them when the opposite is just as likely to be true?” Laios asked, clearly disliking that explanation.
Kabru tried very, very hard to keep down the laugh bubbling in his chest. He would have succeeded, if not for the treacherous shaking of his shoulders. Kabru knew Laios would take that poorly, so he composed himself as quickly as he could.
“I’m sorry, I’m not laughing at you I promise. It was just the timing was too perfect,” Kabru offered. He could tell Laios was still confused, so he went on, “What I said made you feel bad right? Like people will always be mad at you for things you can’t control?”
Laios nodded.
“Don’t you see how that’s the same behavior I was just talking about with others? It can definitely be frustrating to deal with a very arrogant or insecure person, but the majority of people won’t be so extreme. Besides, it’s beneficial to people to be wary of strangers. Think of it this way: it may feel ridiculous to jump at a stick on the ground because it looked like a snake, but if a snake really was there it could save your life. In the absence of certainty, caution keeps you alive. That hypothetical person would have no way of knowing if you were a snake or a stick until they got to know you better. No one is really in the wrong in that situation, neither you nor them,” Kabru said.
Kabru glanced over at Laios. He was sloped forward, elbows on his knees and both hands holding up his head. He looked pensive.
“Caution is even more important when you take into account that snakes may camouflage themselves as sticks to surprise prey, and trees may grow serpentine limbs to deter predators. It can be difficult to pick apart all of the intricacies, but there is a logic to it. The same forces that made animals and monsters also made people. We’re part of the ecosystem just like everything else,” He continued. Kabru hoped such a description would get through to Laios. 
He was quiet for a bit longer, clearly still digesting what Kabru had told him. Then, Laios spoke, “What you said makes sense, but I know from experience that people don’t like it when you’re distrustful of them either. Shouldn’t they understand that it’s because I don’t know them? Especially when they do the same thing themselves.” 
“Ah, that’s my fault. The comparison I made was between predator and prey wasn’t it? Obviously, people don’t hunt each other for food. A situation like the one you brought up has a twofold explanation. 
The practical part of it goes back to it being about the person and not about you. You wouldn’t know whether a stranger was good or bad, but that person would know exactly what their intentions are. If they were trying to help you, they’d probably feel bad at the rejection. If they meant you harm, then they’d be upset that their act was seen through so clearly. 
The deeper part is that it’s safer for people to form groups, so going against that is intrinsically upsetting. People think up all kinds of reasons to dislike someone who won’t play along, but the reason they do that in the first place is because we’re built that way. Even the long-lived races form cities and kingdoms. That’s because one of the greatest strengths we have is numbers. Think about it, our nails are brittle, our teeth are blunt, and we're far from the biggest creatures out there. We’d be practically defenseless on our own,” Kabru explained.
Kabru’s eyes had drifted down the rug during his monologue. When he looked back over to Laios, Kabru jolted. He was unprepared for Laios to be looking directly at him with such frantic intensity.
“That makes sense! Kabru, it makes sense!” Laios practically vibrated in his seat.
“Oh, well, I’m glad,” Kabru tried to smile, “that’s good to hear.”
“No, Kabru, you don’t get it. That’s the first time anyone has been able to tell me why in a way that actually makes sense. I was starting to think it wasn’t possible…” Laios trailed off. “But now I know that’s not true! I wish someone would have told me years ago, of course people can’t be so different animals. We’re all connected by the rules of nature.” He quickly regained his enthusiasm.
Kabru’s second try at a smile was genuine. Almost dopey at the unadulterated joy on Laios’ face. This was what Kabru was trying to do, the thing that made all his prior foolishness worthwhile. If he could give Laios this happiness, he would put up with all the embarrassment in the world. And wasn’t that a thought.
“I really am glad. I know all of the nuances can be confusing and frustrating, but it’s the sheer complexity of the way people act that’s fascinating to me. I think it’s very rewarding to work through the puzzle in order to see the bigger picture. Maybe in time you could feel the same way,” Kabru spoke softly, feeling oddly buoyant. 
“I’d like that, I think,” Laios returned a dopey smile of his own.
“Alright, then I have one last thing to tell you tonight and we can plan to have more of these sessions later. It’s important to severely limit who you talk to about this. Like we said before, people are going to automatically dislike anything that makes them feel like they aren’t part of the group. It’s likely many would interpret our conversation as us seeing ourselves above them. Like we’re some great powers looking down on lesser beings to study,  even though that couldn’t be farther from the truth. Marcille knows you well, so it’s probably fine to tell her. But you should tell everyone else that we’re discussing matters important for the kingdom. It’s technically true. And really, you should only bring it up if they ask. It’s not any of their business in the first place. Does that make sense?”
“Yeah, I get that,” Laios said, still smiling. “When can we do this again?” 
“Hmmm, we have some pretty important meetings with the farm owners this week. The spring harvest is progressing on schedule, and we need to secure the appropriate royal taxes. Additionally, we should discuss their plans for the fall planting. There is also the matter of the Half Year Festival, but the timing on that isn’t as urgent yet,” Kabru slipped back into advisor mode without thinking about it.
Laios’ face fell immediately and his eyes started to glaze over. “Kabruuu,” he complained, “I knoww. That's all we’ve talked about the past three weeks.”
“You’re right, you’re right, I’m sorry. What I meant to say was: the rest of the week is a little busy, but we should be able to meet up again on the weekend. Any objections?” 
“Nope, that sounds good to me,” Laios replied, contentedness returning to his voice.
“Perfect. Now then, you ought to get to bed. I swear, you look like you’ve slept on that desk more nights than you haven’t,” Kabru said, standing and playfully trying to pull Laios up from the couch.
Laios abruptly turned his head away from Kabru, the cheek still visible flushing red. 
Kabru moved to stand in front of him. “Laios! Really?” He asked, incredulous. “On top of being horrible for your neck, that’s just not safe! Your guards have to come looking for you whenever you sleep outside of your room, you know.”
Instead of answering, Laios got up and made his way to leave. “I’m going! I’m going! You don’t have to say anything, I know!” He called from increasingly farther down the hallway. 
‘ Good thing I’m looking out for him ,’ Kabru thought, exasperated fondness blanketing his demeanor. 

His plan had worked. It got off to a bit of a rocky start, but Kabru  did  practice parts of his little speech and prepared for multiple questions Laios might ask. Better yet, he saw a legitimate spark of interest in Laios when they talked. The other man wasn’t just humoring Kabru; something genuinely appeared to click for him. Kabru wasn’t entirely sure how he envisioned this conversation ending, though this had to be the best case scenario, right? He wished for Laios to take an interest in people for so long to no avail, but now that actually felt possible. It was a warm feeling, that this was something he could do for Laios.
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Notes:

content warning for this chapter: brief discussion of sexual assault/SA adjacent experiences
it's not between the main pairing. nor is it something i particularly elaborate or linger on, but it is mentioned in this chapter. if that's something you're particularly sensitive to, please protect your peace of mind. i promise that's more important than this fic.



            (See the end of the chapter for  more notes.)
            






Chapter Text


The rest of the week flew by for Kabru and seemed to drag on for Laios. So much so that Kabru was woefully unprepared for their next lesson when Laios knocked on his door bright and early Saturday morning. Kabru padded over to open the door, still rumpled from sleep.


“Good morning, Kabru! We never said what time to meet today so I just thought to come as soon as I woke up,” Laios greeted, much too chipper for the hour. “You were right though, I almost forgot how much more comfortable sleeping in a bed was. I slept on all kinds of hard surfaces in the dungeon, so I thought it was fine. But once I stopped sleeping on my desk so much, my neck feels way better.”


Kabru resisted the urge to smack him, but only barely. He yawned once before speaking, “Right, we never did set a time. I’ll tell you what, give me about…” Kabru paused to think. “Two hours and we can start, okay?” 


“Are you—“ Laios was cut off by the growling of his own stomach. “Yeah, okay. I should probably eat breakfast first anyway,” he conceded. 


“That’s perfect. Should I tell the kitchen staff or do you want to do it?” Kabru asked.


“No, I can do it. Just do whatever you need to do, I can take care of this myself,” Laios had already turned to start toward the dining hall before he finished his sentence. 


‘

Well, it’s good he’s excited

,” Kabru thought, ‘

though would it kill him to let me sleep in a bit

?’ 


There was still, unfortunately, the issue that Kabru had nothing planned for today. He wanted to take Laios out people watching for real after their first talk, but ideally he would have somewhere in mind to go. Kabru was pretty sure he could give Laios new insight in most contexts, but not all social situations were created equal. A public break up was certainly more interesting than an old woman explaining the vegetables in her garden. Though the more he thought about it, maybe Laios would disagree.


Kabru would just have to hope for the best. It wasn’t like he could control what type of interactions the people they came across had, even if he had prepared. There was a section of bridge connecting two guard towers that ran directly overhead a popular shopping and food vendor street, covering it like an awning. Kabru would take him there; it was as likely a place as any to find someone or someones interesting enough to teach Laios about. 


Strategy determined, Kabru took his time getting ready. Laios needed to eat and they both needed to wait for the rest of the kingdom to wake up. Their best bet was to get there some time before midday. That way, people would seek out the shaded road to escape the summer heat and settle in for lunch. Kabru and Laios would then have the perfect vantage point to listen in on conversations without much risk of being seen. The path between the towers was off limits to the public, but no one would think twice of the king wishing to survey the security of his kingdom. The guards would probably be thrilled with an extended break too. 


Once Kabru had stalled enough, he went to find Laios. The man had apparently returned to his study in the time since breakfast. A fact that it only took Kabru 20 minutes to figure out. 


“Laios! I’m ready, we can head out now,” Kabru called from the open door to the study. 


Laios spun around quickly, carrying a notebook and pen in one hand. “Great, let’s get going!”


“Hm? You’re bringing that with you?” Kabru asked, curious.


“Oh,” Laios looked down at his hand, “yeah, I took some notes after we talked last so I wouldn’t forget. I thought I would do the same this time. If you don’t mind.” 


Kabru chuckled lightly, “I don’t mind at all.” 


They started down the hall, Kabru leading them in the direction of the entrance to the guard tower network. While they walked, Kabru started to fill Laios in on where they were headed.


“So today we’re going to go out and observe some people in town. Last time I gave you some ground rules, but the truth is it’s really hard to account for all the details of a real person when making up examples. People are just too complex. The best way for you to learn is to find a natural interaction between others, and I can explain it from there.” 


Kabru glanced to his side to make sure Laios was paying attention. It was unnecessary, perhaps obviously so given Laios’ prior excitement, and the other man simply made an affirming noise at the pause.


Kabru continued, “In service to that, I’m taking you to the walled bridge connecting the guard towers over Southern Market Street. It’s the perfect time for lots of people to be there, and we won’t have to worry about them seeing us.”


“And we don’t want them to see us because they won’t like that we’re using them as examples, right?” Laios asked.


“Exactly right,” Kabru praised, “People don’t like feeling used. There’s a difference between asking a friend about their day because you genuinely want to know, and asking a stranger about their life for your own entertainment. In the latter case, the person would feel like you don’t care about them and only see them as a toy. This creates a wedge between you and tells them you’re not part of the same group, to borrow my past explanation.”


“Wait,” Laios stopped walking and prompted Kabru to do the same. “Are you sure we should be doing this then? Wouldn’t the person be right in feeling that way? It’s not like we actually care about anyone specific just for an example.”


That’s a good question. Good thing Kabru already thought of an answer.


“You catch on quick. What I described was a worst case situation. That is how someone 

could

 get upset, but the reality is we don’t know how someone will react until it happens. We’re going to a public place, anyone having a conversation there has to be at least somewhat okay with other people hearing it. If they hated the idea they would go somewhere more private to talk. 


We also want to be hidden as a precaution for ourselves, not for them. We have no way of knowing whether any given person we find is looking for an excuse to get mad or not. Sometimes people have a bad day for unrelated reasons and lash out randomly. And they absolutely can’t know that the king is around. That opens up the opportunity for ill intentioned people to try to get something out of you by making a scene in public.


Sorry, I was so focused on trying to explain how other people might feel that I forgot to mention that you need to watch out for yourself too.”


Laios seemed to mull the answer over before responding, “Hm. That makes sense. Being king is a special circumstance, so it makes sense that the rules would be different. It’s just really hard to know what rules apply to which situations. I’m the king but I’m still a person y’know? It can’t be that different, can it?”


“Unfortunately, the rules change with every person you meet. Everyone is going to have their own unique past and relation relative to you. There’s a lot of overlap though, and finding general rules just takes practice. Honestly, even I struggle with it from time to time, so don’t feel bad about not getting it all right away,” Kabru said, placing a conciliatory palm on Laios’ shoulder.


“That’s frustrating, but at the same time I feel kind of relieved. Is that weird?” 


“I don’t know. Why do you feel that way?” Kabru probed.


“Well, when you spell all this stuff out for me it makes sense, but I would’ve never figured it out on my own. Part of me feels better about not getting it before because it’s actually super complicated,” Laios explained, gesturing unhelpfully with his hands.


Kabru stilled Laios’ hands with his own; they were distracting. Then he prompted, “and the other part of you?”


“The other part of me is wondering how the hell everyone else manages it. You’re super smart Kabru, so I understand why you get it. But am I really so stupid that everyone except me figured out at least some of this stuff?”


That type of self-deprecation was atypical of Laios. Kabru knew it had to be what he really thought too, since the other man was a horrible liar. Laios’ words panged against something in Kabru’s chest. He took a moment to mourn the life Laios could have had if there was someone around to help him when he was younger.


“I figured this might come up at some point. But to put your doubts to rest: no, you’re in no way stupid. In fact, you’re so clever that I was actually worried about today. With all the meetings this week I didn’t have much time to prepare, so I thought I might not be able to answer your questions. You ask tough ones, and I really have to think in order to answer properly,” Kabru tried.


He wasn’t lying when he said he expected this. Kabru was confident in both Laios’ intellect and his own pedagogy, and it was too obvious a conclusion to avoid forever. The problem was it was completely wrong. Still, it was very difficult to articulate why. Honesty had always worked well on Laios in the past, but Kabru got the impression that his explanation was lacking.


“You don’t need to try to cheer me up, you know. Doesn’t that speak more to your skill as a teacher anyway?” Laios had crossed his arms tightly across his chest and was staring down at his feet.


Kabru put both hands on Laios’ shoulders and coaxed him to turn so they could be face to face, “This is what happens when I don’t have time to prepare. My words come out all wrong. I think what you actually are is a special case.”


“Another special case? Are there really any normal cases?” Laios pouted.


“I can’t know exactly what it’s like for other people, but as far as I can tell most have the ability to feel this stuff out. They don’t have to explicitly recognize all of the complicated details we’ve talked about because they get the sense for them automatically. In fact, that’s what causes a lot of interpersonal problems. People go just off of what makes them feel good, because most times what feels good matches up with other people’s perceptions. The problem is they purposefully avoid anything that doesn’t, even if they’re wrong. That includes the type of reflection we’ve been doing,” 


Kabru drew in a breath. 


“I think that more than anything is what’s caused problems for you. You have no choice but to think through difficult situations, and that forces others to really consider their behavior too. Even if it ultimately causes more suffering, many people like keeping up a comfortable facade for as long as possible. When you don’t play along, they get mad. It doesn’t matter to them that your suggestions would help, because all they care about is avoiding short term discomfort. This is why I told you that other people rely on their feelings too much,” he finished.


“Kabru…” Laios met his gaze for a brief second, “If you can explain everything like this, does that make you a ‘special case’ like me?”


“I-I—“ Kabru swallowed once, unsure of how to answer, “I don’t know. But I think it could be possible. I’ve always been interested in people, so I haven’t had many of the problems you’ve had. Though after talking with you like this, I’ve realized the way I think is more similar to you than to many other people I’ve met. Does that make me a special case?”


“You’re asking me?!” Laios threw his arms up in exclamation. “How am I supposed to know?” He deflated slightly, pitching his voice into something softer, “I guess it doesn’t matter anyway. You’re Kabru and that’s enough for me.”


Laios wouldn’t look him in the eye, but Kabru didn’t mind, “Thank you, Laios, for saying that. You’re right. Maybe not everything needs to be analyzed so extremely. This stuff is confusing, even to the so-called typical cases, and thinking too much can make us overlook the things that are actually simple.”


Laios didn’t respond immediately, but the fragile smile on his lips spoke for him. When he did, “Oh, we’ve been talking a while. Is it too late to go to the South Market now?”


“Not too late at all. In fact, you were up so early that it was probably good for us to take our time on the way there,” Kabru let Laios change the subject easily. 


As they continued walking, Kabru was struck by the way the nearly overhead sun caught in Laios’ hair. They had emerged from one tower onto an uncovered walkway, and the dazzle of daylight lended Laios a truly regal mien. He was gorgeous, Kabru thought. It was surprising to him that Laios hadn’t been able to get farther on looks alone. 


The rest of their walk was uneventful. When they arrived at the market street, it was already bustling with people. Kabru led them down the connecting bridge until they were positioned near a paneless window directly above the seating section of a busy restaurant. Below them, a table of middle aged women were talking loud enough for Kabru and Laios to hear their conversation clearly. 


“Can you believe it? Pregnant at her age? I know we weren’t physically aging the past millennium, but can you imagine chasing around a toddler at 1038?”


“I think the toddler is the least of her worries—“ The group laughed, “It’s her alcoholic husband she needs to look out for!!”


Kabru held his index finger up to his lips and motioned for Laios to wait by the window. Then he whispered, “Do you hear those women? It sounds like they’re gossiping. Something like this is a great opportunity, let’s listen here for a bit longer.”


“Say Dennie, didn’t your old seamstress get pregnant recently too? What is it with people now, was the dungeon magic keeping all of us in line?” said an unknown voice.


Someone, maybe Dennie, responded, “I wouldn’t doubt it. But why are we sitting around wondering when 

someone

 could tell us first hand.”


The group gasped and giggled, until another one of the ladies spoke up.


“I told you all I’m not pregnant and I’m not going to get pregnant! I’m way too old to deal with that headache now.”


“But that hasn’t stopped you from sneaking around with that man who only came to the kingdom last year. Aren’t you scared of your husband finding out?”


A voice different from the past two, “And isn’t it weird being with him? He’s what, 36? I know we are all physically around that age, but with being in the dungeon so long, doesn’t he feel like a child?”


“Well, I wouldn’t say that. Though he 

does

 have the 

stamina 

of a much younger man, if you catch my meaning.”


The group erupted into scandalized 

ooooh’s

, gasps, and laughter. 


“Mierin! You’re no better than a man! But seriously, are you not worried about your husband at all?”


Mierin replied, “That old fuddy duddy? It’s not like he pays attention to me anyway, how would he find out? The only thing Jarc is interested in are those stupid toys of his. I swear he just spends all his time trying to put back together rusty old farm equipment that hasn’t seen use since before my grandma was born!”


Kabru and Laios could hear a chorus of commiserative 

hmm

s. 


“Actually, sorry girls,” Mierin continued, “I’m afraid I have to head out early.”


“Oh, got a date do you?” Another new voice asked.


“I couldn’t possibly say,” a dramatic sigh, “But what I 

can

 tell you is that I have a limited amount of time before Husband Dearest demands dinner. And a girl has to have 

some

 fun right?” 


The remaining women said their goodbyes to the woman apparently named Mierin. They went quiet for a bit until it seemed like Mierin was out of earshot.


“Can you believe her?” a voice whispered ineffectively, “He may be boring, but Jarc is good to her. I hate having to cover for her when she’s like this.”


Subdued noises of agreement filtered up from the group.


“It wouldn’t surprise me if Jarc was actually desperately vying for her attention. She acts like some victim all the time, but I remember her being such a mean girl back when we were younger.”


“You’d think she’d have grown out of that by now, right?”


“You’d think. But if 1000 years wasn’t enough time I don’t think there’s any hope left.”


“She’s entertaining though, I’ll give her that. Anyway, ladies, it looks like all our drinks are finished. Shall we see what’s around the market today?”


The remaining ladies murmured their assents, and the pair above could hear the scrape of metal on cobblestone. Within moments, many sets of high heels click-clacked down the street. 


Once they were gone, Kabru spoke up, “Laios, did you hear all of that?”


“I heard it,” Laios responded, scratching at the hair near his temple, “but what about it? It just sounded like women talking.”


“Here, follow me into the tower, the midday sun is no joke. I can explain it once we’re comfortable,” Kabru led Laios into the refreshingly cool structure.


“Okay, so, what was so interesting about those women was that they showed a perfect example of the opposing forces present in social situations,” Kabru started. He glanced over and was pleasantly surprised by Laios’ undivided attention.


He continued, “We actually stumbled upon this lesson on the walk over, when I was telling you about how your own needs and the needs of others are both important. The problem is, in many circumstances those needs are opposed. Did you catch how the rest of the group was kind to that Mierin woman to her face, but once she left they started being nasty?”


Laios shifted his eyes up in thought, “I heard them say that, but I have no idea what it means. Are they just faking being nice to her face? Isn’t that more annoying to keep up an act if they actually don’t like her?”


Kabru started to speak faster, excitement clear on his face, “There’s so many small details in just that short portion we heard of their conversation. Let me go through all of the things I caught, and we can see what you make of it after. Sound good?”


Laios met Kabru’s gaze and nodded rapidly.


“So let’s start with what we can say for certain. The group of women were clearly original inhabitants of the Golden Country, since they mentioned their ages and the dungeon. We also know that at least two of the women have known each other since childhood. The one woman—Mierin—is married and currently cheating on her husband with a newcomer to the kingdom. Finally, we know that while the group disapproves of the affair, they still cover for Mierin and keep her secret. So the question now is why, correct?” Kabru paused so Laios could take all of that in.


Laios nodded again.


“Now this is only a guess on my part, but I’d say there are a couple reasons. First, those women have likely been friends for over a thousand years. Think about how close you got to Marcille, Chilchuck, and Senshi after just a few weeks in the dungeon. Those women would’ve had twice an elven lifespan to get close to each other! When you have group bonds that strong, keeping the group intact becomes a relatively stronger need compared to any individual feelings. To bring it back to survival, a person is much safer in a group like that than a group of people they met recently,” a breath, a pause.


“Second, the rest of the women probably don’t disagree with the affair as strongly as they said they did. At least not all of them. Did you catch the part where one of them called Mierin’s stories good entertainment? It’s entirely possible that the rest of the women are just as bored with their husbands as Mierin, but are too afraid to start an affair themselves. By keeping Mierin around, they can live out that fantasy vicariously, without risking the security of their own marriages,” Kabru explained.


“Wait,” Laios spoke up, “how do you know that the other ones have husbands? And if they wanted to cheat too, why would they bother acting upset about it?”


“Admittedly,” Kabru started, “I just assumed the rest did as well. Given what we know about the history of the Golden Country and the customs around the time before Thistle trapped them in the dungeon, it would be very uncommon for a woman to go unmarried that late in life. Forming family units like that is good for survival as well. Kind of like a built-in buddy system for keeping everyone safe.”


Continuing, “Your second question is a bit more difficult. You know how I mentioned that your needs and others’ or a group’s needs can oppose each other? Lying about true intention is a very common way to side step that opposition. Cheating on a partner is wrong, obviously, because it’s very hurtful to a person you’re supposed to love. Since everyone knows it’s wrong, they can’t openly endorse it. Regardless, if a person sees their own needs, oftentimes their need for sex, as more important than the feelings of their partner, then they could end up cheating. So why not just break up, right? Well, a relationship—especially a marriage—is a very secure bond. Many people want both the security of an established relationship 

and

 the freedom to be selfish about their needs. The simplest way to have both is to lie and hope the partner never finds out.”


“Huh, I never thought about it that way,” Laios said, thumb and forefinger on his jaw. “Chilchuck always made a big deal about relationships like that in a party. I never had issues with it, so I didn’t understand at the time. But that was a survival tactic wasn’t it? In the dungeon, you need a group to be as secure as possible in order to keep everyone alive. It’s an unnecessary risk for someone to cheat and potentially get the whole party killed.”


“I suspect Chilchuck would be proud of you for understanding that,” Kabru smiled.


“I have one more question though,” Laios added


“What’s that?”


“Would someone really risk all of that just for sex? I’ve done it before and it wasn’t that great. And why is it so different for relationships compared to friendships? Couldn’t friends fighting cause the same problems?” came Laios’ flurry of questions.

Laios said it so casually, but it caused Kabru’s brain to come screeching to a halt. ‘Laios has slept with someone before? Well, he is a handsome man, of course people would be interested. But he said yes? It seems so out of character. And just who is this person anyway; what makes them so special to have had that privilege when I haven—‘ Kabru cut himself off. Those prickly, possessive things were dangerous thoughts for him to be having. 

“Um, Kabru?”


“Oh, what? Well, um… that’s—that’s three questions,” Kabru stuttered, feeling like the biggest idiot in the world.


“Oh, sorry. Is that okay?” Laios asked.


“Yes, no problem,” Kabru said, clearing his throat and white knuckling his composure, “The biggest difference between fights between friends and fights between partners is that partners tend to have a stronger emotional connection. Typically, a person can have many friends but only one partner. Occupying an exclusive slot in someone’s life can make another person feel special, and that’s a really good feeling. It’s a reminder that no matter their flaws, that one person chose them over everyone else. When someone cheats, that special feeling is ripped away violently.”


Laios hummed his attention.


Kabru took it as a request to keep going, “There is also the fact that while friends can live together, partners almost always do. Being in close contact every day means that a fight with a partner would have a greater impact on that person’s life, as opposed to a fight with a friend that they see much less frequently. It’s possible for fights between friends to cause similar problems, but it’s less common so people focus more on relationships.”


“I can see the logic in that,” Laios agreed, “but I still don’t see how anyone would risk that just for sex.”


“It- uh, there’s... It can depend on circumstances. There are circumstances where sex will be bad and others where it will be good. Maybe you had bad circumstances?” Kabru tried.


“Hm, I guess I definitely didn’t have good circumstances, but it wasn’t like I was forced or anything. One person I didn’t really know and the others didn’t like me that much,” supplied Laios.


‘

Multiple people??

’


Though Laios’ brief explanation was enough to refocus Kabru’s thinking. He said he wasn’t forced, but Kabru couldn’t help the ache in his heart for his friend. Whatever happened, it couldn’t have been good.


Laios seemed to take the silence as an indication to keep talking, “The first time was back when I was in the army. Some of the other guys there always had a problem with me, but I never knew why. They made jokes though, and I thought that if I finally let them stick it in my mouth then they’d stop. That just made it worse. I left the army not long after.”


“And after that?” Kabru said before his brain could process the words leaving his mouth.


“After that was around when I first got to Kahka Brud. I was in a tavern and this drunk older woman kept trying to get me to come to her room. She was really pushy, so I ended up following her just so she would stop. She kept trying to kiss me with way too much spit and bit really hard. It was better than the first time, I think, but still not good. That was the last time,” Laios’ words got softer and softer the longer he spoke.


“I—“ Kabru cleared his cracking voice, “I’m so sorry Laios, that’s awful.” He wanted to place a hand on Laios’ arm to comfort him, but the gesture turned into Kabru’s hand twitching awkwardly in the air.


“Is it really that bad? I didn’t like it, but it wasn’t like I got hurt. Dying in the dungeon for the first time was way scarier.” It sounded like a deflection to Kabru, though he couldn’t be sure.


“Still. You shouldn’t have had to put up with that. Those people were wrong for coercing you,” was Kabru’s firm response.


Laios’ head was angled toward the floor, but his eyes looked up at the other man, “Thanks, Kabru. Looks like the people who cheat had very different experiences from me.” 


A startled laugh loosed itself from Kabru’s throat without his permission, but it broke the tension all the same. Laios laughed along with him. 


“You want to know the worst part?” Kabru joked.


“What’s that?”


“That’s not always true! I’ve seen people blow up their relationships over an affair that wasn’t good at all.”


Laios gasped, “Really? How? 

Why

?”


“Sometimes expectations differ from reality. Sometimes people just made really bad decisions,” Kabru said, laughter still underlying his tone. “C’mon we should probably start heading back before someone comes out looking for us.”


At that, Kabru and Laios made toward the castle, honest to god gossiping the whole way. It was a surreal experience for Kabru, to be able to talk like this with Laios of all people. It was fun too. So many of their conversations lately had been either about the dutiful goings on of the kingdom or Kabru’s lessons. It was nice to have such a low stakes chat about people neither of them cared for personally. And Laios really did catch on quick once Kabru explained the context.  It was the most interested Kabru had ever seen him in others. 


Once they returned to the castle and the routes to their respective rooms diverged, Laios spoke up, “Y’know, I was kinda unsure at first, but I like talking about people with you. I know it’s still a few weeks away, and hopefully we can talk more before then, but do you think we could go to the Half Year Festival together? Marcille always gets really excited for it and I never got why. I think if I went with you, I might understand.”


“We would have to be careful not to let the citizens find out that the king is walking among them,” came Kabru’s measured reply. “But that shouldn’t be impossible. Going to the Festival sounds fun,” he smiled.


“Great! See you later, Kabru!” Laios said, waiting for Kabru to say his goodbye as well before walking off in the direction of his chambers. 


Kabru’s room was close by, and once he was inside Kabru flopped down face first onto his bed. He wasn’t expecting the swirling emotions that had taken up residence in the pit of his stomach. It was good that Laios had taken so readily to his lessons. Kabru could tell his mood had improved significantly even in the short time span. Still, seeing this part of Laios had dislodged a very carefully placed stone in Kabru’s mind.


The other man always lit some odd obsession in him, since even before they had officially met. Kabru reasoned, at first, that his fixation was borne of concern over the future of the dungeon and the need to know if Laios would bring about another Utaya. It was solid logic then, but the kingdom was safe now and the Demon all but slain. Yet the obsession remained.


Next, Kabru had thought of it as a duty to his new kingdom. He needed to hold Laios frequently in his mind in order to best perform his role as Advisor. But that just simply wasn’t true. The bulk of Kabru’s responsibilities concerned nearly everyone 

but 

Laios; he needed to keep track of the farmers’ harvests and taxes on the nobles and the who was trading with who and—and all he needed to do for Laios was write up a report. 


Presently, Kabru was forced to come to terms with the fact that his interest in Laios was much more personal. He had always seen Laios as something like a painting: beautiful to look at but fundamentally unattainable. Laios, of course, made friends and alliances, but he always seemed so self-sufficient. Like he would never want for a partner of his own. With all he had learned about Laios in the short week that 

he

 was supposed to be doing the teaching, Kabru saw his past impression may not be accurate. It wasn’t that Laios couldn’t take interest in others, he just didn’t know how.


It came down to the simple truth that he wanted to be together with Laios, to tackle whatever this life may throw their way hand in hand. Wanted to keep him safe and explain everything he could possibly want to know. He wanted Laios, and now there was the possibility that Laios could want him back. That alone served to break the dam in Kabru’s mind, releasing all of his fermented feelings.



‘

What the hell am I supposed to do now

?’ he thought.
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Chapter Text


The next few days passed uneventfully, lulling Kabru into some form of security. Their schedules were packed in preparation for the upcoming festival, and that left little time for Kabru to stew in his newly self-admitted crush. Kabru was skilled at his role within the court and Laios was becoming more adept at his every day. They worked well together. Feelings be damned. 


In a rare scrap of free time, Kabru sought out Marcille with a question, “Hey, Marcille?”


“Hm? What is it?” she asked.


“Do you know if it would be possible to make some kind of magic disguise? So other people wouldn’t know who you are?”


She regarded Kabru for a long moment, brows knitted in concentration. “I know what you’re doing, you know.”


Ice turned over in Kabru’s chest at her words. There was no way that could be true, at least not in the way that mattered. Kabru had only just realized his feelings himself. No shot Marcille beat him to the punch. 


He kept his poker face from slipping, smiling sweetly at her while responding, “Hm?”


She huffed out a sigh, “Well I don’t know exactly what, but I know this has something to do with Laios.” Lowering her voice, “And I know that he’s been happier recently, so whatever it is keep doing it, okay?”


“Nothing gets past you does it? We really are lucky to have you as Court Mage,” Kabru replied.


“Yeah, yeah, flattery will get you nowhere,” she said, but the way her posture puffed up at the compliment said otherwise. “What do you want a disguise for?”


“Laios wants to go to the Half Year Festival. I’m happy he’s taking an interest, but it would be too risky to have the king around openly outside of his ceremonial duties. Hence the need for a disguise.”


“WHAT?!” Marcille raised her voice much too loud for the echoing hallway, “He never wants to go and I’ve asked him so many times! What makes this year different?”


Kabru briefly considered telling her to ask Laios, but he might actually tell her the whole truth. Marcille was finely honed in snooping in the romantic lives of others, and there was no way she wouldn’t be able to deduce Kabru’s true desire. 


Better to play dumb then, “He just said he wanted to. Maybe you finally got through to him?”


“That would be nice, but somehow I don’t believe that’s why,” she sighed again, “anyway, artificing isn’t my area of expertise, but I think I could make something that would work. It’s going to take some time though.”


“There’s still a couple weeks before the festival, take your time.” Then Kabru added, “Thank you, Marcille. I really appreciate it.”


“No problem,” she leaned in to whisper to Kabru, “I’ll keep this to myself, right?”


“If you would be so kind,” Kabru gave her a meaningful look.


She nodded then scurried away to see to her own duties. And that was that, at least for a while.


The rhythm of their days carried on its beat. The work got done and Kabru was largely able to ignore his burgeoning emotions. He was nothing if not professional. Kabru and Laios didn’t end up having time for another formal lesson, but Kabru tried to provide more detail when translating the intentions of courtiers for the king. He couldn’t very well reply in front of the court, though Laios appeared to enjoy it.


A couple days before the festival was to be held, Marcille knocked on Kabru’s door, “Kabruu? Are you theree?”


“I’m here,” he said, opening the door. 


She took no time brushing past him and into the room. “C’mon close the door! I have the stuff you wanted~” she sing-songed.


Kabru did as she asked and joined her at the small table nearest to the window, “How’d it go?”


Marcille placed her bag on the table and pulled out two innocuous looking pendants. “As long as you’re wearing one of these pendants, no one around will be able to recognize you,” she explained.


“But?” Kabru asked.


“But, the illusion isn’t that strong. I tried to fit more powerful spells into the necklace, but it just wouldn’t hold them properly. I would've had to use more specialized vessels that I didn’t have time to source. So! The illusion in these pendants only stops people from connecting your appearance to your identity. It doesn’t change how you look at all,” Marcille flopped into one of the nearby chairs.


“Which means…?” 


“Which means that you will still need to be careful. No one will recognize you in the moment, but there’s nothing stopping them from remembering your face and connecting the dots later once they're outside the radius of the spell.”


“Hmm. So it’s best for him to also wear a hood or mask of some sort to prevent them from seeing his face too clearly,” Kabru surmised.


“Exactly,” Marcille pointed a finger at him, “the radius is pretty large though, maybe about 15 meters? I tried to make it as large as I could to compensate, but again I’m not an artificer. Anyway, if you’re inside it should cover the size of most rooms, and the crowds should help hide you outside.”


“Perfect. Thank you so much,” Kabru said, holding up one of the pendants, “though you made two because…?”


“Because of course you’re going with him! Don’t play dumb with me, Kabru, you’re the one who asked. Laios is perfectly capable of asking me himself if he needed to. Plus I know you think you’re less recognizable than you are. If you planned to only wear a hood or a cloak, there’s no way that’d be enough,” she scolded. “Just make sure he has fun, okay? Do that and you won’t even owe me for these!” Marcille’s tone was sweet but the look in her eyes reminded Kabru a bit too much of Chilchuck for his liking.


“Of course,” he conceded. “Though since we’ll both have one, we’ll still be able to recognize each other right?”


“Yeah of course,” she assured, “I modified the incantation myself, so the effects of the pendant won’t apply to anyone else wearing one. Any other questions?”


“No, I think that about covers it for me,” Kabru replied.


“Great!” Marcille stood from the table, “I have to get going now, hope you don’t mind the short visit.” A few steps later and she was out the door before Kabru could hope to respond. 


Then all that was left was to do was wait. The hours were slow but the days were quick, and before he knew it, Kabru found himself in front of Laios’ quarters. Hand poised to knock and both necklaces in tow. He needn’t have bothered, as the door swung open and both men jumped in surprise.


“Oh, Kabru,” came Laios’ breathless laugh.


“Yeah,” Kabru agreed, “just me. The fun part of the festival should be starting soon, you ready to go?” 


He looked at the man in front of him. Laios was dressed down in simple lightweight trousers and shirt. It would fit in well enough with the crowds, but the tailoring was evident in the way the garments clung to Laios’ body without ever looking tight. Wait.


“Aren’t you forgetting something?” Kabru asked.


“What?” Laios’ drew his brows together, “Oh! Right, the mask!” 


Laios ducked back into his room and returned a minute later with a flower covered headdress. Kabru held a similar one under his arm, albeit with less flowers and more foliage. It was convenient for the both of them that the Half Year Festival traditionally included full-head masks. Particularly old-fashioned folks would wear suits bedecked in emblems of the spring harvest from head to toe. 


The way Kabru understood it, such costumes were supposed to both thank the Gods for a bountiful spring harvest and act as a form of prayer for the success of the fall planting. The festival has been around since long before the imprisonment of the Golden Country within the dungeon, and was the largest celebration of the year by a decent margin. 


For now at least. Kabru was still championing a grand holiday in honor of the kingdom’s return to the surface and the start of Laios’ rule. They had celebrations each year on the anniversary of the seven day feast, but previous customs had become quite weighty in the dungeon. That was the reason Kabru bothered learning so much about the traditional festivals in the first place. It wouldn’t do to approach a cultural problem with no background knowledge.


Though considering this year’s festival coincided exactly with the summer solstice, Kabru wasn’t keen on trying to maneuver through sweaty crowds while doing his best impression of a shrub. Just the masks would have to do.


 “Here, before you put that on, let me help you with the pendant,” Kabru offered.


Laios stood obediently while Kabru clasped the necklace behind his head, “Thanks. Do you need any help with yours?”


Kabru fished the faintly glowing charm from inside his shirt, “I’m set, but thank you for offering.”


Laios held up the pendant around his neck and squinted, “Marcille made these right? I recognize her handwriting on the inscriptions.”


“Yes, she promised that they will allow us to move about the festival unnoticed.”


Laios smiled, “Then we should have no problems. I’ve always been able to rely on Marcille’s magic.”


Kabru couldn’t help but smile too. It was endearing how highly Laios thought of his friends. A voice somewhere in the back of Kabru’s mind reminded him that Laios likely held him in similar esteem.


Masks and pendants securely in place, the pair made their way down to the Central Square. Most of the festivities were congregated there, with offshoots of vendors radiating out through the non residential streets. It had been a zoning nightmare before, trying to balance the merchants’ and farmers’ desires for large, noisy booths and the needs of parents to get children to sleep at a reasonable time. Now, Kabru knew better than anyone where all the best stuff would be.


So he used his newfound power to direct Laios to a strawberry mead stand he was particularly interested in trying. No one noticed them the whole walk there. Not that Kabru expected anyone to, he knew intellectually how skilled Marcille was at magic. Still, the anxious, irrational part of him worried about something going wrong. They paid for their drinks, and the sweet alcohol helped to soothe him.


Laios took a sip from his cup, “Wow! This is really good.”


Kabru agreed absentmindedly, eyes scanning through the crowd for other interesting booths. By the time he turned back to Laios, the other man was holding two cups. A quick look down at Kabru’s own hand confirmed he still had his drink.


“Laios…” He warned, “don’t go too fast, okay?”


“I should be fine. I don’t think drinking affects me as much as other people,” Laios replied. “Remember when you found us at Thistle’s cabin? We were all drinking the night before, but Marcille was the only one to get hungover.”


Kabru whispered, “So she would’ve still been hungover when the Canaries showed up? Oh no, poor thing. That must have sucked.”


They both laughed in agreement.


Chancing a glance up and down Laios, Kabru could admit he looked like someone who could handle his liquor. He was tall and broad and still densely muscled despite his retirement from adventuring. The rest of Kabru’s thoughts on the subject of Laios’ body were profoundly unhelpful, so he decided to let Laios enjoy his mead. 


After moving off to the side some to sip their drinks, Laios spoke up, “Hey, Kabru?”


“Hm?” Kabru replied.


“You know a lot about this festival right? I know it’s to celebrate the harvest, but I always forget the other stuff. Can you tell me again?” he asked.


“Well, I’m no expert, so don’t get mad at me if I end up getting something wrong.” Kabru punctuated his statement with a finger poking at Laios’ chest. He withdrew it quickly, however, at the gratifying squish of Laios’ left pec. 


Recovering, “A-Anyway, you’re right that the Half Year Festival is to celebrate the spring harvest, but more than that, it’s a time to reaffirm community and strengthen bonds between people. Long before we had the magic and technology that we do now, peoples’ lives were tied inextricably to the spring and fall harvests. A bad fall harvest before the winter months was catastrophic, but the spring harvest was a bit less dire. If it didn’t go well then there was always the chance to try again in the fall. In that way, many people came to see the Half Year Festival as a symbol of perseverance.”


“So something like, ‘there’s still time before winter, we shouldn’t give up yet’?” Laios observed.


“Exactly! It’s a time for people to come together and fend off hardship as a group. That is in the case of a bad harvest at least.”


“And with a good harvest?”


“In the case of a good harvest,” Kabru elaborated, “it’s still about people coming together. But instead of a way to protect from scarce times, it becomes an acknowledgment of the bounty that can be reaped from working together. In the past ‘together’ included various Gods as well as people. Now, it’s more like a ‘no one person could’ve harvested all this food, we only have this because we have each other’ kind of thing.”


“That’s like what you talked about before with people needing to live in groups to survive right?” Laios wondered aloud, “So besides just being for fun, this festival actually has an important job for keeping the group together.”


A wide grin spread across Kabru’s face, “You took the words right out of my mouth.”


“Hm. It was really annoying to have to sit through all the meetings for planning the festival, but now I’m glad we put so much effort into it. I think I won’t mind as much when we have to plan next year,” Laios said. “I want all of the people here to be safe. It feels better knowing that I don’t have to do that all by myself.”


Either the mead was stronger than Kabru anticipated, or he was feeling uncharacteristically brave. Regardless, he hooked his arm through Laios’ and said, “As long as I’m here, you’ll never have to face anything alone again.” 


If Kabru had looked, he would’ve seen Laios’ face flush deeper than any amount of alcohol could reasonably explain. As it were, he kept his eyes resolutely forward as he dragged the both of them through the mass of people toward a row of fragrant food stalls.


They perused the selection in a silence that got more comfortable as time went on. Until Laios spotted a stall selling fried treasure bugs.


“Kabru! Look!” Laios exclaimed.


Kabru shushed him, “Don’t say my name so loud. We’re disguised but that doesn’t mean much when we give ourselves away.”


The kicked puppy expression on Laios’ face was enough for Kabru to relent, “Yes, I see the treasure bugs. And yes, we can go get some.”


Laios immediately regained his enthusiasm, and it was his turn to pull Kabru along down the packed street. Laios, naturally, ordered every flavor the vendor sold. The vendor made a comment about Laios’ appetite, but gave no indication of recognizing him as anyone other than a generous customer. Kabru still wasn’t going to wait around for their luck to run out, and rushed Laios back to a side street to eat his food.


Which was not as straightforward as it should have been, with Laios’ arms laden as they were with two drinks and five cartons of treasure bugs. Kabru disentangled his arm from Laios’ and offered to hold some of the excess containers. 


“Here, finish one of these drinks so we can throw the cup away,” instructed Kabru, expecting Laios to take the half empty drink.


Instead, he grabbed the full one and appeared to pour the whole thing directly down his throat, “Okay! Done.”


Kabru was speechless. To the point that Laios noticed before he did. “Hm, Kabru? Is something wrong?”


“What did- how did you do that?” Kabru sputtered.


“Do what?” Laios tilted his head, “Oh, the drink? I’ve always been able to do that. When I was in school the other guys would cheer when I did. But I never really understood why, can’t most people do it? They were nicer like that though, so I didn’t ask.”


The idea of Laios at some university party chugging beers for a cheering audience caught Kabru so off guard that he had to disguise his laughter as a coughing fit. He wasn’t prepared to explain to Laios how that was funny in a way that didn’t make him look bad. 


“Are you okay?!” The concern was clear in Laios’ voice.


Feeling guilty, Kabru reassured him, “I’m fine, just some spit went down the wrong pipe. Don’t worry about me, you can eat your snacks. How are they, by the way?”


Kabru took the other drink cup from Laios and stacked it inside the empty. It gave Laios a free hand to test out the variety of treasure bugs. He ate a handful of each flavor, humming thoughtfully while he chewed.


“These are good, but none of them really taste like treasure bugs. When Senshi made them for us in the dungeon they were completely different,” Laios frowned, “The flavoring is too overpowering, I think.”


His complaints didn’t stop him from finishing all five containers. Maybe Kabru should’ve stopped him—he couldn’t register when his stomach was full after all—but this was a special occasion. Laios could indulge a little. Besides, all that fat and oil in the bugs should help soak up the frankly inadvisable amount of alcohol he drank in one gulp. Once Laios was done, they stacked the treasure bug containers and returned them to a recycling bin next to the vendor’s stall.


Kabru checked the time, “Oh, Laios, let’s head this way. The fireworks should start soon, and I found a great place to watch them that shouldn’t have as many people.”


Laios followed him implicitly. The pair made their way in the direction of the Golden River where the fireworks were to be held. Before they came to the main riverside street, they veered off to the side at Kabru’s insistence. The groups of people thinned out the farther they moved from the riverside, until there was practically no one to see them sneak into an unused guard tower. 


Kabru pulled out a set of keys and got to work removing heavy chains from the handle. “The roof of this tower is flat, so we should have a great view from high up. No one uses it either.”


“You think of everything, don’t you?” came Laios’ warm reply.


Kabru couldn’t be sure if it was the food, the drink, the atmosphere, or just plain fondness that lidded Laios’ eyes. Whatever the reason, Kabru didn’t stop himself from ushering Laios inside with a hand on the small of his back. They settled in on the roof to wait for the fireworks. If they sat pressed close from shoulder to thigh, then that was only to ward off the chill of the tower stone.


They didn’t have to wait long, less than a dozen minutes passed before the first green firework streaked up the horizon and burst into many shimmering bouquets. Kabru could feel Laios jolt at the resounding 

boom

. 


“You okay?” he asked, concerned. “I know not everyone likes fireworks. I should’ve asked before.”


“No, no, I’m fine,” Laios said, “It just surprised me is all. And the sound kinda hurt my ears.”


Kabru gave him a gentle smile but didn’t push the subject farther. Then Laios asked, “What do the fireworks mean?”


“Hm?” Kabru hummed.


“For the festival,” Laios clarified, “Why do people set them off?”


“Oh, well traditionally it was to scare off any evil spirits that could threaten the fall planting. Nowadays, they’re mostly just for fun, but some people interpret them as retaining the ability to fend off spirits. Though instead of them being actual, tangible spirits coming to cause trouble, it’s more like the fireworks are there to stop any negative energy from invading peoples’ minds,” Kabru explained.


Laios didn’t respond right away, and Kabru could see the gears turning in his head. When he did, “Negative energy as in like, bad feelings that cause trouble between people, right? If the Half Year Festival is all about bringing people together, then it makes sense to have a tradition to ward away the stuff that drives people apart.”


Kabru needed to take a moment of his own to think. “Huh. I never thought of it like that, but I think you’re exactly right.” He turned to look at Laios, “You learn so quickly.”


Laios met his eyes and fondness bubbled in Kabru’s chest. There were only scant inches between their faces. It would be so easy to lean in just a little more. Though before long, the thundering sounds and bright lights of the fireworks show kicking off in earnest stole both men’s attention. The moment passed. Laios had slipped his hands up to cover his ears, but otherwise seemed to enjoy the fireworks. 


Once the show concluded, Kabru suggested “Why don’t we head to one of the taverns? It’s getting kinda late for any of the game booths, but the bars should still be going strong. Assuming you’re not tired, of course”


“The tavern sounds fun! I definitely want some more of that strawberry mead if they have it,” came Laios’ enthusiastic response.


“I think that specific mead might be unique to the stall we got it from, but I’m sure most taverns would have some specialty mead for the festival.”


The pair stood and promptly wobbled all over when it came to descending the tower steps. They had finished what remained of their drinks before the fireworks, and it seemed like they were hitting all at once. Leaning on each other for support, Kabru and Laios made it back out to street level without incident.


Kabru had a vague idea in mind for a tavern they could go to, but ended up just steering them toward the first tavern they came across. It suited them well enough, populated but not crowded with a free table tucked into the corner. Kabru sent Laios to claim the small table while he got the both of them drinks. The bar didn’t have strawberry mead, but they had a pineapple flavor specially made for the festival. Kabru ordered two glasses.


“Here,” back at the table Kabru handed one of the glasses to Laios, “They didn’t have strawberry, so I got the next best thing. Whaddya think?”


Laios took a sip. “Oh! Is this pineapple? It’s more sour than the strawberry one, but I think I like that better. The sweetness of the strawberries was a little too much,” Laios appraised.


Kabru took a sip of his own. “I think I agree with you. The strawberry mead was good but kinda coated my mouth with how sugary it was.”


They sat nursing their drinks in companionable silence for a spell. Content to watch what the rest of the tavern patrons were doing. That was until Laios shook Kabru’s arm slightly and gestured with his head toward the bar, “What’s up with those people over there? There’s something odd about them, but I can’t figure out what.”


Kabru squinted, trying to see what Laios was talking about. He was pretty sure Laios meant the man and woman sitting next to each other at the bar. It looked to Kabru like they could be flirting, but it wasn’t obvious and he had no way of really telling.


“You could try talking to them if you want,” Kabru offered, “you’ve been doing so well with the stuff I taught you, you might make some new friends.”


Laios blanched at the suggestion, “No, I think I’m good just watching.”


“Really? If you’re nervous I can go up with you too,” Kabru said.


“No—no, it’s not that. It’s just…” Laios paused, clearly grasping for the right words, “I don’t want to, I guess? It’s nice to talk about people with you, but I haven’t really changed my opinion in general. I get that a lot of the confusing stuff is based on survival mechanisms, but I still don’t like being around people that I have to put on an act for if I don’t have to. I'd rather just stay here with you.”


Laios lifted his glass to his lips to drink and found it empty. “I 

am

 going to get another one of these though. You want one too?”


Kabru swallowed, “I-I’m alright. This one is still half full.” He swirled the remaining mead in his glass to illustrate the point.


Laios 

mhmm

’d and sauntered off, completely unaware of the havoc he had wreaked on Kabru’s heart. There was only one way to interpret what he said, right? This whole time, it wasn’t that Laios was showing interest in 

people

, he was showing interest in 

Kabru

. All the overeager excitement and early morning enthusiasm was for him, not for his lessons. Was that what Marcille meant earlier, about knowing what was going on? She hadn’t been talking about his feelings, she had been talking about 

Laios

’. Kabru felt dizzy in a way that had nothing to do with alcohol. 


Laios returned to their table with two glasses, “This stuff is really good, so ended up getting two. I can drink both, but you’re welcome to one of them if you want.”


Kabru looked at his own glass. It was miraculously empty. He must’ve downed it during his little spiral and suddenly felt grateful for the fresh drink. 


“I think I’d like that. Thanks, Laios,” he said, taking the offered glass and draining almost a quarter of it in one go, “You really have gotten better. You know what I want better than I do.” Kabru forced a laugh to intone the not-quite-joke. 


Laios humored Kabru with a laugh of his own. Laios’ face was flushed so red, ‘

Gods, he’s so…

’


Before Kabru could finish that thought, Laios gestured back to the couple at the bar. Subtlety only slightly lacking. 


“See!” Laios shout-whispered, “Look at them now! They’re practically in the same seat. I knew something was weird about them earlier.”


“Wow,” Kabru’s throat felt dry, “Good eye. I didn’t notice before.”


And Laios was right. The man had his arm wrapped low around the woman’s waist, and she was almost sitting in his lap. Kabru couldn’t see very well from this angle, but it looked like her hand was petting up the man’s thigh. They were clearly set to go home together, provided they could keep it in their respective pants long enough to leave the tavern. Laios had seen it from a mile away. Gods above, did that mean he could see through Kabru too?


“I don’t get why though,” Laios wrinkled his nose, “Why would someone want to do that stuff with a stranger? I thought it was weird before because those two didn’t act like they knew each other, but were sitting really close.”


“Y’know how we talked about good ‘nd bad circumstances? Those people must’ve met under good circumstances,” Kabru tried, intoxicated both by his drink and his relief at Laios’ continued ignorance.


“Yeah,” Laios sighed, “I guess that’s something I wouldn’t get. I don’t know what ‘good circumstances’ are like.”


In that moment, Kabru decided to do something stupid. He would’ve loved to blame it on the alcohol, or the atmosphere, or even good old fashioned spur of the moment impulsively, but the truth was Kabru chose every word that exited his mouth. The opportunity was there, and he was nothing if not an opportunist. 


Kabru sidled up close, mirroring the couple at the bar with one hand on Laios’ thigh, and spoke the words directly into his ear, “I could show you, you know, what good circumstances are like.”


Kabru knew his message was received loud and clear by the way Laios flushed to his collarbones and jumped as if conducting 100s of volts. Laios didn’t pull away. Instead his eyes roved Kabru’s face frantically, like he was looking for a punchline hidden in Kabru’s pores. By the time Laios called off the search, his face was so close that Kabru barely had to move to join their lips.


The show they had seen earlier was beautiful, but it paled in comparison to the fireworks behind Kabru’s eyelids. He had kissed plenty of people before, though nothing in his past prepared him for the feeling of Laios’ mouth on his own. Laios was tentative at first, like he couldn’t believe this was happening either. But he relaxed quickly, following Kabru’s lead and letting the man plunder as he saw fit. 


They made out until Kabru felt more than heard little 

ah, ah, ah

s in the back of Laios’ throat and was reminded that they were still in a public place. Maybe he shouldn’t have judged the couple at the bar so harshly. Pulling back just enough to pin Laios with the most seductive look he could muster, Kabru raised an eyebrow, “Well?”


“Yes,” the response was instant, “Yes, yes, please.”


Kabru stood, more unsteadied by the breathy murmur Laios pleaded in than his drink, and urged Laios up as well. Without hesitation this time, Kabru returned his arm to Laios’ back and pulled him close. He used the purchase to steer Laios away from their table.


This wasn’t the tavern Kabru had planned on taking them to tonight, so they were farther from the castle than he would’ve liked. And with the way Laios leaned into him, arm slung over Kabru’s shoulders and hand playing idly with the collar of Kabru’s shirt, he wasn’t sure he could wait that long. In a snap decision, Kabru shepherded them toward the tavern keeper behind the bar. 


“I need a room,” Kabru said, placing down what was certainly more money than necessary. 


The tavern keeper eyed the money and then the side of Kabru’s headdress. They had walked up sideways to the bar, Kabru standing in between Laios and the keeper. Wordlessly the tavern keeper collected the gold and slid a key across the bar.


“Go up those stairs,” the keeper gestured behind her, “and it’s the last door at the end of the hall.”


“Thank you,” came Kabru’s impatient response.


Key in hand, it was unclear which one of them moved faster. The result was they made it up the stairs and down the hall to their room at a galloping pace. Kabru cursed aloud while fumbling with the lock, but got the both of them inside after only three tries. Once the door was shut behind them, Laios ripped off his headdress and threw it in whatever corner of the room it landed in, letting out a big sigh as he did. At the click of the lock back in place, Kabru did the same.


Not content to wait any longer or give some stroke of evil luck the chance to interfere, Kabru advanced on Laios until the other man sat back on the edge of the bed. From this vantage point, Kabru had the rare opportunity to look down at Laios. Planting his right knee beside Laios’ thigh on the mattress, Kabru took full advantage of his newfound height to kiss Laios breathless. 


Laios gripped helplessly at Kabru’s hips, clinging to him like a lifeline in a storm, while the other man ravished his lips. It wasn’t long before Laios was making desperate little sounds into Kabru’s mouth. 


Breaking away to breathe, Laios stammered, “I-I don’t—I, I, what should I—“


“All you need to do,” Kabru purred, cupping Laios’ jaw and pressing a thumb to his lips, “is relax and enjoy.” Pulling the ties at the collar of Laios’ shirt undone, he added, “Let me take care of the rest.”


Kabru pulled the undone shirt up Laios’ chest, urging his arms above his head, so he could pull the garment off entirely. Banishing the linen wad to a random part of the room, Kabru reveled in the unimpeded view of Laios’ flushed torso. It was beautiful, watching the heave of Laios’ chest as he panted below Kabru. 


Kabru couldn’t help himself. He pushed at Laios until the other man laid back fully on the bed. Ducking down, Kabru braced his left forearm next to Laios’ face and brought his right hand to grope at Laios’ pec. Kabru nosed his way to Laios’ neck and soothed long, open-mouthed kisses into the skin there. 


Laios let out a warbling moan at the attention, provoking a grunt from Kabru in answer. Kabru kneaded the muscle in his hand harder, circling Laios’ pink nipple with his thumb. He bit lightly, gently at Laios’ neck, worrying the skin tenderly between his teeth. Careful not to make the same mistakes as that horrible woman who took advantage of Laios. Laios twisted and shivered with every touch, each breath leaving him as an audible pant. 


He gripped tightly at Kabru’s back, yanking hard enough on the shirt there that Kabru had to pause and remove it. Or else risk Laios separating it from him by force. Laios took the opportunity to hook his right leg around Kabru’s waist and pull, effectively removing the space between them. It made their arousal known, the first press of their hips together. 


Laios threw his head back and keened. He grinded up into Kabru wildly, desperate for more pressure on his cock. The strength in Laios’ leg assured that Kabru couldn’t separate them even if he wanted to. 


And how stupid would Kabru have to be to want something like that? Laios was a vision beneath him: red and pink and singing so sweetly. It was molten, the pleasure that raced through Kabru’s nerves at the feeling of Laios’ hard dick against his. Even artless rocking over their clothes had Kabru huffing out pants of his own. Laios looked too good, 

felt

 too good, Kabru had wanted this too badly to retain his composure. 


Moving both hands to Laios’ shoulders, Kabru started to slide him up farther on the bed. It aligned Laios’ chest nicely with Kabru’s eye level, and Kabru mouthed greedily at the expanse. He could draw blood to the surface of Laios’ pale skin so easily, barely having to work at all before color bloomed in the trail of his lips. A hazy awareness at the back of Kabru’s mind told him he should probably be more careful, since he didn’t know how easily Laios would bruise. But the effect was too mesmerizing to give the consequences much attention. 


When he couldn’t force Laios up any farther on his own, Kabru pulled away slightly and patted Laios on the side. “Here, move up for me,” he cooed. 


Laios retracted his leg and shimmied up the mattress, trying unsuccessfully to kick off his shoes. Kabru stood, missing the heat and friction of Laios’ body already. 


“It’s okay,” Kabru’s tone was husky, “I can take care of that for you.” ‘

I can take care of everything for you

,’ he didn’t voice.


Kabru pulled at the laces of Laios’ shoes with as much care as he could stand and slid them off. Discarding his own with much less patience. Next he reached for the fastening of Laios’ pants.


“May I?” Kabru asked.


“Yes, please,” Laios moaned, “Kabru, 

mmm

, Kabru!”


Kabru stripped both remaining layers off of Laios quick as he could. Ignoring his own trousers and the way they strained uncomfortably in the front, Kabru crawled onto the bed. He bracketed Laios’ body with his hands, nudging the other man’s thighs apart with his knees. Leaned down far enough to capture Laios’ mouth in another filthy kiss. 


Blissfully unimpeded, Kabru reached down to finally touch Laios, skin on skin. He tightened his fist around Laios’ cock, sliding it up and down slowly, more a tease than anything else. Still, Laios wailed. Kabru had to replace his lips with his free hand over Laios’ mouth, painful as it was to staunch the flow of those beautiful sounds. 


“Sorry, Laios,” Kabru bit gently at Laios’ ear, “we can’t be too loud. I want to hear you so badly, but I need you to be quiet for me, okay?”


Laios nodded frantically behind Kabru’s palm. 


Kabru grinned, “That’s right. Such a 

good boy

.”


Laios’ legs jumped up immediately to Kabru’s waist, encircling him and locking them together hard. It was a testament to just how 

good

 Laios was that Kabru could feel only a small vibration from his mouth. But Laios must’ve not thought his actions through, since his legs held them in place so tightly that Kabru could no longer move his hand. 


“If you want more, you’ll have to let me go, love,” Kabru coaxed.


Laios grumbled, clearly stuck between a rock and a hard place. Intent on getting more without letting Kabru get away, he used the strength in his lower half to lift his hips from the mattress and roll them effortfully against Kabru’s. It felt good, even with his arm wedged awkwardly between them. Kabru could hardly focus on anything other than the perfect slide of their dicks. Laios moved so gracefully, so sinuously that Kabru had to wonder if he had lied about his experience before. But Laios was a terrible liar. He could only be guided now by the natural rhythm of his desire. 


“Laios,” Kabru tried again, “Won’t you let me go? I can make it 

so much better

 for you. You’d like that, right?”


“Wh— it, 

ah

. It feels so good,” Laios’ pace broke down as he tried to speak, “h-how…”


Kabru breathed in deep and nearly growled into Laios’ ear, “Gods, there’s so much I can show you. I can make you feel like this every day if you’d let me.”


Laios stilled completely, every powerful muscle in his body going tight around Kabru. Laios shuddered and shivered, but he was still hard. He didn’t fight it when Kabru took it upon himself to loosen the surrounding hold of Laios’ limbs.


“That’s it,” Kabru praised, “just let me take care of you.”


Newly freed, Kabru slid low down Laios’ chest until he was finally face to face with his prize. Laios’ cock was as gorgeous as the rest of him: flushed, eager, and definitely proportionate. Kabru breathed heavily for a moment, taking it all in and teasing Laios with the featherlight sensation. Laios’ hurt-sounding whine was enough for Kabru to take pity, and he leaned in to lick wet kisses into the dick in front of him. 


Above his head, Kabru could just see the snap of both of Laios’ hands across his mouth. Laios’ body still shook with the resonance of his voice, but his dedication to Kabru’s instruction was too cute not to reward. Kabru opened his mouth and slowly, luxuriously sunk down on Laios’ cock. 


Laios’ shoulders thrashed against the bed, the hands over his mouth doing what they could to muffle him. His legs splayed and kicked around Kabru, but he kept his hips still. ‘

Is he thinking of my comfort even now

?’ Kabru thought, ‘

He really is too cute

.’


Patience exhausted, Kabru bobbed his head faster. Right hand moving to the base of Laios’ dick to stroke what he couldn’t fit in his mouth. Laios was moaning and whimpering near constantly under Kabru’s attention, but so long as he wasn’t saying either of their names, Kabru was content to listen to the chorus. 


Kabru pressed his tongue hard into the underside of Laios cock, making a small circle over the head with each ebb. Laios was everywhere around him: in Kabru’s mouth, his nose, consuming his vision, filling his ears. It was heady, dizzying, and almost enough to distract Kabru from the ache between his own legs. 


Pulling momentarily off Laios’ cock, Kabru spoke, voice rough, “Mmm, you feel good, right? Gods I wish I could show you more tonight, but that takes preparation.”


Laios tentatively unclasped his hands from his mouth and asked, “Wh-what do you…”


Kabru brought his left hand up to tend Laios’ dick and slipped his right down low, behind the other man’s sac. He prodded gently against the sensitive skin in front of Laios’ hole, searching as he continued, “I want to fuck you so badly, but sex with men isn’t the same as with women. Like this I could hurt you.”


Kabru paused to lave Laios’ abdomen with his tongue. 


“I still d-don’t under—“ Laios was cut off when Kabru found what he’d been looking for.


“You feel that?” Kabru asked, massaging the spot with his right hand until Laios was choking out hiccuping gasps. “It would feel so much better if I was inside. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? If I was fucking you nice and deep. Hitting this little spot for you until you couldn’t take it anymore.”


Kabru was more affected by his own words than he intended, speeding up the hand on Laios’ cock without noticing. It wasn’t long before Laios’ hips trembled and twitched, unable to cope with Kabru’s ministrations for another second. Kabru stroked him through his release, whispering wanton nonsense all the while. Laios had painted himself all the way to the top of his chest, and Kabru took just a moment to feel smug.


And only the one moment, because in the next the full force of Kabru’s unrestrained need hit him. He tore his pants from his body, desperate to free his aching dick. While he did, Laios recovered enough to sit up and watch. 


“Kabru,” he said, “I want you in my mouth. Can I?”


How could Kabru ever hope to refuse an offer like that? Still, he tried to be polite, “Of course but shouldn’t we clean you up first?”


In response, Laios dragged a hand up his body to collect the mess and licked his palm to dispose of it. “There!” he exclaimed, then softer, “Come back over here? Please?”


Kabru moved as if on strings, utterly unable to resist the pull of his limbs. What Laios had done was so in character but still so ridiculously 

hot

 that Kabru was done denying himself. He allowed Laios to seat him on the edge of the mattress. It was only when Laios sunk down on his knees in front of Kabru that reality came rushing back.


“W-wait, you can still come up on the bed you know. The floor is much more uncomfortable—“ Kabru reminded uselessly.


Remaining firmly in place, Laios said, “I don’t mind. I like looking up at you like this.”


Not giving Kabru another chance to stall, Laios opened his mouth and swallowed Kabru to the root in one go. Kabru’s resulting scream was louder than any of Laios’ previous noises. ‘

Thank the Gods we’re at the end of the hall

,’ Kabru thought, covering his mouth with one hand and threading tightly into Laios’ hair with the other.


Laios must’ve liked that, because he moaned around his mouthful and tried to stuff Kabru’s dick impossibly farther down his throat. 


“H-how ca—wh-where did y…” came Kabru’s muffled stutter.


Then it hit him. ‘

The drink! He could do that with the drink so fast because he must be missing a fucking gag reflex

!’ the thought thundered in Kabru’s mind. ‘

How did I get so lucky

?’ Kabru’s hips jerked forward without his permission. 


Before Kabru could apologize, Laios groaned, deep and needy, around his cock. Laios’ hands gripped at Kabru’s hips and thighs, like he was urging Kabru to do that again. He did, just once, and the satisfied sound vibrating through him stole away Kabru’s doubt. 


“Here,” Kabru instructed, pulling Laios’ head back for effect, “Let me stand.”


Laios did as he said, obediently as a dog, which allowed Kabru the leverage to push inexorably back into Laios’ throat. Worked up as he was, even a slow pace was almost overwhelming. The clutch of Laios’ mouth was so warm and his eyes watered so beautifully as he looked up at Kabru. He knew he shouldn’t push it, but Laios took his cock so perfectly that Kabru couldn’t help moving faster, chasing his release in earnest. 


In any other situation, Kabru would have been embarrassed at how quickly it was over. As it stood, Kabru couldn’t feel anything other than pure bliss watching the bob of Laios’ neck as he swallowed. 


Pulling off, Laios had the gall to look disappointed. “It was back too far. I didn’t get to know what you tasted like,” he frowned.


Kabru didn’t bother hiding his laugh, only


mindful enough to keep the volume mostly down. Laios laughed with him, and both men crawled back up on the bed. 


“I-I…,” Kabru fumbled, suddenly nervous, “This doesn’t have to be just tonight. I—

ahm—

I meant it when I said I wanted to be with you every night. Not just 

like this

 but—but the normal way too.”


Laios turned to look at him. No judgment or rejection on his face, only a small hopeful expression. Laios didn’t say anything though, and Kabru knew he would have to be brave.


“Laios, I… I love you. And not just as a friend. I know a relationship will be difficult given our status, but I don’t care. I want to be with you for as long as you’ll have me,” Kabru found his courage, searching Laios’ eyes with his own, needing the other man to understand.


Laios’ hopeful look grew and grew until he gathered Kabru in his arms, nearly crushing the slighter man. All the while repeating, “Yes, I love you, I love you too, please stay with me.”


Kabru hugged Laios back tight as he could, drying happy tears on the other man’s skin. They fell asleep like that, lying shortways on the rumpled sheets and wrapped so securely in one another that neither minded the summer heat.













Chapter 4



Notes:


          (See the end of the chapter for  notes.)
          






Chapter Text

The morning was much less serene. Kabru woke with the sun, which was to say horrendously early. He tried to get up and found he couldn’t, tangled as he still was in Laios, which brought a stream of memories back from the previous night. It was glorious for a bit, recalling their dalliance and the fact that they were  together  now, until Kabru got to the part where they were still in some random tavern and really needed to get back to the castle.
‘ Shit. Shit. Shit  ,’ Kabru thought, looking over to Laios. He was still asleep, but Kabru could clearly see red constellations stretching from Laios’ neck down his torso. ‘  SHIT. SHIT. SHIT .’
Kabru sat up. ‘ Okay, this is bad. But at least it’s early. Now how do we get back to the castle? I just have to think ,’ Kabru’s mind was racing, but not much actual thought was happening. 
“Hey, Laios,” Kabru nudged him softly, “You gotta wake up. We can’t stay here.”
All Kabru got in response was a groan and a strong arm trying to pull him back down into bed. 
“Laios.” He said more sternly, putting on his Advisor Voice, “I’m serious. Get up, we have to get back to the castle.”
Laios grumbled incoherently before muttering, “Mm, castle? Aren’t we…” Then his eyes flew open, “We’re not at the castle!”
“Yes, exactly!” Kabru tried to whisper, “We’re not, but we really should be! So we have to go. Now.”
Laios yawned, releasing the last of his hold on Kabru, “Where even are we?”
That… was a good question. Kabru crept over to the window and looked out, trying to get an idea of what part of the city they were in. He could see the Golden River, so they must not be far from where they watched the fireworks. Kabru had a vague recollection of dragging them into a nearby tavern afterward. At least that matched up. It meant they were far from the castle though, and while they were up early, it wasn’t early enough for the guard routes to be empty. Good thing they still had the pendan—Kabru felt at his chest—‘ Where is the pendant?’ 
Scratching up his neck, Kabru eventually caught the small metal chain still clasped in place. The feeling of relief that washed over him was better than any drug he’d ever tried. It was in place, only the relatively heavier charm had fallen behind Kabru’s back. Laios’ looked much the same, since Kabru could only just make out the small line of silver around Laios’ neck, no charm in sight. It made sense. Kabru didn’t remember either of them taking the pendants off, but he didn’t remember them getting in the way last night either.
“We’re still by the river,” Kabru said, “As far as I can tell, the least suspicious way through the city is the way we came in. We’ll put our masks back on and just walk out.”
Laios hummed in what sounded like agreement, but he made very little effort to move from the bed. Kabru sighed and started to collect their things. Sorting Laios’ clothes from his, Kabru threw the other set of garments toward the bed. If they hit Laios, so be it.
Fully dressed, Kabru thought he looked presentable enough. Not so much that it wouldn’t be immediately obvious that he had gotten up to  something the previous night, but enough to get home. It was the morning after the biggest festival of the year, surely no one out this early would think twice about their dishevelment. 
Laios still hadn’t moved. Kabru went over and tried to pull him bodily upwards, succeeding only in getting Laios to sit up on the mattress. When he did, Laios’ hands gripped tightly at his head.
“Oww, my head is killing me,” he complained. 
‘ I knew I shouldn’t have let him… ‘ “We’ll get you some water soon, but we have to get back first,” Kabru soothed. 
Forcing Laios into his clothes, Kabru was met with the unfortunate reality of Laios’ loose collar. The shirt was comfortable and made for summer. Which meant that even laced tightly as it could go, the neckline still drooped low over Laios’ chest. Which meant that the marks on his neck were in plain view, and the others farther down weren’t hidden much either. 
“Dammit, why do you bruise so easily?” Kabru muttered to himself. 
Apparently Laios heard him, “Hm? Did you say something?”
“No, just—c’mon put your mask back on and we can leave.”
Once he did, Kabru guided them gingerly out of the tavern and into the obnoxiously bright morning sun. They groaned in unison at the light, though Laios louder than Kabru. It was slower going than Kabru would’ve liked, but they made it through the mostly empty city streets without incident. The only thing left was—
“Shit! The castle. How are we going to get into the castle like this without raising suspicion,” Kabru asked, rhetorical.
 Kabru glanced around frantically, trying to think of any way forward. When he spotted the stables outside the main castle wall, he hit on an idea.
“Let’s go this way,” Kabru said, “We’ll get you a riding hood from the stable and pretend all we did last night was drink a bit too much.”
Laios didn’t respond but he didn’t protest either, so Kabru carried on with his plan. They stowed their masks with the horse feed and pocketed their pendants. Kabru fitted one of the larger riding hoods over Laios’ shoulders, which served the dual purposes of covering his neck and blocking some of the sun from his eyes. 
Next Kabru fixed his own clothes as well as possible. They were rumpled but that didn’t go against the story he was trying to sell, so he let them be. Gathering his confidence, Kabru instructed Laios to follow directly behind, and they walked right in the front entrance of the castle. 
The guards at the door seemed surprised to see him, but one stern look from Kabru saw them moving aside swiftly. Past the main gate Kabru mentally sighed in relief. From there, he guided Laios through blessedly empty back hallways until they reached the king’s quarters at last. Kabru unlocked the door with Laios’ key and deposited the other man onto his bed. 
Kabru whispered, “You can sleep now, we made it.”
Laios threw off the hood and snuggled into his bedding, eyes closed within seconds.
“Ah, wait, your shoes,” Kabru fussed, reaching down to remove Laios’ shoes for the second time in less than 12 hours, “you’ll get your sheets dirty.”
Laios seemed comfortable, but Kabru still went looking for a pitcher and some cool water anyway. It was only once he returned that Kabru was struck by how odd it was for the guards who normally protect the king’s room to be absent. Kabru wasn’t entirely sure what that meant. They didn’t notify the whole court that Laios would be going out to the festival, of course, but the King’s Guard took their jobs seriously. Maybe Marcille said something to them? 
If that was true, then Marcille would know they didn’t return last night. The thought perfused Kabru’s system with fear, but the more he considered it, the more unwarranted he thought the reaction was. Marcille would be primarily concerned with Laios’ safety. Assuming she was the blame for the lack of guards, then the fact she didn’t raise an alarm last night had to mean she trusted Kabru to keep him safe. 
In a way, it could be a good thing to clue her in. A relationship between himself and Laios could never be made public, so having people around to guard their secret was important. Kabru couldn’t see Marcille caring who Laios was with so long as he was happy. 
“Kabru,” Laios’ groggy voice surprised Kabru out of his thoughts, “I can hear you thinking.”
“Sorry, you’re right.” Kabru ran a hand through Laios’ hair, just because he could. “I got you water. Do you want some?”
A big smile spread across Laios’ face as Kabru scratched at his scalp. He reached an uncoordinated hand up and made an impatient sound. 
Kabru coaxed Laios into lifting his head slightly before he would hand him the glass, “Can’t have you get all the way back here just to choke on water.”
Laios gulped down the water. Not quite as quickly as with his little party trick, but enough that Kabru reminded him to pace himself. When he finished the glass Laios said his thanks.
Kabru shifted to get up off the mattress but was stopped by Laios’ hand on his wrist. “Can you stay? Just for a little longer?” Laios asked.
Kabru knew he should get back to his own room. The morning was picking up and the rest of the castle would be awake soon. It would do neither of them any good to have their relationship discovered before they had time to put together a plan. 
Still, Kabru wanted nothing more than to stay. Laios was so warm next to him, and it would be so easy to just lay back down. Their schedules were also completely free today, since the pre-festival crunch was over. Besides, who would possibly disturb the king in his own chambers? Kabru was sliding down before he knew it, cuddled up close with Laios.
The answer to that question, it turned out, was Marcille. Because of course she would. It took her a couple of hours, but eventually Marcille came knocking at Laios’ door. Asking, “Hey! Laios! Are you back yet?”
She didn’t wait for a response before trying the handle, seemingly not expecting to find it unlocked. She stumbled into the room, only just catching her balance before falling to the floor. The commotion woke Kabru instantly, but Laios was slower to respond. 
Immediately starting his escape, Kabru went to help Marcille stand, placing himself between her and the door. “Marcille, are you okay?”
“Yeah, thanks. Wait, Kabru? What are you…” she said, the confusion clear in her voice.
Kabru made thoughtful noises, all the while progressively creeping out toward the hall. It was at that point that Laios sat up. Kabru knew she had seen the marks on Laios’ neck when she turned around to stare at him, wide eyed. Kabru knew he should probably pick up the pace when Marcille started to brandish her staff in his direction. 
When Kabru made the decision to cut and run down the hallway, she followed him. Yelling while she tried to land a hit, “HEY, ISN’T THAT TOO MUCH FUN?!”
Back from inside his room Laios called out, “Marcilleeee, please don’t yell! And let him go! It’s fineee I promise!”
Marcille stopped her pursuit, but Kabru kept his pace until he was back to the safety of his own quarters. Before he turned the corner away from the king’s chambers, Kabru could hear Marcille grumble about needing to go get her makeup and about how Laios couldn’t go to the dining hall like that. He and Laios would need to have a more serious talk about their relationship later, but that was later. For now, Kabru was going to take a nice bath and try to lower his blood pressure. 
It was around lunchtime by the time Kabru was ready to rejoin the world. He resigned himself toward the dining hall; he had things to deal with and it wouldn’t do to see to them on an empty stomach. When he arrived, he saw Laios and Marcille already at the table but not much of anyone else. Kabru only then remembered that most of the castle staff had the next couple of days off in honor of the Half Year Festival. ‘ So that was why the castle was practically empty this morning .’ Save for the King’s Guard, which Kabru was increasingly sure was in fact Marcille’s doing. At least Kabru had good timing.
Laios waved him over, and Kabru made his way to the table. Before Kabru could sit down, Marcille came up to him and started pulling at his cheeks, seemingly trying to look into his mouth. 
“Do you have fangs? Are you secretly a flesh eating monster? Seriously, not even makeup could help him!” she admonished. 
Kabru accepted his punishment and looked more closely at Laios. He was wearing a decorative collar normally saved for public appearances or other ceremonial occasions. It was clearly being employed now for the fact that it covered Laios’ neck from the base of his jaw down onto his sternum. As Laios ate, it looked like the collar hindered his chewing. The briefest image of a dog in a cone flashed across Kabru’s mind. 
“I know, I’m sorry,” Kabru waved both open palms in front of himself apologetically. “Can I still get something to eat?”
Marcille sighed and dropped her hands, “Yeah of course.” They both sat. “I just didn’t expect you of all people to be so careless, Kabru.”
“It wasn’t like I was trying to!” Kabru blustered. “I swear I barely did anything. How was I supposed to know he’d… Anyway, isn't this something that can be fixed with a healing spell?”
“Sure, I  could  just heal him. But I only have so much mana, and using it unnecessarily just cuts into the amount of research I can do! It’s held steady so far, but let me remind you that with the Demon gone there’s no guarantee that the current magical energy will last forever. Besides, why is it  my  job to clean up  your  mess, Kabru?” 
“Guys,” Laios asked, “you know I’m still here right?”
“Sorry…” came Kabru and Marcille’s overlapping voices.
“Both of you are worried, so I get that it’s important. But I really don’t see how it’s such a big deal. Bruises go away on their own, and it’s not like we’re super busy anymore. The festival’s over and most people are on holiday,” Laios said between bites of food.
Marcille looked at Kabru, clearly expecting him to answer. “Well,” Kabru started, “to explain it properly would take some time. Why don’t we talk about it more in your study once we’re done here?”
Laios made a thoughtful noise then sighed, “Of course it would. I kinda expected that. But okay, we can wait until after lunch.”
Kabru filled his plate from the various dishes laid out on the hall table, and the three of them ate in relative silence. Marcille excused herself first and left the dining hall with a look that told Kabru, ‘ you’re on your own now .’
Laios and Kabru finished up their meals not long after. They put their dishes back for cleaning then headed toward the study. Even did so hand in hand once Kabru was confident the halls would stay empty. When the door to the study closed behind them, Kabru sat down on the couch, patting the space beside him for Laios to sit too. 
Kabru drew in a breath and began, “It’s honestly a good thing that we talk about this sooner rather than later.”
“This as in the bruises? Or do you mean something else?” Laios asked. Then added, “Can you help me take this off, by the way? The collar is really uncomfortable.”
“Sure,” Kabru’s eyes softened, “Look over that way and I’ll unclasp it.” It was simple to undo the line of hook and eyes keeping the collar around his neck. Though once Laios’ neck was exposed, Kabru did have to admit that it looked like the other man had been mauled. 
Laios rubbed at his neck, “Is it bad that I like them? They remind me of you.”
Kabru couldn’t help but smile, “No, it’s not a bad thing. Actually a lot of people like marks like that. The problem is that it’s impolite to show them in public. Really it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have left them so high up.”
“Is it impolite because a lot of people are weird about sex?” Laios asked.
Kabru chuckled at Laios’ delivery. “Basically.” He continued, “But the bigger problem is that you’re the king. It’s not good for a king to give off the impression of being a playboy, since it implies he’s more interested in that than running a kingdom.”
“Oh, so it’s not the bruises themselves but the fact that people can see them? That’s way easier to deal with,” Laios responded. “But I still have the feeling that’s not all you meant to talk about.”
“You’re getting too good at reading me,” Kabru looked down somewhere to Laios’ left, “I might have created a monster.”
Laios straightened at the praise but didn’t let Kabru get away with the non answer, “So what do you actually mean to say?”
“What I mean to say is the marks are the smallest part of the problem. I want to be with you,” Kabru met Laios’ eyes, “And now that I know you want to be with me too, I can’t let you go. But we’re going to have to deal with managing a lot of people’s feelings in order to make it work. I’m scared that you won’t find it worth the trouble.”
Kabru hadn’t actually meant to say that last part. Something about the look in Laios’ eyes just made the words pour out. More than he cared for preserving his dignity, Kabru needed his meaning to get through to Laios.
“Kabru, I— what exactly do you mean about other managing people’s feelings? Because that’s something I have to do anyway, and it would have to be way, way worse than that for me to not want to be with you,” Laios’ words were genuine.
It helped Kabru swallow the lump in his throat, “I mean we would always have to hide the fact that we’re together. Many of the nobles have schemes of marrying off one of their children to the king. And with me being your advisor, it looks really bad when people think you only follow my advice because we’re involved. It might not cause problems immediately, but we really can’t afford to have the nobles revolt or the court demand—“ Kabru knew he was rambling again.
“Kabru,” Laios stopped him, “If all we need to do is keep it a secret, I don’t see the problem? People like Marcille and my sister would understand, so it’s not like we couldn’t tell anyone ever. Besides, I don’t really care if random people from the court know or not. If they’re going to have annoying feelings about it, keeping it a secret sounds better to me anyway.” 
Kabru felt like he could cry. Was it really that easy? 
“And before you say anything else to try to justify your fear,” Laios continued, “I want to remind you that you’re not immune to it either. You say other people rely on their feelings too much, but here you are. You’re letting how scared you are of the way people  might  react basically make the decision for me. I don’t like that.”
Kabru did feel a tear drip from his right eye then. It was just the one, but Kabru let his head fall until his forehead rested on Laios’ chest to hide it anyway. Laios wrapped his arms around Kabru’s back and held him there. 
“I’m sorry,” Kabru laughed, because if he didn’t he would cry. “You’re absolutely right. Not everything has to be as complicated as it seems in my head. If there are problems we’ll deal with them. If there’s none, then there’s no reason to worry.”
Laios hugged him tighter, “I’m glad you said that. I really don’t want to lose you.”
Overwhelmed with emotion, Kabru lifted his head and captured Laios in a kiss. He snaked his hands out of the other man’s embrace and gripped at Laios’ hair to kiss him deeper. Laios responded by pulling Kabru closer to his body. Kabru withdrew before it could get too heated, but Laios looked disappointed.
“Oh?” Kabru flirted, “Were you wanting something else?”
Laios blushed and stammered, eventually landing on, “W-Well it’s just you said. Last night, about needing preparation? Are we prepared now?”
Kabru cupped his jaw and brushed a thumb over Laios’ cheek. His eagerness was infectious, and Kabru  really  wanted to indulge him. To take Laios apart right here on the sofa, to ravage him so thoroughly that he wouldn’t be able to do anything in this room without thinking of Kabru. Unfortunately, it didn’t work like that. Kabru had to be patient or neither of them would get what they actually wanted. 
“Not quite,” Kabru could see Laios’ face fall as he started, “but we could be tonight.” 
Immediately hopeful, Laios asked, “What do we have to do?”
Kabru hummed, picking his words, “Well, it’s more something you would need to do. We don’t have the same parts as a woman, so hygiene is important.” He emphasized, “I need you to be clean for me, inside and out. Do you know how to do that?”
Laios turned red when he understood Kabru’s meaning. “I think so? But even if what I think right now is wrong, I definitely know how to find out.”
“Wait,” it was Kabru’s turn to be confused, “You know how to find out? What do you mean?”
“Yeah,” Laios responded, “I spent so long in the library looking for books on monsters that I found a bunch of unexpected ones hidden away.”
Kabru’s dumbstruck expression must have been funny, because Laios started to chuckle. Recovering, Kabru said, “Then I’ll leave it to you.” 
Kabru leaned in next to Laios’ ear and added, “I’ll come to your chambers once the sun sets. Be ready for me then, won’t you?”
The resulting shiver that ran through Laios told Kabru everything he needed to know. 
Moving back, Kabru lamented, “I hate to leave you now, but until tonight I really should get some work done.”
“What? Whyy?” Laios protested, “It’s a holiday, why do you need to work?”
“Because, unfortunately, leaving a kingdom trapped in a closed system for a millennium is quite effective at destroying any census taking infrastructure. With the influx of new people and the fact that Thistle’s original inhabitants can die now, we really need to get a proper census up and running,” Kabru explained. “I was behind on it even before the spring harvest season,” he looked tired just talking about it.
Laios let Kabru go, “Fine,” he sighed. “But if you don’t stop by sundown I’ll come looking for you myself.”
“Is that a threat or a promise, Your Majesty?” Kabru teased. 
“Stop doing that after you said you have to go,” Laios practically pushed Kabru off the couch. 
“I’m sure I have no idea what you—“
“Just go!” Laios playfully shoved him out the door, “Before I change my mind.”
Kabru laughed as the door shut in his face. He had been so worried ever since he woke up that this new development would change things for the worse. That Kabru would have one night of perfect ecstasy then pay for it with the rest of his days. But it was so easy, the sync he and Laios fell into. Laios had been right, Kabru couldn’t let his fears make their decisions for them. He would enjoy what they had while they had it, the rest of it be damned.
Though one thing he wouldn’t enjoy was the census work. Kabru hadn’t been lying about needing to get to it, but the thought of starting wilted him. He resolved to do what he could, if that ended up not being much then so be it. It was a holiday weekend after all.
Kabru counted down the hours in his office, never fully focused on the printed names in front of him. The endeavor was doomed from the start, what with everything he had promised to do to Laios later. It was hard enough to keep his mind out of the gutter, let alone harness it for productive thought. 
Regardless, the time did pass. Kabru had kept the curtains by the window completely open, so that once the sun started to set he would know right away. If he left closer to the start of sunset than the end, then it was simply because his trick had done its job. It also gave Kabru just enough time to freshen up some before heading to Laios’ quarters. 
Once he was ready, Kabru slipped a necessary bottle into his pocket and made his way through the castle halls. Turning the corner to the king’s chambers, Kabru noticed that guards had returned. It was frustrating how important Laios was. Fortunately, Kabru was important too.
“Evening, gentlemen,” Kabru stated cordially, “I have good news for you. You both are relieved of your duties until morning.”
Both guards looked puzzled, but neither wanted to question the Royal Advisor. 
“If you must know, the king has requested discussion on a very important matter. While we both trust you greatly, it could place anyone who overhears in danger. We would like to prevent that fate from befalling you,” Kabru elaborated, friendly in a way that left no room for argument. 
The guards looked at each other then back at Kabru. Apparently not opposed to an unexpected break, they saluted and walked off. Laios must’ve been listening behind the door, because once the sound of boot steps tapered off, he opened the door without Kabru needing to knock.
Getting a chance to tease Kabru for once, Laios greeted, “Discussion, huh? Is that what they call it now?”
Making sure the door was properly closed and locked, Kabru didn’t dignify Laios’ joke with a response. Instead, he turned and scruffed Laios by the hair on the back of his neck, pulling him down into a kiss. Laios melted into it right away, already pawing at Kabru's shirt.
In his own room, Laios had certainly discarded his collar long ago, and that gave Kabru the freedom to trail kisses over the route he had marked last night. Maybe he should’ve been, but Kabru wasn’t that careful going over the bruises. Laios would have to wear the collar for at least the next week anyway, better to get the full benefit from it.
Breathing in deeply at the crook of Laios’ neck, Kabru rumbled, “You smell good.”
Laios didn’t respond with words. He responded with a needy sound and insistent steps toward the bed. Kabru followed him, disinclined to make either of them wait any longer. Laios went easily when Kabru pushed him down on the mattress. Kabru crawled on top of him, straddling the other man. As they made out, Laios clawed more insistently at Kabru’s shirt. 
Kabru obliged him, but not before stripping Laios to the waist as well. It revealed the rest of Kabru’s handiwork from the night before, skin marred red and purple by his teeth with only Laios’ rosy pink nipples standing out among the carnage. Kabru didn’t know if they were a particularly sensitive spot for Laios, but he couldn’t stop himself from mouthing over one anyway, rolling it with his tongue. 
He must’ve been sensitive enough, going by the pitchy “ Kabru ” Laios let out, so Kabru continued to do as he pleased. He kissed a path over to the other side, bringing his hand up to toy with the nipple he just left, letting his saliva slick the way. Laios shifted and bucked under Kabru, grinding their hips together. 
Kabru moaned. Partly due to the pressure on his half hard dick, but more so because he could feel Laios was already fully hard. “You really are something special,“ Kabru whispered into his skin, “Do you want me that bad?”
“Yes, of course!” Laios almost seemed offended, “This is the only thing I could think of for hours, and you’re the one who made me wait!”
Kabru knew Laios wasn’t saying that just to turn him on, but the honesty of those words was devastatingly effective regardless. “You’re right, you’re right. Won’t you let me make it up to you?” Kabru feigned remorse, tugging at the waistband of Laios’ pants.
Laios practically pulled them off himself, contorting rather impressively to do so without moving from under Kabru. It left him bare, laid out like a feast on much more luxurious sheets than last time. Kabru wasted no time moving down the plane of Laios’ body, removing the lubricant from his pocket and placing it within arm’s reach on the bed. 
He would start Laios off slowly. Penetration for the first time can be uncomfortable, and Kabru wanted it to feel as good as possible for him. To that end, Kabru brought his mouth to Laios’ cock, flushed so deeply it was almost red. Kabru was in better control of his faculties this time, mind free from the muddling effects of alcohol and uncertainty. It allowed him to show off the full scope of his prowess, finding the places that made Laios gasp with his tongue. 
Kabru could control his gag reflex with increased success too. He opened his mouth wide and took Laios’ cock into his throat. It still wasn’t quite enough to fit all of it, Kabru was equal parts excited and disappointed to learn. But the action caused Laios to arch so severely that his shoulders barely touched the mattress. The concomitant sound Laios released was quieter than Kabru expected given his physical reaction. Looking up, Kabru saw that was because Laios had both palms clamped over his mouth. Was he still trying to follow Kabru’s rule from last night?  Adorable .
Laios was being so good that Kabru just had to reward him. He cupped a hand under Laios’ balls, massaging gently, and bobbed his head faster on Laios’ dick. Laios twisted and struggled so violently against the onslaught of pleasure that it was difficult for Kabru to keep a rhythm. Kabru endured it, if only for the brain-breakingly hot little whimpers Laios seemed unaware he was letting out. Feeling wicked, Kabru trailed his other hand lower, pressing up from the outside roughly where he remembered Laios liking before. 
His memory must have been accurate, since Laios made a sound like he’d been wounded and yanked at Kabru’s hair in alarm. “Wait, if— unhhh, ah—  you keep goin  mmm  I’ll, I’ll…”
“You’ll what?” Kabru paused to ask. “You’ll come for me? That’s no problem. I’ll just make you come again.”
The look of stunned disbelief on Laios’ face was so delicious that Kabru couldn’t wait to return to his task. It challenged his motor capacity, moving his head and both hands in different patterns, but it was worth it. If only for the glimpse Kabru got of Laios’ face slack with euphoria, before the other man’s hand shot up to muffle his cries and obscured Kabru’s view. 
It encouraged Kabru to tighten the ring of his lips, to suck harder at Laios’ cock. Scarcely a minute passed before Laios could hold on no longer and came down Kabru’s throat. Kabru worked him through it tenderly, letting Laios go all soft and squirmy before pulling away.
Kabru used the lull to kick off his pants and get a hand around himself before he went insane. It was impossible to contain the low, rumbling noise that left Kabru’s chest at the feeling combined with the sight in front of him. Laios was panting flat on his back. The pink of his blush only made Kabru’s territorial claims stand out more starkly against his skin. His expression was so relaxed that Laios nearly looked fucked stupid.
However, Kabru could only enjoy the picture he made for a short while before Laios picked up his head and asked for more. “You’re gonna still do what you said right?”
It lit Kabru’s blood aflame, how badly Laios needed him. Kabru rejoined Laios on the bed, urging Laios’ legs apart so he could sit between them. 
“Are you ready?” Kabru asked, grabbing a thick pillow from next to Laios’ headboard and guiding it under the other man’s hips. 
“Yes, yes, c’monn. I promise I would tell you if I wasn’t, so just…” 
Shushing him, Kabru said, “This will be the first time you’ve done it this way right? Going too fast here can hurt you, and that would make me feel really bad.”
Laios didn’t look enthused by the response but he didn’t complain either. Wanting to soothe him, Kabru joined their lips in another kiss. Once Kabru felt Laios go loose-limbed again, he moved back between the other man’s legs. He kneaded along the muscles in Laios’s thighs. Trailing his hands up over Laios’ hips and down along where his adductor magnus would be, Kabru positioned Laios to his liking. 
Withdrawing briefly to slick his fingers, Kabru slipped his hand down to circle carefully over Laios’ hole. Laios’ hummed and flinched slightly at the sensation but made no indication that he wanted to stop. Kabru paused to add a little more lube, then tested the furled muscle’s give with a single finger. 
To his surprise, Kabru could get to the first knuckle with relatively little resistance. A quick look at Laios’ expectant face was all the reassurance Kabru needed to push deeper. He got to the second knuckle before the clenching of Laios’ inner muscles stopped his descent.
“You still okay? I can stop or slow down if you like,” Kabru fussed.
Kabru could feel Laios relax from the inside as he spoke, “No keep going. The feeling just caught me off guard. It’s not bad, I’m just not used to it.”
Kabru nodded his understanding but went to add just a bit more lube anyway. Better safe than sorry. And it did help, Kabru thought, letting him fit the first finger completely inside. He moved it gently, watching Laios’ face for any reaction. Kabru could see Laios’ breath start to pick up, and he drew his eyebrows together slightly when Kabru pushed in a particular direction. Not the strongest indication, but Kabru figured that he wouldn’t be able to reach Laios’ sweet spot with a single finger anyway.
Though it did give Kabru enough confidence to tease in a second. Laios released a punched out “ Oh ” when the second finger slipped in beside the first. He started to wiggle his hips, so Kabru let him get comfortable as he pleased. The serpentine roll of Laios’ body back onto his fingers was unexpected, and Kabru felt his mouth go dry.
Kabru figured enough time had passed and wrapped his free left hand around Laios’ cock. The other man was still mostly soft, but he shivered and moaned regardless. It was fascinating to Kabru, how he could now feel as well as see the contraction of Laios’ muscles when the other man moved. 
The additional stimulation must have made Laios restless. He reached down to Kabru’s right wrist and pulled it in closer to his body. Kabru swallowed a groan at the action; he had to move this along before Laios melted his brain entirely. Pressing both fingers in deeper, Kabru sought out the angle Laios seemed to like before.
Laios kept up his tiny rolling motions non stop, pleased sounds starting to drip from his mouth. Kabru could feel Laios getting harder in his hand. He took the opportunity to press more forcefully into Laios’ inner walls, making sure the other man was nice and stretched. Laios kicked his legs out straight on either side of Kabru, arching his back and shuddering head to toe.
“Does this,  mmm hah  , really hurt for some people?  Hhhnn ah mmm , you can do more. You can do more!” Laios whined, nearly begging.
It was Kabru’s turn to shiver. He wanted to give into Laios so badly. To throw caution to the wind and fuck inside him right then. To take him hard and fast until Laios screamed so loudly that the rest of the castle could hear. To ravish him so completely that he would have to limp to his meetings. That way there would be no mistake of just who Laios belonged to.
But Kabru was a reasonable man, and instead of succumbing to his whims, he fit a third finger into Laios. All the while repeating a mantra of ‘ just wait a little more, just wait, just wait .’ Laios’ reaction was instant, clenching and unclenching his inner muscles rhythmically as he squirmed around Kabru’s hand. Kabru could feel himself panting, almost drooling, as he repeatedly thrust his fingers in as far as they would go.
Laios had returned one hand to his mouth, muffling the pleasured noises that spilled constantly from his lips. In Kabru’s left hand his dick twitched, fully hard. 
At last Kabru could stand it no more and withdrew his fingers. Before Laios had time to complain, Kabru told him, “Come get on top of me. It’ll be easier for you to control the pace that way.”
Pushing the pillow out of the way, Kabru settled on his back, head propped up next to the headboard. He grabbed the lube to slick his cock and let Laios straddle his hips. It reminded Kabru just how powerful Laios’ build was. His broad back and shoulders blocked much of the room’s light as he caged Kabru between his arms. Kabru felt dizzy, having someone so great in stature and status here, poised over his dick.
Kabru held Laios by the hips to guide him, helping the other man sink down. It took some finesse to get it inside at first, but both men moaned as Laios took the rest at inadvisable speed. Kabru no longer had it in him to caution Laios, not with how Laios’ body twitched and gripped at him. Not with all the beautiful faces Laios made as he took cock for the first time.
Laios was expectedly unsteady in his rhythm, but Kabru retained the presence of mind not to thrust up and take over the pace for him. Instead, Kabru steadied him with hands on his hips. Kabru probably held on too tightly, though Laios didn’t complain. And, at least in his own head, Kabru could admit he wanted to see if he could make out the shape of his fingers on Laios’ skin later. 
After a few minutes of experimental rocking, Laios appeared to find something semi-satisfying. Kabru could see the shadows of ecstasy ripple over his features whenever he hit a good angle, but the pace was so slow that Kabru feared for his sanity. It felt like cruelty, that Kabru could have Laios this close, could have him shaking and moaning and looking like  that  on his cock, but remain utterly unable to fuck him properly. 
“I’m gonna— ngh— try something, okay?” Kabru said before his body took away the chance to warn Laios.
But Laios didn’t seem to care. He barely made acknowledgment of the words at all as Kabru shifted to plant his feet on the mattress. Laios did, however, react very strongly when Kabru pushed his hips up and  in  on the downstroke, filling the other man as deeply as he could. Immediately he demanded for Kabru to do it again. And again, and again until Kabru decided to do away with the farce entirely.
Even though Laios was bigger than him, it was easy enough for Kabru to slip out and roll the other man over. Laios was an unsuspecting target and Kabru what quite adept as manipulating the human body. It put Laios on his back, and Kabru hastily repositioned himself between Laios’ legs. Kabru sank back inside slowly, deliberately, feeling just the slightest bit spiteful. 
That feeling didn’t last long though. At the first sweet cry from Laios, Kabru felt any negativity dissolve from him. Too enraptured by the way he could make Laios writhe with each thrust to hold anything except the vision of the other man in his head. The angle was a bit different from this position, but Kabru had a good idea of where to aim. He avoided Laios’ sweet spot directly, willing to endure his own teasing so long as he could force Laios to do the same. 
Still, Kabru’s rhythm was hurried, driving into Laios over and over as the other man clung to him. The whole time Laios wailed, seeming to have given up completely on keeping his voice down. Kabru was immensely grateful he had sent the guards away before they started, but Laios may be pushing their luck a bit too much. 
“Laios, you still,  hah  , still need to keep your voice down here,” Kabru warned, though it came across as more of a plea with his breathlessness, “You’ll be good for me again and stay quiet, right? You’ll be a  good boy ?”
Kabru had seen Laios’ reaction to the words before, but it was so,  so  much better to be able to feel it too. Laios had clamped down like a vise around him, constricting almost to the point of pain before relaxing and milking Kabru’s cock with the aftershocks. And Laios was being a good boy. He had bitten his lip bloody in an attempt to follow Kabru’s request. 
It was enough for Kabru to show mercy. Placing his left hand over Laios’ mouth and his right on Laios’ dick, Kabru continued in earnest. He fucked hard into Laios, aiming directly at the best spot. Kabru moved his hand in time with his thrusts, ducking his head to leave more selfish marks across Laios’ chest. 
The cumulative effect was spectacular. Laios oscillated helplessly between holding tighter to Kabru and trying to get away. His hips twitched, his arms flailed, his back arched, and Kabru could feel the vibrations of Laios’ moans under his palm. 
“You’re beautiful, you’re beautiful, you’re beautiful,” Kabru chanted, eyes locked on Laios’. 
When Laios came again, it looked like he did so with his whole body. No part of him was still: head thrown back, legs twisting around Kabru, hands locked in a death grip on the pillows by his head, and hips shuddering in abortive little thrusts for the duration of his release. 
Kabru slowed to ease him through it. Though Kabru had to remove his hand from Laios’ dick and bite down hard on the meat of his palm to stop the continued pulsing of Laios’ inner muscles from sending him over the edge as well. Once Laios seemed more lucid, Kabru attempted to pull out but was met with solid legs trapping him around the waist. 
“You can keep going,” Laios panted against Kabru’s palm, “I want it inside.”
Kabru couldn’t have argued with that request even if he wanted to. His hips were moving again before his brain had registered the impulse, fucking fast back into Laios’ body. Kabru couldn’t help but let out sounds of his own at the searing bliss around his cock. If that was hypocritical of him, he didn’t care.
Everything about Laios was just too good to be true. After spending so long watching the man from afar, diligently supporting him as a friend with no hope of anything more, Kabru could hardly reconcile the past with the present moment. The fact that he was here, buried deep as he could go in Laios, forcing such sweet delirium into the other man’s expression, still felt unreal. Like the Winged Lion had gotten its wish and transported Kabru to a realm of infinite euphoria. 
Even now, thoroughly sated and roughly used, Laios sang for him. Kabru was so dizzy with desire and lack of blood flow to his head that he swore he fainted momentarily when he came. He didn’t have to be present in his mind when it happened to know that he might have given Laios a bit more than he asked for. Kabru could feel the excess of his completion drip out of Laios as his body shivered.
Kabru let himself slump forward to rest on Laios’ chest, not bothering to pull out yet. He didn’t know how much time passed after he closed his eyes, but when he opened them, Laios had found something to be unhappy about.
“What’s that face for?” Kabru asked, failing to suppress a yawn.
“What? Oh, um, nothing. It’s my own fault,” Laios replied unhelpfully.
Kabru’s expectant gaze pushed the rest of the thought out of Laios, “It’s just that when you, uh inside me, I thought it would feel warmer when you did, for some reason? I don’t know why. It makes sense when I think about it; most mammals carry the testes below the pelvic cavity because average internal body temperature is high enough to destabilize sperm during storage. But it’s still a little disappointing, I couldn’t really feel it at all.”
In any other situation, Kabru would smack him. As it were, all Kabru could do was laugh. Laios was equal parts ridiculous and sexy when it came to expressing his desires. Of course he would articulate wanting Kabru to fill him up to the point he burns with it in terms of the evolutionary viability of the action. And Kabru wasn’t too proud to admit it would have worked as dirty talk, had he not been so recently and spectacularly sated. Something about leaving a mark like that inside the other man, about the fact that Laios wanted it enough to both fantasize about it beforehand and be this upset that he couldn’t have it did something to Kabru’s head. 
So, unable to rekindle his passion so quickly after a release, Kabru laughed fondly and tucked the idea away. He laughed so hard, in fact, that the shaking of his body dislodged him from Laios, and Kabru fell over to Laios’ side, still trying to catch his breath. It inspired genuine laughter from Laios as well. 
Once Kabru composed himself he said, “We should clean up, but I really don’t want to move right now.”
“Could we not just… leave it?” Laios asked.
Kabru wrinkled his nose, “As nice as that would be, you’d regret it in the morning.” Then hesitantly, “I should go back to my own room too. The guards will be back at some point and can’t see me leaving in the morning.” 
Laios had an arm caging Kabru to his chest before the other man’s head had time to spin. “No,” he said simply.
“No?” Kabru struggled futilely in Laios’ hold, “What d’you mean no? We agreed before to keep us a secret from people who don’t need to know.”
“I mean no,” Laios was firm. “You’re my partner and I want you here. I’m the king right? I have to run a whole country, surely I’m allowed this much.” 
“But…”
“If you’re so concerned then I’ll just leave the room first. The guards are only there so no one attacks me in my sleep or anything. Once I wake up they go somewhere else. You can go back without them seeing if you wait.”
Kabru couldn’t actually argue with that logic. Maybe a day of sleeping in would do him some good. Kabru must have really spread himself thin if he couldn’t see such an obvious workaround.
“That’s a good idea,” Kabru smiled and relaxed into Laios’ hold. “Your bed is more comfortable than mine anyway.”
Laios smiled too, the picture of contentment.
The pair fell asleep not long after. Kabru had intended to just rest his eyes for a moment before making sure they cleaned up, but that strategy rarely worked for anyone. In the morning they were both regretfully crusty. Though as the soft light filtering in from the curtains silhouetted Laios in gold, Kabru had a hard time feeling anything other than happiness.




Notes:


and that's the end of this one! i dooooo have some ideas for a sequel kicking around in my head, so if that's something ya wanna read lmk <3
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