When Manic woke up again, he did so with a low groan, throwing an arm over his eyes. He really didn’t want to get out of bed today… he was still so tired, still so drained… still so ashamed. He couldn’t fucking believe he ruined their karaoke date night like that! All because some stupid fucking noise in the kitchen gave him some sort of memory whiplash.

“Fuck, what is wrong with me?!” he whined, resisting the urge to curl into a ball. He’d never done that before, literally ever… And he just had to do it in front of Eggman like that… The way the doc actually was concerned for him, having to do… whatever he did, that snapped him out of it. He could barely even remember that now. He just knew that it really fucking killed the mood, as people kept looking over at him until Eggman took him outside. The only good note about it was that Eggman didn’t seem bothered when he hugged him before they parted ways. But how could he return to face him after that?! He probably looked so fucking pathetic… Maybe today was just going to be a day to stay in. Even though the weather was nice, he couldn’t bear the thought of seeing the human today.

After taking a much longer shower than normal and slowly trudging his way to the cafeteria without anything on, he was first met by the concerned face of his assistant. But rather than bombard him with questions, he was surprisingly just led to sit at a window table like normal, and the old dog just placed his order. It was… strangely peaceful, but he could tell there were silent questions lingering in those eyes…

“Eurish Toast, please,” he finally muttered to the server, who nodded and took their menus, letting them bask in silence. He looked out the window, trying to avoid the gaze of his assistant, trying to quell his own feelings. He felt so disgusted with himself, the way he just… lost his composure. He didn’t know what he did exactly, but he knew how he felt. It was hard to see, his ears were ringing… he’d barely heard anything Eggman said for an ungodly amount of time. The memory of the SWATBots was still fresh in his mind, their metallic footfalls making him shudder in place. But now he just felt… weak. His teachers were right, he really couldn’t do his job right at all!

A hand suddenly squeezed his, and he pulled away from the window to scowl.

“Did Eggman do something to you, Manic…?” The question was enough to snap him out of his own self-loathing, and he sputtered before rapidly shaking his head.

“What?! Fuck no!” he waved his hands, before blushing as he realized he squeaked that out a little too loud. He sighed, pressing his free hand to his head before rubbing his temples. “Eggman actually helped me… it was me tha’ was th’ problem…” He slowly recounted the situation, how they’d done their little q-and-a session, before he was taken to the karaoke bar, doing his own performance—he didn’t even leave out the fact it was stage night and how he got into the frilly pink idol outfit. And then the thing that ruined it…

“I-I don’t even remember what all happened… there was ‘is loud noise, like som’m blew up in th’ back… An’ ‘en… I had some sorta… flashback attack. I started hearin’ SWATBots marchin’… An’ I was hallucinatin’. I think it was from a concert we had…” He didn’t want to remember it in detail anymore, not like he did yesterday. “But then I could hear Eggman’s voice, it was real quiet. An’… he somehow got me out of it.” He sighed. “My ears were ringin’ like a motherfucker, I couldn’t even see shit clearly fer a few minutes…”

The sound of the plates being brought to the table was a welcome distraction, as he slowly started to cut into the fluffy bread layered with fruit.

“...I completely ruined th’ damn outing. Eggman wanted t’ take me somewhere nice, an’ I just had t’ do… tha’.” He winced. “I’m so fuckin’ weak, man… I can’t even chill out wi’ a nice guy wi’out fuckin’ it up somehow.”

He forced away a sob, but to his shock, the assistant only started to rub a small circle on his hand. He chanced a look up, and he only saw… understanding? That couldn’t be right…

“I’m glad Eggman helped you break out of it. I’ve heard flashbacks are… not fun,” the assistant sighed. “I’m glad you’re okay. And I’m sure he is worried for you, not mad at you.”

Manic only silently chewed, looking away. He didn’t want to talk about it anymore… At least the dog understood, and let him eat in peace. At least breakfast itself couldn’t be ruined. The food was amazing, as it always was, and at least having a full belly did perk his mood up some… But he couldn’t go out there. Not right now. Not like this. Instead he returned to the penthouse suite, heading for his window table. He needed something to occupy his mind, and he had been ignoring his puzzle tower for a few days…

He sat down and flipped open his notebook, remembering where he left off, and decided to get to work. With the top piece taken off, the fact some metal piece was still sticking out of the bottom had to indicate it was a key of some kind… So that meant he needed to find a similar shaped hole somewhere on the bottom. So for now, the top piece was set aside. Maybe he could find some sort of pattern or anomaly on the bottom half… So far all he’d done was that he could move a couple of the little gears at the bottom back and forth. But they never snapped into any configuration… So he started looking for hidden panels that could be removed.

“Dammit, nothin’ wants t’ budge this time… ‘cept fer those stupid levers at th’ bottom tha’ don’t do shit.” There were ten strange hinge levers that could be rotated around but they never did anything so far. He knew they’d play a part eventually, but for now, they just rocked back and forth. Surely there was something for them to latch onto after he uncovered something… Tapping the outside didn’t reveal any strange hollow sections that he hadn’t detected already.

With a grunt, he took his notebook and started flipping through it. Surely something he did before would work now? Trying to twist things that looked like knobs didn’t provide any movement yet. Some could spin but they didn’t seem to do anything else. Once more proving there was probably something else he had to get into place. It was nice to have more time to work on it, though, as compared to usual. Still, he didn’t want to try and solve it completely, at least not yet. There was something comforting about just messing with it for a time.

After about half an hour of play, he decided to set it aside and grab a brain teaser book he’d copped. It had everything: sudoku, grid riddles, object searching… things he loved when he wanted to give his brain a workout more than his hands. Without even batting an eye, he flipped right to the expert level puzzles and started on the sudoku. It was a fun one that even had a diagonal rule, adding extra challenge. Before long, he was sinking into his chair, mouthing the pencil as he scribbled some possible numbers in, getting in deep.

Before long, he’d been through two puzzles and was already on a third, when he was pleasantly interrupted. The sound of knocking interrupted his mulling over the possible number combos, and he set the pencil down with a sigh and a roll of the shoulders. It was probably just room service doing their usual sweep. “Comin’.” At the least, he could hand them the band shirt and stuff Eggman got him yesterday… Though when he opened the door, it wasn’t some sapient or human worker, but a very familiar long pair of legs and rotund belly.

“I had a feeling you’d be staying in today,” Eggman’s matter-of-fact tone caused his brain to crash. This… what the hell was he doing?! To say he was shocked that Eggman came to visit him was an understatement. He always met Eggman either out by the dry cleaners or near the outlook! He never expected him to come his way… But here he was, standing at his door… His mouth must have been working like a fish, as Eggman simply chuckled and brushed at his hair. “Well, I see you’re not flinching today.” The way that remark was tossed so fucking casually… He actually shook his head in disbelief.

“Maybe because I’m tryna figure out why th’ hell yer here?” he gestured wildly with his arms. Eggman rose a brow, and Manic forced himself to swallow the bitter sensation in his throat. “I… I thought fer sure ya were embarrassed ‘bout yesterday! I just completely killed th’ mood…” His eyes drifted to the floor, his fists clenched. He hadn’t even thought about the fact he wasn’t dressed up, not even wearing his new fingerless gloves or the band shirt from last night. “I saw th’ way everyone was lookin’ at me. Th’ way ya were lookin’ at me… No one was havin’ fun anymore. I fucked up…”

“Manic, you had a gods damned PTSD reaction!” Eggman snapped, and Manic felt his breath catch. “You did nothing wrong,” his voice lowered into that softer tone again. “Come, sit. I think I know what I want to talk about today.”

Slowly, Manic made his way to the chair, sitting across from his companion. For some reason he could feel Eggman’s gaze was a lot more… intense today… But as much as he was nervous, he felt… it was almost as if Eggman was doing this for him rather than his own curiosity. After a moment of silence, he finally got his first question.

“Why do you think you ‘fuck up’ every time you do something the slightest bit normal?”

As if that was a hard question, if anything Manic was annoyed that was what was brought up! “Because I’m not normal, duh? I’m a prince, doc! I’m s’posed t’ be calm n’ composed! No other noble’s gonna respect a fuckin’ crybaby! I’m s’posed t’ watch my words, t’ speak what’s important, t’ rationalize everythin’, t’ be the one t’ stand up fer my people, t’ have th’ knowledge o’ our neighbors t’ help them wi’ their problems! I’m not s’posed t’ be th’ one needin’ help! I’m s’posed t’ be th’ king one day!” He punched the arm of the chair, punctuating the last words. “An’ I fail, every, single, gods, damned, time! Why d’ ya think I’m still in remediation?!” Chaos, dammit, how was the doc gonna get it?! 

Even if all this stuff he did was somehow normal, he had to be better than normal! He had expectations to live up to… His teachers, gods they had to drill it into him so many times, but it wasn’t any easier. He was always the one behind, even if he was, by technicality, supposed to rule the next position. Which made no sense, since Sonia had the smarts and could easily be the next Queen just like their mom… Gods, how was his mom not fed up with him? It was almost like she didn’t care what the tutors thought, or just determined that he’d get it in time… 

Agh, thinking about it all, he wasn’t even aware of what he was saying now. He could tell something was up, with the way Eggman was staring at him, but all he knew was that he was getting a fucking headache! The light hurt, his own breathing was being a nuisance. He was so annoyed! He just wanted to sleep, just start over tomorrow--

“Manic!” a gentle nudge caused him to gasp, and he blinked up at Eggman, who was now suddenly kneeling in front of him. “Hey, easy. You’re getting overstimulated. Here.” Something was pushed into his hand, and he had to pause as he realized it was some sort of bubbly sphere. The fuck was he supposed to do with this…? He looked in confusion before pressing his thumb onto a bump, watching it go down with a pop. It was like bubble wrap, but in a toy ball form…? Did they really make such things? He turned the toy in his hand, pressing more, before his other hand finally let go of the arm of the chair. Gods, had he been squeezing that hard?

“...What… what th’ hell…?” Just what was going on here…?


“Get a moment to calm down, I’ll explain.” Eggman’s voice was so warm again, as if somehow… understanding. Well, if he was offering an explanation…

“I… guess tha’ counts as m’ question, huh?” he managed after a moment, causing Eggman to chuckle quietly. He continued to fiddle with the odd toy for a while, not even realizing he’d almost hyperventilated, until he realized how much tension was leaving his body, especially his chest. But now he could actually look at Eggman, and he gave a slow nod to continue.

“You were experiencing something known as overstimulation. Manic, your brain is prone to absorbing a lot of information much faster than most people. Even information that may not seem relevant to the situation.” That was… an odd way to put it. “Unfortunately, this comes with a drawback of creating extra sensitivity to other sensations. Light, sound, texture, runaway thoughts, all of these can be amplified, especially under duress, and can lead to mental paralysis.”

“Mental… paralysis…?” Why did that sound familiar?

“Think of it like a computer, Manic. When you download a heavier file, the computer has to run harder, and as a result, the fan inside spins faster to reduce heat. If the fan isn’t working properly, the computer overheats and shuts down.” Well, that was an easy enough analogy to follow… “Some people need to do that too, Manic. They need to do something physical to take the edge off of their brain processing information, or they effectively aren’t able to think at all. You messing with that ball is essentially ‘running your fan.’” 

The explanation left Manic floored. His… his brain did that…? He was just… taking in too much information, and his body was after some sort of outlet…? “M’ drummin’ habit… Yer tellin’ me messin’ wi’ m’ sticks was like… keepin’ m’ brain cool?! All ‘ese years m’ tutors tellin’ me t’ knock it off cuz it wasn’t proper behavior… They were actually hurtin’ me…?” Manic actually felt… sick. Enough to actually place a hand on his stomach, while he messed with the ball one-handed. Were his teachers just plain idiots or what?!

“They… what?” The pause was enough to get his attention, and he almost flinched at the scowl on Eggman’s face.

“Th-they told me t’ leave m’ sticks in m’ room, an’ always harped at me when I got fidgety. Said I had t’ control m’self fer that ‘calm n’ composed’ aspect…” he sighed. “Issat why I always felt like I was losin’ focus…? Cuz I couldn’t run m’ fan…?” 

“...What sort of…” Eggman’s voice was actually tinged with anger. How on earth could teachers dedicated to teaching a future ruler drop the ball so hard? “Are you telling me they didn’t think about your conditions?”

“My conditions?” Manic tilted his head. “Sorry, I don’t mean t’ answer yer questions wi’ questions. It’s jus’—I ‘unno what tha’ even means, Eggman.” He stared, watching as Eggman actually started taking deeper breaths. Something was working him up, and for the life of him he couldn’t understand why. Was he missing something?

“Manic, please tell me. When you took back your castle, and everything was fixed up… were you ever sat down with a person to test how you performed in an academic setting before actually taking real ones? Did you talk to anyone who asked you specific questions about stressful events and your behaviors about and around them? Did you ever see a document diagnosing you with anything at all?”

The rapid-fire questions actually made him tense up, and he squeezed the ball in his hands even tighter. What… why was Eggman asking so many questions?! Why did he sound upset? Wait. Diagnosing…?
“N-No. No, we never had anythin’ like tha’ in our life.” He shook his head, unsure if he should be worried. “W-We jus’ kinda settled int’ things, n’ I took m’ classes wi’ Sis. She just did better ‘an me…”

This time Eggman actually stood up, and he went wide-eyed as the doc actually had clenched fists, walking around the floor in a pacing circle, and for a moment he was actually scared again. Just what the fuck was going on?! Why was he so pissed?!

“Those absolute imbeciles!!” Eggman was practically snarling now, throwing his hands every which way, to keep from damaging anything of the hotel’s. “What sort of system doesn’t even consider a hostile takeover as a life-altering event that literally requires psychological evaluations?! I thought better of the Royal Medical Corps! If I could return to Mobotropolis I would strangle all of them with my bare hands!!” With a howl, he actually kicked the table, causing a dent in the siding, and Manic stared in disbelief. What?? Psycho… psychological evaluations…? They were supposed to get… seen by therapists before starting class?!

“...What th’ fuck…” Manic wasn’t sure what he should feel. A strange warmth bloomed in his chest as Eggman ranted. He was angry… on his behalf. Eggman was angry for Manic’s cause, and nothing Manic did… But on the other hand, he was also… depressed. Fifteen years, and he should have had a way different situation than what he was dealt with… This was so fucked. And he made sure to say so, looking up at the ceiling. When Eggman sat down again, Manic heard him take a shuddering breath. Was he… actually crying? “Doc?”

“Manic, it’s more ‘fucked’ than you think. You fought in a war to try and take back your own kingdom, from the ages of eight​ to ten. Think about that. At an age where normally you would be already in classes, you were fighting robots with seismic drums, traveling across a chunk of the world to stop me, constantly putting yourselves in danger whether it was from me, my inventions, or Sleet and Dingo. You were in war, Manic. As a child. You have trauma. That is why you had that flashback. I caused that to happen to you, this wasn’t your fault. You were not fucking up, you were not being unprincely. You were experiencing a symptom of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. You have it. The Hero has it even though he hides it well. The Hero’s friends have it to a degree. Your sister probably has it. Gods know your mother has it; she had to abandon the three of you when you were still infants, and go on the run!”

How Eggman could hold his tone while upset, Manic didn’t know, but he could hear it in every word…

“How… how d’ya...” How could he just say all this so confidently? How did he know more about his brain than Manic himself did?

“I may not be a licensed therapist, but I did double major in psychology while in university and continued my education beyond that without getting certified. It’s easy enough for me to see the more notable symptoms and how to treat some reactions without medication. Also, don’t think I managed to stay in power for nearly a decade just with sheer numbers of robots.” And right now Eggman’s inner psychologist was ready to beat up a lot of people.

“...So… yer tellin’ me I shoulda been like, on meds n’ takin’ therapy n’ shit ‘is whole time?” Manic’s voice fell flat in despondence. Gods, was his brain just actually broken? Was that the reason for… everything? He was sick? And no one got him help? What the actual fuck?!

“In my unofficial opinion, yes. I could easily vouch for PTSD, ADHD, and potentially depression. And yes, you can have all of those…” Eggman sighed, before removing his glasses to wipe his eyes. “That said, I’m not a field expert. Do you know of any therapists in Mobotropolis?”

Sadly, Manic could only shake his head. “No. I don’t know, no one in th’ castle seems to talk ‘bout it… I mean, maybe I can ask, but… nothin’ from th’ top o’ my head…” Depression. Lightning said he’d looked depressed whenever he talked about his issues in the castle… Fuck, was he? And with what Eggman said about always repressing his emotions and speech out of fear… how much had he been unable to say? How much had he kept himself from feeling?

Eggman seemed to be taking more breaths, probably just to keep his rage in check. It… startled him. He never saw anyone get angry because of things that happened to him, beyond his mom and sister… While he was saddened by the fact he never got the help he should have, it was… nice to know that someone cared. Someone knew why he did the things he did, and wasn’t angry at him for it… And that it was Eggman just made it all the more comforting. The warmth in his chest only increased, and he felt funny, but… in a good way.
“...Do you care if I get out of these clothes? I am so heated.”

The sudden question snapped Manic out of another reverie of what could have been, and his face went a bright red. Eggman… wanted to strip… here?! “Uh, um… no, I don’t mind at all!” He wanted to question how Eggman could feel heated, but then again, not feeling much heat from the sun was probably different compared to feeling a ‘blood boiling rage.’

In mere moments, the bodysuit and jacket fell to the floor, and Manic visibly swallowed. Dear gods, Eggman was hot. It was the first time he actually got to see that physique under the jacket and… wow. Aside from that gratuitous gut, Eggman had well defined pecs and his arms and legs had plenty of muscle. He honestly looked… healthy, aside from his belly, but he couldn’t even begin to imagine Eggman without it. That was sort of his trademark. To say nothing of his dick, which he wanted to pointedly avoid looking at too much. They weren’t trying to tease each other, after all…

As Eggman walked out onto the balcony, Manic followed, the weather actually being nice today. It wasn’t nearly as cool as it had been, the temperature in the fifties. It made being outside naked feel so good, with a nice little wind to accompany it. Leaning out looking over the area, while it didn’t have the same view as the overlook, it was comforting in its own way… He took a breath to enjoy the fresh air, after having kept himself cooped up for hours, listening to the cars and pedestrians below.

“...Are ya okay?” Manic found himself asking after a moment.

“Isn’t that what I should be asking you?”

For some reason, that response made him laugh. “Well, apparently I’m not if yer ‘unofficial’ opinion is right… But I’ll manage. It’s ya that I’m worried ‘bout. I ain’t seen ya get so… upset like tha’, since I was little. I don’t think I’ve ever seen ya cry over som’m affectin’ me. Is it really that bad…?”

“I may enjoy terrorizing some folks to get information out of them, and I may get a little kick when a city gets to panicking when I fly overhead with an airship, but I will never… ever be one to feel good about someone’s mental health suffering because other people didn’t step in to do their damn job. It’d be different if you were the only one. But you have an entire city recovering from war. That should have been the first thing they did, was set up a system to monitor the citizens’ mental well-being. You didn’t fail them, Manic. They failed you.”

That… that was a lot. To hear someone say that he was the one who was failed, not the one failing…?? That was… a first. Even his sister and his mother only encouraged him to try harder, even if they did understand better. They would give him some secret tips and suggestions, but in the end… But then what of his sister? Why was she so good at it? If she had the same problems he did, why was she pushing through? Didn’t even his instructors say that at one point? That if Sonia could do it, he could as well? But why didn’t that sit right with him…?

His lips pressed into a thin line as he had to wonder if Eggman was really onto something. “...Tha’s a lot t’ think ‘bout…” he finally admitted. He didn’t know what to believe, honestly… Could he actually succeed, or did he need to try and get specific help? Could he even get it? Or was he going to be stuck repeating classes for years until they gave up on him and just gave Sonia the throne? “...But… ya really aren’t embarrassed about… th’ flashback?”

“No. You had a trauma response to a specific unexpected stimulus. Even recognizing your triggers isn’t going to always help if they come out of nowhere.” And that was the truth. Manic would definitely need to talk to a therapist as soon as he could, and start recognizing his issues and how to deal with them in a healthy way. Especially with his low self-esteem. It was a true miracle the lad hadn’t resorted to harmful coping mechanisms, at least from what he could see.

By now, Eggman had walked closer to him, and placed a hand on his shoulder. The fact they were both naked didn’t even matter at this point, as Manic leaned against him, feeling the warmth of his body, closing his eyes. There was… so much to think about. His mind was waging war with itself, trying to compare everything he’d been told up until now with all the revelations he’d been given these last few days.

Especially considering what they’d talked about yesterday, and Lightning the day before.

His face showed more than his words could, because he tried to school his tone and speech so much. His body was… rebelling. Forcing out all those hidden emotions he was told were unprincely… Why was he the one dealing with this and not Sonia? She had it pretty much made as a princess… Why was he left hurt while she pulled ahead so easily?

“This is… so confusin’, doc… I wanna believe ya, but… why would Sonia… why is she doin’ so well? Why am I… bein’ left behind n’ looked down on? We both… we both fought n’ stuff…” It just wasn’t adding up! And that frustrated him even more. “I don’t get it…”

“She has more experience, Manic. She was raised by nobles. You weren’t.”

The fact Eggman seemed to have an answer right away stunned him into silence, pulling back to look up at the human in shock. She… what? Yeah, he knew she was raised by the Windemeres, and they were rich folks… But they were both being taught by the same people in the castle, learning the same things at the same time… She wasn’t living in the castle any longer than he was! And the castle was a whole new ball game!

Evidently, it showed on his face, since Eggman continued. “Between the ages of three and ten, give or take, Manic, is the most important for psychological development. They’re called the ‘formative years.’ Everything you learn in those years becomes an integral part of your identity. How you handle basic problems, how you interact with people of different age groups… all of it. Sonia was raised by nobles, allowing for an easier transition into royal life. She was already taught the basics of those things you struggle with. Dance, etiquette, communication. You were raised on the streets and in the sewers, learning how to steal and fight for survival. You were in no way prepared for any of what you had to learn in the castle. She effectively has years of experience over you, but it sounds like your teachers are forgetting that.”

Formative years… Manic’s hands balled into fists. That was right… they did forget. They tried to pretend him and Sonia were exactly the same when she was on a completely different level! A low growl escaped his throat, before puttering out. He didn’t have it in him to get angry. “...Yeah.” How much of his failures could be blamed on that? He was still the one in remediation after three years of trying… that couldn’t all be blamed on his childhood. “Still… ya’d think after all ‘is time I’d be bettah, y’know?” he sighed, as anger gave way to shame.

It didn’t matter. He was still messing up, and he’d continue to mess up unless he managed to convince his mom he needed checked… But even then, he’d just add to the burden he was putting on his family. A prince with a broken brain, who’d have to medicate for who knows how long just to do the things he was born to do…

“...I guess I’m jus’ not meant t’ be a king, huh…? Even m’ own brain isn’t doin’ things right…” In the end, he was useless still. It didn’t matter why, just that it was. Eggman handed him a possible reason, but what did it change? It hurt. It hurt a lot. He couldn’t even fix his own problems… How could he fix the problems of the people in the kingdom? He’d just be there at the castle while Sonia took charge, becoming the next queen. He’d be lucky if he could help out with anything… He’d be the one sitting in a throne while his sister led dances and meetings, just an extra body to sign paperwork.

The hand on his shoulder moved to hug across both, as Eggman let him lean in. Manic hadn’t been aware he was saying all of his thoughts out loud, and that put Eggman in a fiercely protective mood. His voice was so flat, so tired… Gods, he was more depressed than he’d even thought. How could those people ruin his self esteem so badly? He was blaming himself for everything, even when he was given facts to the contrary… the fact he’d even considered needing medication and therapy as a burden to his family… He took a breath to still his anger. At least the poor man wasn’t given to destructive behaviors that he could see. Maybe a bit of heavier drinking, but that was mild.

He needed help, badly. But he could only do so much, especially since he was here on borrowed time… He had to get Sonic’s memories back. Manic needed that closure… He’d have to see if he could write an anonymous letter or something, to see if the poor man could get an extension. The more time he had to work, and the more time Manic could be away from that place to try and come to terms, the better.

He wished he could convince Manic he was wrong about himself, but that couldn’t happen in just one day. Right now, he needed a distraction… Looking back, he noticed something on the table in his room, and had definitely been curious… He hadn’t gotten a good look at it.

“You know what? I think we could use some tea. Why don’t we go inside and call some up?”

The almost lost look Manic gave him when they met eyes made his heart physically hurt. Dammit… He shouldn’t have let it happen, but once he saw how much the green hedgehog was suffering, he couldn’t even pretend to be slightly aloof about it. He wanted to protect him, and help him heal from his pain. Pain that he was admittedly partially responsible for to begin with… Maybe it was some regret as well. But he wanted to see Manic smile.

“Mmm… yeah, tea sounds alright.” It was a slow walk back to the chairs, with Manic using one hand to hold the medallion hanging from his neck, while Eggman put in the call. It was after he put down the receiver that he took the time to notice the object on the table, and his eyes widened.

“Manic, where did you get this puzzle? It’s beautiful!” He walked over to it in no small amount of awe, and that seemed to be just the thing that brought Manic to life. That despondent gaze lit up and he was soon joined by the prince.

“Oh, Ma’ got it fer me on m’ birthday! It’s custom made, fer me t’ tinker wi’ some days.” He giggled. “I’m surprised ya knew it’s a puzzle, since it’s one o’ a kind.”

Eggman only chortled, walking over to his phone. “Well, it may be custom, but I happen to have a puzzle from the same person. I recognize his handiwork.” Thankfully he had no photos of Sonic in this one… He proudly showed off his own intricate piece, letting Manic flip through the steps. “You must not have a lot of days to work on it if you’ve had it for almost half a year by now.”

“...Ya know when m’ birthday is?”

“Of course!” Eggman scoffed. “We share the same birthday, after all.” He wanted to add on ‘you fool’ to the end of that, but refrained. Manic didn’t need any insults thrown his way, playfully or not. Instead, he took a look at the notebook next to it. Ah, smart. Manic logged everything he did so he didn’t waste time repeating anything straight away. Helpful, for the most part, except for when it would come time for said ‘previous’ action to be required later… At least, though, it gave him something to keep track. “So, what have you uncovered so far?”

“Oh! Well, it uh… th’ top part came off after I pushed a few panels a certain number o’ times, an’ it looks like this part is like a key.” He gestured to the metal prong sticking out of the odd off-center location. “So, uh, I’m just messin’ wi’ th’ bottom half now t’ see if there’s a way to make a hole open up.” Looking around the bottom of the tower, Eggman could definitely understand why. Perhaps a switch on somewhere would open up a new slot on the top or the bottom of the base… It seemed like the most logical next step. “I messed wi’ it a bit ‘is mornin’ but…” he sighed. “No dice.”

“Would you… like to work on it together?” Eggman found himself asking before he could really stop it. Gods, was he really just that bad for the hedgehog’s company? “Two geniuses are better than one, after all.”

It was nice to see Manic’s face shift from casual intrigue to actual excitement. “Would I!” He practically ran to grab the other chair, so they could sit next to each other. “Honestly, I just like t’ play wi’ it more ‘an any desire t’ solve it. Gives me som’m t’ keep m’ hands n’ mind busy when I need. But… I wouldn’t mind seein’ how far we get.”

There was something strangely… comforting? Freeing? He didn’t know. But sitting next to Eggman, both of them naked, just felt so right. It was like they were meant to just… hang out while the doc was letting it all hang out. Once the tea was brought up and they were taking sips of the chamomile infused beverage, further soothing their nerves, it was amazing how much they were able to figure out. Eggman managed to realize some of the spinning knobs were actually pegs, and pulled out five of them once they were at the right angle. The others simply turned in place but wouldn’t budge out, making Manic wonder if some could be pushed… no such luck there, but he did realize the levers at the bottom had something…

“Hey, I think ‘ese go in ‘ese!” he pointed at the pegs they’d removed and the levers on the bottom. When he slid the levers forward, it revealed a hole, but he’d thought it was just for the spring for them to bounce back. But maybe… He grabbed one and slid the peg into the hole, spinning it around until he felt it catch. Another push and he definitely heard a click. “Hell yeah!”

“Very impressive! I haven’t seen that done yet.” With a grin, he helped slide the pegs into their slots, enjoying the satisfying click that meant progress. Once all five levers were pushed and locked, Some of the pieces that looked like balconies to windows popped out slightly. “Hm, definitely curious. These don’t seem to pull out any despite being loose.”

“Prolly gotta push ‘em back in in a certain order,” Manic shrugged. “Jus’ gotta look fer any cipher ‘r pattern tha’ll tell us.” 

Manic quickly jotted down what they’d done in his notebook once again, looking between the top and bottom pieces, working together until the sun had set, with a break for dinner. It was… amazing, just how much more they were able to do together, double checking each other’s work and pointing out things the other had missed. He’d never gotten so many steps figured out on his own, and he was pretty sure by the time his body demanded he stop, they had it almost solved. He was flat out tired now, a loud yawn escaping his mouth. At least here he didn’t have to cover his face. Eggman’s chuckle was a warming sound, and he felt so peaceful.

“Looks like you should get some rest. We can meet up at our usual spot tomorrow, yes?” He smiled, once more proving that he still enjoyed his company. Something that had Manic both relieved and surprised.

Though as Eggman got up to leave, Manic found himself reaching out, taking the fat man by the wrist. “Wait!” He paused, while those bare brows rose in a bit of confusion. “I… I know ya gotta take care o’ th’ hero n’ stuff, but… could ya…” He swallowed. “Could ya maybe… stay by me until I fall asleep…? Jus’ fer… reasons…”

He felt so silly, asking his ‘frenemy’ for such a bizarre request. But… this was the closest he’d ever gotten to having a man in his bed… He didn’t want to waste that chance.

To his shock, Eggman actually picked him up, carrying him to the freshly laundered sheets and tucking him in. “I think I can manage that. You’ve had quite a mentally exhausting day, after all.” He blushed hard at the way the mattress sunk in with the large human lying next to him, above the sheets, propping himself up on one elbow while Manic wrapped his arms around the teddy. “Another gift from your mother? Looks quite old, but well maintained.”

“Mhm…” Manic sighed, eyes wandering over Eggman’s form. Despite their closeness and the appeal of what was in front of him, Manic was definitely too tired to get worked up. Still, he could appreciate it… Eggman was just the right amount of ‘fit fat’. His pecs were firm but had weight, his belly sagged but not too much, his arms and legs had definitive muscle… He’d definitely been working out after his disappearance from Mobotropolis. “Was th’ firs’ thing she got me…”

The idle chatter between them didn’t last long at all, with Manic being lulled to sleep by the comfort of the presence next to him, eyes fluttering shut in minutes. He barely even moved when Eggman’s hand came to brush his springy front quills, a silent gesture of ‘sleep well’ before he had to leave. Sage and Metal were fine enough as Sonic’s babysitters, but he still wanted to ensure things were alright. Despite his anger at Manic’s situation, it was a relief to get that information out there. Hopefully the poor lad could do something with it.
