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Me, a king? Bah! (1)
The fall of a tyrant can happen in one or two ways.
The first is through the people’s will. Revolts, rebellions, revolutions- all those assemblies that are meant to create a massive direct opposition to a terrible ruler and lead to their incarceration, trial, and possibly defeat.
The second, and perhaps the one that was closest to what I decided to pull in my newest conditions, was that a single individual, a hero, decides to take it upon themselves to kill the evildoer on their own or with a party.
The thing is that, while I was smiling eye-to-eye when I used the heart-shaped crystal onto King Sombra before he had the chance to blast me to the next century, I didn’t exactly woke up this morning with plans to usurp a throne and being forced to attain the crown for myself.
John Bukharin, 26, I happily survived some tough bits of my existenced after concluding a mostly flawless set of years wasted at Uni and got myself a degree in Economics. Current Occupation: Librarian at the local library at home. Not my best job's prospect, but still enough to bring back home bread and pizza every Saturday. Future: Bleak at times, neutral at best. I was a realist with a penchant of being optimistic through maddening circumstances and I was far from sane myself. This isn’t the kind of person anyone would want as a King, especially when I was cranky due to lack of sleep and breakfast.
Now, where did it all begin? How did I end up going through that insane situation and… why?
White. I woke up with a purely white layer of snow covering my freezing body. It didn’t take me long to shake myself up and free myself of the chilling substance that had been resting onto my clothes for an unknown amount of time. I was shivering despite the fact my clothes weren’t exactly light and… those were the things I was wearing before going to sleep. A dark-blue jacket, a black shirt, a pair of black trousers, a pair of heavy socks and some sport shoes. I reached for my head, checking for any injuries only to be greeted with the fluff of my smooth and curly brow hair. My chocolate-brown eyes tried to gain focus over the situation I was in and I paused just a moment, noticing that there was a small envelope resting atop my chest. Surprisingly enough, it wasn’t wet despite having been under the snow for a long while, which made this detail awfully suspicious. I picked it up, opening it and reading the content quietly.
I owe you a favor for this funny idea,
D.
Who the heck is ‘D’?!
My skin was a little paler than usual, and that was a surprise considering how unusually pale I was on a normal basis. It was unhealthy and… my first instinct was to find a warm shelter. The last thing I needed was to be killed by Hypothermia, and so I quickly scouted around to try and understand where I was.
This wasn’t home. This was far from home. I could see a single settlement in my proximity and… it was encircled by small dark-colored walls. Medieval walls from a closer look. I blinked, glancing distractedly at the large crystal-structure that stretched in height and looked to be a castle of sorts.
…
Am I in Dark Disneyland?
I mean, was there even a Dark Disneyland to begin with? Or maybe I was going insane for some crazy dinner I had the day before and I just couldn’t remember at that very moment. I was perplexed but… also confused at the fact that I felt like I had seen that palace before in the past. I just couldn’t remember where and when.
Knowing that pondering for hours would do little good to me, mostly because of the chilling temperature I was still subjected to, I decided that the best way for me to receive some answers was to approach the city and… see what was up inside there.
I really needed answers, and so I didn’t hesitate in picking up the pace around the wall and through the partly-open entrance. The gates were down but the openings were just enough to allow me inside, giving me the chance of dodging any risky attempts to climb the walls to infiltrate the place.
It took me one minuscule moment to realize where I was and… how screwed I really was. I might not be feeling completely awake due to the cold and the fact I had just woken up, but I could see that the ponies wandering around with chains connecting them all in lines were not figments of my imagination. Creative as I might be, I wasn’t that creative to come up with such a bizarre and absurd dream. Nor that insane to believe it if it wasn’t true.
This was the Crystal Empire. From the lack of the light barrier that protected it from Sombra and the cold… I woke up before the bastard had been vanquished. This was far from idyllic and… I needed to move. Because, as the realization struck me and kept me in a single place, a small group of three armored ponies with green scleras began to approach me. Their pace was slow, unsure- this wasn’t something they were prepared to handle and… that gave me an opportunity.
I needed to find a hideout, and then contemplate my next few steps. Even if I managed to find a shelter, I doubted my safety would be completely guaranteed until Sombra was around and checking for any abnormal intrusion. But first…I bolted.
I felt adrenaline giving me the extra kick needed to exploit the headstart as much as possible. It’s been a long time since I ran this fast and this determinedly. I could feel the burn after just a few minutes within the chase. What really made me push beyond the limits was that I wasn’t faster than my pursuers.
Despite being smaller than me, with their head reaching just a little above my stomach, they were rushing with four limbs and that was a two-legs advantage that I really didn’t know how to overcome. I started to turn through the alleys and the streets on the side, the sharp turns slowing just briefly the guards and giving me just a small window of opportunities to think up about my next steps.
Eventually, as the strain started to get too much, I took a gambit and put my entire stamina into finding a place where to hide. An alley with a dead-end became my haven as I swiftly launched myself behind a few boxes full of trash that had been stored there. I crouched down, allowing the boxes to completely hide my frame, my ears attentive as I listened for any hints of this plan having failed miserably.
I patiently waited, my heart drumming like mad as I waited for something, anything, to reveal how screwed I really was and if I needed to resume my chase at once. I expected them to catch on my scent, or some crazy like that,  but I swiftly remembered that I had been resting under a tiny layer of snow and some bits of it were still latching onto my clothes. Could that actually hide away my scent? I was no Bear Grylls, but I really hoped this was indeed the case.
…
Silence. I heard their hooves clopping fast and then growing lighter and lighter, until I was left alone with the quiet to enjoy the fact I truly got away with it. Relief washed over my tired body, but it was a brief reprieve before the entire ordeal I was still trying to deal with.
Without pressure urging me to do something else beyond thinking, I began to plan out how I was supposed to get out of this mess without dying or, worse, being brainwashed and mind-controlled by a megalomaniac pony.
Two scenarios came up, but both were equally risky and equally rewarding.
1) I sneak out of the Crystal Empire, I somehow find a way to survive on my own in the cold for long enough for Sombra to be beaten and for me to approach the individuals that could help me get back home;
2) Be bold, recover the Crystal Heart where Sombra had kept it hidden and… kill the bastard myself;
Evaluating the first option, I couldn’t help but feel reluctant that this one was going to end in my favor. Not only did I lack survival skills that were needed to survive out in the wild without food and other important items, but I also doubted I would have been able to convince anyone with enough magic to get me home that I wasn’t dangerous or some monster that needs to be sealed away for… reasons.
Like, I wasn’t exactly leaning towards the chances of this being the truth, but I was really frightened in that moment, threatened even, and I just knew that my instincts were screaming at me to drop the panic and embrace Plan B for the sake of dodging some unpleasant circumstances. Maybe it was the adrenaline influencing my thoughts or… or maybe I knew this was actually the best idea between the two.
Also what were the chances that their best bet at a human world was the EG-verse? That wasn't even close to what was home and...
I'm stuck here, am I? The only individuals I can think of that can help are... well, not individuals I would want to approach due to their predisposition. Chaos is a finicky thing I didn't want to tango with.
Which set me in a very complicated situation. The Crystal Heart’s hideout wasn’t something that could be reached with ease. While Sombra didn’t exactly have to worry about any of the Crystal Ponies trying anything that could endanger him after enslaving them for so long, the tyrant deviously decided to leave the Heart in the highest chamber of the palace.
Entering the castle was actually simpler than I had expected. Sure, I had to tip-toe my way across a couple of unused hallways, and I had to pause more than once the rare times I found some ponies wandering around either cleaning or patrolling the area. They didn’t seem keen to check if there was something off about the halls, like sudden noise of my steps or the genuine sight of some shadows flickering caused by my frame being hit by the illumination of the candles. I was silent, careful... and terribly panicking as I knew one wrong step and I was going to perish a ugly death.
Five minutes of quickly running around the place and going through a couple staircases ended with me finally seeing my current target floating in the middle of a 'mostly innocuous circle' I couldn’t step into without getting captured in the process by the spell applied to it. A trap that I was only aware about by a few clips I have seen when I was younger. The thing activated the moment one stepped inside the circle, creating crystals that reached out from the ground and arched all at once to capture the intruder that had foolishly stepped into the circle.
A scowl appeared on my face just as I realized that, if I wanted to get the Crystal Heart AND leave this place without getting ensnared by the trap, I needed to think up a brilliant plan. One of those plans that only a genius could think about.
…
Nothing came up after a solid minute of thinking. Next up was… trying dumber options.
There was one that actually felt more appropriate, but I doubted I could somehow wrap some rope around the crystal and pull it close to me without being pulled into the circle. No, I had to think deviously and even dumber.
And so, the dumbest but most successful idea I could think of was… taking a running start and tackling the Crystal Heart. I had the size, I had the stamina, and I knew that it was the only viable way to victory. So I took just enough distance to make a jump and then... I started to run. I run as if my life depended on it, like it was back when I faced these three guards. And with just that, I jumped and used my hands to push the crystal away from its previous position out on the ground. I shielded its fall with my arms, slamming onto the cold floor with a quiet thud. No pain, only… relief.
I got the Crystal Heart, there was no second trap activating and…
…
And it didn't do anything. Like I stared at it, pondering if only a being with Magic and, perhaps, a connection with Love Magic could actually do something with it.
What do I do with this thing now!?
“CREATURE!”
Oh.
I turned around, ducking just in time to dodge a dark-green beam of light rushing towards my head. My eyes widened in panic at that immediate attack, but my attention was quickly shifting as I turned at the origin of that sneak blast, and I was greeted with the very prick I was trying to obliterate.
Here he was, ‘floating’ in a dark cloud of hatred, despair and… he was charging up another attack again.
No monologue, no classic villain speech. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved he wasn’t going for clichés or not since he was directly putting me in an awkward situation with his no-nonsense attitude about the matter. Maybe it was tied to the fact I was currently holding the only thing that could seriously kill him right now. The second he released his spell, another powerful beam of light rushed towards me, this one faster that the first one. Panic rushed to my brain and I did the first thing I could think of by bringing the crystal between me and the attack, allowing for the spell to hit the blueish heart-shaped tool of Love.
Now, I didn’t exactly know how to activate the powerful tool that emitted Love beams of Death for Hate-Type jerks, but the dumb decision that I thought was planning to doom my entire plan turned into the victorious step I needed to take all along.
It was all planned. I swear- I’m smart!
The blast collided with the Crystal Heart, the gem glowing and emitting a warm aura as the beam was suddenly pushed back by a thicker and bigger beam. Light-blue against dark-green. Sombra’s jaws dropped as he saw his attack swiftly pushed back at him, damage inflicted upon his body as the Crystal Heart did its job. He started to glow, the blinding light forcing me to shield my eyes from the intensity of it and… then there was a loud boom-like noise that came out at the end of that unpleasant sight.
No real explosion, just Sombra… imploding onto himself. With his real body shattered, his dark and cloudy form was sent soaring well away from the borders of the city, and… I was left alone with a still active Crystal Heart in my hands.
“You really are a flashy prop, aren’t you?” I muttered quietly, still surprised by the pure power it was emitting. To make things even more confusing, I could feel it ‘hum’ in agreement with what I just said. It shouldn’t be able to understand what I was saying.
Still, as I contemplated the possible sentience of the medium-sized heart-shaped gem in my hold, I noticed two heads peeking by the doorstep. Both ponies were garbed with armored pieces, the mind-control spell broken now that their scleras were back to normal.
“Uh… is King Sombra-”
“Kind of dead,” I replied flatly, nodding their way in a gesture to allow them to approach. They did so, tentatively. I didn’t blame them to be uneasy before a bipedal creature with no fur or other elements similar to ponies. Despite their nervousness, the fact their former ruler, the tyrants that had them enslaved and controlled for a long time, now was gone seemed to take a bigger priority.
“You- You've slain the king?”
I could argue about technicalities, like the fact it was the Heart’s counter that killed him and all of that. But… I doubted that was going to be taken as a serious answer, so I nodded.
“Yep.”
Okay, they were trying to react to this. A shocked look, a confused frown, a perplexed blink of an eye, then a twich of lips as they knew that with the Crystal Heart in my possession and the sudden lack of the prick influencing them my words were genuine. Finally, the realization struck them, their wide eyes showing me that.
And now it was time for me to claim my reward in the form of some shelter, some food and-
“What is your name, creature?”
That was sudden, but I suppose they are just interested in knowing what name to put on a statue or something like that.
“John, John Bukharin.”
Simple, curt, and smooth. Like my previous relationships.
…
Why are they bowing down?
“Your highness,” One of the guards muttered, and I shook my head.
No…
“A new king! King John,” The other added excitedly and I tensed up even more.
Nooooooooooooooooo!!!
But at this point, the ‘damage’ was done. Before I knew it, other guards approached and more agreed that, by right of conquest, I had claimed the Kingdom for myself.
While many would have been enjoyed by this situation, two things made the sudden ascension quite awkward and bad on my part. I was supposed to get back home, and not be tied to a throne of all places.
The second issue?
It was the scourge of all humans, the bane of mankind as a whole…
Paperwork!
And now as a king of a newly-freed ‘Empire’ I was supposed to tackle the documentation behind the reconstruction on my own.
And thus the lengthy reign of King John I began.

			Author's Notes: 
AN
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Me, a king? Bah! (2)
When I was first called a ‘King’, I thought these ponies were stupid.
It just felt too simple for them to simply give to the one that slain Sombra the title of ruler, the one that would decide their fate beyond the passing of the tyrant. I was keen to believe I was the sanest among a bunch of illogical individuals that were starving for common sense and understanding that a choice of this caliber just wasn’t intelligent and far from clever.
It took me just a day to change that perspective. And it wasn’t self-contemplation that led me to finally understand why the Crystal Ponies eagerly submitted to the ‘easiest’ claimant to the throne. First, the entire chair made of dark crystals was quickly replaced by something less flashy and less deadly to beings that weren’t capable of withstanding the horrible effects of the dangerous gems.
The entire chair was a little less prominent than many thrones I had the chance of seeing in legit throne rooms or those that were displayed in movies and documentaries. It wasn’t something that had been built with care, time, and attention since the need had been immediate and the construction had been driven by a sense of urgency. I didn’t mind its appearance despite the numerous apologies I was thrown over the ‘lacking quality’, mostly because I was more concerned that it wasn’t sturdy and unpleasant to sit on. I really didn’t need the Iron Throne to annoy the patience out of me. Especially if I was meant to keep up with the entire ordeal I was suddenly pulled in.
Me, a monarch? It just felt absurd. While I did study politics on my way to gain my greater understanding in Economics, mostly due to the first two years of Uni being packed with history regarding world-wide politics, governments and economic moves. While I generally didn’t have much recollection of most of those times, I still remembered clearly how medieval models were supposed to work.
Although absurd and insane for me to grasp the fact that these ponies would have just accepted eagerly the easiest choice to a new ruler, the truth was that there wasn’t much of a choice for them to pick from. Sombra didn’t have any family, and I doubted they would have bowed to any child the bastard could have tried to sire during his time in power. It just was paradoxical to imagine the antithesis of what ‘Love’ stands for to try to ‘bond’ and gain an heir out of this. Without a clear dynastic line to follow, it was either anarchy or debate heatedly who could have been tied to the monarch before Sombra and put them on the throne.
The issue with that second option? There was no chronicle to remember that. Sombra had seen for himself to destroy anything that could have been used for a possible stable reconstruction in case he was beaten. It had been one of those cases the villain decided to ‘win beyond defeat’. Sadly, ‘that win’ wasn’t exactly one that couldn’t be beaten back with due understanding and planning.
Now that I sitting on the throne, I had the chance of giving a proper look to my ‘subjects’ and see that, despite the Crystal Heart giving them a ‘shinier’ look after being quickly placed down on the construct below the castle and activated to properly purge the negative energy left behind by Sombra, I could see the truest reason why they were quick to pick me as their king.
While I didn’t notice this earlier on because of the way the guards’ armors covered their torsos, I could see the problematic element that drove them to eagerly accept me as their newest rules. I could see they were thin. I could see their ribs on some, even the smaller ones, the fillies and the colts. I was… perplexed and upset by that mere sight.
It was common for tyrants and dictators to bring their people to starvation. While it severely affects the efficiency of the work and the capacity of production of essential goods, the main purpose of this practice was to keep the people, in this case the Crystal Ponies, to be unable to fight back his influence. To curb rebellions by depriving them of the chance of even trying to fight back.
It was horrible and… I knew I had to do something about this at once. While they seemed mostly ‘fine’ despite the numerous centuries of having been subjected to this practice, I doubted everypony was truly really that healthy and capable of making some steps beyond their workplace without collapsing on themselves.
The first two edicts I enacted just as I was proclaimed king and inquired about my orders for the day was… a banquet. And mandatory medical checkups. The doctors, or healers as they were still defined by the Crystal Empire, were to be paid through the royal treasury as this was an affair caused by the monarch before me.
I didn’t spare too many words on the topic. I knew some were surprised, all between the fact a bipedal was more than happily granting them a day off, the chance of resting and recovering so I could think of a way to employ them in different workplaces. I had the chance of briefly glancing at the deadly tower of paper and ink that needed to be studied and signed before I genuinely gave up on trying to brave the paperwork that same day.
I was a little bit tired, and my brain was still trying to calmly reorganize after this entire mess had fully employed. I was in Equestria- no, I was in Equus. From a quick explanation from my newest advisors, I knew that Equestria was a country, but not the name of the full continent we were in. It was a quick reminder that things just weren’t limited to a few petty kingdoms and a massive one that was eventually going to exist by the southern border.
I trusted Shadow Mark the most due to the diligence he showed since the first hours of my reign, the crystal pony having brought papers, maps and having spared minimal surprise at my appearance. He did ask a couple of questions about my species, any medical conditions he should have been aware of and other minimal aspects. I was keen to keep myself curt with my responses, handing out the relevant and more important bits rather than stick through some unneeded details. The Stallion had dark-blue fur and a short but curly light-gray mane and tail, while his eyes were inquisitive light-blue ones. His Cutie Mark was an ink blot with what looked to be a couple of white dots that led to a white x, like a map or something akin to that kind of topography.
He stood out the most through his lack of reluctance to make his voice heard. Not because I was limiting the chances of the advisors to speak, but because, out of the five or six ponies that were employed as advisors, he was the one making the most interventions through my own questions and the one asking the most out of them all. I was surprised at his tenacity, but I could tell most of this was due to his age.
Most of the advisors had to have been submitted to Sombra for many years now, while Shadow Mark looked to have been around for just a year or two from his own words of ‘having been employed recently’.
I didn’t question him on exactly when he was first taken in, but he seemed fairly prepared and confident in his role, so I decided to trust his guidance for the time being. I wasn’t exactly going to fall for the whole ‘friendly mindset’ that ponies were known to have. I was a man driven by common sense most of the time and I know that expectations were meant to be overturned one way or another.
Nonetheless, I was confirmed as the ruler of this land and… the official fixer of the many problems that were rising up as Sombra was no longer screwing things up in an absolute tyranny. I had to create a plan to introduce proper education, specialization, the creation of new workplaces for the Crystal Ponies beyond being soldiers of the Imperial Army or miners at the caves, the reformation of healthcare and much more.
This is why the paperwork was so tall and imposing since day one, and why I was really unhappy about having to take on this challenge on my own. Like, I was really trying to get back home but this was going to make things troublesome for myself.
I was no jerk, so I really didn’t want to ditch ponies that were so desperately latching onto me for support. I was their beacon of home through happier times, and… leaving now was just going to count as a prick more, regardless of how much I wanted to.
I blamed my relative understanding of unpleasant plights as this one, but I really needed to find a solution to this. And really fast. But despite the tense first hours of my ‘crowning’, the banquet seemed to bring out a sense of calm and peace out of this development that squashed away any nervousness.
I glanced around as I stood at the head of the central long table that was currently holding some of the representatives I had to speak with during the first session of court. There were other banquets set all over the city, which I couldn’t exactly see unfolding from the situation I was stuck with. I wasn’t exactly someone social at parties. Not that I disliked those, but I really wasn’t keen on giving too much effort during those circumstances.
Still, I was granted some amusing sights as I saw how funny some of the Crystal Ponies were when drunk. Some really didn’t seem to hold the alcohol, quickly engaging in silly acts the moment their brain was completely influenced by the beer and wine dispensed for the occasion. They were all fun drunks, and I was more than happy to let them pull some interesting cuddle piles after some silly bickering.
A couple of guards watched, amused grins shared among them as they doubted just as I was that anything bad was going to really come out of this. The same seemed to happen all over in the city from the messages coming from the other guards assigned to keep watch over the other banquets.
It was a calming sight for certain, and, while it really didn’t nothing to help me handle the overall terrifying rebuilt process I would need to plan out with utter attention and carefulness with what budget I had at my disposal, it made for a good thing to see before going to sleep and, as I was led to my bedroom and confirmed the time I was supposed to wake up to face the first duties as the monarch, I took this opportunity to lie down and think.
Nothing really serious, I was genuinely tired and wasted this last few minutes of awareness dabbling in some topics that despite being silly were still fairly interesting to take into account.
Like, why does the Crystal Empire have Day-Night cycles if it’s supposed to be detached from the world as a whole. Was I missing a bit of lore or something like that?
And then, once again, was I going to worry about the cakes in this nation if Celestia decided to visit?
What about Gamer Luna? Is she real? Because I really want that to be real.
----------d-d-d-d-----------
The new day began slowly and fairly calmly.
I slowly opened my eyes to the mostly unfamiliar ceiling above my head. The bed chambers that I had requested were, by my own orders, not the same one used by Sombra. While it would have been proper for a monarch to rest in the same royal chambers as the predecessors, I doubted the place was exactly meant to be used with how many spells could have been set up to spring at any intrusion. Sure, the Crystal Heart did a fine job purging dark magic, but not all magic was bad and some traps could be achieved through normal magic.
Which, hopefully, were going to be found the moment some specialists were employed to check for this to be indeed the case or not. Nonetheless, it took me a few seconds to remember what happened yesterday and-
Knock Knock.
I blinked, turning to slowly glance at the only door of the room and wondering who was checking on me when I was quite sure I had already agreed to the hour I was supposed to be up and diving into the pile of documents that needed to be looked at.
I lifted myself up from the pillow I had my head resting in and decided to check if this was normal.
“Who is it?” I asked loud enough for the one on the other side of the door to answer.
“Y-Your highness?” A feminine voice spoke beyond the closed door. “It’s… the High Commander requested your presence for something important.”
The old guy leading the guards? I was quite sure I had the discussion with him after lunch, at least that was what I sent as a message to him. And it was morning from the simple clock by the bedside. I sighed, knowing that it had to be something really big for him to just call with such urgency.
“I’ll be there soon,” I replied flatly, standing up from bed and picking up the jacket I had placed on the ground. I didn’t exactly have sleepwear, so I just slept without the jacket. I had an appointment to the royal tailor a little before lunch, just as I was done with the first session of paper-signing and the reconvening of the court for the ‘first official day’.
But as I was done putting on the jacket, I heard the individual on the other side speak up again.
“Your Highness. I-I don’t wish to interrupt but… may I speak with you in private?” The pony asked. “I-I mean, if it’s not asking too much. I don’t wish to be a burden and-”
An odd request, but not one I was planning to refuse.
“I’m decent. You may enter if your request is genuinely important.”
The door creaked open moments after I said that, I heard the pony enter the room with a cautious and nervous step. I glanced around, stopping to look at the little maid that had decided to boldly inquire for some assistance.
Just like the rest of the crystal ponies, this one has a particularly glimmer from her light-brown fur. Her long dark-brown mane was twisted in a partial bun, leaving a few locks trail down to her back and rest onto her tiny dress. That very dress also hid her cutie mark since the skirt stretched a little over her rump. I took just a glance at her topaz eyes and I knew that I wasn’t exactly dealing with someone that was prepared for this kind of circumstances.
If she was feeling awkward about meeting a monarch, imagine my personal distress in being the monarch and having to handle a nervous subject. A cute subject at that since the entire maid outfit made her extra cuter compared to the others.
I… I want to head pat her.
I restrained myself despite how strong of an urge I had over that simple but potentially rude action. I nodded at her.
“So, what do you require, Miss-”
“C-Cinnamon Velvet. I-I mean-”
“Nice to meet you, Cinnamon. Can we skip at the request so I can get through with my bathroom routine?”
Her jaws dropped at the genuine lack of interest in entertaining most of her reluctance to speak. I was really trying to keep myself from calling out the unnecessary stuttering. Sure, it sounded like a dumb twist to my usual modest approach to things, but… it was morning. I wasn’t exactly up and working optimally since I needed a coffee or at least an hour or two of relative quiet to get my brain running at full efficiency.
“A-Apologies, I didn’t mean to- to sound too sudden,” She replied quietly and I sighed.
“I don’t recall chiding you. Only asking for you to bring up the point that urged you to seek my assistance,” I hummed calmly. “So… what is it about?”
…
“Y-Your highness, I wish to- to ask you for the release of my brother.”
…
“Can you tell me some more about it? Why was he arrested?” I inquired some more, feeling rather curious since I actually didn’t delve too much onto the chances of prisoners being a thing. I always thought that Sombra was the kind of prick that would rather kill ponies rather than let them rot in a dungeon. Then again, he is a prick and not much of an efficient ruler.
“He was- He was too tired to actually work properly and- and he was taken away because of it.”
“How old?”
…
“S-Sixteen.”
Jesus Christ, I can’t help but hate the bastard even more as I learned further about the evil he perpetrated in his own kingdom. He was isolated, he could have allowed some slack to his workers if he truly didn’t want to keep paying to maintain a proper dungeon.
Still, the decision I had to take here and now was pretty clear and I merely nodded as I requested to be brought to where the Dungeons were. Cinnamon was surprised by my calm demand, inquiring with her minor stuttering hindering her speech about my bathroom routine. I didn’t give her a proper answer, saying just that I wanted to solve this mistake at once. I didn’t tell her that I was really doing my best to not give my brain enough time to come up with ugly scenarios to entertain my little trip to the lower bowel of the castle. My steps were filled with unclear determination, with most of my uncertainty held within as I kept the strongest form I could get out of my posture and stance.
The trip was brief, but I definitely felt it being longer than just a few minutes. I recognized that some of my thoughts were true the moment I started to smell the rotting flesh and the decaying bones approaching with each step we took, and eventually I paused before the tense-looking guards that stood at the entrance of the lengthy hallway filled with cells.
“Your highness,” The oldest stallion greeted sternly, matching with the military position he was holding. “We didn’t expect a visit from you.”
“Nor I had planned to make a visit to begin with until this young mare asked me to check on something fairly important,” I said while indirectly gesturing at the uneasy-looking Cinnamon standing on my right. “I suppose you have a list of names of those that are currently imprisoned in the dungeon.”
The veteran nodded, while the younger guard looked at me with a confused look.
“Are you… Are you planning to free them, your highness?” He ultimately asked, flinching as he noticed his superior sharply turn around and give him a strict glare for speaking out of order.
“It’s alright,” I conceded with a sigh. “And… it’s a strong possibility. I will study case by case and see if they are all imprisoned wrongly and thus in need to be immediately freed of this horrible punishment. Also… on an even more serious note, I reckon you might have in your possession, either around or in an archive, the list with those that died here.”
The old guard nodded. “Yes sir.”
“I wish for that very list to be given to Shadow Mark. I will see that he keeps hold of it so we will do something about it. Starting with alerting the families of these losses,” I remarked quietly. “Now please, take the young maid to see her brother. And have him freed and brought to a healer if he requires medical assistance.”
“It shall be done, your highness,” The stallion confirmed and I nodded.
I turned to Cinnamon and sighed. “I hope your brother is fine. For now I will leave you to handle this.”
She nodded, giving me a bright smile that just tripled her adorableness in a mere instant.
“T-Thank you, your highness!”
Do. Not. Head pat.
I nodded back, offering a quick smile before taking my leave and getting back on my current duties. At this point I couldn’t just go back in my room, and I could technically skip the routine if I managed to get a bath after lunch. Since I was having that meeting with the High Commander this soon, it shouldn’t be difficult to manage it within the schedule.
A yawn left my lips before I entered the room where the high officer was waiting for me. The stallion had dark fur that was graying, his short white hair and pale gray eyes making it a little less difficult to determine his proper age. His cutie mark was a gray sword sheathed into the back of a violet shield. He was wearing a military jacket, on the left side of it a couple of small medals. Nothing tells him that he was that much important, but I guess Sombra just didn’t care enough to pack the chief of the military with any encomium beyond those I could see.
“Your highness,” He greeted confidently, yet something was missing from his voice. The edge of youth was definitely gone, and the brief cough that left his mouth further accentuated how weaker he was compared to his prime. “Apologies for the sudden request. I would have thought you would have brought some advisors to-”
“It’s not a needed step, and I would like to address this urgent matter as quickly as possible. Else it wouldn’t warrant the urgency it comes with,” I interrupted calmly. “But I also believe that we both can find some agreements on a couple of points I wanted to discuss with you, High Commander Platinum Blitz.”
He looked surprised at the forwardness, but overall fascinated by the bluntness and confidence I was displaying in that moment. Men of the military preferred to discuss about anything related to the military only when they knew that they were talking with confident leaders. And right now, I needed to show top-notch confidence to avoid messing things up.
"Then I suppose we can move forward to the topics we have to discuss about. Most of those are about the current state of the army, and I wish to know your stance about the matter once you've properly read this report I saw fit styling for you to see and study from."
I nodded. While many would have been annoyed by the extra step taken for this situation, I wasn't planning to irritate the head of the military, and... I really wasn't that sure about how many things were to be applied for the sake of sparing the nation from a bloated army of unwilling conscripts.
"A sudden demobilization?" I inquired calmly, surprised at this take on the situation. Sure, I knew that the situation was bad but... that bad? "Do you believe that is actually doable without depleting too much the current military manpower at our disposal?"
The old pony nodded, unconsciously having one of his arms- hooves move to fix his jacket. "The state of the army isn't at peak as it was when everyone was brainwashed. King So- The monster had used many spells to control the minds of the unwilling, turning them in dull puppets for him to control and manipulate. Without this, there is no cohesion and despite how dreadful of a decision this is, I have to ask this to you. Too many have already voiced dissent in remaining in the army, and it would prevent full collapse."
"Then I suppose a demobilization is in order. I didn't mean to sound reluctant to take this approach, but I found worrying if we are to defend our borders when the Empire is brought back to the world proper," I elaborated on my thoughts, still agreeing to his point. I could see a degree of relief wash over his features, and I could tell that the elder has been in active service for a long time, decades even, from the way he looked so tired and... in need to rest.
While I had limited experience about the military and most of it was tied to RTS games, I still had some live narration from my own grandfather about his own father's experience in Africa back in WW2. Very unpleasant, the guy had been just an engineer that was drafted to the Colonial Army and was spared when captured. I didn't expect things to go that bleak since I knew nobody had guns, artilleries and other modern technologies meant to kill multiple individuals at once. 
Unless someone knew how to turn magical brigades in mortar operators capable of throwing long-range explosive spells at their enemies.
"I'm glad to hear this from you, your highness. I wish to also point out that such instance would also allow us to make use of more workers. I understand you don't wish to resume jobs by the mines, at least until the traumas related to the practice are forever dealt with," Platinum added with a determined voice. "The first priority-"
"Is to create an economy that will survive the crash of the Crystal market," I interjected with a serious voice, drawing a frown out of the old pony since I had used terms that might not be tied just yet to economics. "Since I doubt Crystal Ponies will be that keen to buy crystals as much as they should due to the scare still being a thing, I know that the best solution is to invest in other minerals. Perhaps we could try and develop something regarding gold or silver- maybe even try to shift part of the production in agriculture now that we have a couple of fertile plots of lands that need to be tended about."
"And many of the soldiers are specialized in those sectors. I see that you are planning to focus for the well-being of the citizens first by aiming to a stable economy."
"A happy citizen is one that is able to bring bread back home after a tough but doable day of work,"  I commented with a nod. "I seek to make sure the ponies here are able to gain dignity in their work. To make their lives their own to live and enjoy to the fullest."
Platinum gave me a surprised look, but also one that seemed to study more my intentions through my current expression.
"You mean good words, my king. I hope you will succeed if this is indeed your ambition."
I nodded. "It's what will happen. Alas, I would also discuss about reforming the army."
"A reformation?"
"Since the Guards have the dual function of securing internal problems and being the protectors of external threats, I was thinking of creating a force that is less-equipped than the army-side of the Guards but more flexible when it comes to handle issues within the nation."
"A militia?"
"I was still thinking of something professional. A police force which main purpose is to be the group that helps preventing crimes and bad deeds from unfolding within the streets."
"That could intrigue many of those that are leaving the army. Some might fight the army life troublesome, but they would definitely seek to join a group that focuses on genuinely protecting other ponies."
I nodded. "I'm glad to hear that we have many common grounds, but I wish to ultimately return to the army situation. You didn't mention a specific date in which we could try to resume conscription through normal means."
"That's because I can't currently estimate this myself. I might require a group of officers to-"
"Done," I interrupted the elder. "You shall be granted the task to assemble a general staff which purpose is to create strategies both in times of peace and during wartime. But I expect reports over this important subject on a weekly basis. In about six months from now, we will have a proper meeting to verify if it is doable to properly resume conscription or not."
"I will not disappoint you for this trust you're putting on me, your highness," Platinum accepted, pushing back any surprises at the smoothness of this process. "Finally, I believe we can discuss about... What to do with Equestria."
I blinked. "I think that can wait when the Empire is brough back in the real map."
"About that..." The old pony mumbled with a degree of unexpected nervousness.
…
I had to ask for a repetition on his explanation since I really thought he had said things wrong. But now I knew, while I was sleeping and confusedly pondering over why there was no a sun and a moon above our heads, I had failed to realize that, now that Sombra was out of the games, the Crystal Empire was back on the big world map.
And that this meant I had a couple of troubles to face as soon as I was done with the issues I still had to deal back at the home front. Like paperwork. So I was rightfully panicking as, just a few minutes after the meeting was over, a messenger requested to speak with me as he brought an important letter for me to read. A letter that had some serious chances of compromising my current survival if I didn’t take proper steps. Else I had to make my prayers now to not get rainbow’d to the next dimension.
A small entourage from Equestria. One of them was a pink Alicorn that bore a message of friendship while her husband was one of the highest officers in Equestria. And in that moment, my brain exploded with multiple panicked thoughts and ill-conceived scenarios about what I was really supposed to do about it.
Only a way to handle this! I will… invite them for lunch!
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This isn’t going to turn well for me. At least, not as well as I would hope for it to go.
When a diplomatic meeting happens, people generally have to be well-dressed, fresh, and ready to face all unpleasant turns that can come up during the very meeting. It was standard procedure that I had learned by studying the ‘Foreign Relations’ section of the faculty I majored in, and right now I was set up to have quite the weak set up to get through this important event.
Still, much to my instantaneous relief, Cadance and Shining Armor seemed really open in waiting for lunch instead of pushing for something earlier than that. It opened a route that I was more than relieved to believe in, the one where they weren’t planning to push for the subjugation of the Empire due to Celestia’s orders to secure it. Maybe they were still trying to study the predicament before making any call, and that meant I was going to have the chance of arguing favorable for my current situation and perhaps spare any unpleasant relations between the nations.
I got the chance to sparing a couple of words with the advisors, but no chance to actually get a proper royal outfit made in such short notice. Things like this, even with magic, required time. Time that I didn’t have at the moment, but still I could issue for the creation of the uniform so it can be ready as quickly as possible.
So I was stuck with my current clothes, and… and I was very nervous. While the guards confirmed that there was only Twilight among them and nobody that resembled other members of the Mane 6, I was still unsure if I was up for the task this early on in my ‘adventure’. Still, I had to try and succeed, else things were going to be fairly unpleasant for me in the near future.
Shadow Mark was obviously intrigued by all of this, scribbling down what I could tell him of the info he had to be prepared about when it comes to the Diarchy. Despite the fact that I had to be… limited about the information I could rely on others since I was trying to keep a ‘clueless’ take on my entire predicament, I knew I had to give out some serious information.
Like Luna’s banishment for a thousand years, the fact that the Elements of Harmony have been reunited, and that there were three Alicorns right now compared to the previous two ones. Which is why one of the two ponies spearheading the entourage was one. I really wasn’t sure how to handle Cadance. I knew how to handle a guy like Shining Armor due to what I knew about the military and how to calm him down if he had some serious concerns about the current unexpected development, while I had the inkling of an idea how to face Twilight.
But Cadance? Kind of a wildcard I wasn’t sure how to face. And I had to do so while keeping a smooth and respectful attitude towards my current guests.
So here I was, mostly alone as I sat down at the big table where the Equestrian Diplomatic envoy was supposed to share with me. Shadow Mark sat on my left, Platinum Rush at my right, the rest of the side was filled with scholars and experts in diplomacy which weren’t exactly that great due to the lack of relations for a long time and… and yeah, I was holding myself the best I could. The menu I had the chefs prepare for the important lunch was filled by mostly pony-favored dishes, while I settled for the few things I could actually digest without feeling ill during the entire situation. And there were a few of those from the looks of it.
I should really bring some variations of pasta to this world. Would probably add variety for non-ponies to consider.
I tensed up the moment I heard the doors open, one of the Crystal Ponies assigned to wait for the entourage, a pony with a light-blue trumpet as his Cutie Mark, moving forward to introduce their arrival.
“Your highness, Princess Cadance and Prince-Consort Shining Armor of Equestria.”
Standing up and following etiquette, I nodded at the servant and allowed him to make way for the group to slowly advance.
“As the first representative of the Crystal Empire, I… I wish to humbly greet you in this nation,” I said while giving a quick bow. “Please join us for lunch.”
The married couple didn’t hesitate in accepting my formal request, merely sharing a quick look for each other before approaching the table. Twilight lagged a little bit behind while holding onto a bag filled with rolled scrolls, beside her Spike. The young drake was looking around with a partially curious but mostly polite pace as in to not appear too childish with his interest over the room’s aesthetics.
They all sat down by the available chairs, and it took them a moment to properly reply to my words. It was Cadance that spoke up, following the diplomatic pecking order that saw her atop the others, even her husband.
“King John, I wish to return the kind and welcoming way you allowed us to join you at this banquet,” The pink-furred alicorn greeted back. “Equestria is more than willing to value former allies rightfully, even those that were unfortunately left behind due to the unpleasant curses of the former monarch.”
I nodded, taking a moment to glance at the sides to see a few of the advisors and some of the scholars tense up at the indirect mention of Sombra. That was going to be a troublesome habit that had to go one way or another.
“I’m glad to hear this, Princess Cadenza.”
The princess briefly paused at my words, looking confused for a moment before regaining a better composure over the matter.
“Still, I believe it’s only true to the nature of the friendship between our nations for me to admit that my arrival wasn’t exactly meant to dignify a diplomatic envoy, but rather an effort to replace Sombra with… a more appropriate monarch.”
“And I suppose you were the candidate meant to be in my current seat of power if I hadn’t defeated the tyrant,” I guessed, gaining a nervous nod from the girl. “Well, I guess that does make some sense since I think you’re related to the ruler before Sombra. At least I can say that from your full name.”
“Princess Amore,” Shadow Mark added with a respectful tone. “The last bearer of the Crystal Heart.”
“Which is… actually surprising and marvelous!” A feminine voice squeaked on Cadance’s left. I glanced there and I found Twilight tensing up at the amount of attention she suddenly received at the comment. “I-I didn’t mean to say that so loudly...”
“It’s alright. I believe you are Twilight Sparkle, student to Princess Celestia.”
A small nervous smile appeared and she looked abashed by bringing up the non-negligible she has despite the lack of royalty within it. Still, even though the exchange was brief, I knew I could weave and push for a specific set of topics to happen out of it. Especially thanks to the fact that the Unicorn was taking notes on the meeting.
“I can also see that everyone here wishes to ask me questions from the fact I’m not exactly a known element within this world,” I commented calmly. “Well, I suppose I can answer a couple of questions if anyone is interested.”
Twilight frowned. “Everyone and… anyone? Maybe you are confusing those with everypony and anypony, your highness?”
That was actually something I had thought about and I really hoped for them to not be too skittish about. Sure, I knew the show made use heavily of terms that were more appropriate to pony culture, but I was certain of the fact that other species didn’t exactly go out of their way to keep that as a standard for their own cultures. So I felt slightly confident with what I had in mind as a response to this circumstance.
“I reckon that it would be logically correct to address myself in the context too. I’m not a pony,” I recalled and she actually adopted a thoughtful expression before nodding in quiet agreement.
“I can get behind that line of thought, King John,” Shining Armor quipped, gaining my interest and surprise due to the fact he had kept quiet until that very moment. “It’s quite common for ponies in the military to learn to address other races through the terms that have been coined by their respective nations.”
Platinum Rush nodded. “I’m familiar with this. But I thought the Equestrian Military was more traditional compared to ours in that regard.”
“Many things have changed, High Commander,” The Royal Captain addressed with a calm voice. “And I hope this can be used to bridge our current differences in a more peaceful world.”
Well, this was turning nice and well but… I forgot about one thing. I gave permission to Twilight Sparkle to ask me questions. And I forgot to say no to invasive ones.
“Your highness, if it’s not asking too much… can I ask you what species you are?”
I blinked, turning back to glance at her as I addressed her question.
“I’m a human. I also have a different set of ways to address what I personally am. Like Stallion is Man, and Mare is Woman.”
“Oh, but what about other terms? And the fact you are bipedal and… the digits coming out from your arms and-”
“Twilight,” Cadance interrupted with a frown. The Element of Magic paused, realizing that she had come close to go through one of her science moments.
“Oh- Oh, I didn’t mean to sound too pushy,” The cute bookworm said while quickly bowing her head.
“My… sister tends to exaggerate when given too much freedom in these regards,” Shining Armor added and I could only nod sympathetically at his comment.
“I can relate. My sister tends to behave in a similar way when she finds something interesting to understand,” I answered without thinking too much about it. And it was in that moment that I unconsciously planted a seed of interest within one of the ponies at the table.
Shining looked surprised, but mostly curious at my response. “I suppose you are aware of the troubles of-”
“Being the older sibling with a sister that has tendencies to throw common sense out of the window the moment she finds something interesting to study?”
…
“That’s actually unexpected,” He admitted with an interested nod.
“Likewise, but I suppose it’s a pleasant surprise like I think.”
I mean, it was a stretch but I really wanted to find a common point through this detail. The ‘friendlier’ the common point was, the easier it was going for me to further cement a good relationship with these ponies.
“It would seem so,” The Captain admitted, and I could see Twilight groan over the fact that the cute quirk of her was used to create a bond between two older brothers. But it also created a platform for a situation I wasn’t exactly prepared for.
“You’re making it sound like you had plenty of worries about your younger sibling,” Cadance pointed with some fascination, and I nodded without hesitation.
“There had been situations where I had to intervene myself because she didn’t take into account some of the risks she took,” I replied curtly. “It was something that stuck since she was old enough to walk around on her own and… I guess that also helped me handle taking care of children when the neighbors needed a hand about it.”
And that was where the alicorn’s interest peaked. Her eyes widened and renewed curiosity at this detail and only now I realized where this was slowly turning into.
“You were a foalsitter too?”
I blamed the nervousness, but I really wanted to facepalm for forgetting that Cadance was Twilight’s babysitt- Foalsitter. I was so into the present to handle this entire conversation that I mostly forgot of this point that actually put us in common grounds.
“For a time, yeah. Just enough to make some money and help family’s friends when they needed someone to watch over their children.”
The princess giggled at that, smiling as she actually seemed to grow intrigued to learn some more about this entire situation. It was clear that, despite the formality, things had slowly escalated in a more informal discussion and… that was actually helpful.
It helped in creating a sense of genuine understanding and trust while also removing any doubt that I might have been a bad guy. Which wasn’t the case and I really didn’t want to say hi to the skittles-flavored purge beam.
“I just had Twilight as a foal to foalsit, but I know it’s quite a big responsibility when you are young,” She pointed out and I nodded.
“I had my own shares of problems early on. If I remember correctly I had to take care of three toddlers as my first babysitting experience and… it was a really loud experience.”
Another giggle, she shook her head in clear amusement. “I guess it was fairly troublesome at first. I remember having trouble with little Twi and… Oh. I’m sorry Twilight, I-I actually forgot about the circumstance itself.”
At this point, the poor unicorn was having a tough time hiding her face away at the sheer embarrassment she was subjected to. Spike was patting her upper back in a gesture of sympathy and it was clear the poor bookworm wasn’t up to receive more of that humiliation.
“Your highness,” Platinum Rush interrupted with a serious tone. “I don’t wish to sound too harsh but perhaps we should return to the standards of this meeting?”
I realized how much I got dragged by the last two topics and I was more than happy to nod in agreement. The rest of the meeting didn’t go for too long as the rest was mostly tied to how both Shining Armor and his wife were going to stay in the nation and serve the functions of Ambassadors for the Equestrian Embassy. I didn’t have any complaints about it, and I was more than happy to sign the papers to solve this sudden issue I was subjected to.
With lunch coming to an end, the rest of the day proceeded smoothly as I started to face a new batch of paperwork to start implementing some reforms I could start introducing to the nation without facing the chances of ruining the situations for the Crystal Pony. Once again, I delved into the matter of education and began signing away a couple of decrees meant to restore schools and carefully select which classes and years fillies and colts were meant to be enlisted in.
I deemed it right to also institute mandatory school until the end of Elementary, just so I could begin quelling the issue that was illiteracy. Too many ponies were unable to take on specific jobs regarding their cutie marks due to the fact they had just recently stopped working for the army and as miners down in the underground crystal caves.
I thought things were going fairly well despite the never-ending tower of paper that kept on piling more than I could shred into it through facing it on a personal level. I had to find the proper ponies to delegate, because I knew if I didn't I was going to die drowning in paper and ink. And that’s not the way Bukharin is going to die.
But what I didn’t know was that the day was far from over and that I would receive a visitor in my dreams. A very interesting and loud one at that.
----------d-d-d-d--------------d-d-d-d--------
I was inside a dark void.
And this was definitely not something I was familiar with, mostly due to the fact I didn’t remember much of my dreams. I wasn’t even sure I dreamed properly due to this matter, so, by the fact that I was here and in a seemingly lucid state, I could only find a reason for this to be the case.
I looked around to try and find the only individual I knew could wander inside others’ dreams, and I saw that a white orb actually existed well above my head. A moon, one from which a figure emerged and began gliding down towards me.
I could only blink at the sight and… soon her hooves softly landed onto my chest, the contact leading to an end to my endless fall as I found myself lying on the floor of an unfamiliar room. The themes were dark-blue and black, with constellations shining from the ceiling.
…
“Princess Luna,” I greeted curtly and the alicorn nodded as she moved away from me.
“Thou are the human, the newest ruler of the Crystal Empire,” She affirmed with a little louder than expected. It was clear that she wasn’t using the Royal Canterlot Voice, but she still had to gain a proper understanding of how quiet she needed to be to not cause disruptions with the way she spoke.
“Yes. I’m King John Bukharin.”
“Greetings,” The pony said and I nodded. “We’re actually surprised that thy dreamworld was so bleak.”
Frowning at her words, I was definitely confused by the fact that had truly been my dreamworld. “I guess that’s what happens when I barely sleep for years.”
“Thou don’t like sleeping?”
The pony tilted her head to the side and… it was purely adorable. She might be way older than me but she sure knew how to unconsciously behave this cute.
“It’s more of a habit after having to go to school early in the morning and… sleeping earlier than many would normally do.”
“Thou should never change thy sleeping schedule to fit work if this hurts thou to this point. Thy dreamworld is in shambles.”
Ouch.
“And it definitely will become a host of nightmares the moment thou will end up sleeping with a heavy mind and consciousness.”
Double ouch.
“Which is why we believe thou require assistance in properly building it in a better shape and form.”
… “Are you offering to-”
“We shall assist thou, but first, of course, we will require to ask thee a couple of questions.”
I could only nod, knowing that if the dream specialist said that it was bad, then it was bad. So I listened and answered any questions she threw at me, curious to see where this endeavor was eventually going to take us both. What I didn’t know was that while at first this turned out to be what she had mentioned, the conversation soon shifted into something completely different rather quickly much to my surprise. It took me ten minutes of talking to her for something interesting and mostly amusing to happen.
“And so Tia was lamenting about the fact we called her greedy for cake. And we just don’t understand why she is so annoyed and angry about this since we know there is nothing wrong in being concerned for our sister’s weight and health.”
I wasn’t exactly sure how it got to this point. How this ‘assistance’ turned in a mutual therapy session for the two of us. I gained more insight over the crappy state of my dreams, and Luna got someone to vent her problems to. Sure, those were minimal problems, but it sure painted her in an interesting light considering her presence was very minimal in early seasons.
“But what you can see as a good way to voice your concern might be easily misunderstood as a clever way to call her fat,” I explained, doing my best to keep a straight face about it. Seriously, this wasn’t what I had expected from my first meeting with Luna and… I was loving it! “If you really believe that it can become a problem, then why not counter this issue by giving your sister something that should allow her to burn the sweets she is known to eat?”
Luna frowned. “Can thou elaborate on that, John?”
First-name basis? Now that was a shocker.
“Since your sister might not be highly-receptive of being told she needs to eat less cake, then why not create an occasion, maybe monthly, that can help her shed some fat by doing activities with you?” I suggested. “You can get it also as a way to spend time with your sister away from work.”
“That could be… troublesome. Mostly because we don’t have anyone to replace our sister during her court sessions, and we know of none that can potentially take that kind of role during a planned absence.”
I nodded, realizing that it was kind of a dumb idea. “Still, I suppose we can try and find a solution to that. Two voices are better than one.”
She agreed with a sigh and a smile… and then she panicked all at once. “We were supposed to instruct thou how to face thy dreamworld and- and we lost ourself in such a troublesome topic.”
“To be fair, I believe you needed to hear a second opinion on that matter, and I can tell you weren’t going to discuss it with anyone else.”
“It’s- it’s not just that. It’s about thy well-being. It is our duty to aid those that require help in their dreams.”
“I’ve been dealing with this for years now, I can wait just a day. And I believe you actually deserve to have some help in genuinely mending the situation with your sister.”
…
“We...We are warmed by thy kindness, but thou shouldn’t hinder your recovery due to our own issues.”
“I thought that’s what friends are supposed to do,” I rebuked and I saw her freeze in realization. Because, while Luna had managed to regain a bit of decorum out of the previous informal moments, that didn’t definitely erase the conversation we just concluded.
“...We are friends. Yes. Thou and We.”
I offered a quick smile and a nod, holding back a chuckle at the Royal English making her little speech fairly amusing despite how broken it sounded in a modern context. “I suppose I should let you resume your patrol of other dreams. I hope I didn’t stop you for long with my own issues.”
She looked annoyed. “None of that. Thou say thou are our friend, and we believe thou deserve to be treated properly as a friend should. It was no problem, just… watch over thyself in the future because we shan’t allow thou to dodge this important healing process.”
“Understood, your highness.”
The alicorn lessened her stance and gave me a curt 'goodbye’ before vanishing through the moon she had created to enter my dream. And as her influence waned, so did my consciousness as I was forced to another ‘dreamless’ night right to the next morning.
Still, progress. I made friends with my fave princess and I was definitely going to enjoy the next nightly sessions.
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Maps! Those are fairly important in determining what kind of situation we were in. Maps were the massive clues that helped in learning how a situation, may it be individual-based or centered about an entire community, really was.
And right now, the map that I was provided as a gift from the Equestrian Diplomatic Envoy opened no little issues with my current rule. None of the problems exactly manifested an immediate threat to the Crystal Empire, with the sole exception being the neighbor in the East and some troublemakers from the decentralized Changeling Lands that might try to come from the west. I doubted the civil war in the North was actually going to break into this country due to how small both Yaks’ armies had to be.
Still, there was a lot to unpack as I proceeded to study the map and elaborate how this situation might actually evolve in the next few months. While I doubted Stalliongrad was going to find a foothold here in the Crystal Empire due to the fact that there wasn’t any industry there to criticize at the moment and also because of how divided their current government was because of the oppositions shared between the factions of both Vasiliy and Altidiya, I still found the current state of technology disadvantage deeply upsetting. I knew I could rely on receiving some support from the only allies we had, but I knew that one thing was to ask help, another was to be completely subsided by them and becoming a possible puppet to them. I had to be careful, especially now that the Crystal Empire was supposed to completely take over the territories it once owned and that had been under Equestria’s leadership for sometime now.
Of course there were going to be a fair amount of debates about the sudden switch of government due to the recent circumstances, but I relied on the fact that the Crystal Ponies finally wanted to be recognized as the centerpiece of their own culture. Looking at the reports, while Celestia did make some efforts to try and integrate these ponies in her own kingdom, the unquestionable refusal to join Equestria started from a single, undeniable reason that I was actually surprised to find out this soon.
Thestrals, simply labeled as Bat-Ponies, were actually a thing here in this world. While it would be easy to confuse them for the vampire version for ponies, the truth was actually simpler and… dumber. This ‘fourth and forgotten’ tribe was fairly unpopular among Equestrian Ponies due to lots of mistaken info about them, starting with the fact that they were… well, like vampires, only stuck with blood as the main requirement for their diet. The truth was off by a far shot.
Sure, Thestrals were keen to drink blood if possible and within moderation, but it wasn’t something they needed to survive. They ate the same things as other ponies, but they were omnivores and thus could also eat meat and drink blood. In a certain way, I could relate due to the similar diets we had… until the blood thing comes up. Nonetheless, this bit of info was quite important since there was a fairly big community of bat-ponies within the untouched land of the Empire.
While Crystal City was stuck in a state of uncertainty due to what happened with Sombra, the rest of the territories kept a modest and friendly approach towards the Thestrals, allowing them to settle in these lands and become part of their community. I quickly had a convention prepared to address any issue that might be unfolding within these new settlements I was supposed to lead. At first I thought that the Crystal Empire was just the Crystal City but… yeah, that wouldn’t have made much sense. One thing is having a kingdom-sized nation to lead, another was to be a city-state that considered itself a full-fledged empire.
To be fair, Sombra is an arrogant jerk… but this nation was called an Empire even before he was in charge. Dammit, why are things growing so complicated?
So, beyond the agriculture-centered focus I wanted this economy to be started from, I will have to revise plans of a future industrialization. And that wasn’t exactly something simple considering the process was going to take a toll on the current society… of this city. Giving a look at the papers I received from the other cities, the process had been a little less than a century ago and some good and gradual progress was achieved until this very point.
Some engineers had also planned to stretch a railroad network that was supposed to boost the current infrastructure and transport section of the Empire for a while. Despite the lessened effects of the cold due to the effects of the Crystal Heart, lengthy trips across the Empire weren’t doable without some serious preparation being planned and completed.
To defeat this problematic situation, there have been plans to create the network as a mean to guarantee a stable link between the various cities and, if I played this situation well enough, I might as well set the first free railroad system due to the fact I would have government-hired bureaucrats leading it and do my well about it. Not only did it help the economy a fair bit by keeping the train state-controlled, but I would also start making some good rep with other ponies in this nation.
I was well deep into the paperwork, so completely submitted to the work for this early morning, that I barely noticed that someone had slowly entered the room and was quietly waiting for me to pay her some attention. It was nervousness that had her quiet, her inquisitive eyes checking all over the office I had yet to properly fill up as all old things from Sombra had been removed, checked on and burned if too dangerous to use for good.
A fake cough caught my attention, stirring me from my tortured shift of document-signing as I lifted up my gaze to find a certain maid with pretty blue eyes that was now sitting in one of the two chairs in front of mine.
“Cinnamon,” I greeted curtly, frowning at the unexpected intrusion. “I don’t recall hearing you coming in.”
The mare blinked, blushing a tiny bit at that remark and giving a slow nod.
“A-Apologies, your highness. I wanted to ask for a moment of your time to talk about… yesterday,” The maid replied quietly. “The guard at the door said that it would be fine since I am a known servant here in the castle.”
That was actually a big problem. Sure, this world is made of nice ponies with big fuzzy hearts, but also of manipulators and murderers that would exploit any circumstance to get a free assassination out of those predicaments. Changelings in particular were going to have a field day with that kind of procedure, the one where the guards neglected to make sure no illusion or transformation was used to hide away a potential killer and allow them to infiltrate deep enough in the castle.
Luckily for me, I could tell that this Cinnamon was the real one and not a changeling. Not only had the return of Crystal City been recent, but I also noticed a couple of details that helped determine if she was the real Cinnamon or not. The telling sign that definitely confirmed this assumption came from a little thing she got when she was nervous. Her left hind hoof would start tapping on the ground, slowly and as if she was keeping count for some reason.
A little adorable quirk that further created quite the endearing sight to be subjected to. But, regardless of me recognizing the mare or not, I was still going to have a serious talk with the guards about being this lenient with the controls.
“How is your brother?” I asked calmly, recalling that the guy had been left in the dungeon for some time before I stepped in and got him and other prisoners out of their cells. “I hope he is doing well.”
Cinnamon nodded. “Wild Velvet is going to be fully healed and discharged by tomorrow.”
“I’m glad to hear that.”
“But… there is also something else I wish to say, your highness,” She said with a nervous look. “Yesterday I… behaved a little bit too unruly. I shouldn’t have disturbed your highness’ day like this and-”
“I believe I mentioned that it was fine. Especially taking into account the circumstances that got you to take that extra step.”
“But...”
I sighed, I could say that, regardless of what I was saying, the maid really wasn’t that convinced about this much generosity being dropped so suddenly. I guess it has to come off fairly weird to suddenly have a kinder monarch compared to the previous dickhead one. Still, what kind of solution could I come up with to handle this as kindly as possible? The maid might be a little inopportune with her requests, justified requests at that, but she was so polite and genuinely dedicated to family and work.
So how about I just give her something that 'punish' her but also aid her and me at the same time?
“How about I give you something to work on?” I offered with a calm tone. “Something that should, by all means, make the little ‘reckless’ attitude of yours moderated?”
…
“W-What?”
“Well, you still feel embarrassed for coming up with your request in such a sudden and unusual manner, so… how about I give you a new duty?”
“Wh-Which would be?”
And that's were the fun was meant to begin.
“I’ve heard from Shadow Mark that the position of Head Maid is currently devoid of a proper worker, so I think your promotion to the role would fit well as your punishment.”
…
“This promotion is… my punishment?”
I could see the confusion. I couldn’t help but sigh sympathetically at her unsuspecting self as she was comfortably shoved into some real hard work. I remember when I was stuck in a similar situation back in Uni. Truly unpleasant, but nonetheless it was a job compared to what I had back home. There it would just count as merely 'studying and learning' and no checks being granted for doing the best of work as an assistant researcher.
Poor girl, she has yet to realize that she is going to handle paperwork too since, you know, being the head maid means handling paperwork for the other maids too. The tragedy, the drama!
I said this, but, as I would soon learn after putting the confused mare at work, I was soon proven wrong about her way to cope with the hard work. The girl was instantly set to work, provided new tasks and new duties to get through the day. I monitored her progress, expecting some whining from her part at the sudden ascension to a higher but tougher role. Instead of feeling stumped by the sudden increase of her tasks, Cinnamon just smiled, promised results and… showed me that she was a workaholic. The worst part? She actually passed by and thanked me for granting her the chance to prove her worth to me.
To me, not to the Empire.
Goddammit, this idea just backfired by a fair lot...
So, as I ended up granting this little upgrade to her work station, I prepared to face the rest of the day with a cautious approach. Maybe I expected something big to also happen, possibly from the Equestrian diplomats but… I was actually spared from anything relatively big from their part. I spotted Shining Armor sparring with some of the guards that wanted to challenge him and I saw Cadance wandering around Crystal City to see how it looked right now compared to other cities within the nation that she had the chance of touring a few years ago.
I was slightly relieved by this, mostly because it meant I was avoiding any unexpected pressure this early on during my rule. I had so much to do paperwork-wise, and I really couldn’t afford to get off my office beyond the three meals of the day, some breaks to not have me fall asleep by the table, and nighttime.
It was when night finally came, it was time for me to see if Luna remembered the little promise we had set the day before and… she came in my dreams as promised. From that point onward it was… an interesting conversation between her and I.
Starting with her help in rebuilding my dreamworld.

“Luna, I don’t think chairs are supposed to stand upside down on the ceiling.”
“It will fix itself, John,” The Alicorn commented calmly. “It’s natural for some dispositions to be wrongly-placed in such an early stage, and the work here is far from over.”
I nodded, resuming my task of focusing while allowing her magic to materialize some of the objects I was familiar with. Following her instructions, I decided to turn the main form of my dreamworld into a copy of my home. Not only was it a place I was the most familiar with, but it was also the principal place where I would find myself safe, calm, and away from any hint of nightmares.
It felt like ages, but it didn’t take more than ten minutes to get a good bit of my room done. The place was one of the smallest sections of the house, and it was filled with very few pieces of furniture and little much more than the usual device. I thought about having my PC created too, but at the moment I wasn’t sure if the technology behind it was already known and I could explain it to Luna.
It was clear the lady was already in a tough spot to try and catch up with the current state of things compared to one thousand years ago, and I really didn’t need to make things even worse for her. She was even making an effort to try and sound more informal compared to what she was accustomed just to not appear so out-of-time with her speech and mannerism. Which is why, since the princess was already being incredibly nice by helping me with this stuff, I was rather open to resume yesterday’s exchange the moment she said we could take a break with the current work done today.
“This morning we- I tried to see if I could find some sweet food to eat for breakfast. I was particularly… shocked when I realized that my sister’s interest in indulging her sweet tooth might have depleted the kitchens of this category of treats,” She lamented with a huff. “I tried keeping a couple of snacks safe by hiding those away in a safe spot that I thought only I knew about but… those were missing when I went to check there.”
Not gonna lie, this is pure comedy gold in the making. While the cake obsession on Celestia’s part was barely mentioned early on and only given true confirmation much later from the clips I had seen around, I couldn’t help but wonder how much money was wasted on cake. Still, I felt sympathetic to Luna’s plight since I too had tried and failed to save some snacks from my sister’s reach when she was hungry. Differently from her plight, mine was centered about salty things like Pringels, PopCorns, or even cheap salty sticks. One moment I had them hidden away from anyone in the family, and then, as I needed to eat something while studying or writing papers I would find out that the temporary hideouts were previously looted by the very individual I was hiding that treasure away from.
“Have you tried hiding it on your own?”
“I tried to do so in the past,” She admitted. “But Tia- I mean, Celestia was never the kind of sister that would actually mind upholding my privacy if it was for something ‘as important’ as cake.”
I smiled and nodded. “I assume it can be as infuriating as entertaining.”
“To be fair… yes. It’s kind of refreshing actually since it reminds me of when we were both young and… she tended to do this a lot before we started unifying Equestria,” Luna added with a positive hum. “In fact, I’m surprised that she reverted to this behavior when we both were fairly serious back before I...”
Oh, that's a reference to her banishment, which means… bad memories. It’s time to be a good friend and… it’s time to enact a brilliant detour!
“I suppose she just mellowed over the peaceful years. The toughness of a monarch generally comes up in dire times and when there is a threat to face,” I pointed out, trying to hide away the little hint of panic at the unplanned development. “But I bet she is also happy to have you around. I heard she was fairly lonely when… gah, I really don’t want to bring this up.”
She frowned. “What?”
“I’m trying my best to not put you through that topic. I know it’s a sore bit and I don’t want to put you in an unpleasant spot with it.”
“I-It’s alright,” The princess remarked. “I don’t have a… big problem with it.”
…
I sighed. “Luna, I know this is… a little personal, and I really don’t want to sound too pushy about it but… do you want to talk about how you feel after coming back?”
“W-Why should I- Why even- Why do you think that...”
“You might try to keep a strong face before the upsetting thing that is coming back to a changed world, but you can’t expect to solve it all by keeping quiet and bottling things up,” I commented with a frown. “Even if it’s not me, which I would understand since we became friends literally yesterday, I think you should speak to someone about this. Someone you trust, of course, but the focus is not letting all of this remain bottled up.”
"Ever since- since I started to help ponies with their dreams-"
"You found a way to approach your subjects and feel them close, but I wasn't just asking about it. I can tell you are having trouble about settling to the new age."
...
“I’m… I’m fine.”
I stared at her for a while, taking notice of the fact that she was now glancing at the floor instead of looking directly at me to tell me this. So, knowing that it was one of those make or break situations, I decided to be a little bold about it. If I didn't, I could tell things were going to turn weird around Luna.
“Luna,” I called at her quietly, trying to muster all the kindness I could come up with in that very moment. “If you tell me that you are fine without lying and looking at me, I will let you be on this matter. I’m sorry if this comes out as me trying to pressure you but… you’re my friend, and I know what happens when something like this is ignored. And you don’t deserve to be ignored.”
She looked at me, seemingly pondering about giving a try to fake her emotions just for that brief moment. But I could see, right within her eyes, that she wasn't prepared to handle this kind of big step without feeling guilty about it and... 
It didn’t take too long for her reluctance to crumble and for her to finally talk.
Even though we'd only known each other for a little while, we felt we  could trust each other; we just spoke so simply to each other. One wouldn’t normally trust a pseudo-stranger, but right now Luna was really in need to talk with someone, to express her own frustrations about her current circumstances.
While she made progress since she returned to Equestria, she was far from being completely happy with what was there for her to learn and relearn depending on the matter. She was marveled by some of these discoveries she was making, but in the end the detail that repeated loudly within her mind was that… this was only happening because of her banishment. And the banishment, from what I could tell from her current ranting, she considered her her own fault. She fully blamed herself for it, ignoring that she wasn’t exactly the only one behind the birth of Nightmare Moon.
While Luna was the main factor, the bit that truly screwed things up was Celestia’s partial negligence to the little family she has. The fact that the older Alicorn hadn't noticed that there were going to be trouble if she left her little sister in such predicament wasn't something one can just ignore, especially since it was absolute loneliness that caused the entire ordeal. The fact she didn't have someone to confide into, to speak about her frustrations and genuinely let go of the negativity that was spreading out of this. It wasn’t even something that I blamed on Celestia as a whole, mostly because I could relate on how tough it can be to spare time for your own sibling if there was something important that required your attention. I couldn’t exactly correlate until now to the magnitude of being busy since ruling a kingdom wasn’t relatable when you are just a glorified accountant for the local Uni.
Things did change for me, but even now that some months had gone by since I finished Uni, I still wasn’t sure if things were going great for me and those around me. Being pulled away from the ‘real world’ got me fairly detached as I had new responsibilities and trouble to handle. In a bizarre circumstance I couldn’t have exactly predicted, I ended up sparing my own counsel to the Alicorn, giving as much as I could without sounding too informal or too pushy with our familiarity.
Luna listened, then countered, then she would listen again, and possibly agreed to what she felt she could agree to. It was an odd cycle that didn’t just help her release what stress she had gained since she came back, but it also helped me find someone to talk without making things too awkward about myself.
Right now I was king of a nation, and those subjects of mine weren’t exactly going to start to treat me as an equal- not when I was supposed to show them the truest essence of a good king. A step above, but not in terms of worth or valor. It was all about leading by example, to be better so they can be better.
And with Luna I could say that this mindset wasn’t necessary. Both monarchs, we both had some serious troubles of our own and we desperately needed an outlet to let out frustrations and annoyances about our respective predicaments without having to fear any betrayal or reprisal out of those.
I was genuinely surprised that she opened up this much with me, but I was even more surprised when she listened to what I had to say about myself. She offered opinions over some bits of my backstory and she seemed rather kind when it came in offering a honest answer to certain topics I brought up.
By the end of that night, Luna left my dream with a relieved smile and she went as far as granting me a hug before leaving. Meanwhile I was left perplexed and confused about myself. Because, in such an unplanned situation, I was so quick to let out so much about myself. I knew, for some reason, that I could trust the one I spoke to- no, there was a reason.
Because if Luna was the keeper of my own stress, I became one for her own issues.
And that agreement was definitely going to help us both in our daily lives without anyone knowing or even suspecting something like this existed. If only they knew how tough it is to rule and to handle emotions…
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The representatives from the various cities that were now meant to return to the Empire were finally there.
I was nervous. Really nervous. While I took this chance to actually work a way into preparing the best diplomatic meeting possible with the current available budget, I was still uncertain about the level of security assigned to the important event. With the numbers of the army dwindling to the minimum possible, only a scarce amount of guards could be allocated to the current premises of the palace without drawing too much from the walls. Platinum Rush guaranteed me that I expected some attempt to infiltrate Crystal City through the entry of numerous entourages from the various corners of the ‘Empire’ all around. I was… frightened by the chances of the already-tense situation collapsing due to even a failed assassination attempt.
My only relief being that, as per agreement with Equestria, both Cadance and Shining Armor were meant to be there to ask as close advisors. I wasn’t really happy about it considering it was going to paint a wrong connection that I would have to curb early on just so I could avoid any opposition to my rule but… I was still content with the fact they were there to provide with extra protection if something bad happened during the convention.
I had plenty of documents already prepared. I took it upon myself to ‘clean up’ Sombra’s mistakes by quickly seeing for all criminals within the dungeons to be retried. To be allowed to muster up a proper defense and, in most cases, win their freedom back. I was fairly surprised when I learned a couple of those just didn’t make it. And that surprise vanished when I realized these ponies were responsible for terror attacks. Attacks that ended up killing other ponies and doing nothing to Sombra’s rule.
It was so… absurd to imagine how some of these horrible deeds were done in good faith but poor planning and thinking. These criminals were angry at their inability to secure a way out of prison, but I didn’t leave them to the same horrible conditions Sombra did. They were sentenced to two months of house arrests under close guarding from veterans while the dungeons were cleaned, restructured and rendered so that it fitted with a more civil standard of keeping prisoners.
With the prisons being ‘cleared out’, the arrival of new workers meant a higher chance for me to start entertaining a good beginning to proper industrialization. Equestria’s ‘lend-lease’ was stuffed with machines and tools that were meant to arrive by the end of the week, giving us the chance to prepare some of the unemployed to handle basic factory-related work and gain a fair understanding of their rights within their workplaces.
Since I had Communists with a working army on the east, I had to make sure that the moment the Empire shifted its production to industrial goods, it didn’t become a reason to create communists in the midst of workers. I really didn’t want to handle that kind of problem and, even though I knew that there was no chance for me to dodge any surprises of that kind, I still accepted the idea that I could either stall the rise of a Communist faction within the nation, or even make sure that it was weak enough to never become a problem to us.
The best way to destroy a political faction was to make its existence unimportant and unjustified. If workers in the nation were happy with the system I had in mind, then there was nothing any communist could say without actually facing some serious opposition to their program. Elaborating on a real necessity, the ideology then reached out for radical plans for a government. Which may or not then lead to an easy time for corrupt leaders to eventually come by.
But there was something that I could agree on some of their plans regarding the economic bit. Something that I learned early on during my time in College when it came to the economy itself. While politics might determine an economic system, in the end it was the economy itself that determined politics. The moment privates were involved in one nation’s economy, there was no doubt that eventually a ‘democratic’ thaw would ensue and lead to more corruption. In a certain way, I despised that tiny bit of democracy- not because I didn’t want the ponies to have the chance of determining their own destinies, but I knew by experience alone that if the rich people were involved into politics, there wasn’t much chance for honest and good-working individuals to attain good seats of power.
Which is why I was focused to have at least most of the essential services in the nation somewhat owned by the government rather than by investors. It was a choice that required further strains on the treasury, but Sombra didn’t leave the Empire dry in that regard. There was enough to make the big jump, and aid with some minor projects too… but it wasn’t going to last and I wasn’t planning to drain the treasury completely despite the need of reforms that requires Bits.
If this convention ended well… then I had the chance to actually tap into the taxation system that was supposedly going to be re-implemented by the settlements and allow a bigger income to steadily give us ideas… for even more projects due to the massive expansion of paperwork I would have to face. If before I had trouble with a single city, now I had to find solutions to the paperwork tied to numerous cities with numerous problems in need of someone to solve them for once. While I wasn’t going to take on all the paperwork tied to those settlements, I was still going to receive the bigger issues and those weren’t going to be fun to face.
There is really no satisfying me when it comes to paperwork...
It was early, a little too early to the meeting. I blamed my own uneasiness as it tended to influence me into coming at this unholy hour. It was just lunchtime, and I had eaten my own meal earlier than usual to be… early. I sighed tensely sparing quick glances to the side. I was sitting by the chair in the middle of the small table that was meant to host the representatives, with three longer ones having been set to house the rest of the entourages that were coming with the diplomats.
By my right there was Shadow Mark and… he was nose-pressing onto the documents we had verified five times yesterday. The pony might actually count as a sober, more serious version of Twilight when it came to important politic-related situations, but with a stronger version of what looked to be OCD when it came to paperwork of all kinds. I could remember hearing some of the guards guarding his office’s door lamenting how he was seen glaring at a glass of water he had unconsciously spilled on the ground… where some shredded paper was. Despite the fact the documents there were meant to be put in the trash bin, he still found the entire event fairly distressing and enough to deliver plenty of insults to the glass of water. Some of those, I didn’t even know about until the guard I stopped for more details, which was blushing at the request of elaborating a list of the foul words, gave out most of the words that had been employed for the circumstance. In that very revelation, I learned that I had to be careful with Shadow Mark when it came to his paperwork.
On my left there was the pinkest of the Alicorns, with her husband beside her trying his best to not fall asleep or appear too bored as we all waited for the main event to finally begin. I didn’t blame Shining for being unable to handle the dullness of the situation, and I could tell his wife was doing her best to not chide him about this matter because Cadance too was having trouble keeping up a vibrant appearance due to how quiet everything was right now.
I thought for a moment about the last time the three of us spoke. I had been rather reluctant to talk with them again this soon, mostly because I was well-aware that we shared plenty of common points in this situation. Why was this a reason for me to actually avoid interactions? Well, while I was more than happy to open up to gain good boy points through honesty and the capacity to be relatable, I really wasn’t sure how convenient for us all was to try and openly befriend the two beyond our stations.
Then I remembered Luna’s words on the matter. It would be odd, but not unusual for a monarch of this nation to be friendly with fellow nobles. In pony culture in general, being friendly with others is the basis of society. Sure, some were still up to exploiting ‘friendship’ as a mean to gain more out of it, but Luna was quite certain it would help me and them in the long run if I actually entertained the idea of a proper friendship with them. She portrayed them in a good light, which wasn’t exactly helpful since it wasn’t the reason why I was avoiding making a genuine bond out of it but…
If I tried, I could pull away if things go south.
So, shoving away the uncertainty, I tried my best. Leaning at ease on my chair, I looked on the left and hummed.
“Why are you two this quiet?” I calmly asked, my voice seemingly tearing into their efforts as surprised looks were soon leveled at me.
“Well, this… is going to be an important event,” Cadance reasoned, trying to appeal to that kind of logic. “It’s only proper that we maintain a proper posture and a formal stance during its duration.”
“Yes, I don’t doubt that’s the appropriate approach during the event, but… the meeting has yet to begin. For about two hours if I am precise about it.”
“And?”
I sighed. “And I wanted to talk. It’s been a while.”
“It’s been a few days,” Shining admitted, tilting his head to the side. “I wouldn’t mind asking you a few questions. Nothing too private.”
I shrugged and… then I looked at his wife. Cadance looked back at me, and I blinked.
“What about you, Princess Cadenza?”
Her jaws dropped for a brief moment, then she schooled her features back to normal. “It’s Cadance.”
“Or Cadenza,” I remarked, noticing her eyes narrowing at that response. It was something that I had picked up from the time I met her. She was easy to tease when it came to her name. Maybe it had to do with the fact that it was slightly unusual compared to other ponies, but I was actually finding a more reasonable point to address her as such. Because I was Italian, Cadenza just felt smoother to say compared to Cadance and so it felt easier to call her that instead of her preferred name. “Is that really that much of a problem if I addressed you as such, Cadenza?”
“...You’re teasing me,” The Alicorn guessed rightfully.
I allowed a tiny smile to flash at that. Didn’t expect any less from a fellow babysitter. “Potentially yes.”
Her lips twitched. “I prefer being called Cadance.”
“And I will try to put an effort to respect that wish then… Cadenza.”
A tiny scowl appeared on her face, and I noticed her husband having some troubles holding back a chuckle at that mirthful banter. It didn’t take long for the discussion to finally begin, and Shining Armor proved to be true to his word when he stuck to basic topics. Despite that, he was quick to take his wife’s side now that he had the chance to.
“So… John. I know this might sound sudden, but I’ve heard that you were having trouble with… the paperwork. Is that really that bad?”
“I’ve been holed in my office for most of the last few days, with the only exceptions being the meals, bathroom breaks, and sleeping,” I replied, my smile vanishing at that upsetting subject. “I’m quite sure that, as we are taking time here to handle this diplomatic situation, the pile is increasing and growing more unbeatable than it was before I last gazed at it.”
…
“It was bad,” The unicorn summarized with a nod. “I guess without the same numbers of administrators as Princess Celestia, taking care of the paper-signing can be quite arduous.”
“I guess that’s a saving grace about our missed opportunity, nothing against you, John,” Cadance agreed, waiting for me to react to that sentence before continuing. I just offered a nod, honestly accepting that response to my plight, but now interested on what she had to say. “Nonetheless, I hope you managed to take enough breaks during the work hours.”
“A couple, but not enough to waste too much time on the job,” I swiftly answered and she gave me a long look.
“And how long were those?”
“I don’t recall, but I will tell you once I do, Cadenza.”
Her interest was dulled away from the cheeky last half of that sentence. Just before she could say anything about it, her husband took control and spoke up once more.
“I didn’t mean to bring up any issue with my question, so I guess we can move on to something a little ‘soft’ compared to the previous topic. I don’t think you’ve brought up what was your job before… what you are now.”
I could sense some hidden reasons behind that specific ‘soft query’, but I decided to still go forth with it regardless of the suspicious way it was relayed. Even Cadance seemed to pick up this from her husband, a frown adorning her face as she turned to give a look at Shining Armor.
“Well, last year I concluded my five years of college which allowed me to graduate and major in Economics. While that would have normally set me for a big job… the situation back home didn’t allow me to do more than just find something beyond being the librarian to one of the local libraries in my hometown.”
I expected some barb out of this little revelation, and I could tell them both were surprised at this and-
“Oh, that means we’re all inexperienced in ruling a nation,” The former captain highlighted and… I couldn’t help but frown at him. It was definitely the best outcome for me out of that revelation, yet I was slightly annoyed at the fact that he was so calm about it. SO… accepting of it.
He could have easily made a point I was inexperienced and… drew me to put a defensive move out of it. Yet he… didn’t. Am I being a moron for thinking of the worst from these ponies?
My trail of thoughts came to an unexpected end when I heard Cadance giggle and give me a teasing look. “Were you worried about that? John, I believe you should know we didn’t take any ruling position until this position as ambassadors.”
…
It was instinct that dictated for me to look away at that, the brief bout of shame on my part giving a good reason for the Alicorn to giggle again, and I distinctly heard her husband snort in clear amusement at my awkward response. I wasn’t the best at handling friends. And I was also unable to do so when the potential friends were the ones being way friendlier than I was.
This interesting exchange came to an end as the doors of the humongous room were pushed open by a group of guards escorting a small group of representatives trotting towards us. I gave a confused look at the approaching ponies, surprised by this sudden intrusion, but soon given an answer to why they were here when the main event was meant to happen roughly an hour from that moment.
“Your highness, I present you Lady Jade Song, Countess of Canterine,” The oldest of the four guards protecting the small group started to announce, and soon I saw one of the three mares nod. The Unicorn had green mane combed in a short but complicated bun, matching well with her light-blue fur and her dark-blueish eyes. She was wearing a light-gray dress that hid her cutie mark.
“Dark Snow, Mayor of Porridge Town.”
Next was the turn of the only Unicorn Stallion to bow the head. He was wearing a silver monocle that partly covered his gray eyes, his dark-purple mane kept cut short, going well with his small purplish stache and black fur. He was wearing just a brown jacket over his dark-gray shirt and plum-colored bowtie. This time I could see the cutie mark on his flank, showing a magnifier highlighting a small, simple house with white walls and a red roof.
“Lady Ivy Jewel, Baroness of Rainbow Falls.”
The Pegasus Mare smiled brightly and nodded eagerly. She had a light-pink mane that stretched over her grayish fur and came close to hide away her cutie mark, which was a cloud with… wings. That was indeed an interesting surprise and-
“And I’m Chocolate Spice, Mayor of Evergreen. Nice ta meet ya, yer grace!” The last mare, an Earth Pony with black mane pulled in a long braid and brown fur, introduced herself while moving closer to the table. She was wearing no clothes and her cutie mark was a dark-colored jalapeno. As soon as she was close enough and stopped herself from jumping on the table, she reached out towards me with one of her frontal hooves. An offer that I slowly accepted much to the surprise of the rest of the table and the guards.
“Well, nice to meet you, Chocolate Spice,” I muttered happily, noticing her golden eyes widening in delight at this response. “And I’m glad to see that the rest of you have such eagerness to meet me… but I can tell just by a glance that this isn’t just a visit made by curiosity. Especially since the meeting has yet to begin.”
“We decided to approach you sooner than planned out of urgent problems that we actually share, your highness,” Dark Snow politely answered, bowing his head humbly. “We understand that we are not above others here for today’s event, but there are pressing concerns that begin from our cities and… might influence the rest of the Empire if we don’t have a serious answer to it.”
…
“The situation at the borders?” I guessed as I remembered precisely where the cities were. There was a brief moment of awe at that quick realization, but I was far from over about it. “I understand that you are worried about the chances of your cities being ground to hold against invasions from either Stalliongrad or the Changelings.”
I noticed Cadance shift nervously at the mention of the creatures she had to face at her wedding, and I definitely saw Shining Armor tense up in a frustrated posture for the same reason. It was Jade Song that spoke up next, nodding at my comment.
“It is indeed the reason that forced us to seek such an immediate reunion. Canterine can count on the natural defense offered by the river it is located near to, but its garrison is at a minimum, and I know the rest of this situation is shared by my fellow… leaders.”
“Evergreen has a thick forest near to its border, yer grace. We have hunters, but no good soldier that can defend against a full-blown invasion,” Chocolate Spice added. “So we were interested in knowing what you can offer to us in that regard.”
I hummed, closing my eyes just for a moment to collect my thoughts as this was actually something I had worked a lot together with Platinum Rush. The fact I had to handle the defenses of a nation well beyond a mere city meant that I had to also revise some of the plans regarding the army. While the military force employed by Crystal City was substantial enough to be able to travel to either East and West to handle each of the problems we were surely going to face in a war situation, the same wouldn’t work if we were put in a two-fronts war. The Empire currently didn’t have enough ponypower in active duty to be able to even enact a defensive campaign in that bleak scenario.
The solution actually came from history books, the one that regarded an old practice created by Prussia for a time that allowed them to create a massive army of competent soldiers and officers in a little less than ten years. Using a modern version of this strategy which took better ways to train and create soldiers in less time while also combining it to more recent conscription system that was once used by my homeland to properly train soldiers or even war-time workers, I had the best hopes that the Crystal Empire was going to get a professional army way before both dangerous nations were able to genuinely be a threat to the country.
“I’ve agreed with the High Commander that the best solution to this kind of issue was to take a passive militarization of these areas,” I started to explain with a serious tone. “First, it would be proper to reorganize the conscription system, granting all able-bodied males and females between the age of twenty and forty to take part in the recruitment and be assigned to the military in training operations and civilian preparation.”
“Civilian preparation, your highness?” Ivy Jewel inquired, an interested look on her face.
“As a mean to give proper rewards to those that take part in active duty, they will be able to require permission to be shifted to appropriate courses of civil work formation. They will be given jobs that will be created for the occasion right in their local towns and given the opportunity to be paid for the hard work they are committed in,” I replied with as much info I could dispense at the moment as possible. “Of course, to join the civilian preparation, the main requirement is receiving recommendations from officers I will personally check and assign for this important role that requires incorruptible souls.”
I could see some slow nods coming my way, with the leaders still taking a while to properly digest the massive plan I had just told them about. To help them sponge the new info up without any issues, I further gave them guarantees about their situation.
“Also, I’ve received news from our Equestrian Friends that soon we shall receive the proper equipment to test out for any changeling infiltrator in our cities,” I delivered these good news, instantly seeing them all relieved by this development. “Those shall be properly settled in place to be used at full conditions by the end of next week.”
“That will help us know if we have to worry about these scoundrels,” Dark Snow pointed out calmly. “Beyond that, I also wished to inquire about something else that caught my attention when you detailed the conscription system. You mentioned ‘males and females’, not ‘stallions and mares’ when elaborating on the requirements.”
I could see some fascination on this specific point and, now that the mayor had highlighted this point to the others, I could see them all staring at me with mixed reactions. Most of them were accepting, yet I could tell there was a degree of uncertainty when it came to involve other races within something as important as the army.
“I’ve decided to include other races beyond ponies within the military, Mayor Snow,” I confirmed with a serious tone. “Considering the current situation, not only on a military side of things, but also within the multi-cultural society we live in now that the Crystal Empire has been brought back, it is only sensible to not stumble upon traditions, and forsake the idea that time has passed. We can’t rely on traditional ideas of the military, which is why I will address this matter with more detai together with your military aides, so we can properly organize a modern army that will not leave anybody behind.”
…
“That’s a powerful stance, your highness,” Dark Snow said while nodding. “I don’t have any problem with that, and I can assure you my doubt is more tied to the… way you wish to make this possible. But I can tell my military advisor will tell me more about this once the convention is over.”
I nodded back, smiling as I saw that I had won them over on this particular predicament. With the small group satisfied with that set of answers, I soon realized by the fact that the room was slowly being occupied by the rest of the representatives and their entourage that it was time for the proper convention to truly begin.
The four began to leave, but as I turned to regard their retreat, my focus unconsciously shifted to one of the mares as she started to sway her hips a little more than needed to move. I paused to look at Chocolate Spice, her gaze turned at me with her tongue out in a cheeky manner as she quickly trotted away to cover her… wetness.
I looked down at the table, my stare burning onto the wood as I tried to contemplate what just happened. I mean… I guess it’s nice to know that I was considered attractive enough to warrant that reaction but… I definitely didn’t feel much of it. It was awkward and, if I had to be honest, human women were still my main focus both romantically and sexually.
While I have to say that was… bold, I still can’t grasp at it. Did I just… get flashed?
I heard a muffled giggle coming from the side, I glanced at Cadance as she tried her best to hold back her amused noises, her husband calmly face-hoofing to hide away a mighty blush. I then heard a huff from the other side and noticed Shadow Mark trying and failing to hide his own blush in the documents he was supposed to pass me during the convention.
So yes, the convention began in quite the weirdest and most confusing manner, but it developed smoothly and finely as the next six hours proved to be as intense and frustrating as expected. I managed to get through this mostly thanks to Shadow Mark doing his job well, and the young royal couple doing as much as possible when it came about the relationships between the Empire and the Diarchy. The convention concluded in a positive note, with all representatives signing the proper documents to legally confirm the return of all original territories of the Crystal Empire.
A win to be proud about, but also the uneasy first steps of a newly-reformed nation in a world more advanced than it partly was…
----------d-d-d-d------------d-d-d-d------------d-d-d------
AN
Yeah, I will drop some lewd eventually. I will put some warnings that will help spotting when and where.
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Taking a stroll around Crystal City was something that I had planned to go through once the Convention was over.
The decision came to be when I realized that I had given just a passing look when I first defeated Sombra. And even back at that time, the city was far from what it had to have become after just a few days since I started ruling over it. I didn’t expect major changes, but I rightfully believed that something had to have changed the moment a stable bureaucracy was implemented and the chances to open up businesses was granted with the temporary pause to taxes enforced on the capital alone.
And even though some would lament over the fact that the complete pause to the taxation system might sound awfully crippling in the long term, well… the treasury hadn’t remained empty during all this time. I really don’t know why Sombra just kept amassing wealth when he couldn’t exactly use it to do anything big but… I guess he just wanted to keep a stable system working for the sake of not seeing his own kingdom imploding onto itself. Either that or he just didn’t care enough about that entire thing and left that task to other individuals that actually cared.
To be fair, that actually sounds like a possible good reason since he didn’t give off the idea of a smart economist when he was on screen.
While the paperwork wasn’t exactly decreasing for the time being as I had yet to check on the proper administrators to delegate what could be delegated, I still knew of the importance of making sure I had a clear understanding of how the city was faring both socially and economically. I remember giving some passing glances the few times I was wandering the palace to check on a couple of things, but this was actually the first time I decided to check on the capital after its liberation.
Crystal Ponies were happily walking around, busy with work or shopping. Some of the passing civilians paused as the small group I was mostly leading started to move around the streets closer to the palace. I saw some of them gave surprised looks, with a couple actually completely stopping in their activities just to see what it was all about. After just twenty minutes of simple walking, a large crowd of ponies was following us around while trying to understand what I was doing right now. It made for some unusual predicament for me to be as I checked around for the major points of the city.
Many activities had opened, with all of them being small businesses that could immediately work on helping ponies and help their own families with the Bits made through these initiatives. I saw a couple guards in the city patrolling the roads and giving a brief bow and salute before resuming their current tasks and… yeah, this was getting incredibly difficult to ignore. I just had twenty more minutes before having to get back to the palace and I wasn’t really sure how I was supposed to do so without making it any more awkward than it currently was.
I mean, I could tell that they weren’t trying to be this nosy, but I was really feeling a lot more pressured by having so many eyes on me. Never been the guy that loved the spotlight, so this was really, really uncomfortable. Not enough to panic, that is, but really upset over how I hadn’t expected this kind of ‘traction’ from the locals.
Just as I felt my options exhausting, an interesting development unfolded as one of the ponies detached from the crowd and actually approached us. One of the three guards tensed up, her hold over her lance tightening at the unexpected twist but… she paused as she realized the approaching pony was none other than… a little colt. A bat-pony at that.
Dark-blue mane kept short, silver eyes and a gray fur-coat. His wings were still far from reaching its fullest, but I could already see tiny bat-like details that, coupled with his peculiar ears, made him stand out as a genuine bat-pony.
He wobbled a tiny bit, eventually sitting right in front of me. Wide eyes looked at my face with child-like wonder and I thought of how old the colt has to be. Four, maybe five years old. There was silence, a mix of curiosity and uncertainty, with the crowd forming a mixed opinion on this circumstance as some didn’t seem particularly happy about the intrusion. The guards, albeit calm, were still vigilant as I finally greeted the curious little one.
“Hello.”
A single word, that was more than enough to seemingly ‘wake him up’. A tiny nervous smile appeared on his muzzle as he nodded.
“Hi,” He replied quietly. “Are you… the king?”
I mean, I wasn’t wearing the full regalia since it was too cumbersome to have while moving around and… yeah it was only meant to be worn at its fullest by ponies, and it had been truly uncomfortable to wear at the crowning- but I believe the news of a bipedal creature being the new ruler should have spread far enough.
Then again, I’m looking at a child. A cute one at that.
“That is correct.”
He hummed, tilting his head to the left. “But… you are not a pony.”
That actually caught me off-guard. Sure, it was an element that had been brought up during the convention, but none had been so direct about it to make it look like a genuine problem. And all representatives from the cities had been fairly satisfied with how things ended in that diplomatic meeting.
A suspicious thought that came up at this element was a possible case of racism upon the child. For him to believe that only a pony could be the king meant that he had this belief that only ponies were meant for high positions or nicer roles. So it was either racism or… something I wasn’t catching on.
“That is indeed the case. I’m a human.”
“Hyoo-man?”
“Human.”
“...Human?”
I nodded, smiling at his success. “Now, that’s right.”
His smile widened by just a fraction at the praise. “I’m Silver Song. I’m a Bat Pony.”
“Nice to meet you, Silver Song. I’m King John.”
“Why are you walking around, Mr. King John?”
I held back a chuckle at that curious nickname, kneeling down so I could speak better with the short bat pony.
“I was just checking on the city,” I replied calmly. “I wanted to see how things were going with my own eyes.”
Silver Song nodded, understanding the reasoning but still keeping a degree of confusion. “But why?”
“Well, I was just curious. I wanted to see by myself if there were some problems that I hadn’t looked properly into and think of solutions to those.”
“Oh,” The colt quietly muttered and nodded. “I see.”
“I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but shouldn’t you go back to your...”
I trailed the question, noticing the colt looking away with a nervous look. Orphan, I almost landed belly-first on that minefield.
“I’m sorry,” I muttered instinctively. “I suppose you live by the nearby orphanage.”
A blink. “I used to.”
“Mhh? You’re no longer living there?”
“I… I left it.”
I frowned. “Why? Any issues in there?”
He huffed, and this time he remained quiet about it.
I doubted I could have gained more out of him just by talking in these circumstances. I could still perceive the glances of some ponies on us and I could tell the attention wasn’t doing miracles for his current confidence.
What if I try to get something out of him while he is distracted by something else?
Something smart and something that genuinely had him distracted just enough for me to ask the questions I have to ask. It didn’t take me too long to come up with a little idea that I was sure was going to work with him.
“I know this might be sudden but you have a good knowledge of the capital, right?”
He gave me a confused look, nodding as I offered him a smile. Since he had been living on the streets, perhaps I could entice him to offer me a little tour of the places he liked. It sounded like a solid plan, so I went through with it without hesitation.
“How about you show me around the spots that aren’t usually known to many? I have twenty minutes, and I’m sure that you have plenty of interesting things to bring up about this city.”
Frowning at my proposal, the tiny bat pony stood up. “But, aren’t you busy to… be around somepony like me?”
I let out a brief chuckle. “I don’t see what’s wrong about it.”
A surprised look later, and we soon were resuming the stroll on the capital, with Silver Song leading around with the most serious look a child could pull off. It was amusing, but for just a little while. As soon as I managed to gain a foothold over the questions, I finally got some answers out of him. Some of which were… rather upsetting.
The child lost his parents before he could even start walking. I was aware that there was a minuscule community here in Crystal City, but I was surprised that they couldn’t just keep the child around. He was brought to the orphanage, the orphanage was too tough and he just left it. And all of that happened just a year ago when… he was just five.
Yep, the colt that I thought was actually between 4 and 5 was actually 6. A little scrawny, clearly a tiny bit malnourished due to living on the streets and… I knew that I had to do something about it. While I was initially trying to find him a place where to live that wasn’t the streets, I slowly came to realize that there was a minor problem. Nobody here in Crystal City knew how to properly take care of a bat pony. With the community in the city having left together with the one from Evergreen due to the lack of favorable conditions of life for their race, I was handling the last bat pony in Crystal City. Maybe.
It was a reality that struck me by surprise and I really wasn’t sure how I was supposed to face it due to how much attached I was growing with the kid. He lacked some common sense due to not having any parental figure helping him around, he was small, young, very naive but incredibly street smart for someone his age.
It was a drastic decision the one that would follow the end of the visit, but the one thing that I was sure going to remember vividly was when, as I returned to the castle, I ended up finding Cinnamon cleaning up the hall just outside my office with a couple of other maids and… they stopped to see me holding someone that wasn’t there when I left.
“Sir, did you just… kidnap a colt?”
I frowned at the question. “Of course not, Cinnamon. This is my little ward, Silver Song. Say hi to Cinnamon.”
The bat pony giggled and waved his left hoof at the perplexed mare, his adorable display still stealing some giggles from the other servants and a tiny smile on the head maid’s face.
And yes, I just allowed my father’s instincts to adopt a child after just a few days in the job. I swear this isn’t going to become a problem. Possibly. Hopefully...
--------d-d-d-d-----------
Luna took a few quiet moments to properly explore the good recreation of my home’s kitchen. I spent about an hour or two to get the entire section done well and I was really tense as she looked around for any issues about the recreation, any anomaly that could destabilize the dreamworld. It wasn’t truly something that common, but it was best to make sure that everything was fine and that there were no abnormalities to worry about later on with this process.
She turned to me with a flat look and… then nodded. I felt my shoulders sag at that, my back leaning on the chair as I was taking a seat by the small table in front of the main counter. Still, a huff left my lips at how tense the entire situation felt early on.
“You know, you were really giving off the idea I messed up somewhere in there.”
The Alicorn smirked playfully, enjoying my little ‘annoyance’. “If you think so, perhaps there is something you believe is wrong in here.”
“Well,” I started to say with a truthful tone. “I guess I just can’t remember all the details of the kitchen. I just don’t stop around too long there and study all the fine details of it.”
While it’s true that I didn’t spend too much time there, the only reason why I wanted it done to the last detail was more of a selfish desire of mine to remember everything of what I had left behind. To be fair, I was putting too much pressure on myself about it and...
“And yet you’re trying to get it flawlessly right. I suppose the only issue is your interest in drawing a perfect picture of it when you already know it’s not doable,” She rebuked calmly trotting up until she was able to sit right on the chair in front of me. “You’ve been doing well, you shouldn’t bash yourself over it.”
“I suppose,” I replied quietly, already thinking of changing the topic. “So, I actually gave a thought about the whole situation with your sister and I think I got an idea you might like.”
She glanced at me with a frown, sporting incredible confusion about it. “Which one?”
Oh right, I forgot that the entire topic has plenty of problems to solve.
“The one where she tends to ‘borrow’ your sweet food.”
A gleam of realization appeared on the pony’s face. “Truly? What do you have in mind, John?”
I had to actually smile at the little plan since it was actually one that was going to work without any problem. “Since your sister is able to find cakes within Canterlot, how about you try and store it elsewhere?”
“That would require a safe enough place to hold it from my sister. Celestia is still a powerful being with her magic-”
“But not one that would think of a silly spot where to hide that kind of treasure. In this case, I believe I heard that one of the Elements of Harmony works in a bakery. It shouldn’t be difficult to request them to keep the food stored there so you can go and retrieve them whenever you wish to.”
Luna actually took a few quiet seconds to ponder about it. “I think Pinkie Pie would actually agree to this. Yes, I can… see that being a fair possibility,” The Princess pondered a mix of delight and seriousness. “I would still require secrecy, else my sister could find out of this strategy and make it unavailable for me to use beyond just once.”
“I hope you plan this properly. I know it sounds simple but… well, it’s not that easy to think up of a way to trick your sister in taking your cakes away.”
“Oh no, I understand your concerns, John,” Luna quickly agreed with a nod. “And I’m grateful for your assistance. This will certainly be a good plan for a few years since… I doubt Tia is going to fall for it for too long.”
I nodded at that genuinely amused to see the true relief on her face for something so silly yet so important for her. Regardless of that friendly banter, I decided to actually take the conversation to something a little more serious.
“By the way, I wanted to ask a tiny favor from you. A tiny one,” I repeated with a hint of uneasiness. She gave me a curious look, a glint of confusion added to it. “There is this little colt that… I believe might have some nightmares and I want to check if he really is having a normal sleep or not.”
“His name?”
“Silver Song.”
Luna hummed. “Any particular reason why you seek to know the state of his slumber?”
…
“Do you… remember when I mentioned that one of the things that made my babysitting job easy? The one about fatherly instincts?”
“Yes, I remember perfectly when you… said- oh,” She stopped and soon her eyes were narrowing on me with a serious look. “John, I want you to be honest with me about this. Did you just adopt a child that you just met?”
…
“Y-Yes? But wait, he is the only Thestral in Crystal City and he had trouble trying to find a place where to live,” I quickly reasoned as Luna kept on watching at me with a serious look.
“And do you have any preparation in taking care of a Thestral colt?”
“I’m planning to buy books and learn as quickly as possible-”
“You will not need any of that. I shall send you some letters from those of my guards that have families and have experience with children of their kind,” She interrupted calmly. “While I should be frustrated by this situation, I also know you’re experienced with children, so I will let you… be you about it.”
Ah, that’s great-
“Still, don’t expect me to condone this behavior happening too many times after this once. I’ve already dealt with similar behaviors when it comes to my sister. I don’t need you to become a copy of her.”
“Don’t worry, I would never steal your cakes without permission,” I commented mirthfully, getting a giggle out of her as she moved her right hoof to cover her face. “See, even you have to admit I’m a comical genius.”
“When people ridicule you, yes.”
Ouch, that actually hurt something. Maybe.
“Bah, I can be amazing without being beaten down verbally by a friend of mine,” I replied cheekily. “In fact, here I am, doing that by myself.”
Another giggle, she shook her head. Her smile sure was shining quite bright and unrestrained, and she soon revealed another issue that I had known very little about but… that I had a lot to think about. Blueblood was a name I had heard a lot from comments coming from the fandom. I was also aware that while he was a prick, he wasn’t the ‘villain’ kind of a prick. Just arrogant, pompous and terribly tied to his big title as Prince.
“I can’t blame Tia for keeping him around sheltered due to his ancestry, but I just can’t accept how she let him become what he is now,” The Alicorn lamented tiredly. “I could ignore his antics for a while, but he tends to make himself an element of irritation whenever he is around anyone to annoy.”
I blinked, thinking thoroughly about this interesting topic. “How about you try to send him away to someplace that can ‘fix’ his issues?”
“I tried to send him to the dungeons-”
“I wasn’t going for that harshness, Luna,” I replied with a snort, and I could tell she was just joking about it by the faux scowl leaving her lips. “I meant something like sending him to a place where he can be given a genuine and stern education while also keeping him away from the court. Like with a military academy. Give him something to worry about and put him in a situation where he can’t refuse that. Like having him show how to properly be a leader rather than a figurehead.”
There was another break from words, with the Alicorn thinking deeply of this possibility and… smiling eagerly at that.
“Tia wouldn’t have any reason to refuse. Despite her coddling of that fool, she is still somepony that would agree to the need of building him to stand strong against emergencies… yet I believe an extra push is needed to fully sell it to her.”
“How about a recommendation letter from the former Captain of the Royal Guard?” I suggested and her eyes widened. “I can ask Shining Armor to write a letter to you and your sister and bring this topic up. I feel like he would be more than happy to give his ‘cousin’ a reason to not be around the next time they visit Canterlot. Then you would have the opportunity to push for it.”
“And Tia would have no reasons to say no!” She exclaimed giddily. “This would remove that frustrating pest.”
I frowned. “That much of an issue?”
“He can be stressful, especially when he starts to whine like a foal when he is stopped from harassing the servants,” Luna admitted. “I don’t hate him, but I find his proximity the cause of many unneeded problems.”
“I see,” I hummed quietly and I saw the Alicorn stir a little her hooves forward and then step down the chair. “Ready for your shift?”
“As usual, and I hope this time around there are less nightmares after last week's intense work.”
“Knowing how things usually go, I will just say that I hope your workload is easier tonight,” I replied with a nod. “Have fun.”
She sighed. “I will try.”
A blink and she was gone. I took a brief moment looking around the kitchen and then I closed my eyes, feeling the drain of today between paperwork and setting up a room filled with stuff for Silver Song finally catching up to my mind and drawing me to properly sleep.
But as I calmly fell asleep, someone began moving in the darkness and took steps in bringing my rule down and restoring an old friend back to the throne.
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“Are you sure the revolt is under control?”
There are many things I wouldn’t have expected to ask during the first year of my reign, and this one was definitely one I wouldn’t have imagined having the need to ask to Platinum Rush. The old Stallion was indeed concerned as he first brought up this matter to my eyes. He was reluctant to take action due to the current situation that led to this ‘revolt’. The manifestation was none other than a protest of sorts, a peaceful one to say the least as the only thing unpleasant that being used as a weapon were the insults thrown at the guards containing the protest.
I wasn’t exactly sure how this came to be and only a serious debriefing confirmed me that this wasn’t a simple rebellion born from a few. There was a mastermind behind this because the rebels all had a uniting common point. They were all young ponies, roughly early adults, that had small interactions with Sombra’s regime. They were clueless about its cruelty and the sheer maliciousness of his reign. Which would explain why they were manifesting against my rule and the return of the king. I was the ‘monster’ that deprived them of legitimate rule all for the sake of personal ambitions.
It was a laughable pretense, but the world was big enough to house a large and infuriating list of idiots that didn’t stop and think about their actions. Not a surprising element, but definitely one I didn’t expect to develop in a situation like this. Platinum was… nervous, but overall confident that the guards were more than enough to contain the revolt from becoming too violent. I was certain of this too, but I had a strong feeling that this little rebellion wasn’t the main element I would have to worry about. While I knew the motivations, and I knew the type of ponies taking part in it, I was completely clueless on who was behind it all. It had to be a single individual, or maybe there was even a small group of loyalists that survived Sombra’s demise.
Doubtful considering how absolutist his reign was. No one was allowed to get too close to him, close enough to receive reasons to remain loyal to him. Fear was his weapon, just like many totalitarian states tended to use back at home a long time ago. So this individual was either someone that wasn’t within the Empire and that fanatically believed in Sombra in some sort of dumb way, or there was something else stirring in this predicament. Something I couldn’t see and… that could be problematic if I didn’t pay some more attention to it. Court duty was concluded earlier than usual as I enacted some small plans in case something bigger was around the corner and I needed to be ready for any madness.
“I’ve finished reviewing the last reports just now and the level of guarding over the protest is optimal, your highness. The situation is stable as of now,” Platinum guaranteed and I still couldn’t help but feel like something was indeed missing. The small room was occupied just by a handful of ponies. I was sitting with Silver, the young bat pony resting by my lap as he quietly listened, confusion swelling at why he was brought here with such urgency. I just told him that a silly situation was happening and there wasn’t much to worry about. Only that I wanted to be a little more cautious than needed. He seemed to accept it, and his interest on the topic was diverted elsewhere as I gave him the chance to doodle on some empty paper I retrieved while coming into that protected room.
Shadow Mark was busy finishing the signing of a couple of pieces of the paperwork that he brought with himself when he was called to this room. His assistant, a young mare that seemed particularly tense at what was going on, was caught multiple times being too distracted in going through the simple task of putting the papers in the right spot of his side of the table, thus prompting some annoyed comments from the stallion.
There was just a pair of guards standing outside, and another standing inside, both small squads covering the only entrance to this room. There wasn’t anything particularly worrying just now, and yet the feeling of wrong was only growing the more we waited in that room. Platinum kept on explaining the small details of the current security, I found my attention moved away as a hoof calmly poked at my knee, forcing me to look to the side and lower my gaze to meet Cinnamon Velvet’s uneasy look that still offered something to me. And that was a cup of hot tea.
I wasn’t someone that really loved the beverage, but I didn’t decline the offer since I really needed to calm my nerves. I was definitely getting myself in a silly state of mind that I shouldn’t be in. Like, there is no way that someone would brazenly attack the palace when the ‘main attack force’ was already contained. But just as I finished sipping at the cup and placed the now emptied container on the table, I tensed up as I heard a knock by the door. One of the guards inside, turned and checked.
“Who is there?” A serious voice, one that quickly demanded a response. And a response soon came to us.
“We believe we’ve found the one that instigated the revolt. We need to show her to the king.”
That was… surprisingly good news. But also bad and wrong at the same time.
Sure, the capture of the pony that was behind the revolt was fine, but there was just something off with the way this news was delivered. Maybe I was overthinking it, yet I decided to go for a safer approach instead of risking it.
Picking one of the unused papers in front of me and one of the pens at my disposal, I began writing something on it and showed it to the guard that was waiting for my permission to either allow the group in or not.
“I suppose it would be for the best to address this matter at once then, please… let them in.”
Keep an eye out, back away for the corners and prepare to strike if those are not friendlies.
The guard nodded and his companion followed his example as he relayed the reply before slowly backing away and allowing the five guards escorting the only prisoner inside. They all looked normal, with one of the guards wearing the proper outfit for an officer, the one that was leading the rest of the group inside the room. My gaze swiftly turned to the unicorn mare that was brought here and… really couldn’t think of anything about this individual. I just didn’t recognize her at first glance.
Her mane was a light-grayish blue, her mantle a solid dull violet with a Cutie Mark that seemed to be gold caduceus. Finally her peering eyes that were currently aimed back at me, a shade of gray blue that left me upset for some reason. There was just something about her entirety that had me perplexed and tense before this character. I knew nothing of her, yet I would have at least heard something about someone being tied to Sombra to cause this kind of problem.
“May I inquire how you are certain this mare is the mastermind behind the revolt, officer-”
“Moon Petal, your highness,” A feminine voice answered and I saw Platinum Rush tense up. While there were a couple of mares within the officers’ corps, there were just so many that it was easy to remember their names. And this ‘Moon Petal’ wasn’t in that list. Knowing that this wasn’t a mere spell, I knew what was going on and… I glanced at the guards preparing to strike, the two looking ready to attack any moment now. “And the young culprit’s name is-”
“Radiant Hope… usurper.”
Just as she said this, I saw some of the guards ‘keeping watch over her’, turning to engage the two ambushing stallions that had waited for too long to attack. The infiltrators proved to be stronger, overwhelming the surprised duo and giving the chance for the attackers to gain control of the situation. Platinum Rush tried to do something about this, but ‘Moon Petal’ easily stunned him with a spell. The old Stallion fell on the side, a shocked look on his face as he could move his eyes but not the rest of his body.
“That was really… easy,” The officer commented dully, turning to stare at me and reveal golden eyes. “So, I guess you are the King John. The human.”
I felt Silver Song press on me as soon as the officer’s form burst into green flames, revealing a tall Changeling, a queen, with yellow mane kept short and same-colored eyes. The rest of the drones followed shortly after, all except the unicorn mare that they brought there.
“And I can say you are changelings from just a look," I remarked quietly, turning to the 'accuser' with a frown. "I suppose Radiant Hope is one too?”
“I’m a normal unicorn,” The aforementioned mare muttered with a calm voice. “And you are under arrest for king-slaying, John Bukharin.”
...Is she trying to intimidate me? I think she is trying to. That’s fucking adorable.
“That would imply that I killed a king, yet I don’t recall killing one.”
Her lips twitched in a scowl at my little wordplay and indirect jab. “King Sombra. The rightful owner-”
“Of a kingdom that he stole from another monarch. Queen Amore,” I remarked dryly, interrupting the unicorn. “Like seriously, you can’t just put me in a rigged trial and not expect me to defend myself at these vile accusations.”
“He was pushed into this! He would have never reacted this badly if Queen Amore had given him the benefit of the doubt.”
That comment got me frowning since it sounded really truthful and… really confident. It was like she knew Sombra but… but wasn’t Sombra sealed away for so many centuries together with the Crystal Empire? This was actually confusing as I thought something this big would have somehow reached my attention even though I didn’t pay attention to MLP for so long.
“In which regard? His viciousness? His interest in enslaving all those he deemed beneath him?”
“He didn’t-”
“There are way too many victims for you to just ignore. Don’t you dare forsake their deaths!”
She was surprised by my outburst, but I was far from done with that matter.
“Here you are, trying to apologetically bring him back, a cold-blooded murderer that didn’t think twice before sentencing children to prison time- children! All because they didn’t conform to his state of power.”
“It’s- it’s-”
“Say it. Say it’s not true after seeing so many enslaved, forced to work the mines, dying there and then forsaken there.”
…There was a nervous look on Radiant Hope’s face, but I shifted my attention to the Changelings, the group having stared at the exchange quietly while understanding the situation themselves.
“Can I have a name?” I asked to whom I could only presume was their queen. At this stage and time, I knew that there were multiple queens and that Chrysalis was just the most influential of them and… that she had started a purge due to those that distrusted her capacities after failing to take Canterlot.
A blink, she remained mostly quiet as she tried to gauge how much in control they really were in that situation as their ‘associate’ was having trouble dealing with a mostly defenseless monarch. In the end, the changeling queen spoke.
“My name is Apocrita, Queen of the West Crystal Tribe,” She finally answered. "And you're our prisoner, King John."
Now, I wonder if my assumptions are correct or not...
“Well, I suppose you’re not tied with Chrysalis for you to be here with so few drones at your disposal,” I ignored the latter bit, feeling a little confident over this situation. "So, I suppose you are also trying to escape the chances of getting in a troublesome situation with her or with any of the enemies that had put her in that crazy mood. Right?"
…
She took a moment to think about it, but eventually nodded.
“Perhaps.”
"I would say that you're correct to assume I'm your prisoner, but then I would have to ask what you would need out of this. Clearly you need a shelter away from Chrysalis, for yourself and your... children?" I suggested the last bit since I really wasn't sure how their society really worked in that regard. Still, at seeing her nod, I continued. “And yet you are here, in the very city and nation where the big part of her failure at the Invasion of Canterlot currently live. And yes, I’m referring to Shining Armor and Princess Cadenza, the ambassadors that we received by the Equestrian Diarchy. Now, I don't need to introduce them properly, I'm quite sure Chrysalis did a fine job ranting about the two... right?”
Her mouth opened, ready to throw a comeback at me after I was done telling her that, but… that didn’t happen as her mind seemed to fully grasp the true horror of the crappy predicament she was in. While tactically speaking we were the one with the worst hand possible, it was also true that strategic-wise I had the upper hand. Kill me? They are screwed as nobody would spare them at that moment. Hold me as a prisoner? I'm quite sure they would want to risk the whole 'Love Push' that ejected all Changelings away from Canterlot. And they really didn't seem that keen to be returned to Chrysalis' waiting hooves.  I wasn’t exactly sure how she missed that- maybe they just didn’t have the time to check or were convinced by their shaky ally that this wasn’t true. Considering how quickly the queen turned to address the unicorn with a frustrated look, I was leaning more on the second option.
“Why didn’t you tell us?!” Apocrita demanded, clearly annoyed. If before the other four changelings were guarding her, now Radiant Hope tensed as they all turned to stare at her with less than pleasant thoughts.
“I-I didn’t know-” She blurted out.
“So you set us up!” The hole the mare had dug herself in was growing fairly steadily, but before an escalation could ensue out of it, I decided to intervene on her behalf.
“I don’t think she was actually aware about it. She literally didn’t come up with an excuse about the fact that Sombra did kill ponies in his reign,” I pointed out calmly, urging the changeling queen to look back at me. “And while you’re pissed at the situation, I believe we can come up to an agreement that doesn’t leave you in a precarious situation. Especially with how risky your current predicament is.”
…
“And that idea is?”
I smiled at that query and I offered the solution to her current problems.
“How about a Treaty of Friendship?”
Apocrita frowned at that proposition, her eyes narrowing at me as she tried to make sense of what I just offered her. 
"We- We just invaded you. You are our prisoner."
"Willing prisoner," I corrected. "And you, my captor, find yourself in a situation that I can solve in a deal that is convenient for the two of us. Something that protect you from any trouble from your previous boss but also sets you and your... family in a stable situation where work yourself up to shape and have a steady amount of love."
"Once again-" Apocrita tried to speak, but I decided to stop her with a sigh.
"If we have to be honest on this matter, you were tricked into committing this. You expected me to be bad, King Sombra to be good, and you did all of this for your children. So yes, I understand your suspicions, but I think that it would be more fortuitous to work out a positive agreement rather than take aggressive approaches on each other," I replied with a serious look, soon stretching my left hand towards her. "Handsha- I mean, Hoofshake and all of that?"
...
Apocrita returned the gesture, and my hands shook her hoof. It would then take a little time for Shadow Mark to get a first draft out with only the main points, but I could tell that it was convincing enough from the relieved smile appearing on her face. Then a nod, a proper discussion would then be issued to happen later that day while I took care to see Radiant Hope put under heavy surveillance so she can tell us more about Sombra. She definitely knew something that we didn’t from the way she talked about him. It wasn’t just the words of a fanatic loyalist, but of someone that genuinely seemed to know the ‘deceased’ monarch quite well.
Things were slowly turning for good. The revolt, after hearing the truth from parents and victims, seemed to end there without any violent outburst ensuing. Apocrita’s tribe was going to join the Empire, but it still needed some formalization through paperwork, and I knew this was going to get me stuck with a couple of heated discussions with Cadance and her husband that I wasn’t looking forward to due to how sore that subject was going to be for both.
I could tell they weren't going to be hateful on all changelings but... yeah, I would be pissed off if I had to see an unpleasant face similar to the one that messed up my marriage. I had to concede this to them, and it was really going to take some time to get them in a good enough mood to address the situation without... hasty decisions. I wanted to believe it was just that, but only first contact was going to tell me if I was correct or not.
But as the good news settled in while I tried to plan out how to put a closure on this matter, bad news came out in the form of a messenger from the borders… in the north. It was late at night, I was just finishing signing away a couple of adjustments to the 
“Y-Your Highness, a report from the north-eastern front. It’s- it’s an invasion.”
A message from the guards assigned to the border. A small offensive has been thrown and a good bit of the North-Eastern section of the border had collapsed against the assault. Yaks were vindictive for some reason and... and now it was time for me to hastily call an emergency military meeting. One that will hopefully bring solutions to some of this trouble at once.
One mistake, or rather a miscalculation from my part about the stability of the Yaks lead to this degree of unprepareness. And now a war was upon us.
---------d-d-d-d----------d-d-d-d------
“So, I know this might sound alarming to bring up but… what is the current state of the Equestrian Army in rushing into our nation and helping us defend from a northern invader?”
Luna stopped for a moment with her dream-weaving process, her posture tensing up as she regarded me with a surprised frown.
“Is this tied to what you just described over the changelings joining your nation?”
It was one of the first things I brought up. She was rightfully annoyed since she had been told of the entire Wedding situation and she knew that this wasn’t alright. Still, she listened to my words and trusted the fact I wasn’t allowing them to stroll around with ease. They weren’t exactly left unmonitored while I waited to finally sign down a proper agreement with Apocrita.
“Surprisingly enough, no. It’s the yaks.”
That response got a scoff out of Luna. “Of course, I should have expected them to be behind this…”
“You knew they could have attacked?” I asked, more curious than offended by this matter. She still looked uneasy but nodded.
“I had my doubts and my certainties. While my dear sister was… understanding of their culture since the ascension of Prince Rutherford, she failed to grasp that… not everypony within that kingdom shares a willingness to open up to our friendly ways. I believe the Prince’s brother was rather upset with the last visit due to his conservative views over their traditions.”
It was my turn to frown. “You think that it isn’t a full-fledged invasion?”
“Considering the peaceful opening of Rutherford?” The alicorn pointed out. “I doubt this attack was sanctioned by the government. It would be unwise for them to risk a war with Equestria.”
I nodded at her words, my mind picking up a few notions from what I just heard. If this wasn’t a full war, then I expected it to be something of a border conflict. One that had limited support due to the small penetration within our territories. The border guards were doing a fine job delaying the invaders the most, and it’s expected for the reinforcements to provide enough defense to stop the attack altogether. “I suppose then I could… try something interesting.”
“Interesting?” Luna inquired with a curious look. “What kind of ‘interesting’ are we talking about?”
“It’s actually something I’ve been thinking about, but I wasn’t sure that could work at the chances of the bulk of the Yaks’ armies behind still within their borders and acting as reserves,” I commented, bringing up a map of the situation and highlighting the spot where they pushed into. “As you can see here and there, they currently have a numerical advantage that will vanish the moment the rest of the professional army is deployed. We shall take most of the reserves from the Stalliongrad front and reassert them against the Yaks.”
“And? I don’t believe you can push them back with ease even with that advantage,” The fascinated Alicorn pointed out. “Unless… are you planning to do something about… this?”
I smiled, the map now having two big blue arrows that went to cut off the gained territory and reclaim the border area. A massive encirclement that they can’t break without support from the Kingdom up above.
“That’s correct. We will encircle the rogue force and try to push them to surrender at that point.”
“What about the prisoners?”
“Trialed and sentenced to prison.”
“John, I…” She paused, sighing and recollecting her thoughts. “I don’t want to disrespect your idea since it’s a good one and I would normally agree to it. But that would definitely push Yakyakistan to properly invade.”
And that would be a bad thing. One thing is holding and crippling an army, another is fighting a bigger one and getting swarmed by it. Technically speaking, we were equals in terms of technology, and we had yet to receive the military equipment to start modernizing the guards, so it was going to be a tough war that would tend to see us losing it.
“What if the trial had judges from the Crystal Empire, Equestria and Yakyakistan?”
“You plan to make those international trials?”
“Yes. Wouldn’t that give them enough legitimacy to stop them from attacking?”
She looked around, clearly unconvinced. “Barely. I’m really trying to imagine the best outcome from this scenario, and I see a slim chance to get that. Rutherford would still be pressured to push for the most lenient of punishments.”
…
That actually highlighted something about this.
“What about his brother?”
Luna paused, her gaze intrigued by my thought. “What?”
“His brother is literally the cause of this, and from what I understand this is all a stunt to gain legitimacy to an eventual coup. The brother fails, he loses support and is dishonored. Can he be tried instead of the soldiers?”
…
“It would… work. As much as Yaks put their families on high pedestals, the royal family is… particularly known for their bad blood. Siblings clash occasionally to wrestle power from one another and, while Rutherford is benevolent, he wouldn’t hesitate to be handed over the chance to put an end to that threat to his legitimacy.”
I nodded. “Then I will work to get that situation done. At least to get some ‘lecturing’ done to the Yaks without getting them ready to war against us.”
Luna hummed. “But still, I have a small request about this matter if you don’t require support from the Diarchy.”
“And… that is?”
“I wish to lead an attaché and see for myself how you will handle this war.”
…
“Why?”
She looked offended. “Why? Why wouldn’t I be there in case of necessity?”
“I didn’t mean to-”
I felt my footing missing as I was pulled down underground so that I could be on Luna’s head-level.
“I know you didn’t, but that doesn’t make it any less infuriating. You’re a friend of mine, John, and the last thing I need is to not be there with you in case things go dire.”
…
“Luna.”
The Alicorn was still annoyed, but in range for a hug. She was tense, but accepted the embrace as she nuzzled on my shoulder.
“I still don’t forgive you for thinking this little of me.”
“I didn’t mean to devalue our friendship, but you can’t expect me to eagerly put a friend of mine at risk,” I lamented back. “And I think we can both agree to that point.”
“Maybe,” Luna admitted. “But still… I believe you should think better than just cast away a helping hoof when one is offering it to you.”
I groaned. “Luna.”
She pulled away from the hug, a small smile on her face. “I believe I have duties to attend. I leave you to your own tasks for the time being. Expect a visit in two days.”
I felt confused at the strange way she was leaving me as- wait.
“Luna, you forgot to pull me out of here.”
“I forgot nothing.”
…
“Luna, why are you leaving me like-”
“Sorry John. I’ve duties to attend to!”
She started to gallop towards the exit of my dream and I realized what she was trying to do.
“Luna, d-don’t you dare!” I exclaimed, suddenly angered by the prank she put me in. “Bring your royal moonbutt over here, I’m not joking!!”
I heard her giggles double as she heard my screeches but… it was too late. She was gone in the blink of an eye. I stared at where she was before leaving and… I sighed. Then I chuckled.
“I got pranked by the very individual that was among those that created the practice in this world, of course...”
Despite my little trouble, I was soon relieved by sleep when I ended waking up earlier than usual due to the current circumstances. There was a lot to do… but first, I needed to wait for my legs to wake up since they were temporarily paralyzed after what happened in my dreamscape.
Worry not, Luna. I will return the favor back to you.
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War isn’t a game. That, I believe extends to many other important things in lives that many individuals had the chance to… try through games. It was something unusual for me to stop and think of this very idea since it reminded me so much of the time I started to drive and was told these words.
“Driving isn’t a game. You don’t get ‘chances’ to be better and you have to always keep a good eye out for yourself and others.”
Something I didn’t care about at the time I heard it since I genuinely had prepared for it ever since I decided to learn how to drive a car. I was always the kind of guy that stopped for a moment, evaluated the responsibilities and risks of a situation, and then acted upon it with all seriousness in my body if required. I definitely didn’t waste time expecting things to be easy back then, and I certainly didn’t concede to any silly point that this was going to be any easier. War, albeit this one was one of the limited and border-restrained one, was never a game. In fact, I think that if one had to evaluate the current situation, starting with the mindsets of the opposing leaders, I wouldn’t be surprised if our enemies were deemed the childish side of this conflict.
I didn’t know Prince Bradford on a personal level, and I wasn’t interested in fixing that now that I knew this guy was going to be more trouble than not. With the relief offered to the northern guards by sending more troops to the front to ultimately stop the offensive, the worst bit of the invasion was ultimately solved as the mountains did offer a brilliant defensive setting to grind the yaks to a stalemate. Their attack was stopped and dulled, with just a few attempts from some of their more rebellious officers trying to break into the lines containing their forces inside the region.
The news of the invasion had spread around the continent, with the only responses coming from Equestria, Nova Griffonia, the Polar Bear Communities and the Kingdom of Pingland. Stalliongrad remained quiet about this, perhaps waiting for the matter to blow over before giving out an official statement, while I doubted anything would come from the west as the Changelings were still dealing with some serious instability in their home and their central government wasn’t anywhere interested and strong enough to care about this foreign affair.
Speaking of Changelings, I knew the matter with Apocrita was far from over, especially when ponies were far from accepting wholeheartedly ‘housing a possible enemy’. It wasn’t going to be easy but… I had my plans. Big plans at that. Something similar can be said about Radiant Hope. I had some guards working on getting more info about her connection with Sombra since her loyalty to him, driven without some corruption from his dark magic, just felt suspicious and worth studying with caution.
For now the focus was on the battlefield and how I had been secondary in creating the encirclement plans as Platinum Rush handled the biggest bits of that entire ordeal. I was no war genius and my strength lied on my knowledge of the ‘general’ parts of modern strategies. Still, it was undeniable that the commander was interested in this… same for Shining Armor and Luna.
The arrival of the Alicorn of Dreams and the Night was one filled with incredible formality. She brought a couple of thestrals with her, all part of her personal guard, to ensure her safety during her time there. It was really weird as I was forced to handle this matter with utmost formality, and the oddity stood within the fact I was so accustomed to be informal around Luna. I could notice a few moments where the alicorn herself almost broke her formal mask when it came to address me, sometimes stopping herself as she came a couple times close to just call me John whenever she wanted to ask me something.
Very awkward on her part, but I was quick to help her out to avoid any unwanted suspicion from the others. It became a little more difficult when she was introduced to Silver Song, with a degree of surprise and interest building up as she only heard comments and details form me about the colt. The bat pony was incredibly shy before someone that was technically a deity in terms of abilities, but still managed to appear capable of not mincing words while I was holding him close.
His presence here also gained the fascination and the surprise from the rest of the Night Guard, as the entire group was surprised by the fact I had adopted one of their kind and I was treating him as fairly and respectfully as a parent normally should. Still, with Luna’s arrival, it was time for me to assemble the small entourage meant to establish the forward command in the temporary border in the north. Platinum Punch was the one leading the battle due to his experience and his capacities, but he was open to listen to advice if it meant facing the yaks with minimal casualties.
The fighting wasn’t meant to be too intense as the primary objective was to have them capitulate without wasting any unnecessary resources than what was expected to be expended. Most of the available artillery coming from the Equestrian trade agreement was already dispatched to be used by the strike forces on the sides, those groups that had been assigned to breach the section near the original border and turn the massive infiltration in the Empire’s mainland in a big encirclement.
The operation started in the early morning, drawing up until late afternoon as the troops had to go through a grueling process of shredding into the stubborn resistance put forth by the Yaks left behind to guard that section of the pocket while also defending from the small offensives launched by the enemies to try and break the pincer movement. Artillery and unicorns played a major role into the battles, showing how combining both elements in a mixture of natural explosives and magical ones were more than enough to create a devastating mix that shredded into defensive positions with ease. The mountains might have some good sections to defend, but those were unbreakable with just enough bombs to erase entire bits at once.
I was quite surprised when Luna decided to help me around when it came to organizing the forward base. I thought she would have just… watched, given some comment and actually observed as her current role required. But I quickly realized that her sharp comments and questions about the quality of the system in the command camp weren’t jabs at me, but rather attempts to have me fix the flaws she could spot
The pocket itself was perhaps one of the biggest ever created in recent history, but I didn’t dig too deep into history books to know that for sure. I just appreciated the achievement of having handled that first step of the matter as carefully as possible.
If this had been a game, one where internal and diplomatic repercussions weren’t a thing, I would have just ordered the destruction of the pocket rather than just focusing on winning the war as strategically as possible. It was a mindset that I owned to the very game that inspired this alternative universe, but Pegasi were employed in bombing formations, fearing no trouble from the yaks as their current army lacked the equipment needed to genuinely be a problem for any aerial strike. All in all… boring. But also relieving since it meant no issues when it came to bomb their supplies depots and turning their logistics to dust.
I hate war, but I absolutely love it when I can put a conflict to rest by being the most orderly and careful mastermind when it comes to this kind of stuff.
Two days. That’s how long it took for the entire campaign to last as the Yaks were eventually pushed into the situation where they couldn’t sustain a war without hitting the defensive lines between them and their homes. Any attack there ended in a meat-grinding session, one where the Yaks found their numbers severely depleted together with their limited resources. It would only come out as the conflict came to an end that the yaks had to ration quite strictly to avoid a sudden lack of food and other important elements to keep on fighting.
Some warriors were forced to take cheaper equipment just to avoid losing any more quality troops, most of which had been assigned to their commander. It was this very detail plus other issues worsening every hour that eventually brought a grand mutiny within the rebellious army itself. Bradford, as much as a fighter that he was, had to concede defeat before the tragic development of the campaign and he decided to surrender himself and his command to members of the southern section. The news hit as I was concluding some paperwork from back home, and I felt a smile forming on my face as I called for an emergency meeting with the general staff.
It was clear that without him, the war was over. It was a simple element that was further cemented by the fact we were given the chance to send troops inside the pocket and provide assistance to those suffering the worst sicknesses or wounds within their ranks. The yaks were relieved for the most part, and I was still skeptical about Bradford’s surrender, one element in particular.
I checked the papers he signed to confirm his temporary arrest, and I noticed a tiny detail that was first noticed by the guards assigned to keep watch over him. He was confident, incredibly relaxed and… I knew what was going on. There wasn’t any genuine ground for a peace treaty since Bradford didn’t represent his nation with his actions. The war itself was driven through ‘illegal’ means and thus sounding more as a rebellion than a genuine border conflict. Except the rebels couldn’t be squashed without inviting more trouble from Yakyakistan. In an ironic way, that should have been enough to just send him back unpunished just to avoid any expanded war with the north in case we had handled justice ourselves. He sure wasn’t amused when he heard he was going to be put to trial by a combined set of judges and was already labeled with a term I discovered I coined through my proclamation. War Criminal.
It was the first time a war leader was called this way, but the reasoning behind this new term stemmed from a situation that wasn’t exactly tied from our side of the situation. It was all tied to the way his own soldiers were treated during the war and how he didn’t take any responsibility for their plights, calling it a ‘necessary sacrifice’ for their ambition. His soldiers had much to disagree about this, and they were encouraged to show this as they were provided with food and the chance of being treated for any illness before being sent back home. It was a gesture that surprised many, with some keeping a skeptical and suspicious attitude for a while before conceding to the friendly approach to the war’s aftermath. They were granted the chance to go back home, with just a handful being reported to the proper authorities in Yakyakistan regarding some upsetting behavior regarding their conduct in the conflict.
Some were definitely going to be called back to Crystal City just to be interviewed and taken in as witnesses in the process for Bradford’s trial… and I received a quick message from Prince Rutherford to confirm his acceptance to the trial. He gave the days when the judges he was planning to appoint were going to come, and I planned out the trial so that they would have the time to reach our nation and be brought to work into the trial.
Once we were back to the capital, I decided to approach Luna about the circumstance tied to the judges from Equestria’s side of things, knowing that she had a direct connection with her sister and thus being able to relay her important messages when needed. I heard from a few guards that had been patrolling around that the Princess had decided to visit with Shining Armor , so I made my way there and soon I was brought before quite the odd situation.
A situation that actually left me more perplexed than not...
----------d-d-d-d-d-------------d-d-d-d-------
The Equestrian Embassy was assigned to one of the least used buildings during Sombra’s reign of terror. It was a decision driven by the request from Cadance herself to start her duties in a place with the least chances of harboring secret dark magic that the bastard could have used to spy on them in a possible return of his. A legitimate concern that I accepted as I knew how they would be more than important to handle the tyrant in case he visited and tried to get his crown back.
I had visited the place just once before and so I knew how to move around myself without any of the guards inside taking the duty of showing me around. Walking around and nodding at the patrolling squads I found in my wandering, I eventually reached my destination and I was calmly standing by the door as I was done knocking at it. One moment passed, but soon I nodded as I heard Cadance’s voice calling out and giving permission to enter.
Reaching for the handle, I unlocked the mechanism and pushed it open as I entered inside the room with a calm look. Once the door was closed behind me, I looked at the occupants and noticed how they were all looking at me with different expressions.
Shining Armor was perhaps the easiest to decipher. He was giving me what looked to be a surprised but awkward look. The surprise could easily be chalked out as my visit being unannounced than anything else, but the nervousness was something that got me frowning already. It didn’t help that his wife was staring at me with an amused look. The kind of amusement that could only be drawn out through the capacity to tease someone, in this case… me.
Finally, I glanced at Luna and… I couldn’t exactly understand what she was giving me with that look. It was mostly neutral, clearly manufactured so that she couldn’t give away any of her thoughts in that very moment. Which was incredibly suspicious as I could tell she was hiding something compared to these two. I felt rather tense due to this, but still went through with the greeting.
“Captain Armor, Princess Cadenza, Princess Luna,” I muttered politely, bowing my head and gaining a little scowl out of Cadance at the use of her name in that way. Despite her effort to show some teasing just waiting to be unleashed, she just couldn’t hold herself from being irked by the way I addressed her. She knew I wasn’t trying to be over-polite about this, at least not for the reasons many nobles would stress this rule during interactions. It was a little shot at her, one of the teasing kinds. It was amusing for me and annoying for her.
“Your… highness,” The pink alicorn answered quietly, mustering back her smile. “I believe I’m not the only one to have not expected your visit.”
A few nods and I sighed. “I wished to discuss with Princess Luna about the trial for Bradford. Mostly about handling the judges that Equestria will have to send to deal with their side of the legal process,” I explained without hesitation. “I preferred to address this before we forgot about this.”
The aforementioned princess nodded at this, a small smile forming on her muzzle. “I was planning to write a letter after I was done with this… confusing conversation.”
I blinked, holding myself from answering until I was sitting down by the table they were all sitting around. “Confusing?”
“Auntie told us that you two had the chance to meet each other on a nightly basis through your dreams,” Cadance replied with a small grin. “And since it’s been a few weeks since that has been happening… I asked her as to why she would visit you this frequently.”
I provided a slow nod, staring at Luna as the older Alicorn sighed.
“I said that I just wanted to visit you as you are the only good friend I have the chance of visiting nowadays,” She added as calmly as possible, leaving no room for suspicion and I didn’t hesitate in nodding at that version. “But I might have… said something that was mistaken.”
“Oh please, Auntie. You said that you had another reason other that just friendship,” Cadance rebuked, her grin widening. “Which means that you had something else, and more important, than just friendship. And that could only be-”
“She was helping me with my dreamscape,” I blurted out without hesitation, gaining a curious look from the pink alicorn’s husband, and two similarly-intense shocked expressions from both ladies. “And it’s alright if we discuss this with others. It’s not that much of a hassle for me.”
“Wait, wait-” The Princess of love interjected with a confused look. “Helping you with… what?”
Her aunt gave me a serious look, asking me silently if it was really alright if she said things about my current circumstance. Once she saw me nod at this, she spoke up. “John’s dreamscape isn’t the same as any other living being here in Equus. He mentioned that the reason why it was so… ‘limited’ and ‘ruined’ was tied to nervousness and stress ending up demolishing bits of it. I can attest that is quite the reason why he needed my assistance to see it restored to sustainable levels.”
“So you aren’t doing it… out of a romance,” Cadance commented flatly, almost disappointed by this discovery.
…
“What?” I asked and I saw Luna mirroring my same confused expression.
“How can I just ignore the fact that you are this close and not… dating? Or something like that? I mean, Auntie said you two hugs a lot.”
“Only as a greeting and when the sessions end,” I added, drawing a nod from Luna. “Speaking of which, I think I have all the rights to say that I am still annoyed by that prank you pulled two days ago. I will have my revenge.”
Instead of being annoyed by this proclamation, she smiled deviously. “You’re dabbling with dangerous forces… little human.”
“I think you started dabbling with such mysterious and troublesome forces first, little pony.”
We spared a friendly but still challenging stare between each other, failing to notice that Shining Armor was quietly chatting with his wife about the matter as the girl had yet to concede to what she just heard and how this messed up her ‘match-making’ skills.
“H-How was I supposed to know it was something so… uncommon?” The pink alicorn finally exclaimed, looking at us. “You two are literally one step away from outright flirting right now.”
I frowned at that comment. “You could have asked.”
Her jaw hit the floor at my blunt response, but she recovered just in time to scoff at me. “Jerk, you know it’s not my fault that I assumed that much.”
…
“Niece of mine, I actually think you’re being quite silly,” Luna pointed out with a small smile. “While it’s clear you were acting out of concern… and possible blackmail to use against John, it’s clear you shouldn’t jump at conclusions so easily.”
Cadance’s pout could only worsen at that comment, her pink eyes tried to give me the harshest glare possible. Keyword being ‘tried’. I could tell at first glance that the girl had not even a hint of hate bone towards me and that just made the entire ‘glare’ amusing and entertaining. So much that I ended up failing to hold back a chuckle at her. Something that only got her to huff and look away in blatant amusement. Which further enabled me to turn my chuckle in a full-blow laugh. And soon the rest of the room’s occupants were lost in a giggles and laughing, with Cadance having to admit that it was an amusing circumstance herself as she ended up joining this too.
Once we were done with that interaction, I decided to spend the rest of the day to face the remaining paperwork and then go and play with Silver Song before dinner was ready. It was a mostly calm day, one that I decided to spend in peace as I prepared to face tomorrow’s two biggest issues right now.
First the changelings, then Radiant Hope. I couldn’t help but feel the last one was going to be the biggest headache between the two.
And if I had known how dead wrong I was about that thought...
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Radiant Hope was on the verge of cracking.
That was more of a personal expectation and thought rather than a genuine comment from the guards assigned to monitor her current situation and make sure to keep track of her behavior. It was clear that she was one of those faithful cultists that was willing to go through great lengths to make sure her ‘friend’ was brought back. The idea of King Sombra being a friend to someone felt more like the basis of a fanfiction rather than a genuine possibility. Genocidal, murderous, tremendously crafty and unwilling to share his seat of power with anyone. He was the purest example of evil being evil... for evil’s sake. So complicated yet not considering how single-tracked his mind and ambition were. I just had to understand why this pony was particularly invested in Sombra.
After waiting for two whole hours for any change in her pattern, I ultimately decided that something very smart and tremendously deceptive had to be done on the matter. First thing first, I requested some of the older stallions in the guards and gave them two single instructions:
1) They will have to keep their act from the moment the one assigned to enter the cell started the scene;
2) They will have to appear as loyal to Sombra as possible by either talking bad about me or even praising the tyrant. They seemed both reluctant on going through the latter, but I offered that they could stick mostly to the former until necessary to secure Radiant Hope’s trust.
The plan was to make her assume that there was a group of Sombra’s faithful servants within the army that was acting in the shadows and making sure they weren’t tracked down by the guards that were loyal to the newest government. Getting her trust should, technically speaking, be easy to acquire through that ruse. While the girl was clever enough to know how to orchestrate a pseudo-coup, she sure didn’t seem to have enough common sense to deny support to her goals despite any hints of suspicions about the legitimacy of her allies. It was a little gamble I was willing to try out to see if we could get her to talk
“Are you sure this is going to work?” Shining Armor asked with a concerned tone and I sighed.
“Possibly. It’s an attempt we can go through without wasting precious time to determine if she is somewhat tied to Sombra and thus a future threat or not.”
The unicorn could merely nod as he knew any violent option would just slim down the chances of getting a full confession out of Radiant. He had been debriefed about the situation, and he understood that time was essential to confirm any other trouble tied to Sombra if it meant taking care of his possible return once and for all. The two guards picked had spent almost two decades through Sombra’s regime, and while strongly opposed to the bastard, they were open to act things out in a way that portrayed them in a positive light to the captive. The process was simple and two hours went smoothly before we were finally alerted of the situation.
The plan had been… mostly a success. The guards had managed to stomach the mission without showing any hints of faking it until the very end when one of them snapped when the unicorn tried to paint the King in such a falsely good light. The old fellow was mortified by the situation and actually offered his resignation for the troublesome reaction, but I decided against punishing someone I had unwillingly punished long enough through that high request. In fact, I decided to give the two a few days off to get that foul experience out of their mind for good. Still, Radiant Hope had spoken and with her words, a bleak circumstance had manifested in the form of something not even Shining Armor was aware about.
The term ‘Umbrum’ was generally mistaken with the term ‘shadow pony’ due to the fact these entities were mostly discovered taking the form of ponies. Once the terminology had reached our ears, the first thing to do was to check what the old Royal Archives had about these beings. Creatures that are able to use magic to a high degree without suffering any self-damage, the only thing that seemed to genuinely work, at least from what reported from centuries-old chronicles, was the Crystal Heart. And while the quickest choice was to just use it to destroy the ‘army’ that Radiant Hope mentioned about, the truth was that it couldn’t be moved without destabilizing the force field that kept monsters of various kinds from storming the capital. Surprisingly enough, this was something that came to be to the Capital and not the rest of the cities all over the empire.
The more I pondered about it, the more the chances of this entire mess being tied to the army of monsters lying dormant underneath the capital started to sound so plausible and to be interested about. Not only because it meant that the destruction of the Umbrum army should theoretically end the ‘bad luck’ surrounding the region. It was hopeful thinking at the time, but when I checked with some magical specialist within the library, I was given confirmation of this possibility. Magic tends to attract dangerous and unpredictable predators either because it is dark or chaotic. And the Everfree Forest was an example of that.
I decided against striking quickly, finding the entire situation so complicated to solve at once even after consulting with Cadance about the matter. The alicorn was a bit stumped by the chances of being able to destroy the dormant army on her own, especially since her magic was only tied to love and not the Crystal Heart itself. Even synchronizing her with it wouldn’t be enough to replicate that kind of magic on her own. The secondary task of finding where the ‘nest’ was proved successful as we now were aware where precisely the dormant Umbrum were. A day passed brainstorming over what to do about it and I felt a bit confused on what to do about it considering I couldn’t just allow this problem to disappear just like that. I had to find a solution and fast. And it was during the early morning of the next day that something came in the form of a good idea I wasn’t exactly sure could be applied to this case at first.
Breakfast, I was happily finishing my meal when I realized that Silver Song was struggling trying to put the leftover cookies from his share of the breakfast in his little satchel. It was something he had been interested in and, considering how tough it had to be to move things around without pouches, I decided to buy it for him. Tiny, cheap, but incredibly reliable. The real problem at the time was that he couldn’t carefully push the cookies without having some fall on the ground.
“Now, there is another way to do this without making that big of a mess,” I calmly addressed as I decided to help him out. The bat pony colt watched as I calmly picked the little tablecloth he had been using to eat those he wanted with the chocolate milk, pulling the edges up and together and knotting it so that the cookies could all be stored in the pouch without any mess. He looked surprised, but as I did this, I… realized a possible solution. One that I quickly interrogated Shining Armor about.
He looked surprised at the possibility, but he admitted that the idea had its merits when it came to practicability.
“It should work if there are enough unicorns employed but… yes, there should be enough of them in the guards to do this.”
Despite the feasibility of this plan being pretty high, he looked as irritated as I was about a single thing. It was a stupid plan and one of the two should have come up with it way earlier than that point. The idea stemmed from the fact that, since the Umbrum were magic users in most part without any physical boost to them, they could be ‘disabled’ magically-speaking before getting moved and levitated until brought within the appropriate reach of the Crystal Heart needed to start getting them popping. Because, while the main effect of the Heart was to keep them ‘banished’, the real effect that unfolded once brought too close to its range was a non-explosive… explosion. No blast, no shrapnel, it was like seeing many balloons filled with darkness, despair and evil intents suddenly go loudly… puff.
A very strange sight for sure but one that actually brought me up to explore another element that I had failed to grasp about what was known of this very phenomenon. If a normal Umbrum died like that after getting at just a few meters away from the Crystal Heart, then why did Sombra just get disembodied and repelled by it? I tried to make sense of it through what was known of Sombra before his ascension as the ‘King’, but I found nothing about it, possibly because the guy had the past erased to cover face or even hide his true nature. Either way, this matter left me incredibly perplexed and sure that there was a legitimately important reason to it.
And I knew that the only one I could approach with knowledge regarding this was the very individual I had tricked early on to give us the info needed to kill the Umbrum. I was quite certain that it wasn’t going to be easy, and I didn’t expect any truth whatsoever to come out of this any time soon but… trying didn’t cost me anything and I really wanted to know what was up with Sombra and his dark past.
That and understand how the heck she knew of the guy.
------d-d-d-d-----------d-d-d-d------------d-d-d-d-------
“Why is Sombra different from the common Umbrum?”
My question stole a surprised look out of the angered mare that was Radiant Hope. The young lady was in no shape to attack me, not with chains keeping her close and bound to the wall opposite to the entrance or with the magic-nullifying ring applied to her horn. She was pretty much harmless, and I could tell that she really wanted to have something like laser eyes so she could murder me on the spot. Sadly, wishes are just thoughts without substance in real life without the magic to make those true.
I expected a small response, anything verbal would have fit to start a conversation against her will and hopefully turned and shifted around with words until I had what I came here for. Yet the mare remained quiet and I wondered if she was still pissed for the little deception I applied to her. I stared and she stared back. It was just me, her, and two guards standing behind her cell’s door. I stared at the ceiling, the entire room quite clean compared to how the dungeons once were. While it was far from the ideal prison I had wanted to create, the place was definitely healthier than how I had first encountered it.
“Many years ago, a terrible tyrant hellbent on expanding his territories decided against employing an army that would have done the job without facing troubles like hunger, fatigue and other elements that normally would demoralize normal soldiers. He made a choice to not wake them up, and yet you wanted to.”
“They are not bad ponies. They are misunderstood.”
An opening! I really need to finally make some chit-chat for once and I know how to start this properly.
“Queen Amore was of the same logic when she first encountered them, but sadly, she discovered after a few decades of doing her best to help them proved to her that you can’t help what by all means isn’t meant to be helped,” I argued flatly. “Alas, I’m not here to discuss them. I want to know about Sombra and how do you know so much about him.”
“...”
Nevermind, she is really being a brat right now.
“And please, let’s be honest. You’re being quite a racist by painting every single member of a species as nice just because you have fond memories of the one you’re quite close to,” I shot back, ignoring her glaring. “Sombra isn’t a simple Umbrum, and I’m quite surprised you didn’t notice that.”
…
Despite her bubbling fury remaining entrenched in her mind, curiosity had her blurt out a good input to speak some more with her.
“What?”
“Fifty meters. That’s the killing range that eliminates Umbrum,” I explained as calmly as possible. “Yet Sombra didn’t seem to suffer that.”
“He would feel mortally sick-”
“At a closer reach than fifty meters, which is miraculous in itself considering the implications this phenomenon can lead to,” I interjected firmly. “Hope, quick question: why do you think he didn’t get hurt more beyond being deadly sick?”
Her mouth opened and then closed. “I… I don’t know.”
“Let me ask you another question then. Do you genuinely believe Sombra was a good guy? And why?”
She almost sobered up at the two questions. “W-Well, I know Sombra from childhood and- and he was always shy and yet friendly with me.”
“Truly?”
“Y-Yeah, he was always around to play with me, he never did bad things and- and he was nice. He was my closest friend.”
That sounded really genuine regardless of how naive she was. Despite the possibility of Sombra having been a mere infiltrator, there was no doubt that the fact he resisted so well to the Crystal Heart’s effects could be tied to this very element. What if Sombra was first a good guy that ended up getting pulled into the dark side by his Umbrum side? While looking at the books tied to this species, one thing that came out of it was that there was something of a hive-mind that connected all the Umbrum to their leaders. So there was no reason for me to not doubt the chances of little Sombra getting indoctrinated from early on and made vulnerable for a full dark side take over. It would explain why, despite his clear evil way, the Crystal Heart failed to destroy him altogether.
It didn’t pardon him of the crimes he committed. He was still going to pay for what he did, but this new development added more perspective on the matter as to the chances of him having done these heinous crimes under that kind of influence. I needed to study this more as it definitely added more to the concept that the only reason these big villains came to be was mostly because they were somehow influenced into turning like that by cheaper bastards. With that in mind, I decided to answer her truthfully.
“… I think you’re right.”
There was a brief pause, then the girl frowned at me, expecting me to say anything more or even reveal if I was being dishonest… or not.
“Why? Why now?”
“Because the Heart reacted in a way that disembodied him, but allowed his spirit to remain. Which means that the only reason why he was influenced by the Crystal Heart wasn’t because he was evil, but because his body was susceptible to the effects of that magic.”
…
“And?” The mare pressed with a curious tone, clearly understanding I wasn’t BSing her about it.
“And that means that while he is a good guy, he still got corrupted by the very jerks you were trying to free up. All because you wanted him to be brought back.”
“It’s… not fair,” She shot back. “He didn’t do any of this.”
“He did, but there is an attenuating factor in the form of why he did these that would lessen up his crimes. He would still serve years in jail, but not face execution.”
…
“He should be left free-”
“Not when he hurt so many people with his deeds, Radiant Hope. He caused too much pain, and that can’t be pardoned.”
…
“I… I want to be left alone,” She muttered quietly and I sighed, sharing no further words as I could tell she had a lot to unwrap after this conversation and I had a lot to study about this matter.
Just as I left the cell, I remembered that I had to check on a book I had left by my bed before getting back to my paperwork, and so I calmly made my way to my bedchambers, expecting to find the room empty. And I was proven wrong when I heard a loud noise coming from inside just I turned down the handle of the door to open it.
Blinked, I ventured inside with a frown and a suspicious glance as I eyed right at the only one that was within it. Cinnamon seemed to be in quite the suspicious mood considering the bright red blush on her face. And the fact she had her clothes ditched away on the floor. It felt odd to say she was completely in the nude since she was wearing her standard black socks but… I had good reasons to believe socks didn’t count as an appropriate piece of clothing to cover someone up from the cold. Or for formal situations.
“Cinnamon,” I muttered calmly as a greeting, with the mare taking a moment to realize what I had said.
“O-Oh, your highness… apologies, I was just cleaning and…” She paused, eyeing the dress on the floor. “It got a little hot, so I ditched it. For just the time of getting through the room.”
Considering the view of Ponies regarding this form of nudism, I failed to see the problem. It was a reasonable issue to be able to arrange clothes while having fur to be suffering warmth for. But just as I accepted it as a fair point, I stopped once again, this time closer to the central spot of the room.
“Cinnamon,” I hummed quietly as I paused the moment I spotted some oddities by the bed.
“Uh… yes?” She inquired as nervously as she did before.
“Why are there red petals on the mattress?”
Dozens of red petals, possibly from poor roses that gave their life for this circumstance to unfold, were now littering the bed all over the sheets. It was a clear romantic display I wouldn’t have expected to face out-of-the-blue and through Cinnamon of all… ponies.
“I-I-” The mare paused in her words for a moment, looking around for an excuse and blurting out the best excuse possible. “I-I opened the window for a moment to cool down the room but I had to close it because petals entered inside… yeah.”
“And these petals ended up landing just on my bed. Not beyond it or even in any of the other furniture.”
“...Yes,” Cinnamon replied quietly and I gave her a slow nod. At this point I knew what was going on, but I decided to offer the benefit of the doubt… until I spotted another trouble.
“Cinnamon?”
“...Yes, your highness?” She replied half-whispering as I could taste her embarrassment hitting her even further.
“Why is there a wet spot on my pillow?”
Differently from before, the mare just stiffened up and started to slowly make her way towards the door, ditching the task she had been focusing on for so long.
“I-I- there was a leak?”
“The roof is fine,” I answered flatly, staring at her retreat as Cinnamon picked up speed.
“Uh- Uh, A magical leak, your majesty!”
And soon she was… gone with her dress. Hopefully to a bathroom and not creating any scandalous rumor by letting others see her state of undress coming out of my room. I could only sigh at the circumstance before walking around the bed and inspecting the fun business she left on it. She clearly dry-humped that pillow and the first notion I had about it was to dispose of it so it could be cleaned, but I ended up pausing as I noticed something. Or rather, my nose did. Up until that moment, I was quite certain that there would have been nothing comparing to what I was familiar with human girls when it came to mares but… I actually got a scent off from the pillow that reminded me of a few girls I met. And it was quite ‘sweetish’. It came as a surprise, but not one that drove me to do anything crazy. It was definitely interesting, but I was never the guy to get caught up into curiosity when it came to something as important as sex. And I definitely wasn’t going to grow interest in my maid of all possible people.
I still had to deal with the mere thought that Cinnamon was now, for some reason I hadn’t caught up on until now, sexually interested in me and… I was really unsure how to handle that. Faking denseness and hope she didn’t try to be more daring for the sake of catching my attention, or perhaps I should just be a bit colder in that regard and curb more of that attitude at the risk of ruining the little friendship I had with her. She was such a sweet gal, but I was really at an impasse because of that scene.
And I could tell things were going to get even more worse by the time I faced the situation tied to Apocrita and the proper settlement of her hive within the capital of the Crystal Empire.
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Cinnamon was a mare with many regrets and many strange feelings about the recent failure she sustained.
Maybe she came up too hard and too fast, maybe she also tried to be too subtle and expect way more than the king she might have gotten smitten to could actually pick up from such an immediate request of something so smutty and lecherous in nature. Her cheeks burned red, but her arousal hardly went down at the idea that she could already see the admonishing look on the young stallion’s face was going to have once he learned the truth.
The mere thought had her shivering, but only a bit was fear, with the rest oddly enough tipping into the sexual. Was she truly that depraved? Cinnamon wasn’t exactly one to look into these matters but… many things came to play about it. It all started when she started to indulge reading the pages of her mother’s old journal.
A little relic left behind by the poor mare that died when both Cinnamon and her little brother were quite young. The maid remembered well enough those times, the horror and the dread that gripped her heart as she braved the life of a slave for so long. And yet that restriction was gone. The old King was dead, long live the new king.
And long lust after him too~.
A stray thought happened, and her face was turning into a proper tomato. She didn’t even bother greeting or nodding at the passing guards, her blitz back to her room was relentless and devoid of any intention to stop by and address others. The door slammed shut and she cannon-balled into her bed.
The journal is still there, under the pillow, the lure of the tales her mother had about those ‘curious’ friends of hers with so many tales about males of all kinds. The graphic content was just plain… absurd. And interesting. Cinnamon was never one to read this kind of literature, but the erotic context was slightly ignored for mere curiosity.
Can a mare stretch that way? Were they really that flexible? Cinnamon had never questioned the limits of her body, mostly out of fear of hurting herself but… could she pull even half of that madness? Probably. But was she going to give it a try? And that’s where her mind found silence from both her moral and logical senses.
She was a good pony with good morals, but also someone that had been suffering loneliness for a while. Yearning for a stallion was nothing new within their society when it comes to mares, but someone from another species?
She could only attribute this attraction to personality and… that oddly-enticing softness within the human’s appearance that wanted her to crave for his touch. Not just sexually, but also romantically. To be held by him… it was so nice. It made her feel submissive, but not in an awkward way. It felt nice, comfy even. She felt happy to be carried around if needed.
Wait, is that lewd too? D-Definitely lewd!
“Why is this so complicated?” Cinnamon whispered, her gaze soon aimed at her chest, the drumming of her heart making it difficult to find silence and peace in her own safe haven. “Q-Quiet you.”
But the heart didn’t listen, too busy being honest and making her legs quiver in frustration. A brief pout appeared, the mare’s mind trying to pull away from those devious thoughts that had urged her to give it a try.
“Why are there petals on the mattress?”
His fake curiosity just drove her crazy. He knew, he definitely knew. What would that warrant to her? She thought about it. Cinnamon was already in his debt, and it was clear he wasn’t into her in a sexual manner… yet. But there was something about being put in that bad spotlight that terrified her. What if that became a reason to kick her out for good? She definitely overstepped her boundaries and would have been severely punished had it been the standard monarch to find her in such a state. But…
“Why is there a wet spot on my pillow?”
What if what the maid saw, glinting from his eyes as he asked that, was actual amusement at her embarrassed self? Maybe he found it a scene worthy of a jester’s greatest work. The thought was quite hurtful all in all, but Cinnamon had to concede it was better than the alternative. She couldn’t exactly ask anything better without the king being a foolish one. The fact he ‘liked’ it that way was kind of good… but it also left her in a wild spot.
How was the mare supposed to face the future interaction, the one that would see them at least acknowledge the presence of each other before one another, without actually thinking back about what had just happened? The mare shivered at that instance, but ultimately decided to ignore it as she knew that this issue was going to be one only for her future self. For now, she had an arousal to bring down through a cold bath… or maybe, she could actually get a ‘win’ out of this.
Up until that very point, she used the journal as an extra ‘help’ at that. But right now, Cinnamon had something better than that: realism. She had been discovered being naughty, and her creative mind could easily conjure a scenario to make the entire setting better to her current desire. She imagined herself straddled on the bed, faking a struggle, but definitely conceding to something she had wanted.
That she wanted~.
His hands on her, a bit rough in their grasp but still caring, wanting, giving and… loving. A full trembling took her body for a full concession to her lustful hunger. Before she knew it, Cinnamon Velvet was busy enjoying some alone time, playing with her own arousal until it was gone for good. Without her knowing, that need to get relief through this ‘simple’ method would only end up fueling what was already growing deep within her heart, soul and body.
More. She wanted more of her beloved king.
----------d-d-d-d--------
The torch’s light is a bit dim right now... or is it just me?
I could only sigh as I waited calmly in the room that had been prepared to handle Apocrita, the queen being ‘fashionably late’ from the looks of it. My first impression on Changeling Queens was Chrysalis. And it wasn’t a good impression.
The chances of dealing with a heavily-pragmatic negotiator was both a boon and a hassle: the queen was going to ask something greater than the merciful offer I was willing to give her, perhaps arguing that she and her drones could do much more than I wanted from them, thus requiring a better side of the deal for themselves. It was going to be a wild tug o’ war until I managed to ‘win’ the game by giving Apocrita what she really wanted as it was going to be less than she would ask before that.
But… I didn’t plan to go along with that simple and annoying diplomatic hassle.
I had an idea that revolved around two main points:
1) I was the king here, and she was a guest at best. This meeting was to determine a legitimate status for her and her subjects/‘children’ to hold within my kingdom. They were still dependent and reliant to me;
2) This negotiation wasn’t going to have an ‘other side’, because I was going to roll on them with the ferocity and the precision of a statesman on a considerable amount of energy drinks – I was going to hit them with so much ‘kindness’ and ‘hope’ that they were going to find it troubling to ask for more. But both elements weren’t without a catch or giving them the chance to make further concessions without some valiant reasoning.
I had to get Shadow Mark to aid me in some passages due to how extensive the ‘three glorious steps’ were, surprising the guy as he didn’t expect me to take that kind of approach, but instantly taking a liking for it. He went through a couple of the details I put forth, asking if he could suggest minor changes to make it less ‘heavy on them’ and more ‘good on us’. We wanted to make a good impression AND still be in charge at the same time. So, as I analyzed what he offered, I accepted the need to apply minor changes to the pages I had personally penned for the occasion.
I wanted the Changelings to become a part of the Empire I was rebuilding, all with the purpose of adding extra pop in the civilian and military side of things. Their unique ability just made them stand out more as exceptional infiltrators, something that would definitely allow for the formation of an intelligence service.
Yet, before making plans about it, I had to do something rather difficult but possible with enough time and effort: I had to ‘legally’ and ‘morally’ weaken the hold Apocrita had on her subjects. Or, if possible, make her accept my plans and thus prevent any future insurrections the moment a ploy to control her goes awry.
Finally, Apocrita arrived and… she held a curious look on her face as she entered the room. Instead of being neutral or emotionless as I would have wanted her to be, the Changeling queen appeared to be fairly… amused. And frustratingly so as I could tell that I was the source of her positive mood from the way she was looking at me. Either a mind game, or she heard something awkward about me that put a minor setback to my current plans. Nothing major, as I knew how to spearhead the conversation regardless of what kind of entertaining thought she had in mind.
“King John,” She greeted with a pleased tone. “May I say that I didn’t expect you to be so forward with mares?”
I blinked. “Queen Apocrita… may you elaborate on what you just said?”
“The maid. The one that was seen rushing out of your room in quite the curious disposition. Any particular reason as to why?”
A few clerks I had on the table spared me a mixed look. Some knew, others didn’t, but they all were aware that something happened and, from the way I was deadpanning at it, wasn’t as simple as it looked to be.
“I would have you know that the ‘running maid’ was out just as I entered my room. The only thing I can say is that the sun hit that side of the room pretty intensely and she had been cleaning by the window for a long time,” I argued, lying through my teeth about it but still trying to be ‘honest’ about it by using Cinnamon’s own explanation in this circumstance. “But still, I don’t see how that misunderstanding would warrant any important development in this meeting.”
“It does. For me, at least,” Apocrita rebuked smoothly. “Interactions paint a canvas on how we see anypony, King John. And if you really hadn’t taken the pretty maid’s offer, then it gives off a fairly simple explanation plus some assumption. The explanation being that you are not one to use power as a way to achieve your own personal gains. And that you don’t aim to abuse it.”
I kept quiet about it for a while, but smiled. “Would that mean that I should be able to draw a ‘canvas’ about you from your most recent actions?”
“If you have the mind, I wouldn’t see why you shouldn’t,” The Queen remarked and I shrugged.
“Then, let’s give it a go: you’re one of the few but many queens within your species which relies heavily on two factors, personal power as the main mind of the hive you lead and love as a form of societal necessity which would not only assure you the first factor, but also give you the chance of surviving even if you can’t hold that,” I started to think aloud, gaining more interest from her. “Your children are dependent on you, but they become secondary the moment the second factor is difficult to decisively secure. You are the queen, you can still keep the ‘hive’ alive by making more of those drones after some die. They can die if necessary, but there will never be a necessity for you to be allowed to die.”
“...And?”
“And that means that since the opportunity to secure love out of this deal is already concluded since you will get it regardless of what agreement we sign, you are more open to listen if it means further sheltering your current hive and yourself from other threats. Such as betrayal.”
…
“Admittedly, I expected something of the kind from someone like you, young King. But to see it by myself… I can’t help but understand why the little maid was interested in you~,” Apocrita replied smugly, her teasing failing to get a reaction out of me. Not when I knew she was just trying to do that to get me to react. I didn’t need to appear weak- not when I was winning big time from the looks of it. “Nonetheless, I will first hear your current offer and then I will consider what to do next.”
I smiled. “Three.”
…
“What?”
“I have three offers. And I would suggest you read those from Letter A, through B and then C.”
A frown appeared on the Changeling Queen’s face as I pushed the three folders across the table and right up to her. Her gaze lingered on the papers, but she silently went through those. At first, she tried to hide it. Apocrita was experienced in pulling a poker-face, but I knew there was an aspect in Option B that was also repeated in Option C, which was meant to get her to react. And react she did when her eyes widened in surprise and doubt.
“Y-You’re jesting. You plan to make it a position to… to do this?”
“What in particular?” I inquired with barely-veiled smug. I wanted her to tell me what got her so stunned without forcing me to. And it worked.
“The fact that you will ask Equestria to trust all hive-less changelings within Equestria, those that Chrysalis hasn’t claimed as of now, to me. To become their queen.”
I nodded. “Yep.”
“...Why?”
“We’re both monarchs that want the best for our respective people,” I answered truthfully. “And I know that, by sending more of your kind to serve under you will bring prosperity to the changeling. Something that Chrysalis didn’t manage to accomplish with her foolish attempt in Canterlot.”
“Wouldn’t that put your subjects in peril? What if I decided to attack and-”
“You wouldn’t.”
My confidence shook her core from the way she gazed at me in pure surprise at my interruption.
“Explain,” She demanded and I smiled once again, ignoring her bossy moment as I knew this was a sign that I got her wrapped in my hands.
“I’m giving you the best deal possible and it stands for more than just what I’m offering you. There are boons that transcend the paper you have to sign. Benefits that exceed what I am giving you directly,” I elaborated as calmly as possible. “Chrysalis’ power stemmed from ‘desperation’ from other changelings and queens to obtain love through common tricks. She failed and her method was proven wrong. But here you are, Queen Apocrita, someone that tried diplomacy and won big time by not only securing a safe haven for your kind, but also doing it so while mending relationships with the large kingdom that Chrysalis scorned in her failed bid for continental domination.”
“And I would be seen as the best queen...” Apocrita added with a tiny giddy smile, a tiny green hue forming by her cheeks which I couldn’t tell was amusement or a genuine blush coming up at the notion. “Yes. That would definitely be something that would make me interested in accepting that deal. You… you have raised enough points, King John. But here is my counterpoint… a bit optional, actually.”
I frowned. “And that is?”
“A marriage contract.”
“And I will refuse on the spot,” I flatly remarked, getting an actual giggle from her.
“Yes, and this gives me the last piece I needed to make a theory the truth in my eyes,” The changeling queen hummed in delight. “You are frightened of being engaged with ponies and other species beyond yours.”
There were a few odd looks from the other ponies in the room, as this news highlighted a possible future problem tied to kingship that I had hoped to delay for as long as possible. The fact that Shadow Mark was giving me a long look about it suggested that he knew what I was worried about and that he was conflicted on how to handle it.
Will this king ever get an heir?
It was the main principle of a dynastic reign, one that was seen as a right and a duty towards a monarch’s people so that the ensuing rulers would be of ‘right mind and morals’.
I refused to elaborate on that, knowing that this was going to get me a few headaches in the near future. “Are you going to go around the current matter or can we sign already?”
“Aww… I’m sorry for putting that kind of attention on your little problem, King John. I’ll be more careful… next time we’re alone. I might have a few tricks to try out~.”
And I decided to never be alone around Apocrita ever. No matter the circumstance, may those be of the life-or-death situation, I wasn’t allowing that mare around me with the many ‘dangerous’ plans she might have just for me. I could tell that she was plotting something cunning and ‘damaging’ for someone like me, and I didn’t plan to take part in any of that.
At least I got her to sign the blasted papers...
-------d-d-d-d--------
Luna wasn’t there. The dreamscape was oddly empty as of tonight. I thought it was possible she was busy with some nightmares. It wouldn’t be the first time that happened… but I didn’t feel alone. It was empty, I could see only myself in there but I could tell that something was hiding in the ‘shadows’.
“Okay, who’s there? I know you’re here and trust me when I say I can pull a mean German Suplex if provoked long enough.”
The recreation of the living room back home grew darker as the lights went out and… a single blue mist formed right above the small table in the middle of the room. Darkness beckoned the arrival of the most foul and yet the most compelling of entities and I could help but feel something warm burn within my chest, a distant desire that stemmed from something primal and… quite stupid.
“Ah! As if a flimsy threat would ever deter me! The Night that shrouds the Sun and-” Before the squeaky and most adorable voice had the chance to finish, its owner was suddenly ‘assaulted’ in the form of a sudden hug coming from yours truly. Nightmare Moon, the original one, was a terrible being that one would never approach… if not for the current situation she was in. Smaller, cuter, and definitely devoid of any capacity to harm anyone or anything around her. A little filly with an oversized battle armor on her which hardly covered her body. “W-Wait, what are you doing? Stop it! I’m the darkest monster this world has ever seen, you utter cretin! Put me down!”
“No~! Let me cuddle with you. Let me treat you as the pretty dark lady you are~,” I rebuked, my parental instinct mustered as I took her for a quick spin and cheek-nuzzle.
“I am- I am pretty, but you’re just using it as an insult, aren’t you?!” She exclaimed, frustrated by the sudden development and feeling quite embarrassed at the way I was handling her. “Stop it! Or I will hex you with… as soon as I get my power back.”
“Until then, you’re pretty much mine to hug and cuddle for, right?”
She didn’t answer. Little NM was just there, trying to appear dark and evil and ready to mess with my current troubled days to come… but instead became an instrument of pure adorableness which got a bit more ‘into it’ when Luna came by and looked ready to blast away the little Nightmare.
“John, she is dangerous. Step aside and let me deal with this knave!” The alicorn ordered, her horn already crackling with power as a large blue sphere formed from its tip.
“Luna, as one of your closest friends, and also someone that loves cuties like this one, I request you put down the magic ball of pure and utter destruction so we can talk about this,” I replied tensely, holding the shivering little filly close to my chest. “Look, she is literally cowering at your power. And she literally couldn’t do anything as I gave her lots of hugging and baby-talking.”
…
“What?” The Moon-ruling Diarch asked in perplexed shock, her magic faltering. “You did what and WHAT?! John, that is Nightmare Moon!”
“But she is harmless and cute. It’s like saying it would be wrong for me to do the same if I didn’t end up seeing you as a little filly. Gah! Little Woona would be the most adorable of them all~!”
A strong blush appeared on Luna’s face. “I-I was cute- I mean, Tia said I was but- BUT this doesn’t justify the fact that this is Nightmare Moon that we’re talking about.”
“How… How about we go through a very simple plan of mine? I keep a strong watch over her as we’re sharing a conversation, then you take her and you discover how she reformed without magic and in such a cute form?”
“You didn’t ask?” Luna inquired with a confused look, almost accusing me of something incredibly foolish but a bit true.
“I was busy enjoying the moment. I’m a flawed man, you see.”
Her lips twitched. “I… I will concede this much. But don’t expect me to bring the little cur to you whenever I visit.”
“At least twice a week, and it’s non-negotiable.”
…
“Deal.”
And while the two mature individuals of the room spoke, the little dark-side of the moon groaned at the fact she had just been sold to a slavery… filled with head-pats and cuddling.
This is… far from any expectation of defeat I had prepared for…
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Interlude (Luna I)
Canterlot was not what Luna really envisioned when she started her reign with her sister.
Maybe it was because she grew to love the very dual stronghold that was now left to rot in the Everfree Forest, fondly remembering the labor spent building it and making sure it was the best piece of their first year of rule. The only regret she had about it, the one guilt that didn’t just vanish, was that her darker self tarnished such a beautiful place by trying to turn it into her center of power and control.
Eventually she planned to visit it, maybe try to clean it up on her own. With how busy her sister was, Luna knew Celestia couldn’t join her for that. She would have to make use of what time she had on her own to visit there nightly, and recall those times where she had to build it. Piece by piece, calmly and steadily… while also making sure it fitted with the purpose of being a home for them. It was their home and… the Alicorn missed home.
She was older, yes. She was wiser, maybe. But she hadn’t outgrown that subtle call from her previous ‘house’. A house she built, a house she and her sister had created to show modernity in this kingdom back when there was an attempt to revert it all back to the older Unicorn system of administration. Now Canterlot stood for that very reason, except that modernity was well beyond Luna’s own perception of time. A thousand year of nothingness tended to do this, to leave everything ‘still’ before her gaze.
Wandering alone in that quiet and barren wasteland of white that was her domain, and she missed this vibrancy. A sigh, her room was as silent as usual, leaving her alone with her thoughts as she checked back her journal. Luna had two specific diaries, with one of those meant to purposely pour her own frustration somewhere that wasn’t just herself, but also… a journal for plans. Nothing like Nightmare Moon- or anything that would defy her sister’s own interests as an equal diarch… but a circumstance driven by an unplanned investment.
Luna had long grown sure that nopony but a few individuals were keen to make her any request at the late hours she worked the shift while Tia was sleeping, but as she went through the usual line of curious subjects interested in her stars and for advice when it comes to ‘artistic purposes’, an unusual guest caught her attention.
A messenger from… the Commonwealth.
The Commonwealth of New Mareland was a colony that came to be roughly five hundred years before her return. It was created from some of the untouched lands by the Griffons that were initially made minor settlements before she was banished and the other strips of territory that were taken when Celestia faced the Kingdom of Griffonia. So, in a rather odd manner, Luna learned that she was also the sovereign of another nation, this one actually ‘lead’ by an elected leader. It baffled her when she finally noticed this through the messenger, but even more when the mare that brought the message had been specifically instructed to be given to her and not her sister.
The content within it fully explained the reason behind this decision, with her eyes suddenly glued at the request. Starfall, one of the cities within the Dominion, had been created in her name by some of the families that remembered a ‘Princess Luna’ after her banishment. It was a surprising discovery, but it painfully reminded the alicorn that she hadn’t been without loyal nobles and adventurers back when she was younger. Surely some of those survived beyond Nightmare Moon and established that settlement. The city administration had laid out plans to expand the local port to expand trading operations between the subject nation and Equus, but requested permission to do so through her own decree.
After a moment spent digesting the pleasant feeling of being addressed as a proper monarch after this long, the princess accepted the necessary expansion as this would definitely improve the local economy, giving permission to the messenger to retrieve the proper amount of money from the treasury and get it sailing straight away… but not before a proper explanation of this country. Books could ‘say’ so much, and she knew there was much more than just history to pay attention to. Pearl Eyes, the young mare that had delivered the letter, was surprisingly happy to offer as much as she could about home. From simple things as cities’ names and cultural groups, to actual politicians and parties.
Economy itself wasn’t Pearl’s strength in her narration, but Luna didn’t mind. Not when she had already started to dabble in some new lines of economic thoughts on her own. She was always the more bookish of the two Royal Sisters, and Economy had been her major element when it came to rule over this vast kingdom. Even now, Celestia would ask for her advice to ‘fix’ some mistakes she made while she wasn’t around. Some of which were plain silly, but a couple of them had Luna outright frown at her older sister. But what really rekindled that interest were the intellectual discussions with her newest friend.
John had a flawed mindset when it came to economic affairs, but not an overly-wrong one. Just too ‘impulsive’ and way too careless at times. Hence why she was more than happy to deliver advice on how to tackle some major concerns which couldn’t be solved with a single broom’s sweep. But where the human found his flaws through her experience, Luna found her own through his creativity and genuinely grand grasp at modern economy. New books were added to old ones, previously-thought correct theories dashed away from thorough studies and analysis. Luna turned her stance on many old positions just through the first session and she learned that the world had changed way more than she could see at first glance.
With Pearl Eyes giving her what she wanted and now leaving to get back home, Luna’s attention aimed at New Mareland didn’t falter. In fact, she found it a reasonable concern to actually be directly involved in its growth. The economic collapse of 979 had weakened the confidence of the locals in Equestria, and the successful revolution of Stalliongrad in 991 set a tremendous precedent that had to be addressed for good. With that in mind, Luna took it upon herself to try and be more active on the affairs tied to New Mareland. The first effort came with an official ‘night visit’, which unfolded as a party hosted by the Governor-General, Jet Set. The loyal Stallion was part of the Canterlot Elite and yet one of the few that stood out due to dedication and preparation to the role. There was no reason to deny the fact he was a fierce believer of Equestrian Democracy, quickly showing his admiration for the Royal Sisters through his cordial manner and submissive approach.
It was all moderate to the role that he was bestowed by Celestia, but it sure gave Luna a sense of power which further fueled her to go through with her plans to fix the situation in the colony. Most of the local elite saw her as a mysterious leader, one that started to take steps back into politics just recently. It was potentially the worst nightmare of any sort of ‘old politicians’: An older politician who was keen to learn and improve from her flawed and outdated perspective.
After just a visit, Luna got a good understanding of the overall situation. While nobles and industrialists danced in the ballroom, Jet Set happily allowed her to check the official data tied to the economic recovery. It was too slow, and it lacked many failsafes to prevent a new collapse the moment the Griffonian society faced another collapse. The first order of the day was to try and shift the focus of the trade back to Equestria. Expansion of the naval routes and the tightening of security around convoys was the first step of many to secure a new dependency back to their overlord and the lowering of the chances tied to a new default. Next was an expansion of New Mareland’s light and heavy industry. More workplaces, greater freedom, lesser chances of Communists to form from the workers.
In a rather odd twist that was benign at best, the very leader of the Communist Party of New Mareland, Lufty Star, praised her ‘communist’ approach. Which… made zero sense considering what Luna did was just advocating the opposite of communism by using the new growth to further grow Equestria in return. The investments weren’t for free and the Alicorn’s estimations assured the return of twice of what was invested back in the treasury. Everything was going as smoothly as she could when somepony actually knocked at her room’s door. Celestia looked more confused than truly angry at this situation, having learned of what her sister was doing through a letter from Jet Set that personally thanked Luna… and not Celestia.
It had been an odd development for sure, but one that Luna couldn’t help but count as a minor victory as her effort had paid off as she wanted. Her hard work gave the rewards she was hoping for. Celestia’s questions were driven out for worries towards her more than anything else.
“I wouldn’t want you to overburden yourself, Lulu. I know for a fact I can hardly go beyond what I’m currently dealing with my appointments,” The older sister admitted, but Luna was confident in her posture and expression despite her words.
...
Well, that was until the older Alicorn’s eyes landed on the ‘emotion journal’ and found out what she had been writing on it. She had been so smugly distracted, that the younger princess’ jaw dropped when her sister made a comment that stumped her.
“Lulu, who is this John?” The taller Alicorn inquired with a small grin, having found blackmail material as Luna cheered this personal victory. “And why are you plotting a marriage with him?”
“N-No one- I mean, nopony of your concern, sister,” The Princess of the Night rebuked, her stuttering proving some early weakness but quickly mustering a strong enough annoyed look to show how unwilling she was to concede anything beyond this comment. Tia allowed this ‘discussion to be postponed’ but promised her sister that ‘she was going to pester her some more on the topic’. An embarrassing development that sure screwed up with her plans to keep her away from him. These two together… it would be akin to have Discord wandering around without any issues, but more wholesome and threatening of her plans in the specific.
Luna could tell only horrible things were going to happen at that occurrence. She had to keep an eye out on her sister’s snooping around while her room was devoid of her presence. Her guards will have to do for the time being and, for now, Luna resumed her nightly affairs before getting back to her royal duties. She had a lot to plot when the human was going to visit Canterlot. Each step had to be prepared, each scene to be tilted in a way to favor her feelings the most.
Yes, she was going to win that challenge too. She had to grasp that lovely victory!
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Not gonna lie, I am not the kind of guy that likes balls.
Sure, parties can be fun but… I wasn’t someone that liked to mingle with others for extended amounts of time. I was averagely social, but I can’t see myself entertaining a conversation in a formal feast for more than a few hours. So, when the time came to attend the invitation to Canterlot, I was particularly… unsure how I was supposed to behave without sounding too awkward about it.
I was fairly nervous, Silver was more excited than else as he happily rested beside me, the giddy smile on his face at the notion of talking once more with Luna being a clear sign of how engrossed by the event he felt. The chariot barely experienced any ‘bumps’ in the way, the flight proceeding smoothly as the four pegasi showed some strong muscles in managing to carry the combined weight from me, the bat pony and two adult ponies. Because yes, it wasn’t just me and the foal as, on the opposite side of the rows of seats, Cadance and Shining Armor were busy fixing each other's clothes. It was oddly intriguing and satisfying how these two ponies that usually didn’t wear much were actually putting some serious effort in getting their outfits done right.
“Dear, you should be more careful with those two medals,” The pink-furred alicorn hummed with a hint of amusement. “They could fall off if you don’t place them right.”
“And you should be careful with the violet flowers in your skirt. Do you remember the last time we went to the gala? When you told me that you were mortified when you noticed those had unfastened off the hems?” Her husband rebuked playfully, both sharing a brief chuckle together as I smiled at the display.
It was a little fun scene to be introduced too as I tried to calm my nerves. I was no nervous mess, but I was definitely going to be worried by the time I met Celestia. Mostly because of the many secrets I now shared with Luna. I saw it more like having to meet my best friend’s big sister and having to lie about the fact I might have had a hand or two in depriving her cake-raiding ability when it comes to her younger sibling. It was a fun visual image, but also one that left me tense the very moment Celestia realized that Luna and I were close friends. But… I also didn’t fear an irrational reaction out of this. 
Despite how big of a deal Celestia was within Equestria’s hierarchy, it was also true that she was no despotic ruler. A bit conservative, fairly democratic, but still unwilling to allow too much power to be given to others. Not because she wanted it, but because the nobility that existed in Canterlot was as positive in handling some affairs as it was troublesome when some stupid complaints come up.
“What about you, John?”
I blinked, the question piercing through my pondering.
“I’m fine. I spent two hours getting everything done with this uniform,” I replied calmly. I could still remember the time I wasted just to get it to look decent. The uniform had a military flair, something that I found fitting considering recent situations showing the kingdom was a bit more ‘attentive’ in terms of military affairs. I was also a perfectionist that had long had issues with small issues tied to insignificant details I forgot to fix so… I made sure I got the whole appearance right. Despite my best intention to be quick with this question, my response didn’t seem to satisfy Cadance as the Princess of Love huffed.
“Not that. How are you holding yourself? You looked quite pensive until I asked you that.”
And now I had a bit of spotlight I didn’t need as the unease was back to hit me once more. We were definitely closing in, I could see the lights of the Equestrian capital in sight, but I was still stuck with this discussion so… I tried to ‘outlive’ it.
“Just thinking of the kind of dignitaries that were going to be there. After all, I know for a fact that some are coming from beyond the continent and have different traditions than any of those known in Equus.”
“Are you worried that they could take any offense at a wrong move?”
“Yep,” I replied curtly, but that didn’t seem to really convince Cadance.
“But that’s not your main concern now, isn’t it?”
“...I believe you’re seeing things, Cadenza.”
She hummed. “And now I’m interested in this. So, what’s wrong?”
Shining could only show a sheepish look rather than helping me deter his wife from this topic, so I was left to handle a very curious Cadance on my own.
“Just thinking about a specific encounter I’ve been looking forward to.”
Her eyes narrowed in amusement. “Are we talking of Auntie Celestia?”
At this point, Shining too was giving me a curious look, wanting to know if I was indeed having trouble thinking about the potential meeting with the eldest of the two Alicorn Sisters. But, much to their surprises, I actually shrugged.
“Nope.”
“You… are not lying,” The pink alicorn noticed. “Wait, there’s actually somepony at the Gala that you are more nervous to meet than Princess Celestia herself.”
“I would say it’s more of the meeting’s ramifications leaving me concerned rather than meeting with this individual.”
“What about, dad?” Silver Song asked, entering the discussion.
“Let’s just say that dad has made a friend. Just a friend, Cadenza,” I remarked strongly much to the mare’s chagrin. “And that this friendship could result in teasing her from her older sister. I’m sure we can agree, Shining, that’s something quite common with siblings.”
He nodded in agreement, but looked fairly disappointed. “Sadly, that didn’t happen much with Twi. I was so ready to be there and tease her into success.”
We shared a knowing smile, while the Princess of Love hummed.
“So, it’s just friendship but not love, you say...” The alicorn summarized. “Does that mean you are worried about what you have with the bond you have with Auntie Luna?”
…
“You what?”
Cadance huffed. “John, really? You thought I didn’t know of this? Auntie Luna might be the only one to enter dreams, but I can tell when she’s close around and I saw the bond you two have when she first visited. That’s not exactly something that happens out of the blue, John.”
While the revelation shocked me, I could definitely see that it shocked Shining Armor way more than it did for me.
“Wait, why didn’t you tell me?” The former Captain of the Guards asked and his wife pouted back at him.
“I know for a fact you would have told him about it. I just wanted to keep this ‘edge’ for myself.”
I narrowed my eyes as I knew what it was all about, and why she wanted that kind of blackmail. “I think you are not getting ‘that’ wish answered, Cadenza.”
“Gah! One day, I’ll get you to call me Cadance!”
Keep on dreaming the impossible, Candy-bar.
The discussion ceased right as the chariot started to land at the right parking spot. Once the landing process was over, we all vacated the vehicle and began making our way towards the royal palace. Six guards were soon escorting us through the staircase that led inside the main building, with many ponies stopping to look at us… specifically me. The attention was expected, but it didn’t mean I felt any less annoyed by the kind of glances I was getting.
Some were quick to notice who I was by the descriptions that have to have reached back to their society, while a few saw a ‘strange monkey getting some unwarranted privileges’. I didn’t think much of it as none was actively aiming to annoy me… plus, it kept any issue from popping up when it came to Silver Song. Bat Ponies weren’t seen nicely on this side of the world, but I was keen to believe no one but a few were going to notice his appearance. He was tiny and adorable, both factors playing heavily in any perspective, more tolerant or hateful those might be.
Eventually we made our way through the main doors and towards the one pony that was taking care of the visitors. Celestia had a small smile on her face as she finished greeting the group in front of us, leaving us before her as she looked much happier. Mostly because Cadance was there. The two were quick to share greetings with Shining coming closely behind his wife so he could politely greet the older alicorn. Once these two were done, Celestia finally addressed me.
“King John of the Crystal Empire.”
Man, that sounds so silly. A king in charge of an Empire. The plans to change the name sure needs to come up to fruition quick before it becomes too much of an awkward circumstance.
“Princess Celestia of Equestria.”
“I’ve heard much about you, King John. Luna was quite delighted about you and talked well of your attitude with the situation.”
“I try to do my best for my new subjects. It’s… tough,” I replied curtly and the mare gave me a sympathetic look.
“I understand. It’s a responsibility to do one’s best to make them feel part of the country.”
“And be happy of the lives they can make out of it.”
She giggled briefly. “You sure are quite mature for someone young. Not many can flaunt that kind of attitude in this situation.”
“It’s just me,” I replied humbly and she nodded, but soon her attention was aimed elsewhere, spotting the little colt standing close to my legs.
“And who is this little one?”
“My adopted son.”
She looked briefly stunned by the development, but overall intrigued by it as her interest towards the child increased. Silver Song looked up at me and I gave him a kind smile as he slowly replied.
“I-I’m Silver Song. Nice to meet you,” The foal muttered and Princess Celestia’s smile widened. “Princess? Can I ask you something?”
Sporting a confused look, I was unsure what was up with the child but the white-furred Alicorn nodded.
“Sure.”
“Is it true that Luna is your younger sister?”
“Yes, Princess Luna is my little sister.”
Silver Song smiled. “Is it true that you two loved to play pranks on each other?”
This time Celestia looked a bit hesitant but… still nodded at the question.
“It was mostly Luna, but yes, we tended to prank each other when we were very young.”
“Luna told me that her pranks were the best.”
“She surely did. But… mine were the best.”
The bat pony’s eyes widened in interest. “Really?”
“I suppose I could share a few stories from the past once I’m finished greeting the guests,” The princess confirmed mirthfully, her gaze moving back to me. “King John, your son is quite a curious and jovial child.”
“I’m well aware of that. He’s also diligent and polite too.”
At this the Bat Pony mustered his chest outward in a sense of pride.
“Alas, I have to handle the remaining guests. I hope you all enjoy the Gala tonight.”
And after that conversation, we were soon given the chance to do so.
The feast was overall pleasant. There were numerous tables with treats and beverages, the waiters didn’t seem to mind my appearance as they behaved as politely as with everyone else, and I sure enjoyed the relative quiet as I chatted with Silver about the impressive ball we were in. The child was overwhelmed by the sight, running numerous questions about the place and asking a few silly ones that left me particularly amused. No one disturbed us even as Cadance and Shining left to greet a certain bookworm that was visiting with her friends, giving us the chance to overall enjoy the night without any strange interruption.
But as we were walking, I was quick to spot a certain mare slowly approaching us. Luna’s smile was radiant, and her dress was… quite pretty. I was no expert in pony fashion, but it definitely fit well with her fur pattern and ethereal mane.
“John, welcome to Canterlot.”
I nodded. “Luna, you look gorgeous.”
A scoff, a beautiful blush appeared on her cheeks. “As forward as usual. Still, thank you.”
“You’re really pretty, Luna,” Silver greeted, the compliment leaving her giggling.
“Thank you, Silver Song. And what a handsome outfit you have.”
The foal smiled eye-to-eye and I took this chance to warn the princess of the night about a possible future problem.
“Also, before this hits you out of nowhere, your sister might feel ‘enabled’ in pranking you after this feast. It’s possible Silver brought up the fact you brag about your pranks.”
Her lips formed a pout, but she smiled nonetheless to soothe the child’s unease at that awkward circumstance.
“It’s alright, Silver. After all, this chance will give me the chance to prove how my pranks are indeed superior to the Tia- I mean, Celestia could try to subject me.”
My lips twitched at the little slip, knowing that Luna was going to take this matter more seriously than she was making it sound. As much as a dutiful and proper princess, the little filly with a penchant to prank everything that moves was still there and looked ready to come out just to play a few tricks with her sister. The alicorn then decided to guide us around so we could enjoy the feast even better than without anyone to help us through the formal event. And as we strolled around and enjoying this first half of the night together, Cadance was smiling smugly at the scene we were part of as she admired it from afar.
“Just friends, my butt.”
“Uh? Did you say something, dear?” Shining asked, briefly looking away from his sister as Twilight looked a bit tense due to recent issues with her friends and… well, taking part in this ball.
“Nothing!” She lied with a forced smile on her face. The Princess of Love knew on the spot that this was a chance to see where this could develop.
It could either end up in a closer friendship or more… and perhaps getting the silly human to call her Cadance rather than her normal name. It made her feel so oddly annoyed. Not angry, but definitely pouty for lengthy hours whenever she was subjected to that.
And with so many hopes and interests invested for the night, this ball was sure going to end up being more entertaining than anyone could have expected.
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Luna was ecstatic. Or she looked to be so as she just had telling details that highlighted her positive mood.
First, it was her pace. It was slow, and it would stand out more if she was going faster, but there was a merry ‘clop’ with each step she took with her hooves. It was like with Silver, except this was scaled to be a bit more concealed due to her being an adult. Nonetheless, Luna was giddy and she had all the good reasons to be as such. The Gala was particularly elaborate, and I took note of the fact that there were more nobles than shown in the show. 
Possibly because Equestria was bigger in this dimension and thus had a greater list of noblepony which served either as proper vassals of the country or perhaps as members of royal commissions tied to governmental affairs. I decided against inquiring about it just yet. It was a party, not an opportunity to bore ponies with questions about logistic and government’s matters.
The Princess of the Moon was the first to notice my distracted look, assuming that I was more endeared by the overall party than else with her smile twitching into a smug curved line at that thought.
“I suppose you’re stunned by the event itself, John.”
The comment sharply brought me out of my thoughts, but I swiftly avoided an awkward disaster by actually agreeing to her guess.
“It’s impressive, yes,” I hummed with a smirk. “Yet, I have reason to believe that it’s not a case that you’re so vocal about it.”
The diarch blinked at my odd jab, unsure if it was an accusation or a hint for something else. “What do you mean?”
“Luna, I might not delve much in details at times, but I can just tell from the way you look so happy at any praise that I know you were behind this. Which is why you’re looking for indirect compliments,” I mirthfully pointed out, patting Silver Song in the head as we stopped and I crouched down. “After all, you’re still looking around from time to time to make sure nothing goes wrong while your sister is handling the guests at the entrance.”
Lips twitching in a perfect mix of annoyance and amusement, Luna’s pout was deadly cute despite her best efforts to appear annoyed. She tried to give me a glare, she really tried, and yet the jovial look on my face couldn’t just be shattered by her frail effort.
“You are correct. But for now, I can handle being away from this duty. Just for the sake of guiding young Silver Song around.”
“Nothing else?” I pressed with a knowing look and she huffed.
“No.”
You’re not tricking anyone with that~.
“It’s so amazing, Princess Luna. There are so many ponies, and everyone here looks so nice,” Silver remarked happily. “Is it true that you’re the one that organized the gala to be so beautiful?”
The princess giggled at the praises. “That would be quite right, Silver. At least your child is quite polite about his honesty.”
I frowned at that jab aimed at me, only fueling more giggled much to my chagrin. I didn’t mind- I really liked the way she sounded so at ease about it. I would have expected some nervousness due to the height of the duty she got, but Luna was handling the task decently despite being around us.
Just as I finished thinking this, she excused herself as she went to check on a little issue between a certain Fashionista and a very embarrassed nephew to the Princesses which was currently getting yelled at for some past issues.
I guess that would have been an interesting way to interact with another Element of Harmony, but I was surprised to see how honor was ‘stolen’ by another pony that saw me around. Plotting cleverly the right moment to strike, I was suddenly yanked in a very silly hug as pink assaulted my vision for a while… until I was aiming my gaze into big blue eyes.
“Oh my, you’re taller than I thought you were going to be,” Pinkie Pie beamed giddily. “Human, tall, brown-hair and… oh my, can I say you truly have an odd luck?”
I cracked a smile, gesturing to the guards that had realized what happened and that looked ready to remove the ‘threat’ off from my face. They calmed down and I sighed.
“That would be an understatement, Miss Pie,” I replied politely, thinking back at what happened with Sombra and… pretty much the rest of the days ensuing that event.
“I mean, it sure has to be tough to be dealing with something similar to what your cousin is doing (1) but… you’re doing great! Never give up being the best king ever.”
“Ehr… thank you?”
“You’re welcome, Mr. Ninja (2),” The Element of Laughter replied joyously. “By the way, have fun with your son. I know you two will just be fine.”
I am so lost right now. ‘Mr. Ninja’? What is the pink pone smoking right now? And where do I find a bush in case of emergencies?
“Thanks… again.”
She giggled, seemingly aware of the creepy factor she was elevating the more she spoke. “Sorry, sorry. It’s just so difficult to not be too blunt about things. After all, you’re quite the interesting centerpiece of many strange situations.”
...Am I?
“Good to know,” I replied awkwardly, with the pink mare seemingly realizing she wasn’t making much sense.
“Oh well, it’s alright, King John. You’re a busy man, but keep on gritting your fangs (3) on those that try to hurt your family,” She concluded with a determined tone, jumping off from me and pacing away. “Bye, Nora’s dad(4)!”
…Ok, what the hell was that?
“Dad, who was that? And is it alright for me to keep this?”
I quickly looked down at Silver, noticing that he had a small wooden casket filled with chocolate and candy in front of him. I could sense a deep need of keeping this gift despite how insane that encounter had been. I had been trying to prepare myself for a Pinkie encounter, but I learned one thing from this single meeting: you can’t be ready for this kind of stuff.
Sighing at the side, I nodded while gesturing to one of the guards to carry the bag. I could sense some desire from the stallion, but he was disciplined enough to not steal candy from a colt. Especially when that colt was his sovereign’s kid. Still, I decided to shove away the previous interaction and ignore it for the time being as I felt relieved to see that we were no longer alone.
“Apologies, I had to also make sure that Twilight Sparkle managed to keep a look for her friends,” Luna hummed as she finally came back. “And while they are doing their best… A couple of the Elements are still known to cause trouble due to old issues.”
I slowly nodded, but before I could have said anything about it, I found our attention stolen by a particularly loud voice coming from a nearby table.
“Utter rubbish! I’ve seen better crap in some cheap alley down to the poorest quarter of Karthin.”
I blinked in surprise as I recognized the language- and why shouldn’t I have considered it was friggin Italian. I was a bit stunned by this, only as I tracked the source of the rude comment to the feathered rude guy I realized that it was a case of Italian-Wingbardian. 
If I remember correctly, both countries were similar in nature and history, but there were some elements that differentiated Wingbardy from its human counterpart. Specifically, the fact that ‘Beakolini’ had yet to reach power, but was already making noises through his political aggression.
The cause of this situation? A ‘wrong’ lasagna from the looks of it. From a closer glance, it looked like a misunderstanding at best. The dignitary had been served a Vegan version rather than the standard one and… it had irritated him a lot. The pony waiter that was dealing with this didn’t seem to speak much beyond mere Ponish, and was cowering a fair bit under the withering gaze of the Griffon dealing that kind of rant. I could sense some amusement in his sneer, the guy having found a way to entertain himself at the party.
“John?”
I blinked, glancing back at Luna as the Princess had her head tilted to the side, curiosity and concern flashing in her eyes.
“I’m sorry if I sound rude now, but I remember you told me how your native language is similar to Wingbardian. Do you understand what the ambassador is saying?”
I slowly nodded, and my expression was enough to mirror the current circumstance back to the princess. A disappointed look flashed on the diarch as she glanced back at the dignitary, and yet something gave her an idea to turn this into something… interesting.
“Can you do something about it?”
It didn’t take me long to understand what she was asking for and, as I left Silver with the princess, I calmly stepped closer to the scene. The waiter noticed, bowing his head to me, while the dignitary took a bit more time getting through with some response. 
He just turned to see a bipedal creature in front of him, but he seemed to realize that any form of absolute derision was going to get him some backlash considering my current regal outfit. Maybe he saw me as some important noble or guest, but the point still remained: ‘Surely he can’t be someone of high standing due to the fact this place serves no one at the same rank as the princesses’.
“What kind of creature are you?” He inquired in annoyance. “And what do you want? I don’t have money for you, scimmia.”
...Did he just call me monkey?
If before I had some reluctance to instigate anything, the big guy was sure ready to get dissed for what he just said.
“As a matter of fact, I’m no scimmia, sir. And I reckon that there’s something called courtesy which you’re not observing with this kind of disappointing lack of formality before a ruler,” I sharply cut into the chase, the frankness of my tone shredding any bravado as the birb seemed stunned by the Wingbardian he just heard. But before he could say more, I decided to be ‘polite’ and introduce myself. “I’m King John of the Crystal Empire. What is your name?”
The question felt more as a demand, with the Griffon gulping nervously. “A-Anacleto. Anacleto Civetta.”
“Signor Civetta, I don’t need to remind you that within this domain you are a guest, not a lord. Behave as such in the name and honor of the country you represent. Would your king approve of this behavior? Would the government? Is this the reason to invite her? To insult and humiliate ponies that have been fairly accepting of your request.”
“T-That fool had the wrong lasagna prepared for me.”
“Did he? Equestrian Lasagna is vegan, you should have asked for the Griffonian Lasagna which is the one I reckon you were looking for,” I continued the rant uninterrupted. “I would expect manners out of a foreign ambassador, but I guess you just wish to dishonor your parents with the way you’re behaving. Would your mother be happy with this? That you’re making such a ruckus in such place?”
Brief anger flashed at the mention of his parents, but the way his mother was brought up left the feathered jerk without anything but contempt for his own action. He apologized profusely shortly after, sounding genuinely mortified for the matter and… I couldn’t exactly blame him for the mood swing. 
The moment I brought up his mother and how that behavior would have been definitely disapproved of by her had him completely stuck against his own morals. Yep, moms are revered in Italy and Wingbardy for good reasons. Specifically something about their presence in handling punishments during childhood. Never be rude, never disappoint.
I walked back to the others to find out that Princess Celestia had finished her round of guests’ greetings and had joined her sister in watching the dress down happen… while eating a slice of cake on a floating cake with a floating spoon.
Ain’t that sweet.
“That was quite intense,” Luna muttered in surprise.
“I barely understood anything, dad,” The colt pointed out with a small pout. “Can you teach me that language?”
I felt my heart swell with that. What kind of parent wouldn’t react in genuine delight at hearing their child wanting to learn about their parents’ native language? But while that was quite delightful, there was also an aspect of the situation that wasn’t missed by the Princess of the Sun, with the oldest of the diarchs giving me a curious look.
“It wasn’t bad,” Celestia hummed in amusement. “But I believe you could have been a bit more restrained.”
“I got riled up with an insult,” I admitted and Luna frowned.
“Really?”
“This ‘monkey’ knows how to talk individuals down,” I replied jovially, showing no offense remained from that situation. “So, I believe we should deal with the food and the drinks?”
“Yes, let us show you to the… well, best spots we have prepared for the occasion.”
The walk wasn’t long, but it ended in a very interesting manner. I saw wine, I frowned at it, and I could tell that I would have to at least drink a glass. Nothing wrong with just one as I would need several to get drunk… but let’s just say that alcohol of this kind behaved like ‘bold nectar’ for someone like me. 
It made me prone to... some interesting actions. Some of which could create some nerve-wracking situations or not. And as the night went on, I could tell I did something that got a few individuals awkward: One of my actions was seen as something different by the guests than the meaning it originally held, so...
A cheek got kissed and… this created a whole new set of interesting events between me and Luna.
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Interlude (Celestia I)
Luna was in a good mood.
That sentence was an understatement. The Princess of the Night was close to start prancing happily as she started her ‘day’, something that her sister had taken notice almost instantly as they crossed paths. The previous night had been quite interesting, with the Gala leaving quite the mark on both of them. Celestia had some fun entertaining dignitaries and enjoying a somewhat less burdened event compared to previous years, yet the one that definitely gained ‘the most’ out of this was her little sister.
“I see you are doing well, sister,” The white-furred Alicorn commended. “What made you smile so radiantly today?”
“Nothing much, just a thought,” Luna effortlessly replied, almost breathlessly too, and soon a giggle erupted from her muzzle. “What about you, sister? I see you are less worn by the day court.”
“Oh, that’s mostly because most will probably visit the night court,” The older Alicorn remarked. “After all, many are intrigued by the one event that has you quite in the giddy mood.”
Luna’s posture tensed. “Giddy? Me? O-Oh, I was just- Wait, the ‘event’? Which one?”
...Celestia may be a bit silly herself, but she could tell that Luna was just acting at this point. So, no reason to be too ‘cautious’ with her words.
“The one that involved you receiving a peck on your cheek and making you shiver and blush like a little filly?”
Luna’s nervousness seemed to double in response to that.
“The kiss? What kiss? You mean the one from John? The one onto my cheek? That kiss?”
The excessive emphasis highlighted a disturbing amount of sarcasm and… excitement.
“Yes, sister.”
“Well, what about it?” Lulu inquired, almost too innocently and yet genuinely confused.
“I know this might… sounds a bit odd to learn, Lulu, but… some ponies are really keen to see this kind of gesture in a more romantic than friendly manner.”
“...And?” Luna’s tone had shifted from the amusement thrilling her, and turned more into growing realization as her little sister knew when Celestia was trying to tell her ‘Tartarus was about to break loose’.
“And you may have to handle a dreadful amount of reporters that are looking into a potential relationship, ramifications to it and how this could all be a plot to overthrow me.”
...
“Sister… what the heck!?” Cue the Royal Canterlot Voice, just as expected. “Surely they will not transcend the boundaries by insinuating this deplorable garbage!”
“I’m afraid the public opinion is quite the finicky thing, Lulu. Which is why I wish for you to be wary of any surprises in that regard. Remember to not get too irritated by this,” She argued and her sibling looked far from accepting of being moderate. So, perhaps, some teasing was in order. “In fact, wouldn’t you behaving too negatively on this matter spark some concerns from your newest friend. I assume you wish to take that into account too~.”
Luna’s anger suddenly vanished, leaving just a blush on her snout and a nervous look.
“I- John- John would be… Fine!” She exclaimed half-angrily, half-defeated. “I will be mindful of these subjects. But if they try to go beyond the slanderous and into the illicit accusations, then I shall personally have them provided housing in the dungeons. It’s been a while since we had guests there.
Celestia… frowned. Hard. And Luna sighed and chuckled nervously at her sister’s stern look.
“I’m jesting, Tia. Go and sleep.”
And yet I can’t blame you for jumping for that, Lulu.
Sighing and shaking her head at her sister’s antics, Celestia deemed this a victory in the name of moderation. At least for this time. To be fair, Tia could see why their subjects would believe Luna and John were quite close.
The way these two interacted was quite ‘intense’ for normal friends, and there was a sense of attachment that was quite odd coming from Luna. She didn’t doubt her little sister had genuine feelings for the human, but, at the same time, the way she was approaching it was more on the line of Luna trying to ‘befriend’ her love interest.
Yes, Celestia had the chance to witness Luna befriending ponies when she was younger, and the current behavior she had fitted with that former mindset of her. It almost felt like Luna had gone back… to retrieve the good things she lost due to Nightmare Moon. That and developing from those for her own good. And Equestria.
To say that the white alicorn was delighted to see her younger sibling throwing her lot into helping the country was an understatement – Celestia was just elated to have Luna to provide help she didn’t expect of needing. Especially now that they were discussing the military matters that were developing by the Changeling Lands’ borders.
Chrysalis had managed to stabilize her country after being defeated in Canterlot. The situation had still left her prestige in tatters before the other queens but… the leader of these lands was also a unifying figure. The political gambles of so many powerful queens under her relied on stability and safety, both of which Chrysalis was providing while also setting up a national working ground for all to stand on.
The defeat was a reality check that their investment could end up in ruin if Chrysalis was left to reign without some ‘limitations’. And that was going to create quite the devious and cautious mindset out of the Changeling Queen in charge. As much as Celestia knew how quick to anger Chrysalis was, the truth was that she had the intelligence to get into high places with enough attention and planning.
And right now, with the Changeling using the knowledge they retrieved from Equestria through their infiltrators, the heart of Ponykind was not prepared to deal with a war of that proportions. Even if the Crystal Empire was recruited in this endeavor, the chances of victory were slim. They needed a new leadership and a greater conscription levy. That and… fix the two issues that were Stalliongrad and Olenia. Princess Velvet had many times pressed for a more direct intervention, but for now the Kingdom of Olenia was still willing to ‘trust’ King Johan as their ruler.
It wasn’t much about loyalty itself, but more of distrust towards Harmonic Principles which were forwarded by the Equestrian Political Doctrine. In the eyes of many old politicians of the deer kind, Velvet was too young and naive. Her positive view of Equestria was ‘detrimental for their traditions’. A bunch of crap, obviously, but Celestia’s words, crass or expressed in a more polite manner, would still yield no change in their position. Only mistakes by Johan’s plans and ambitions were.
So, in a way, she could somewhat sigh in relief when Velvet mentioned planning a week-long trip in the Crystal Empire. Celestia knew the young deer wanted to sulk around and perhaps ‘soften’ a deal with Equestria by befriending the new ruler of the Empire, but she knew for a thing John was too rational to try and risk peace with the Changelings without having finished consolidating those refugees he took in and concluded a potential reform of the Empire's army.
And her last thoughts before going to sleep were all about this unusual human. She could see what Luna found attractive in him, yet no warm emotion spread in seeing him be or interact with her or others. After you are lost in a world of numbing interactions, one just stops minding about love in that regard. Filial and friendly love? Celestia rejoiced at these and was keen to spread the beauty of them. But romance? Sadly, no longer a thought in her weary mind. Which was good since it meant Luna would be free to pursue that interest without having to worry about any ‘sisterly competition’.
These two… she could see why Cadance was so earnest to have her witness their interaction. They are somewhat matching, and while John had yet to show any legitimate interest, he had shown enough comfort around Lulu with that polite and cute peck on her cheek for a goodbye gift that it would be foolish for Tia to think less of any chances these two will have in growing closer. And it will definitely be a most amusing event to watch unfold from the side.
Her musing was soon interrupted when a small blue ball was suddenly sent soaring like a meteor out of one of the glasses by the throne room. Celestia blinked, untouched by the sight as she lazily witnessed the ball soar further and further...
And… that’s Luna’s stress ball. I guess my investment of buying a couple of thousands of those was indeed worthwhile.
She sighed in amusement at that last thought, letting out a yawn before surrendering to sleep and…
Wondering how the human was facing the few ‘issues’ coming at the notion of kissing a princess from another country.
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"So, the papers have been burning up with rumors? What of it? How does it hurt my image anyway?"
The council was in full session, and the Shadow Mark's notification on the matter had brought quite the interesting circumstance for me to address. Rumors are not exactly something that will influence my reputation within the capital of the Empire, but have already spread like wildfire.
I knew that it had some impact, but I was more worried on the chances of this 'hurting' it within the notion of legitimacy. And many ponies in the council seemed to see that but-
"It's not a matter of 'hurting' your reputation, but the slanderous escalation this is having will surely end poorly if not treated accordingly," Platinum Blitz reasoned. "The sheer gall of some people! They have even posted... disgusting trash they define as fiction-"
"Erotic Fiction," Shadow Mark corrected, but the old Stallion slammed the side of his left hoof on the table.
"It is still horrible and an insult to our monarch!"
Some of the old guard nodded in agreement, and I could see where they were coming from with this reaction. It was actually a two-reasoned circumstance: 1) It used to be quite a 'forbidden' topic to address an important figure in such tone; 2) It used to be how people besmirched the reputation of many lords in the past, both in this world and in the one I came from.
Also, I found the notion that someone was writing legit porn on me somewhat... ironic. I had my share of writing that sort of stuff too in the past, but never once I considered someone that I wasn't familiar with doing it to me and to do it with someone I knew about.
Sure, I had this former classmate of mine that had a thing on writing fiction on us guys in the same classroom in Yaoi pairings, but it never got sexual. And while many would be pissed by this notion, I actually found it amusing and interesting. The only way I would get angry at any if it got too extreme in the kinks or too... trashy for my tastes.
I expect a degree of quality in portraying my exaggerated sexual figure, for Pete's sake!
Still, I had to agree that silence would just foster the bad sort of fiction to fester, hence why I decided that a reaction was indeed necessary, but not a brutal and repressive one. And I just had this one idea or two to test out the waters.
"I believe that a response is necessary, but I refuse to lower myself to the same level as Sombra's tyranny," I turned to Shadow Mark. "First, I wish to establish a Press Conference by the throne room in two days. The announcement can be posted later today."
I turned to check those that had looked forward for repression.
"I share your beliefs that leaving such a phenomenon to fester would be an invitation for greater trouble, hence why I shall solve it with a degree of answers. The reason why the rumors persist is within the ground of a lack of understanding and a desperate curiosity to find a truth, no matter how insanely constructed this may sound in the form of assumptions," I continued calmly. "Hence why I seek to provide some cold hard truth to establish a proper reasoning on some circumstances without going in too deep on the matter."
The ponies all nodded as Shadow Mark scribbled down the first order, then looking up at me in anticipation, realizing that I was up to something. But before I could go on, another voice interrupted.
"Will it entail your biology?" 
All heads turned to the source of that peculiar question and the recent addition to the council hummed distractedly behind a journal she was perusing. Apocrita had accepted my offer and was thus recognized as part of the administration- while her main functions were tied primarily to Changelings' affairs, that didn't stop the Queen to pursue also a more active interaction on teasing and poke fun at me through her flirtatious and, at times, sexual manners.
As one would expect from me, I folded at times, but rebuked others.
"I believe it will not be necessary. And I dare to say that if the fictioners want to have fun in imagining over my potential size, then I will let them do it."
"...Boring."
A few scowls and glares later, and I was back on track as there was another order to address.
"For the second order of the day, I wish to create a proper commission that will study in an objective fashion these fictions, fish out the best candidates and then establish an 'Order of Writers' with the purpose of fostering a revival of our nation's literature."
Many eyes widened at this. Plantinum Blitz looked the most shaken as his voice soon showed.
"M-My liege, you wish to hire these deviants? That would- how- why?"
"The point is, High Commander, that we find ourselves in a world where we need to pick our battles without ignoring the ramifications each action we take will have not just on a simplistic point, but also within the concept of social awareness and understanding. People now are more conscious of harsh reactions and it will only draw more radicals to join potential opposition, that's not what anyone here crave to face because of this," I answered strongly. "Which is why, turning these chaotic elements in an orderly group that will be sanctioned by the government and be provided with the means to use these gift in writing for good deeds will not just prevent an escalation of the matter, but it will also bring us a greater prestige in the birth of a Modern Crystal Literature."
I leaned back once I was done talking and some hooves started to clop onto the table as if applauding to what I had just said. Some took longer to take on the action, but the entire table was soon rumbling due to the action. But the one that caught up the most out of it was Apocrita herself.
"Question, may I join said order if I applied for membership?"
"If you have written anything-"
"Yet. I have not written anything... yet~," The Queen assured, interjecting me and leaving me to sour before the giddy smile on her face.
Yep, I was already regretting this decision alright.

Lil' Nightmare was cackling in delight at the recent news.
I think Loona could have kept quiet about the event, but she had been lured in by the bratty filly into telling her what was up with her awkward mood. I couldn't blame her since the chibified villain was truly cuteness weaponized and could really pass any acted response as genuine inquiries.
But while I was willing to understand the source of the cackling, I was also quite willing in getting it out of hearing. From crackling, Moonie's voice shifted into a softer and childish one as giggled rumbled across the dreamscape much to Luna's deep amusement as she chuckled together with the crying filly while I kept on tickling the ever living silly out of her.
"T-That's not fair -hahahaha~- I- I am not -ghhahahaha~- a toy to t-tickle~!"
"Heh, but you are a cute squeaker," I complimented mirthfully, stealing a quick glance to Luna and deciding to bring the Princess in this too. "But I bet Luna used to be a cuter squeakerer."
A thin blush manifested and the chuckles ended abruptly, but the distracted Nightmare seemed to have something against.
"She is not! I am better than her as... a squeaker. No, wait- I mean... Urgh! I hate this, and I hate you both!" The filly exclaimed before using this chance to create a portal and leave our sight.
Not the first time this happened, and thus nothing truly concerning.
...
"So," I hummed, turning to Luna. "How are things your end regarding the rumors?"
"My sister has given me the assistance of specialists good with 'PR'," The Alicorn remarked, sounding quite... unnerved. "It's just frustrating that ponies have grown nosey on affairs that are private to their rulers."
"It's the so-called 'Paparazzi Effect' since 'everyone love to hear scandalous things on others'. It's like fiction, but real."
"Hmm," The alicorn approached and then crouched down to sit beside me as I was reading a few things I had to get done for the next few days. I just couldn't catch a break in that regard as many things were being done all at once.
With the 'Industrial Census' done, I had a full account on what national factories I could rely on. Most of the Heavy Industry was quickly subsized by the newly-created 'Crystal Factory' which was meant to work as a national conglomerate to set the pace on the consumer goods and other products. 
The Arms Industry wasn't left behind as two major manufacturers were quick to gain relevance due to an increase in the military budget. The old things couldn't work anymore and being too reliant on the Equestrian War Machine was not how I planned to go for in case of major war with Chrysalis.
The Imperial Gunworks were established through the introduction of a few gun-makers seeking to create a local business in the furnishing of guns. The Equestria-made Lilia Rifle was akin to the French Lebel 1886- it was old, obsolete and unreliable in long wars. I couldn't expect machine guns to be a thing anytime soon since there was a strong emphasis on bolt-actions, but I could at least rely on 'expectations'. 
Two orders were put for the creations of new rifles, the first one being a modernized version of the Lilia Rifle, the other being something as close as possible for the M1 Garand. We needed that last one ASAP, but the researchers expected it to take a few years to see some prototypes working as the current models of productions for arms were relatively weak compared to other major countries. 
In due time, with the production picking up, that issue was gong to be solved, but for now we were stuck with this issue.
Hoplite was the next concern as it was a rudimentary workshop meant to 'revolutionize' armored warfare. While I was interested in the modernization of tanks and the introduction of an armored doctrine, I knew that it was too expensive at the moment to try and do that, so we will had to license production for the most recent armored vehicle in Equestria's arsenal.
Not the finest, but still the good ol' reliable tanks that weren't WW1-tier ones.
"Do you regret it?"
Luna's voice dragged me out of my own thoughts on these matters.
"No," I replied calmly, drawing some surprise from her. "And yes, I know that this could have all be avoided but... Luna, you're my friend."
"You don't need to repeat that-"
"I need to repeat that," I interjected flatly. "Luna, I can tell this got to you in a bothersome way. Tell me, what's wrong?"
"...I just want honesty. Do you regret it?"
"No."
"...And you mean it when you mean that-"
"I care a lot for you, Luna. You are someone I trust and rely on a lot and I know that I am not going to be disappointed in that," I replied without hesitation, causing her to look... annoyed.
Before I could have spoken any further I just felt her hooves cup my face in a surprisingly soft manner. Quite odd considering how sturdy hooves can be. I didn't get the chance to further think of this as I found her face quite close. Not a kiss by the lips, but our noses were booping at one another.
"John, you will let me finish, okay?"
... I nodded, quietly, surprised by that reaction.
"I do feel the same for you, you are someone I have come to trust from the very bottom of my heart and I know you are a good friend of mine. What I mean with these words is- do you understand what the implications mean to us?"
"...I do?"
"Do you? Or do you think that you do?"
"I am not sure I can answer that."
"Good, because I think it's time I speak," Luna hummed. "I want you to understand that, while we are friends, I am interested in knowing if you would be open to explore for something more."
I blinked. "Like... dating?"
"Yes," A smile appeared on her snout. "What I want, John, is that we go through a few private dates, that we enjoy some private time off and that we test the waters for something more. Do you get this?"
I nodded again, feeling a blush creeping in at how sudden this all was and how strong-willed she sounded at this point. 
"Yes, but... how did you come up with this idea?"
"I read it in a book. You know, one of the recent ones depicting us in a romantic and flirtatious circumstance," The princess replied, this time her confidence growing weaker at the remembrance of that detail. "It was one of those were I am the one being the dominant partner."
I leaned back at this. "You... like to be in charge?"
"Not- Not out of pleasure, but I found the notion too interesting to ignore. How did I sound... just now?"
And now she was back to her shy self. Dear Lord, is a fun bundle alright. But one I wanted to gamble for.
"Wonderfully beautiful," I replied honestly and her face burned up at the praise. "You were so driven and so conscious of where you were going that you caught me off-guard."
Her head was literally glowing red at the sheer praising and I chuckled a bit. "And you know what? I read a few of those too. But I am always hooked ot the ones that seem to understand how cute you get when flustered."
"Ugh," She groaned quietly and I pulled her in a hug.
"You pick the place, and I pick the time," I offered, drawing a curious look on her face. "You know good places were we could find some privacy, while I could create a diversion on where we can be absent for different reasons and be left without any issues from others."
Luna smiled and I promised to provide something for the next night.
Still, the unusually awkward week wasn't over yet as I found an unexpected warm weight hugging my right leg as I woke up. I lifted the sheets, revealing a very flustered but still happy maid.
"M-Morning, sir."
"Cinnamon... why are you in my bed?"
"A-Acting as your personal h-heater for legs, sir."
"...Cinnamon?"
"Y-Yes, my liege?"
"My leg is wet."
"...My apologies. I will leave you to rest as you're clearly a bit delusional as you just woke up."
The leg continued to be wet even as the 'delusional phase' was through and I now had a very sneaking suspicions that my pony maid is plotting something for my plot.
...
Nah, Cinnamon can't be that invested into me... right?
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Interlude (Recina)
Opportunity. That was not something that Recina liked to approach when it came to life-or-death situations, but there were times this wasn't even a choice to begin with.
Born to the previous Queen of the Ditrysium Hive and sister to the current one, Recina's birth was what many would call 'one robbed of a chance'. Minutes before her, her 'older' sister Helvia was recognized as the future queen, thus cursing the Princess to a potentially bleak circumstance: either she faced death for survival or she accepted to become a no-one nymph to please males and produce more strong royal changelings.
Luckily for her, however, a chance was given to her through the little friendship she held for Helvia. Despite the heinous circumstances that made them different than one another, both siblings were not shy to show a degree of acceptance of one another. Where Helvia was always the more feminine of the two, Recina mustered what many would call a 'masculine drone-mindset', confused many times as a male due to her direct and 'dirty-handed' attitude.
The real saving grace came when she got permission to serve in the Navy. She had to work her butt through the ladder before ultimately becoming captain and then Generaladmiral. The hive she was born to was one that enjoyed a long naval tradition, so there was no genuine oppositions to her plans to lead the navy one day... and those dreams manifested when her Hive submitted to Chrysalis.
Sure, it would be wrong to assume everyone was pleased with this, but Recina was not shy to take humiliations for the sake of a long-term goal and Chrysalis gave her something to look forward to. In 1002, when the Queen promised a victorious war against Equestria after personally infiltrating and taking care of their leadership in Canterlot, Recina had been given a schedule to work with to have all ships ready to take care of the Equestrian Merchantile Fleet. 
Admiral Mimic, a beloved friend of hers she made during their time studying to become leading figures in the Changeling Navy, would have had fun sinking those ships with her submarines but... that hope was sunk faster than anyone would have envisioned at the resounding defeat endured by Chrysalis.
In hindsight, Chrysalis' plan was too daring to be seen as a certain victory, but the way it was propagandized before its unfolding made the backlash following the failure outright deadly for the leading Queen's political career. And with the schemes between queens shredding into what stability had been achieved after three decades of intense struggles, Recina had quietly brought forth her resignation letter.
The reasons behind this move, which was only accepted by Mimic, were tied to two fatal mistakes she made: 1) She allowed her ambitions and pride to best her common sense by letting Chrysalis tell her what she wanted to hear, and she allowed herself to be entangled by the fake promises the silver-tongued queen had forwarded. 
When they faced defeat in Canterlot, Recina felt part of her youth perish that day. In a single day, Recina felt twice as old as she truly was; 2) Her connection with Helvia and Chrysalis triggered issues in her home-hive. It was not a surprise, really, and Recina knew that staying in the navy was akin to letting her sister take a blame she wasn't responsible for.
She couldn't let anyone but herself take the fall for these repercussions.
Retirement came and it was a major blow to Chrysalis' dwindling reputation. Even a year after the Canterlot Defeat, and the Queen sought to have her back in her rows. Helvia moved to prevent that, out of genuine sisterly worry and... Recina appreciated. To an extent.
This protection wasn't absolute and while it did prevent legal means for Chrysalis to force her to do anything, goons and thugs were not off the book. Three attacks happened, none of which was lethal but that had seen her cornered just once and almost beaten up by 'disgruntled officers'. The excuse used by the VOPD's officers, the Intelligence Service, investigating the matter failed to make sense to Recina.
And not before too long, talks with Helvia suggested this was only going to get worse.
So, rather than becoming the victim of a potential purge from the panicking queen, Recina asked one last favor from his sister and family: a safe route out of the Changeling Land. The idea would have been outright ridiculous a month or so ago, but this had changed after news from the Crystal Empire had raised a major issue to Chrysalis. 
The new King, a 'Hyooman' or something like that, had signed an edict together with Queen Apocrita, formerly a vassal of the Queen of Vraks' hive that had left due to the political and social strife aimed at her own small hive, to create an odd 'social experiment'.
Anyone that was part of the Changeling Land was allowed to enter the Crystal Empire, petition for citizenship in exchange to forfeiting their old allegiances, and then become part of a semi-hive/kingdom within the Crystal Empire. 
The idea of an 'open hive' was not something many changelings would see positively, but since it was about a hive that was protected by another species that was willing to offer resources, shelter, alliances and even Love... yes, Recina could see why Chrysalis was outraged by such a move as it further damaged her grand-standing, but it didn't help that any orders to prevent numerous drones from various loyal hives to just migrate east was met with utter silence and 'miscommunication'. 
Still, Recina had not planned to leave when she heard this. In fact, she would have lingered if Chrysalis hadn't gotten more paranoid of those that could have 'betrayed' her. And since the Princess Changeling was someone that already 'stabbed her back', it didn't take much to realize her life was now more in danger than before.
Helvia was upset that her sister was 'running', but she could understand the logic and... promised to do right. A promise that Recina returned back to her, a hopeful light shining in her green eyes as she ventured for the very place that sounded ironically wrong for an admiral to retire to.
A land with no seas or oceans... truly a potentially ugly way to find peace. The chariot she was riding for the border-pass was also cramped, and her homesickness made the whole trip horrendous to face. The controls were more tame than she had imagined, and soon she was given new documents and a temporary place where to live in Whinnypeg.
And while life sounded unpleasant for the time being, Recina loved the sea as much as she loved her distant home...
So she was going to find a way to return to it, one way or another.
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The Grim and Dark Past (2)
The Crystal Empire reminded her much of her home.
‘Queen’ Velvet of Olenia was glancing through the tiny window of her chariot, blinking and observing as the Ponies all around were clearly enjoying the day. It was a rather peaceful sight, and one that mirrored to some extent the Equestrian Diarchy in many of its major cities.
Yet, one thing instantly caught her attention and she was quick to ask about it at the advisor that she was given by the local municipality.
“That’s that wheeled vehicle?”
“Oh, that?” Steel Rock asked briefly as he aimed his hoof at the peculiar non-train vehicle. “That’s a Jackalope Truck. It’s one of the recent acquisitions we made after we allowed Fillydelphia Motors to establish a branch of their company in Ponytown. It’s a vehicle akin to a train but doesn’t require tracks to properly work.”
“And how does that work?”
This new question seemed to surprise and embarrass the advisor. “I-I am no technician, your highness, but from my understanding they use a small engine that works similar to a train. But instead of coal like in trains, or petrol oil as in most engines around the world, we have managed to find a way to use crystals to satisfy this burden.”
Velvet nodded slowly at this. “But how would that work? Do you melt the crystals and then use it as fuel?”
“It’s a bit simpler than that. I think rods are installed within specific slots, and, once depleted, they are changed with new ones.”
“What about the old ones?” The Queen pressed, ignoring the uneasy look on her guard’s face as it felt a bit obvious those new ones were to be mined. And the memory of mining crystals wasn’t exactly one the locals were fond about due to the extensive past of forced labor under King Sombra.
“They are charged up and sold anew,” Steel Rock assured, smiling at this detail. “You see, your highness, the King has established the ‘Crystal Energy Recharge Program’, or CERP, as a way to keep the nation independent from a potential need for carbon fuels to sustain its energy consumption. Not only does it provide more workplaces for Unicorns in the magical recharge effort, but it helps lessening the worries of pollution.”
Velvet nodded, yet she didn’t speak any further on the topic despite her curiosity over pollution. She remembered her father dabbling into this hurdle when industrialization started to manifest within Olenia, but she never had much of a chance to expand on this.
Equestria was far more secretive on their own issues. Not the fault of the princesses, but the local rich Ponies that didn’t want to show how awkwardly dysfunctional some parts of the Pony society were.
After venturing further into the capital, Velvet’s attention was once more claimed by a novelty.
“Are those factories?”
The reason why the young Deer was surprised by the sight wasn’t much by the impressive size of those buildings. But by something that really felt off to see happening in a factory. There were children seemingly studying within one of the building’s wings.
“That would be the case. And, from the looks of it, that is one of the Hoplite’s establishments. Hoplite is a company devoted to developing and experimenting on Tanks. They are originally from Snowybury but have resettled within the outskirts of the capital following the Edict of Industrial Redistribution which allowed new industries to relocate in better-suited areas to permit their growth. In return for this cheap relocation, they are classified as ‘Crystal Certified’ and thus open to accept the ‘Ponies Act’ program passed by Minister Arctic Lilly.”
“That’s the former leader of the Red Crystal Workers’ Party, correct? The former Communist rally in the Empire.”
She had heard that something weird had happened with the Crystal Communists, but she wasn’t sure how putting them in charge of part of the government was meant to fix things.
“Indeed, Minister Lilly was the main leader of the party, but was willing to accept the dissolution of the party in return to establish the core tenets of her mandate within the party: the establishment of welfare, the rational socialization of the land, and the introduction of a robust full equality clause to guarantee rights to all species.”
Since the King was not a Pony or a Griffin or just anything that this world had the chance to find, it made sense that he would find this idea reasonable. Yet, she was surprised by how well it was being implemented and-
“What about the children?”
“Oh, those students are part of the special program ‘Learn for your Job’. It is an initiative also captained by Minister Lilly and endorsed by businessgriff Erich von Talonitz. The main goal is to allow young students to invest one or two hours of their free time each day after school to learn the basics of the workplace in the factory. It’s a voluntary program and it allows the youth to be prepared to be accepted within the world of factories once they have graduated from school.”
The talk about the workplace expanded also to include the state-funded lunch breaks, the lenient shifts to allow numerous workers to be at work at once without expending too many hours of their day and… and it was a little heaven. The jump between Equestria and the Crystal Empire was evident, and then it was time to eat.
Steel Rock hadn’t lied when he said this place was the best in the continent, the praise repeated by Velvet as she tried the wonderfully-crafted salad she was offered at a relatively affordable price.
“Twin Wings is a recent institution, it had settled in Crystal City just a week ago after being scouted by the government for a ‘national expansion’ for its ‘National Fast Food Program’. The gist is that Twin Wings has baffled government’s officials for its speedy deliveries while preserving genuine quality and homeliness in their final products.”
Velvet nodded in agreement at those words, confirming the judgment of these critics. And as she looked more around, enjoying the lovely display of happy Ponies and Griffins and Changelings by their own tables, she also noticed the peculiar site of a construction happening just around the corner.
Differently from other constructions, this one had twice the size of the other smaller buildings for foundation, yet the real detail that had her fully intrigued by the sight of a white-feathered Griffin giving orders to some Changeling workers. Her staring didn’t go unnoticed by her guide, who turned and realized who was the source of Velvet’s interest.
“That’s Erich von Talonitz, he has been hired by Queen Apocrita to create a small skyscraper to act as her hive’s nest.”
“Do the Changelings need a tall nest?”
“I believe the Queen is mostly endeared by the pictures she saw of Manehattan and wishes to mimic some of those to match her greatness,” Steel Rock assumed. “The King has been quite cordial towards her kin, so she has decided to settle the hive to be located in a ‘familiar environment’ to all species rather than replicate the designs known to Changelingkind.”
Velvet nodded softly, this time distractedly thinking if that was going to be possible back home. A skyscraper for the government's purposes… that was going to be expensive. But, perhaps, in the eventuality of trade with Equestria and by hiring experts from the Crystal Empire, that may be a feasible opportunity.
At this point, it was fair for the young Queen to wonder and hope.
None of those thoughts were, after all, going to change much with what she had planned to say and do with her meeting with King John on the next day.
—------d-d-d-d—------
Recent times have been particularly hectic.
Between the migration from the Changeling Lands, the arrival of new industries in the country, and various bills that were passed to neutralize radical communists and keep around those few sane socialists as part of the government’s reform, my opportunity to catch sleep had gotten extremely rare.
Not much because any of those demanded me to be always awake, but due to how strenuous it was in the long run, it felt like five hours of sleep was no longer cutting it for me.
To make it worse, I found out that now I had a bug problem. A big fat-assed bug problem at that.
“Why?” I asked the mass of darkness resting on my chest.
“I am hungry,” Apocrita smoothly replied. “And bottled love doesn't feel right. It doesn’t feel… personal.”
“I can put you up with Cadenza. I am sure she would love to give you another way to-”
“You and I know this game can be cheated upon by either of us,” Apocrita interjected smugly. “Unless, of course, you want this to turn into a shameless scandal or two~.”
I glared at the ceiling and thought of something I could do to stop her from rubbing on me. Like, it wasn’t even the ‘draining’ process that worried me. I wasn’t feeling much of it as Apocrita was purposely doing it slowly to not be a bother. The care didn’t extend to her blatant effort to ‘rub herself against me’. 
It was slow enough I barely noticed it, but as I started to feel my lower body heat up and perceive a slight shift between the groin area from the Changeling Queen, I was given a clue on what she was trying to do. And this was cumbersome enough I refused to even address it.
And while some would easily just say ‘yeet her off the bed’ and fuck with the consequences, the legal troubles and the mental gymnastics of tackling the various papework to ‘solve’ any slight would be just a pain.
It was indeed a game. A game of patience. One where the Changeling Queen wanted to draw an amendment in our bargain to see herself elevated as partner, maybe consort, and secure greater autonomy for herself and her many children. Some biologically hers, others tagging along among the migrants. 
As much as I found this flattering, the modality of approach had me both perplexed and worried of what she would do if I was to give in. And one I was on the verge of losing if not for a loose thought getting the best of me. 
One of those intrusive thoughts I never considered feasible now was giving me hope.
I felt the Changeling Queen tense up as I laid a hand onto her hair and ears, feeling her twitch in response to having her head caressed without a warning. Confusion manifested in a quizzical look, and I looked down to her with a flat look.
“Can you also purr?”
Apocrita frowned at the request, but reluctantly started to vibrate. Any worry of arousal-inducing troubles vanished as I turned my fat-assed bug problem into a more wholesome feline fat-assed problem.
It made it easier to relax, to find comfort in that awkward positioning as my sleep-deprived brain could now ‘mistake’ Apocrita for a pet to vent my stress through the dopamine-boosting action.
It didn’t take long for today’s round of the game to come to a closure, with me as the winning champion over the sexually-needy Changeling Queen that wanted to do the naughty in this wonderfully clean bed.
Despite the clear victory on my side, Apocrita had no issues in accepting defeat. Mostly because she admitted perceiving three times the amount of love I would usually have at this late hour now getting to her magical belly.
Two birds killed with a stone, or two monarchs going to sleep in the same being as human and cat-bug. And while no one questioned this anymore, I couldn’t help but realize this genial idea had sparked another issue to be perplexed about.
“Cinnamon, why are you wearing a cat-ears headband and have a tail straddled from your waist?”
The maid appeared nervous and then- “...N-Nyah?”
I have quite the determined maid, don’t I?
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