
      The End of an Era


      

      
      
         What would you do if somepony took away your purpose in life? Something you spent all your time and energy discerning for yourself, without any help from your cutie mark? If you made a choice that would leave your life forever changed, putting greater purpose and profundity over having a comfortable, normal existence? Only for somepony to come along and reduce it to a dream? What if that same somepony also took away the two ponies that mattered the most to you? My name is Burnished Halberd, former member of Celestia’s Royal Guard, and this is the story of how the diarchy fell.




  One Day Earlier  


“Mornin’ Bernie, how was night shift?” The approaching pony, who Burnished knew as Stalwart Shield, offered a hoof.



Burnished reciprocated the hoof-bump. “Eh, not any different than most day shifts, although I didn’t have to deal with nobles attending day court. You know how that is, especially when Prince Blueblood wants his damned “priority queue.” Burnished said with a small smile before yawning, tired from a long night’s worth of standing in uniform. 



“Eh, that one is just awful to be around. Ponies like him give royalty a bad name.” Stalwart retorted. 



“They’re not all bad, some of them can be quite pleasant company. Fancy 




His brashness aside, Stalwart Shield was one of those ponies who are shining examples of what kind of pony a royal guard should be, unlike myself. Loyal, and not afraid to stand up for what’s right. Unlike Shield, I didn’t join the guard based on any kind of feeling of duty or responsibility, I joined it for reasons which in contrast seem selfish. No, I joined the guard because I wanted to die knowing that I’d impact Equestria in some meaningful way, doing more than leaving a tombstone and the memory of the pony I was behind. I wanted to contribute to what makes Equestria the wonderful place it is.



Stalwart and I both joined the guard three years ago, and despite our differences, we’ve gotten along as if we were foalhood friends. Feeling a sense of duty to the country that had given him and those close to him so much, he joined. 




“Oh, I forgot to mention, before you go home for the day, Celestia wanted to see you. You should hurry, day court starts soon, and you wouldn’t want to have to sit through that…” 



Shaken from his daydream, Burnished headed towards the Solar Princess’ chambers, exchanging equipment to Stal for his shift.



“Did she say what she wanted?” Burnished calls back. 



“No, only that you should come quickly. It must be important.”



“Something Celestia has to say, and it’s important? That narrows it down!” 







Stal smiles at the sarcastic comment as Burnished continued inside from the balcony overlooking greater Canterlot. 



Today was a morning out of a fairy tale, the sun slowly rising over the horizon, providing a picturesque view of an Equestrian sunrise over the magnificent city. The tips of the roofs glistened, giving the appearance that the whole city was glowing. It was an early autumn morning, and it was time for all of Equestria to rise and shine. Stal couldn’t remember a time where the sunrise, or any time during the day had been this beautiful, other than the annual Summer Sun Celebration. He wondered to himself; Maybe, as unlikely as it was for a pony like him, he had forgotten an important holiday. He continued to admire the good fortune the day had brought him, as he knew he wouldn’t be moving for quite a while. 




Climbing the grand staircase of Canterlot Palace, Burnished trotted toward the Princess’ private quarters while wondering to himself what she had summoned him regarding. He thought maybe he’d be getting reassigned, but then thought that was unlikely, as he had only recently been assigned to night shift rather than day, to his dismay, as he appreciated the long conversations between him and Stal when there was nopony else around. He also saw no reason as to why Celestia of all ponies would address him about this when his superior could instead. Maybe he did something fantastic and the Princess wanted to personally thank him? He laughed internally at this notion, as he wasn’t the most fantastic of grunts, his aspirations lying far ahead on the day which he was the superior, a day when he was higher on the totem pole.







Catching himself daydreaming for the second time, Burnished mentally chastised himself for being so easily distractible as he came to the doors to Celestia’s private quarters. He approached the doors as stoically as possible, carefully knocked a hoof against it three times, and waited. 



“Ah, there you are.” 



Burnished jumped, startled at the sudden sound of Princess Celestia’s voice.



“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you, Burnished.” Celestia approached from behind. “I presume Stal told you I had something I wanted to speak to you about?”



“He did, and not even a hint as to what about…” Burnished said, wryly.



Celestia let out a soft laugh. “Well, I did want it to be a surprise.” 



That got his attention, even in his tired state. He couldn’t think of any time she had done anything of the sort, period. 



Celestia saw his bewildered look and spoke up. “That’s twice I’ve caught you off guard, my little pony, and I’m sorry for that. I’m sure you’ve had a long night, so I’ll cut right to it. I’d like to personally congratulate you on your promotion to be the first of the Counter-Espionage Force of the guard. Despite that, this is a very somber occasion. You’ll be countering changeling spies. The reason I’ve asked you here to take this position is quite important: Recently, ponies within the guard have either failed to show up to their posts, ended up at the wrong post, or worse, gone missing entirely. I’m quite certain that the Royal Guard has been infiltrated by changelings, and may have been for a long time, even if these occurrences are recent. I’m not absolutely certain these events are related to changeling spies, however from evidence that I’ve seen thus far, they are the most likely suspect.”



Burnished’s eyes went wide. Changelings infiltrating the guard? How many of his fellow guards could possibly be changelings in disguise? Granted, he didn’t have too many friends in the guard besides Stal, as most guards weren’t the type of ponies he liked to hang around but the distinct possibility that the ponies he saw daily could all be lies frightened him considerably. 



“I’m truly sorry to place such knowledge before you, my little pony, but I’m afraid to think what could happen if nothing is done to prevent any changeling attempts to replace ponies within the guard… I won’t stand for the very ponies intended to protect Equestria causing it harm. I’m entrusting you with such a task because you’ve given me reason to believe you’re not a changeling. You’ve been rather… forthcoming in the few times we’ve spoken one-on-one. And haven’t been afraid to make a joke once in awhile. Any changeling I’ve ever dealt with wouldn’t speak so freely. Equestria depends on something being done about it, and I cannot so much as say a word publicly or risk frightening everypony and scaring off the changelings among us. Your objective is to find and reveal the changeling infiltrators, preferably to me privately. Will you do this service to Equestria? I know it isn’t what you signed up for, and so I’m giving you a choice, but bear in mind if you say no, you’ll be isolated until those responsible for the strange occurrences are discovered.



“Wait.. But.. How…” Burnished took a moment to sort out his very confused thoughts. Why me? Why am I your first choice? I’m honored you’ve chosen me to carry out something so important for all of Equestria, but is there nopony you trust more than me?”



“You’re right, there are those I trust more. The simple and unfortunate fact is that any one of those ponies could be the changeling, whereas you’re a relatively recent addition to the royal guard, and as such, are a less likely suspect.” 



“Okay. This is a lot to take in, but I want to help. And it would be rather un-fun to be watched constantly as opposed to starring in my own detective novel. Maybe when this is all over, I’ll write it into one so Princess Twilight can read it!” 



On that, they both laughed. 



“This is why I picked you for this, Halberd. It’s thanks to ponies like you that this palace isn’t the most dull place in Equestria. One of these years, you really should come to the Grand Galloping Gala, not as a guard, but as a guest. Let me know and I’ll get you a ticket. But first, you have changelings to find. Good luck.”



Burnished figured the first logical place to go was the guards’ barracks. Since after heading there, he could get a good night(day)’s rest, as it had been over twelve hours since he had gotten any sleep. The barracks had armor strewn about, spears lined up neatly on a spear rack, and many other things one would expect to see in such a place, but Burnished was way too tired to pay attention. He promptly climbed into a cot, and fell asleep. 




The noise of guards talking and clip-clopping around and armor clanking against itself was the first thing that Burnished heard as he woke. It was sunset, or when his shift would normally begin, but as of today, he was a super cool changeling detective! 



Burnished laughed at his own silly thoughts as he climbed to his hooves and looked around. No guard duty today, he thought. He’d finally have a little autonomy in his work in the guard, if only for a short time. Or, today might be the start of something beautiful in his job, but he wasn’t quite sure what. He said a polite hello to his fellow guards who were also waking up to head to their posts as he left. And now he was off to… 



“You know, I have no orders, no concrete structure to stick to, only to find and expose changelings… I could go see Stal… for old times’ sake. Eh, why not?” 



He galloped to the balcony he’d seen a thousand and one times, the one he and Stal always guard, but found him walking back on the way there, the changing of the guard apparently finding a replacement for Burnished, according to Stal. 



“So, the Princess herself Celestia wants to speak to you privately, just to give you a reassignment? That’s hilarious!” Stal laughed, as if that was the furthest thing from reality. 



“Actually, not quite. Have you ever noticed anypony disappearing recently, Stal?”



Stal’s face betrayed his confusion, clearly trying to put together how both of those subjects were related. “No, why? Have they been?”



“According to Celestia, we’ve been infiltrated. By   changelings  . Nopony can know, shouldn’t even be telling you. Everypony’s a suspect, and I’m the Smanish Inquisition. You’re not a changeling, are you Stalward?” 



“I’m as much of a changeling as you are, Bernie.”



Both guards laughed at that, as they reached the barracks.



“Well, time for me to hit the hay, I’m beat.”



“Sleep well, my friend. And be careful, there’s a sinister plot going on here, and no one knows how long it’s been going on, we’re all likely in some form of danger. I just want you to be aware of what’s coming, and as my best and only friend in the guard, prepared. No laughing matter, to that end, be on your guard more than you’ve ever been. Any green flashes means something’s definitely up. The success of this mission hangs in the balance.” 



“I will, you have my word. I know you’ll succeed.”



“I admire your faith in me. I’m genuinely afraid that I’ll fail, despite all my usual confidence.”



“You’ll succeed, but if anything happens, you can count on me to do it for you. Cross my heart, hope to fly.” 



“Thanks. For everypony’s sake, I hope it doesn’t come to that. Night, Stal.”



“Night, Bernie.”




  Outside Celestia’s Private Quarters  


Two guards approach the closed doors, preparing for their shift to guard the Solar Princess’ quarters. 



“Has our superior officer lost it? Why would we, as members of the night guard, be stationed not only on the inside of Celestia’s section of the palace, but outside of Celestia’s quarters? We’re the best aerial force the guard has, and we’re being stationed in close quarters?”



“Maybe the Princess thinks someone will try to enter her quarters while she sleeps?”



“That could be, but then why pick us? We’re supposedly the best, but that only works if we can fly. Flying inside the palace’s corridors sounds like a terrible idea.”



“That’s definitely true, no idea on that one.”



The guards stand on opposite sides of the set of double doors leading into the Princess’ bed chambers.



Suddenly, a green flash illuminates the palace hall.



“I can’t see!”



“Turn that off, whoever’s doing that! Our eyes aren’t used to bright lights!”



“I believe that’s the point.” 



“You didn’t say that, did you?”



“Oh crap!”



Silence falls in the palace corridor. The silhouette of a pony slips into Celestia’s Quarters through the door, and the illumination from a magic spell lights up the room.




  Twelve Hours Earlier  


  Outside Luna’s Private Quarters  


Two guards stand on opposite sides of the bedroom of the Lunar Princess. This section of the Palace is far darker than the section outside of the Solar Princess’ quarters, and lacks windows, themed as if it was the night sky. 



A flash of green illuminates this wing of the palace, blinding the guards used to the low lighting.



“Hey, regulation says this wing of the palace is supposed to stay unlit, turn off your crazy lights!” 



“Think it might be that DJ pony over in ponyville? Someone trying to pull a prank on us guards? I swear none of the party ponies have any respect for boundaries around here!”



Silence falls in the palace corridor.




“Who turned the lights on?” Celestia mumbled into her pillow. She slowly got upright, and looked down at the pony before her, clearly one of her guards. “I know we’re on pretty friendly terms, but that’s no reason to be coming into my bed chambers and lighting the place up with magic!” Celestia said to the pony she recognized as Burnished Halberd. “.... Wait a minute, Burnished Halberd doesn’t have a horn, he’s a pegasus! Who are you and what have you done with the real Burnished Halberd?”



“I’ve been the real Burnished Halberd from the beginning. Don’t you get it? You don’t send an envoy of Equestrian soldiers to capture an entire hive’s worth of changelings and get away with it! Because of you, I lost my parents, my childhood, anyone I ever cared about! Except for one other somepony. Congrats! I found the changelings within the royal guard. Us. You took away our meaning, our purpose in life, and our friendships! Because of you, we couldn’t be what you and your ponies can without a second thought. Because of you, our friendships were torn apart. Families were torn apart! Did you think all of that would go unnoticed? Because of all of that, the two changelings you just happened to miss vowed to have revenge for it all. And now it’s finally coming to a head. Luna’s already out of the picture. Any last words before we right the wrong done unto us?”



Celestia’s mouth hung open for the longest time, until Burnished had enough of the waiting and ushered out the era of the diarchy.




What would you do if somepony took away your purpose in life? Something you spent all your time and energy discerning for yourself, without any help from your cutie mark? If you made a choice that would leave your life forever changed, putting greater purpose and profundity over having a comfortable, normal existence? Only for somepony to come along and reduce it to a dream? What if that same somepony also took away the two ponies that mattered the most to you? My name is Burnished Halberd, former member of Celestia’s Royal Guard, and this is the story of how the diarchy fell.



      

      
   