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		Description

Princess Twilight Sparkle is summoned to Canterlot. There she learns from Princess Celestia the true origins of the pony race and the secret of the cutie mark. Twilight must travel to Saddle Arabia with the dashing and handsome Prince Blueblood and her old friend from The School for Gifted Unicorns, Twinkleshine, to recover an ancient powerful relic. 
Will her mission succeed or be thwarted by the complications of romantic entanglement?
This story takes place before   http://www.fimfiction.net/story/245320/the-mare-and-the-mirror.
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		Chapter 1 : The Summons



				
The Origins of the Cutie Mark: The Summons

Two weeks had passed since the defeat of the evil Centaur Tirek. Equestria’s newest princess, Twilight Sparkle, was still settling into the castle that magically emerged from the ground following the victory she and her friends shared. It had been a traumatic battle and Twilight Sparkle still suffered from nightmares. 
The night before had been one of good dreams however. Princess Luna had been devoting special energy to calm and soothe her fellow royal. Twilight was feeling energised when, Spike, her loyal baby dragon brought her a message at breakfast.
“This message just arrived.” The little dragon said.
“From Princess Celstia?” Twilight asked.
“The one and only.” Spike said.
“Read it to me, please.” Twilight said.
Spike cleared his throat and spoke in his most regal voice. “You’re Royal Highness Princess Twilight Sparkle, Your presence is requested in Canterlot at the Royal Palace. Please, come without delay. We have a matter of great importance to discuss with you. Time may be off the essence. Signed Princess Celstia.”
“May be of the essence. That’s a bit vague.” Twilight said.
“So when do we leave?” Spike asked.
“Have you eaten? Are the doors and windows locked?” Twilight asked.
“Yes and yes.” Spike replied.
“Then we leave as soon as I am finished eating.” Twilight said. She ate her food with gusto and put the dished in the sink. “I guess we can do a little washing up first. No telling how long we are going to be away.” Twilight said.
They took a few minutes to wash the dishes and put them on the drying rack.
Spike climbed onto twilights back when they were finished. “Now, we are ready.” Twilight said. She teleported to the airspace above Canterlot castle.  
“You’re power is a lot stronger now than it was before you had your new castle.” Spike said.
“I only hope I can prove worthy of it. I have been gifted with great magic, so I also have a great responsibility to use it wisely.” Twilight Sparkle said as she glided to the ground. 
It wasn’t long before Twilight Sparkle was being ushered into the throne room. There she found the magnificent white alicorn who was her mentor and ruler of all Equestria waiting for her. 
Princess Celstia spoke in a strong a gentle voice many found very reassuring. “Twilight Sparkle, thank you for coming so quickly.” Princess Celstia said.
“You said time may be of the essence in your summons.” Twilight said.
“I did not summon you. I requested your presence. Remember, you and I stand as equals now. So I make another request. Spike, I would like to speak to Twilight in private. Perhaps you would like to take a walk in the garden. The dragon nip is in bloom. It is said that only dragons can truly appreciate their aroma.” Celestia said.
“And only Dragons can drink their nectar. Only we have the right kind of tongue. I will see you a little later.” Spike said. He departed the throne room with a bow.
“I have no secrets from Spike.” Twilight said.
“You may choose to tell Spike all of what I have to say if you think it wise. I have great faith in your judgment, Twilight Sparkle. Your knowledge is almost equal to your wisdom. Tell me, where did we come from?” Celestia said.
“We who? I don’t know where you and Princess Luna came from? I don’t know if you were born princesses or if you became one like me, and I don’t know how old you were when you defeated Discord.” Twilight said.
“These are things I will tell you when the time is right. A day will come when we have no secrets between us. No, I ask ‘Where did pony-kind come from?’” Celestia said. 
“Ponies evolved from primitive horses in lands over the ocean to the east of here. That is the leading theory in any case.” Twilight said.
“Do you believe in this world of fantastic magic that things could be that simple?” Celestia asked.
“The fossil record would lead us to believe it is so.” Twilight said.
“There are gaps in that record. If examined closely one would not a massive increase in pony brain size in the span of a few generations.” Celestia said.
“I’m really no anthropologist. My reading on the subject has not been intensive.” Twilights said.
“Ponies were not given intellect by natural selection. It was granted to us by beings of great power. Those same beings gave Pegasus their wings and Unicorns their horns. They gave Earth Ponies their strength, and all ponies their cutie mark. These beings raised us up from simple beasts so we might serve them, and we did with pleasure for that was the purpose of the cutie mark.” Celestia said.
“A cutie mark is something you receive when you discover who you really are. It doesn’t make you serve anyone.” Twilight said.
“When one of these beings gave you a mark with one of their magical branding rods it did.” Celstia said grimly.
“Who were these beings? When was this? Where are they now?” Twilight asked.
“These beings are often referred to as The Overlords or The Elders. Even now we dare not speak the true name of our old masters aloud, but I shall do so once, for you. Hasbro was their name. They abandoned us several thousand years ago. None know where they went, or why they left? I pray they never return.” Celstia said.
“Did you know them? Were you alive during the time of the Hasbro?” Twilight said.
“The Elders, Twilght Sparkle, please, call them ‘The Elders’. Yes, Luna and I are a product of their arts. It is not something I feel comfortable talking about. We were never bound by cutie marks. We were kept free to make our magic stronger. Our wills were free at least. Our bodies were bound by clever hobbles.” Princess Celestia said. Her head drooped. Her mane stopped flowing. 
“I appreciate you sharing this with me, but I still don’t know what it is you called me here for. Why may time be of the essence?” Twilight said.  
Princess Cestia stood up and once again looked like the ruling monarch she was. “There is only one magical branding rod still know to be in existence. It has been divided into three parts. One part is kept here. One is kept with Princess Cadence in the Crystal Empire. One is kept with the Sultan and Sultana of Saddle Arabia. Word has reached us of an archaeological dig in the northern reaches of Saddle Arabia. This dig is of an ancient Elder palace. It is a strong possibility that a rod may be found. We need you to travel to Saddle Arabia, and oversee the dig. If a rod is found it is to be divided once more into three parts. One part shall go to the Crystal Empire. One part shall go to the Sultanate, and one part shall become your possession, Twilight Sparkle.” Celstia said.
“Why not keep it in one part?” Twilight said.
“They are evil things, but they may prove needed one day. On that day, the need must be so great that three kingdoms must agree to use them together. If you believe the rod is going to fall into the wrong hooves, I implore you to destroy it.” Celestia said.
“I understand. I will depart at once. I will go get Spike and I will be on my way.” Celestia said.
“Please, do not bring Spike with you. These rods exude a magic dragons cannot resist. He’d try and eat it. There is really no telling what might happen were he to succeed.” Celestia said.
“Spike will be disappointed, but he will understand. Guess, I am going alone.” Twilight said.
“You should travel with an entourage. I will be dispatching Prince Blueblood, Twinkleshine, and some of the royal guard to accompany you.” Celestia said.
“I understand the royal guard, but why Twinkle Shine and Prince Blueblood.” Twilight said.
“Twinkle Shine is an expert in ancient history. She will be your chief advisor. Prince Blueblood really needs to get out more. The trip will do him some good. He can be useful when given clear instructions. You’ll be glad you brought him along. I’m sure.” Princess Celestia said.
“You can count on me, Princess Celestia.” Twilight said. She gave her mentor a salute.
“All of Equestria can count on you. Prince Blueblood and Twinkleshine are waiting in the reception room. Find them there after you have spoken with Spike. Travel arrangements to Saddle Arabia have already been made. Twinkleshine knows the details. Safe journeys, Twilight Sparkle.”
Twilight Bowed. “Good Day, You’re Highness.” She said. 
Twilight found Spike in the garden. He was disappointed at being left behind, but he understood why it was necessary.
Twinkleshine and Prince Blueblood stood at attention when Twilight Sparkle and Spike Entered the room. They bowed when they stopped in the centre of the room. “You’re Highness.” Twinkle Shine and Prince Blueblood said in unison.
Twilight Sparkle nodded to them both. “Prince Blueblood, Twinkle Shine, it is good to see both of you again. I know we will make an effective team, and do our best for Equestria. Twinkle Shine, I have been told you are in charge of travel.” Twilight said.
“Yes, Princess Twilight. Everything has been arranged. The train to Manehatten leaves in half an hour. A carriage has been reserved for us and the six guard ponies. From there we will travel by airship to the port of Spurs on the west coast of the Desert Continent. From the port we will travel by rail once again until we reach Yee Had, a large city in Saddle Arabia. From Yee Had we will be guided by an official delegation to the archaeological dig site. All told the trip will take just under two weeks. Assuming we are not delayed of course, Your Highness.” Twinkle Shine said.
“Just Twilight will do. Am I assume you will brief me on the Elders and their relics?” Twilight asked.
“Yes, Twilight Sparkle, I have prepared a briefing for you and Prince Blueblood. I will deliver it on the Airship.” Twinkleshine said.
“And I will be briefing the two of you on Saddle Arabian Culture and Etiquette. Which I am very familiar with by now because this will be my third trip. My aunt is under the impression they like me there, and perhaps they do. I’m not fond of the place, I’m afraid. It’s dry, sandy, and the coffee is served much too strong. The ponies are alright once you get used to their foreign ways.” Prince Blueblood said.
“Good to know. If that is everything we need to do here, let’s be on our way. Spike, you’ll be with me a little while longer. The train to Manehatten passes through Ponyville.” Twilight said.
“Great because I want to catch up with Twinkleshine. I haven’t seen you in ages. You ever get a date with that mystery stallion with the big horn you were going on about.” Spike said.
Twinkleshine blushed bright red. “No, I have been very focused on my studies. Don’t want to be late for the train. Let’s get going.” Twinkleshine said. She galloped away.
“There was no need to gallop off. The train station is only a ten minute trot from here.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I guess you and I can take our time together, Prince Blueblood. We can catch up.” Twilight said.
“I remember you used to be Aunt Celestia’s protégé. You replaced Sunset Shimmer. I heard you met her in another world. Did she mention me at all?” Prince Blueblood said.
“No, why would she?” Twilight asked.
Blueblood lowered his head. “I heard a rumour that she escaped to another world because Aunty was trying to convince her to marry me.” He said.
“I never heard anything like that. She ran away because she was seeking a greater sense of freedom. I am not really sure why she chooses to stay where she is. Life is very different there. They don’t have magic. I would miss it too much. If you love her, why don’t you go there and tell her.” Twilight said.
“Oh, I don’t really have any feelings for her at all. I just wanted to know I wasn’t so repugnant that I caused someone to run to another world. I remember when that gorgeous unicorn yelled at me at the grand galloping gala. I started thinking about the rumours. I wondered if all mares saw me in such a harsh light.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I will be honest. You need to improve you’re sensitivity and chivalry, but it is something you can do. Rarity will be very glad to hear you think of her as gorgeous. I tell you what. I can help you out. You take a sensitivity training course when we get back, and when you’re done, I will arrange a date with Rarity for you. I am certain she will give you a second chance. She is the most generous pony I know.” Twilight said.
“You sound like Aunty. ‘I’ll keep the bookies from breaking your horn this time, but you must attend gamblers anonymous meetings.’ Are all you princesses alike?” Prince Blueblood said.
“Yes, that’s a condition of my help now. You must attend your meetings.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“It’s been over two years since I’ve placed a bet. How much on me making it to three?” Prince Blueblood said.
“Ahhh…” Twilight said.
“That’s a joke, Twilight Sparkle.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I’ll put a diamond on it.” Spike said.
“Do you play cards, Little Dragon?” Prince Blueblood said. 
“I’m pretty good at old maid.” Spike said.
“Really.” Prince Blueblood replied.
“No cards. You’re trying to reform, Blueblood. Spike, don’t make me feel glad I am leaving you behind.” Twilight said.    
“But Twilight, you were the one who taught me how to play old maid.” Spike said
“It’s a fine game. Gambling is the problem.” Twilight said.
“So, you wouldn’t approve of me taking Pinkie Pie down to Haylantic City and making a little money out of the casinos.” Spike said.
“No, using Pinkie’s extra senses that way would be cheating. Plus, Rainbow Dash already had that idea. They actually made it to the city. Then they ran into Maud Pie who was in town for a conference or something. Maud found out about their plans. She wasn’t happy. She told them that if she found out they engaged in any gambling she would tell the casinos and have them booted out of town. She also told Rainbow Dash she wouldn’t be happy if her sister was mistreated by a friend. Rainbow Dash was not threatened exactly, but she told me Maud casually bent an iron railing on a fence while they spoke. Maud is fantastically strong you know. So the three of them caught a few shows together, and Rainbow Dash and Pinkie Pie came home happy, but not richer.” Twilight said.
“Well, I gotta get rich somehow. I dream of an all gem diet you know.” Spike said.
“I know.” Twilight replied.
“This Maud Pie is an Earth Pony, correct?” Prince Blueblood said.
“Yes.” Twilight said.
“Some Unicorns look down on Earth Ponies, but that’s just silly. They are every bit as talented as Pegusi or Unicorns. Their talents usually aren’t as show as magic or flight. How many unicorns do you know who can casually bend an iron bar? How many Pegasi can predict the future?” Blueblood said.
“Well, Pegasi can predict the weather because they make it. You make and excellent point, Prince Blueblood, but I don’t think you should look down on someone even if they have no talents at all. You don’t need to be good at things to be a good pony.” Twilight said.
“This is some heavy stuff. It is too nice a day to be wasted on philosophy. Do you mind if I run ahead and catch up with Twinkleshine?” Spike said.
“Sure, see you in five minutes.” Twilight said. Spike took off like a bullet. Twilight laughed. “He’s such a kid sometimes.”  
“Do you ever think of him as your own child?” Prince Blueblood asked.
“Yes, I do. I would do anything for him.” Twilight said.
“I am something of an adopted child to Aunty Celestia. She took a hoof in raising me. I was educated by the finest tutors in all fields. I suspect she hoped I would tranced the boundaries of magic and become an alicorn as you have. That’s never going to happen though. I have lots of power, but little talent in the implementation of all but the simplest of spells. I wonder if she is disappointed in how I turned out.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I’m sure she’s not. Princess Celestia told me I would be glad you came along, and you can be very useful.” Twilight said.
“Ha ha. I am sure she said more than that.” Prince Blueblood said.
“She also said you need to be given clear instructions.” Twilight Sparkle said. She brushed her hoof in front of her.
Blueblood laughed. “Of course I do, your Highness. I am a stallion after all.” He said.
Twilight Sparkle laughed. She galloped ahead. “Come on. Let’s not keep everyone waiting.” She said.
Blueblood followed closely behind.

	
		Chapter 2: Gossip



	The trip to Manehatten by rail was non eventful. Spike was sorry to leave Twilight Sparkle when the train stopped at Ponyville station, but Spike was proud she was leaving him in charge of their new palace while she was away. Spike promised to tell all their friends about Twilight’s trip. Twilight promised to send postcards and bring back a few presents.
Twilight Sparkle and her entourage spent less than a day in Manehatten. This was still enough time for Prince Blueblood to almost come to blows with an orange unicorn sports fan while walking from the train station to the aerodrome. 
The conflict was over the chances of the Manehatten Maniacs winning the championship. The orange unicorn boldly declared “Maniacs all the way!” as he walked past Twilight Sparkle and her entourage. 
Prince Blueblood stated how unlikely he thought this was. “Their best players are all injured. They will be lucky to even make it to the playoffs this season.” He declared.
The orange unicorn sports fan made, in response, a rude remark comparing Prince Blueblood to a bodily function. He made some gestures with his front hooves that none in the group understood, but they were most likely rude gestures.
Twinkleshine gasped. Twilight Sparkle rolled her eyes. 
Prince Blueblood was not used to the cantankerous ways of the ponies of Manehatten. He challenged the unicorn to a dual. “I say. I will not allow such an insult to go unanswered. I demand satisfaction. En garde, you ruffian.” He said. He pointed his horn at the unicorn.
“Bring it on, ya snooty white creampuff.” The orange unicorn shouted, at least that’s what Twilight Sparkle said he shouted when she recalled the incident for her friends. She chose to delete his actual words from her mind. 
The orange unicorn took a fighting stance. He was prepared to back his words with action.
Twilight Sparkle stepped between the two squared off stallions. She reminded Prince Blueblood they were on a schedule. The Royal Guard remembered their duty at this point. Prince Blueblood was a skilled dualist, and the consensus of the guards was the orange unicorn might need to be taken down a peg. Princess Twilight Sparkle was beloved throughout Equestria. None of them would be able to show their face in public if they allowed her to receive so much as a scratch. They told the orange unicorn to move along. Clearly outnumber, he spat out one last insult and turned to leave.
“Come back here, you coward.” Prince Blueblood cried. He snorted in anger. He moved towards him.
Twilight Sparkle stood in his path. She looked into Blueblood’s eyes. “We’ve got bigger fish to fry. Forget him. We are going to the aerodrome now.” She said.
“Don’t stand in my way, Princess Twilight. This is a question of honour.” Prince Blueblood said. He glared in the direction of the slowly departing orange rump of the rude Manhattan unicorn. 
Twinkleshine spoke up. “You’re highness, please, remember your duty. Equestria is counting on the success of our mission. It is there your honour lies. It cannot be tarnished by the hot air of one such as him.” She said. 
Prince Blueblood exhaled. His gaze softened. He looked at Twinkleshine. “You’re gentle words have soothed me, fair lady. Let us make haste to the aerodrome and depart this wretched city without delay.” He said.  
Twinkleshine blushed.
Their airship was ready to depart as soon as they arrived at the aerodrome. Twilight was amazed. The airship was a zeppelin of large size and clever design. It was propelled and navigated by a combination of wind and magic. If that failed, there were powerful Pegasi on board who could pull the entire vessel. Though the speed would not be great under Pegasus power alone. 
All this Twilight Sparkle learned from the postcard she bought for Spike and her friends. She penned a quick note, and mailed it before boarding the zeppelin. 
The zeppelin was luxurious to a fault. It was decorated in chic art noveau style.  The ship had many rooms in first and second class. There were multiple dining rooms, and a café bar. There was even a small gymnasium. There were six state rooms on the ship. All of them were taken up by the royal delegation. Prince Blueblood and Twinkleshine each had his or her own state room. The royal guard shared two. 
Twilight Sparkle was astounded by the size and furnishings of her state room. “This bed is big enough to fit all three of us comfortably. If we shared a room, we could have brought more supplies and people along.” Twilight Sparkle said. Twinkleshine and Prince Blueblood were with her. 
Twinkleshine grinned. “I know you only have efficiency in mind, Princess Twilight Sparkle, but ponies would talk if the three of us shared a bed even a large one.” She said.
“Why is that, Twinkleshine?” Prince Blueblood asked.
“Don’t play the innocent, Prince Blueblood. I do hear palace gossip like the next pony. I am going to go check on the guards. See if they settled in their rooms alright.” Twinkleshine said. 
“I’ll do that. You should stay and talk to our Princess here about gossip. She has a confused look on her face.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I do?” Princess Twilight Sparkle said.
“Yes, you do, Your Highness. Get out of here, Prince Blueblood. Princess Twilight Sparkle and I are going to do a little girl talk.” Twinkleshine said. She trotted over to Twilight’s bed a lay down. “I don’t care if people talk. I’m exhausted. I do not sleep well on trains. Wanna lay next to me as we converse?”
“Sure.” Twilight said. She lay on the large bed and faced Twinkleshine. There was plenty of room the two ponies fully stretched out without touching. “Why would ponies talk about the two of us resting in the same bed?” Twilight asked.
“They would talk because some would assume we weren’t resting, Your Highness. Some would assume we were being intimate with one another.” Twinkleshine said.
“Oh.” Twilight said. She gave Twinkleshine a concerned look.
Twinkleshine laughed. “I am not planning on being intimate with you, Princess Twilight Sparkle. However, there is something important you need to know. Something that may affect the success of this mission.” Twinkleshine said.
“What’s that?” Twilight asked.
“I am in love with Prince Blueblood. I have been for some time.” Twinkleshine said.
Twilight Sparkle’s face had a big toothy grin. “How wonderful. He seems to be a surprisingly complex pony, and of course he’s easy on the eyes. On the other hoof, he was a bit of a cad towards my friend Rarity during the Grand Galloping Gala, and he might have a bit of a temper.” Twilight said.
“I heard about that. The Gala I mean. She didn’t treat him with proper respect my sources tell me. That Gala was a big one for rumours. Did Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy ever make up?” Twinkleshine asked.
“They’ve always been friends.” Twilight said.
“That’s not what I mean, Your Highness. The story goes that Rainbow Dash and Fluttershy were supposed to dance together at the gala, but Rainbow Dash blew her off to talk to the Wonderbolts. Fluttershy felt hurt, so she went to the garden. Finally, she couldn’t bare her jealousy any longer, so she burst into the hall and cried out to Rainbow Dash ‘YOU WILL LOVE ME!’” Twinkleshine said. 
Twilight nodded. “Interesting theory, but completely inaccurate. Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash are just friends. Fluttershy was calling out to the animals of the garden. Fluttershy was disappointed none of them wanted to be friends with her.” She said.
“So I suppose there is no truth to the rumours that you and Rarity are dating too.” Twinkle Shine said.
“Sheesh. Rarity is very affectionate. I think people are reading too much into our interactions. She nuzzles and calls everyone darling.” Twilight said.
“So there wasn’t a big fight about you making eyes at a certain stallion by the name of Flash Sentry?” Twinkleshine asked.
“There was no fight, and I barely know Flash Sentry. Let’s get back to you and Prince Blueblood. You said it might affect our mission. How is this the case? I need to know.” Twilight said.
“I have a hard time thinking straight around him. The problem is I can’t express my feelings for him no matter how hard I try. I live in fear that some other pony will come and take him away. He already is closer to you than he is to me.” Twinkleshine said.
“Then let’s use this mission to change that. You need to have a plan of action. You need to win his heart.” Twilight said.
“Great! What’s the plan?” Twinkleshine said.
“You show him what a beautiful and smart pony you are. You make it clear to him how much you care. If Prince Blueblood is meant to love you, he will love you.” Twilight said.
“Beautiful, yes, good. How do I be beautiful on an airship?” Twinkleshine said.
“You look pretty tired. How about you take a nap? Get some beauty sleep. I’ll think of a plan for dinner. I’ll wake you before then, so we’ll have time to get ready.” Twilight said.
Twinkleshine closed her eyes and fell asleep. Twilight began to think, but unfortunately both ponies were more tired than they realized. They both slept through dinner. 
The airship was flying high above The Haylantic Ocean when the two mares woke up. “Sorry, I fell asleep.” Twilight said.
“That’s alright.” Twinkleshine said.
“I think we missed dinner, but the café bar may still be open. Would you like to go get something to eat?” Twilight said.
“I would be delighted, Your Highness.” Twinkleshine replied.
The café bar of the airship was in the stern. There was an open air balcony where ponies could eat and view the moon reflecting over the water at night.
Twilight Sparkle and Twinkleshine sat at a table on the balcony and ate and drank there. The café was still serving hot food. They had not slept as late as they feared. During the dinner, Twilight Sparkle told Twinkleshine she didn’t need to call her ‘Your Highness’ when it was just the two of them. 
After they ate the two mares walked to the railing and admired the view. Twinkleshine nuzzled Twilight Sparkle’s neck. “Isn’t this romantic, darling?” She said. She put her hoof around Twilight’s shoulder. 
“I thought you were interested in Prince Blueblood.” Twilight said.
“I am. I was imitating your friend Rarity. Did I do it right?” She said. She removed her hoof. 
“You need to inflect a sophisticated accent to get Rarity down right. I agree with your sentiment. This is very romantic. You should bring, Prince Blueblood out here tomorrow. You should put your hoof around his neck like you just did to me.” Twilight said.
“Isn’t that moving too fast?” Twinkleshine asked.
“You want him to start seeing you as more than just a co-worker. This is how to do it.” Twilight said. She took a deep breath and looked directly at Twinkleshine. “Changing the topic for a moment. I want to say something important, Twinkleshine. I want to say, ‘I am sorry’. Back at Celestia’s School for Gifted Unicorns, you and all the others tried hard to make me your friend, and I just ignored you. It wasn’t there was anything wrong about any of you. I didn’t understand the importance and value of friendship. I didn’t understand how my brushing you all off all the time could be hurting your feelings. I hope you can forgive me, and we can be the friends we could have been all along.” Twilight said.
A tear formed in Twinkleshine’s eye. “I understood. We all understood. Celestia’s school taught science and magic well, but it also taught alienation from one’s peers. I don’t think it was intentional. I wasn’t too different from you. I’m still weak in the social skills department. I don’t really have more than a hoof full of friends, and too often I ignore them in the name of furthering my research. I would love to be friends with you, honoured even.” Twinkleshine said. 
Twilight Sparkle nuzzled Twinkleshine’s neck.
“Why’d you do that?” Twinkleshine asked. 
“I had to return the one you gave me. It’s only fair. It’s what friends do. We share.” Twilight said.
“I hope to be sharing a lot more with Prince Blueblood tomorrow.” Twinkleshine said.
"That’s the spirit.” Twilight Sparkle said.
The two mares laughed. The moonlight was beautiful, and life was good. 
Neither pony saw the member of the royal guard who had stepped out for a breath of fresh air and was watching them with some interest. He was a loyal protector of royalty, but he was something of a gossip. He wasted no time telling the other members of the royal guard what he had seen that night on the balcony.

			Author's Notes: 
There should be more magical mystery and less soppy romance in the next chapter. I hope you enjoy both soppy romance and adventure though because that's what fanfic is all about.


	
		Chapter 3: The Stormhawk



The next morning, Prince Blueblood gave his first lecture on Saddle Arabian Geography, Culture, and language. Twilight Sparkle found it to be an engaging and informative lecture. Twinkleshine was clearly entranced as the regal prince spoke.
“This is something I cannot stress enough. To the Saddle Arabians, water is life. Never drink another pony’s water without his or her express permission. I don’t care how thirsty you are; of course, you won’t be getting thirsty. I will be discussing avoiding dehydration in the next lecture. That’s the end of the talk for today. If you have any questions, come find me later. I need a break.” Prince Blueblood said. He opened the room’s shutters and turned off the slide projector. 
The royal guards who were in the room got up and left. Twinkleshine and Twilight Sparkle remained. “I suppose it’s time for your lecture.” 
Twilight said to Twinkleshine.
“I left the visual aids in my room. I will be right back.” Twinkleshine said. She bowed, said “Your Highnesses.” And left in a rush.
“I feel like I’m back in school.” Twilight said.
“So do I, but I don’t think I am enjoying it like you. Cramming information into my head has never been a real pleasure for me, but each to their own. While we are on the subject there is something I must discuss. I am happy you and Twinkleshine are getting on so well together.” 
Prince Blueblood said.
“Well, we knew each other well back in school. We would have been better friends back then, but friendship was an art I had yet to master back in those days.” Twilight said.
“Yes, but you seem to be a bit more than friends at the moment.” Prince Blueblood said.
“Oh, it’s not like that.” Twilight said waving her hoof in the air.
“When I left you last night, you didn’t come out of the bedroom until hours later. You were seen nuzzling on the balcony.” Prince Blueblood said.
“We both fell asleep. We were exhausted. The nuzzling was just a little ordinary friendly feminine affection. I think you are making a mountain out of a mole hill.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“I am happy for you both. The relevant thing to this mission is the ponies of Saddle Arabia might not be as understanding. They can be very conservative in the deep dessert. The tribes out there are living in the past. If you do not wish to offend our host, I advise you keep your private life private.” Prince Blueblood said.
Twilight snorted. “I do keep my private life private. Believe whatever you want about me, but Twinkleshine prefers stallions.” She said.
Prince Blueblood rubbed his head. “I will never understand mares for as long as I live. You heard my point and that’s the important bit. I will say this. If you are in a relationship with Twinkleshine, you are a lucky pony. There are few ponies that are as graceful, elegant, refined, and beautiful as she.” He said.
Twilights eyes sparkled. “You have no idea how happy I am to hear that.” She said.
“Yes, she’s definitely your type. Reminds me of your friend Rarity. The two of you were dating for some time if the rumours are true.” Prince Blueblood said.
“They’re not true.” Twilight said.  Her head slumped. 
Twinkleshine return to the room. She was carrying two full saddle bags. She changed the carousel in the slide projector, and used her magic to close the shutters. The room darkened. The slide projector turned on. The first slide read in bold letters: A History of The Elders.
“I am ready to begin, Your Highnesses. I probably should have said that before I turned everything on.” She said.
“No need to be so formal when it is just us three, my dear.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I’m a Unicorn, not a deer.” Twinkleshine said.
The room went quiet.
“That was a joke, Your Highness.” Twinkleshine said.
“Oh, witty.” Prince Blueblood said. 
“Please, proceed with the lecture, Twinkleshine.” Twilight sparkle said.
Twinkleshine began. “I will begin by saying that I will not be using the true name of our old overlords. I will refer to them as ‘The Elders’ for the entirety of this lecture. I believe you both know the true name already.” 
Prince Blueblood and Twilight Sparkle nodded.
Twinkleshine switched the slide. An image of The Desert Continent appeared on the screen. “This is The Desert Continent. This is where we come from, and it is believed this is where the Elders came from as well. At the very least, it is known this was the centre of their power when they left us twenty thousand years ago. But what is an Elder?” Twinkleshine said.
Twinkleshine changed the slide. It read: But what is an Elder?
Prince Blueblood groaned.
Twilight Sparkle elbowed him in the side. “She was quiet for your talk.” Twilight whispered to him.
The lecture lasted almost an hour with a short break at the halfway point.
The three ponies walked out of the room and stretched in the sun on the balcony after the lecture. 
“That was really well presented, Twinkleshine. We both learned a lot. The slides and artefacts you brought with you really helped.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“Really? You didn’t seem to be enjoying it, Prince Blueblood. Was it the diagrams? I admit I am not much of an artist.” Twinkleshine said.
“Lectures aren’t really my thing. The diagrams were very helpful. I now know The Elders were shape shifters than ruled us all for tens of thousands of years. They looked like unicorns with a crystalline eyelike appendage instead of horns most of the time. This was most likely their true form, but none can say for certain. Their magic was at least as powerful as any Alicorn. They also created many clever things. The tree of harmony may be one of their creations or a result of their doings. Artefacts from that era are rare, and most are simple things that were used by us such as pot shards or knives. Some artefacts are devices used by them. Most of these don’t work, but we can still learn much from them. The ones that do work are extremely rare. They are often dangerous in the wrong hooves. Such as this branding rod. I know I certainly shouldn’t be left alone with it if we find it. I have people I’d want to use it on. Dance bookies. Dance!”
“I’d dance with you.” Twinkleshine said. She blushed.
“What do you mean by that?” Prince Blueblood asked.
“I mean it, the rod, could be used on any pony, not just your enemies. That’s why it is to be dived. I’m glad my diagrams were helpful. You’ve learned the key points of my lecture, so we weren’t wasting our time in there. Not that spending time with you is ever a waste of time.” Twinkleshine said.
“You are a kind pony, Twinkleshine. My stomach is telling me it is time for lunch. We should go to the main dining room before they run out of applesauce soaked hay.” Prince Blueblood said.
Twilight Sparkle spoke up. “I wholeheartedly agree. Lead the way.” She said.
Twilight trotted next to Twinkleshine as the three ponies walked to the dining room. “You should ask him at lunch if he wants to have a drink with you tonight.” Twilight said.
“I will. I will ask him.” Twinkleshine said.
Twinkleshine sat between Prince Blueblood and Princess Twilight Sparkle. She only nibbled at her food while the two royals between her ate with gusto. When the meal was almost over and Prince Blueblood was chewing on some mint leaves, Twinkleshine turned to Prince Blueblood. “Um, Prince Blueblood. Last night, Princess Twilight Sparkle and I went to the balcony at rear of the ship. It was very romantic, and the drinks were nice, so…”
“The two of you nuzzled. I know. Twilight and I already spoke of this. Won’t be a problem on this ship, but you will need to be discreet in Saddle Arabia.” Prince Blueblood said.
“Nuzzling. Oh that. That was just a lark. I wanted to know if you wanted to have a drink on the balcony too, Your Highness. There doesn’t have to be any nuzzling.” Twinkleshine said. 
“I would be delighted to join the two of you. It will keep me away from the royal guards dicing game.” Prince Blueblood said.
The members of the royal guards who were eating lunch with the trio looked at Prince Blueblood. They all stopped their chewing.
“That’s right boys. I know. I’ve a sixth sense for this sort of thing, but don’t worry. So long as it does not cause you to be derelict in your duties, I won’t say a word to your superiors.” Prince Blueblood said.
The guards resumed chewing their leaves.
“Do you really have a sixth sense?” Twilight Sparkle asked.
“No, but I have taken this trip a couple times before. There’s always a game.” Prince Blueblood answered.
After lunch, Twilight Sparkle and Twinkleshine spoke in private. “Prince Blueblood wants to have a drink with both of us. Is this a good thing?” Twinkleshine asked.
“I think it is a fine thing. I have a plan. I will join the two of you for the first drink, but after that, I will claim to be tired. Then the two of you will have some time alone.” Twilight said.
Twinkleshine laughed with joy. 
That night everything went as planned. Twilight Sparkle had one drink with the potential happy couple, and retired to bed after that. Despite her excitement she went to sleep easily. She missed Spike. 
The next morning Twinkleshine sat next to Twilight Sparkle at the breakfast table. She greeted her new friend and began to eat. 
“So, how’d it go last night?” Twilight enquired.
“I think it went well.” Twinkleshine said.
“Did you tell him how you feel?” Twilight asked.
“No, I didn’t have the courage. I asked him about Saddle Arabia, and he asked me about The Elders. He wanted to know if the ruins might prove dangerous. He wanted to know if The Elders set up traps like those found in Daring Do books. I told him ‘No.’. Some of their runes have doors that require access codes or keys, but they never made anything designed to hurt ponies as far as we know. Why would they do that? They controlled us. Hurting us would be like damaging a useful tool.” Twinkleshine said.
“Fascinating, but I want to know about your plans in regards to Prince Blueblood. When are you going to talk to him? When will you make your feelings plain?” Twilight said.
“I thought about this after I went to bed last night. Princess Twilight Sparkle, we are on an important mission for Equestria. I am an important expert on this team. I would be remiss if I let my feelings get in the way of my duty. I would be downright treasonous if I created an issue that interfered with our team dynamic. There is no way of knowing how Prince Blueblood would respond to a confession of love. I will tell him on the airship ride back to Equestria. I will tell him after we have succeeded in our mission.” Twinkleshine said.
“It seems you have thought this through. You are making the responsible and wise choice. I’m proud of you.” Twilight said.
“Yeah…wise.” Twinkleshine said. She turned to concentrate on her oats. 
A shriek was heard in the distance.
Twinkleshine looked up. “What was that?” She asked
“I don’t know, but it came from outside the storm. It was like thunder, but different. It came from the north. Let’s go have a look.” Twilight said.
Twinkleshine ate some more oats. “I think I will finish breakfast first. I don’t do well with low blood sugar.” She said.
There was another thunderous shriek. This one was louder. “I’ve eaten enough.” Twinkleshine said. She galloped to a north facing window. Twilight galloped beside her. 
Many ponies were gathered by the window. They were all looking at the same thing there was a black cloud in the distance. Lightning flecked across its surface. It was approaching rapidly. As it grew closer it was apparent to all the cloud was no ordinary weather pattern. It had eyes that glowed yellow. It flapped giant black wings of storm cloud slowly like a bird of prey.
“It looks like a raptor.” Twilight said.
“I think I have read about something like this.” Twinkleshine said. She looked at Twilight. “Stormhawk.”
“A stormhawk. The living weather birds of the north. I remember now, but they shouldn’t be found this far south.” Twilight said.
A voice from behind her spoke up. “We are not as far south as you might think, Princess Twilight. I just spoke to the captain. He took the ship north to catch a favourable wind. Fool! He knows we have an Alicorn on-board.” Prince Blueblood said.
“What do I have to do with this?” Twilight asked.
“Stormhawks are attracted to powerful magic. They can sense them over great distances. They won’t stop attacking until the magic has been completely extinguished. Aunty told me they had to travel a careful route to stay out of stormhawk territory the last time she travelled to Saddle Arabia. I say. When we get out of this crisis I am going to give that fool of a captain a piece of my mind. Princess Twilight, can you teleport a hundred leagues from here. If you choose a place to the southeast, we should be able to pick you up on our route.” Prince Blueblood said.
“No!” Twinkleshine cried out. “She might be lost at sea forever. There must be another way.” She said.
“As long as the stormhawk can sense me on this ship, we are all at risk. However, Prince Bluebloods plan is not a risk I need to take. The stormhawk won’t be able to sense me if I don’t have my magic anymore. The stormhawk won’t be able to feel my power if it is sealed away. Twinkleshine, how fast can you forge a containment orb?” Twilight said.
“I was never good with artefact construction at school.” Twinkleshine said.
“I don’t need good. I need fast. I cannot make this myself. You know that.” Twilight said.
“But…” Twinkleshine said.
“We have no time for a crisis of confidence. I know you can do this. I know you can save us all.” Twilight said.
“Right. Right.” Twinkleshine said. She trotted over to a table. She burned a magical circle onto it using her horn. “Twilight Sparkle, you must prepare yourself, your highness. Prince Blueblood, I need glass, lots of glass.” She said.
Prince Blueblood levitated all the drinking glasses he could see to Twinkleshine. “Will this do?” He asked.
“Perfect. Put them down. I am going to forge.” She said. The glasses flew together and floated above the magic circle. The glasses became red hot and fluid. They formed into a perfect sphere. The glass globe cooled and landed on the table. There were runes carved into the entirety of the globe. “The containment orb is complete.” Twinkleshine said.
“Well done. Stand aside. I will transfer my magic into the circle now. There it will sleep, and be invisible to the hawk. Transferring!” Twilight Sparkle glowed. Her magic flowed out of her as light. The orb shined brightly the turned black. “It is done.” Twilight said. She stumbled. Twinkleshine caught her.
“It worked. You couldn’t even levitate a feather like this.” Twinkleshine said.
“Is the hawk leaving?” Twilight asked weakly. 
There was a deafening shrieking from the north. Lightning flashed through the window. 
“No.” Said Twilight. “Why is it still coming?”
“Stormhawks can be territorial. They are known to push airships for leagues to get them out of their airspace.” Prince Blueblood said.
“Can the ship survive that?” Twinkleshine asked.
“I’d give us a fifty-fifty chance. It is better odds than we had before.” Prince Blueblood said.
“You promised you’d stop gambling. You promised Princess Celestia.” Twilight said.
“What do you expect him to do?” Twinkleshine said.
Prince Blueblood grinned. “Your brother told you. Didn’t he?” He said.
Twilight Sparkle smiled coyly at the proud stallion.
“What does she know, Your Highness?” Twinkleshine asked.
“She knows that after her brother Shining returned from his honeymoon Aunty insisted that members of the royal guard and few other powerful unicorns learned his protection spell before Shining Armour departed for the Crystal Empire. I was one of those powerful unicorns.” Prince Blueblood said. His horn glowed pink. A ball of pink energy shot out of his horn and passed through the window. A pink bubble completely surrounded the airship. “There was no sense casting this before. I can’t keep this up forever if it is being attacked. The stormhawk would have worn me down if it was trying to destroy Twilight, but now it should leave once it has pushed us far enough south. 
No talking now. I need to concentrate. The hawk is upon us.” Prince Blueblood said.
A blackness engulfed the ship. Extreme winds and lightning assaulted the pink bubble. Prince Blueblood gritted his teeth. Sweat covered his brow. Five minutes passed. Then ten. Still, the ship remained in darkness. “Twinkleshine, I can’t hold out much longer. If the hawk hasn’t left in two minutes, I want you to teleport the princess as far away as you can. If you value Equestria, you will do as I say. Protect her with your life. She is bound up with ancient magics. Our nation needs her more than anyone else here.” Prince Blueblood said.
“No, it doesn’t work like that. The magic will choose another. I’m just another pony. I can die without disaster.” Twilight said.
“Nopony is going to die. Prince Blueblood, you have the strength. You could hold off this hawk for hours. I know it. I can feel it. Use the strength of your heart. The strongest magic comes from love. Find love in your heart.” Twinkleshine said.
“I don’t really understand love.” Prince Blueblood said.
“You don’t need to understand it. Just feel it. Feel it from me.” Twinkleshine said. She put her horn against Prince Blueblood’s horn. The pink bubble around the ship turned bright crimson. The ship began to move rapidly. In seconds, they were free from the black clouds. In seconds more, the hawk was out of sight.
The bubble dissipated. Prince Blueblood collapsed. “Is it too early in the day for a scotch?” He asked.
Twinkleshine giggled. 
A great shattering was heard. Twilight Sparkle glowed bright. “Sorry, I had to break your orb to get my power back. I think you have earned a scotch. Unfortunately, we used all the glasses to make that orb.” Twilight said.   
“Are you sure it is okay? What if it comes after us again?” Twinkleshine asked.
“If that darn hawk is going to chase us this far south then it is no more Ms. Nicepony. I will only tolerate so much harassment.” Twilight said.
“What do you mean?” Twinkleshine asked.
“I think she means she will kill it. Do really think she couldn’t before? This is a person who can raise the sun you are talking to. We did things this way to preserve life.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I hope you aren’t angry with me.” Twilight said to Twinkleshine.
“No, I’m not angry, but I am going to go find someplace private were I can scream in terror for a while. You could have overcome that monster. You let me take your magic. We shared a bed. I nuzzled you.” Twinkleshine said. She began to shiver.
“I am still the same pony you knew back in school. There is no need to be nervous. We are friends remember.” Twilight said.
“Nervous, I’m terrified. I have to go now. Excuse me your highnesses.” Twinkleshine said. She galloped away.  
Prince Blueblood stood up and brushed himself off. “Do you think she will be alright?” he asked.
“Yes, this was a trying event. She is emotionally exhausted at the moment. She will recover. Twinkleshine just needs a little rest.”
A bottle of scotch floated between Twilight Sparkle and Prince Blueblood. “I know we are out of glasses but we could take turns drinking this out of the bottle.” Prince Blueblood said.
“Or, you could put that away, and we could go talk to the captain. He’d probably like to know how far we have been blown off course. Information you might have.” Twilight said.
“You really are a princess.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I know.” Twilight Sparkle said.

			Author's Notes: 
Tune in next time for more heart stopping action and adventure.[image: :twilightsmile:]


	
		Chapter 4: The Desert Palace




The airship was put back on course after the encounter with the stormhawk, and Princess Twilight Sparkle and her entourage made it to the Desert Continent on time.  The travellers were off the airship and on the ground for less than an hour before they were on a train taking them the long journey over vast stretches of sand to the capital city of Saddle Arabia. 
It was on the second day of the train journey the Twinkleshine approached Twilight Sparkle. Twilight Sparkle was staring out into the endless sea of sand from the open train window. 
“What are you looking at, Princess Twilight?” Twinkleshine asked.
“I am looking at the desert. It has a type of beauty not found in Equestria.” Twilight said.
“But it is a dead beauty. I prefer our hills and fields filled with life.” Twinkleshine said.
“The desert isn’t dead. There’s life out there. Much of it simply waits to come out at night. Prince Blueblood says that there are nomadic tribes of ponies out there that survive in such harsh conditions using ancient wisdom. To think we are going to meet some soon. Perhaps you could learn from them. There oral traditions might have knowledge missing from your written records.” Twilight said.
“The Elders are a taboo subject to many tribes, or so my research has led me to believe.”  Twinkleshine said.
“Perhaps Blueblood can help you. He must have some ins with a few tribes-ponies.” Twilight said.
“I’d like to talk to him about it, but I seem to have a case of nerves. I like him, but I can barely be in the same room as him.” Twinkleshine said.
“You’ve gotten over your fear of me easily enough.” Twilight said.  
“This isn’t easy. I am very nervous right now. I am only able to stay here because I keep reminding myself you are the pony I knew back in school. I remind myself that you once wet the mat during nap time in kindergarten.” Twinkleshine said.
Twilight Sparkle frowned. “Yes, that happened to you as well.” She said.
“Did it?” Twinkleshine said.
“Yes, but that’s the thing. I really am just another pony. My power and my title are important parts of me, but they don’t determine who I really am. Prince Blueblood is no different. He went to the same kindergarten we did, but he was a few years ahead.” Twilight said. 
“Prince Blueblood isn’t just another pony. He’s really handsome.” Twinkleshine said.
Twilight laughed. “Maybe I should cast a spell on him, and help you out a little. Do you think things would be easier if he had a couple of huge warts on his face?” 
“No, please, don’t hurt him.” Twinkleshine said. 
“I am being playful, Twinkleshine. I would never do anything like that.” Twilight said. 
“Of course, I understand. You’d never abuse your magic like that. It goes against everything we learned in school. ‘Magic used for corrupt purposes will become corrupt and turn against the unicorn that casts it.’ Celestia really drilled that one into our heads.” Twinkleshine said.
“She encouraged me to be bold with my experimentation.” Twilight said.
“Ha ha. Did she now? And now you have even more power to experiment with and nopony can stop you. How spectacular.” Twinkleshine said. She waved her hooves about frantically. 
“You’re getting a little hysterical. Perhaps you should cool down a little.” Twilight said.
“You’re right. Magical experimentation is perfectly safe when done by responsible ponies like us. How about I go get us a couple of ice teas from the dining car?” Twinkleshine said. 
“That would be lovely. A pony gets thirsty so quickly in this dry air.” Twilight said.
Twinkleshine trotted off quickly. Twilight looked out at the desert once more. There were dust devils in the distance. “Twinkleshine’s heart is swirling like the wind out there. I hope that nervous pony settles soon. We’ll need her expertise to complete our mission, plus she doesn’t seem to be enjoying this trip. This should be the experience of a lifetime for a young unicorn fresh out of school.” Twilight said.
The train rattled on, and Twilight Sparkle drank in the sights and hopped for the future. 
The capital city was a wonder to behold. Every building was beautifully decorated with intricate carving and mosaics. There were more towers, domes, and minarets than Twilight Sparkle could count. 
The palace they were brought to by the royal porters who met the travlers at the station was the most breath taking building anypony in the group had ever seen.
“Magnificent isn’t it. It’s said it was built over two thousand years ago by a fantastically wealthy prince who was trying to win the heart of Princess Celestia.” Prince Blueblood said.
“How did she respond?” Twinkleshine asked.
“She rejected him. She told him true beauty nourishes the soul as well as the eye.” Prince Blueblood said.
“What does that mean?” Twilight Sparkle asked. 
“You know what. I keep meaning to ask Aunty, but it always slips my mind.” Prince Blueblood said. 
“Do you like the palace, Your Highness?” Twinkleshine said. 
“I’ve had many good times here. The people are kind, and the food is fantastic.” Prince Blueblood said.
The porters guided Twilight Sparkle, Twinkleshine, Prince Blueblood, and the Royal Guards into an enclosed courtyard with a marble fountain in its centre and raised flowerbeds around its edges. There were benches with palm trees that provided shade. The porters indicated the group were to sit on the benches. Silent servants arrived and served all in the group cool drinks of sweet cordial.
“This is a pretty place, but it seems an odd location to keep us waiting. Do you think something is amiss, Your Highness?” Twinkleshine said to Prince Blueblood. 
“Not at all. I see an old friend now.” Prince Blueblood said. 
A tall tan coated stallion with dark brown mane approached the group. He had no cutie mark.
“He’s very handsome, but where is his cutie mark?” Twilight whispered to Twinkleshine.
“I don’t know, Princess.” Twinkleshine said. 
“Dawn Mirage, they sent you. I’m shocked. You told me they found me to be a bad influence.” Prince Blueblood said. He got up and rushed to embrace his old friend.
The two stallions hugged and air kissed.
“Blueblood, my dear friend, they had no other choice. The others are all away for this reason or another, but we breach protocol.” Dawn Mirage said. He trotted to stand before Princess Twilight Sparkle. He bowed low. “Your Royal Highness, I am Prince Dawn Mirage of the House of Saddle, I extend welcome from the Sultan and Sultana. They regret they cannot greet you in person. The Sultana’s aunt recently passed, and the Sultan and Sultana are at the funeral.” 
Twilight Sparkle stood and bowed to Prince Dawn Mirage. “Greetings Dawn Mirage, Equestria extends its condolences to the House of Saddle.” She stood up. “May I introduce our expert and companion Twinkleshine the Unicorn, and our Royal Guard.”
Twinkleshine bowed briefly. “Your Highness.” She said. 
Dawn Mirage nodded to her. “It is a pleasure to meet you, my lady. There were rumours the princess had a consort who was a white unicorn of great beauty. I see the rumours were true.” He said.
Prince Blueblood spoke up. “She said ‘companion’ not ‘consort’, Old Sport, and I would appreciate it if you kept such rumours to yourself. We are going to visit the desert tribes.” 
“Of course my dear friend. Why speak about the doings of others when we can be doing ourselves. Oh what fun you and I shall have. The good old days have come again. Come, let us speak more inside. A light meal has been prepared inside. Our porters can show your Royal Guard your lodgings. They will provide them with whatever they request.” Prince Dawn Mirage said. 
Twinkleshine and Prince Blueblood looked at Twilight Sparkle. Twilight Sparkle turned to the captain of her Royal Guard. “Captain, follow the porters and help them get our rooms ready. Find me if you have any issues, otherwise I will find you.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“Yes, Your Highness.” The Royal Guard Captain said. The captain and the rest of the guards followed the porters.
Prince Dawn Mirage led Twilight Sparkle and her companions to a cool airy room decorated with curtains and cushions. There was a table in the center of the room laden with chopped vegetables, fruit and, nuts. All four sat comfortably around the table. “Please, eat as you desire.” Dawn Mirage said.
No pony spoke or ate for twenty seconds. “You’re waiting for me to start. Aren’t you?” Princess Twilight Sparkle said. She picked up a piece of fig with her magic and put it in her mouth. “This is good.” She said.
All ate freely after that. The spirit of the room became relaxed and joyous. Prince Blueblood regaled his old friend with the tale of his humiliation at the Grand Galloping Gala.
“Oh ha ha, Did she truly say ‘The only thing royal about you is your attitude.’ I’d heard such a rumour, but I found it hard to believe. You were always such a charmer.” Dawn Mirage said. 
“I was following the advice of a self-help book I later learned was satire.” Prince Blueblood said.
“That I believe. You’ve had a bad habit of finding bad advice with ease.” Dawn Mirage said.
“I survive and learn. I survive and learn.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I do not learn enough of what happens in Canterlot. The rumours we receive here are terribly out of date. I still do not know if those two Pegasi mares who caused such a rucus ever reconciled. If the beautiful Fluttershy craved my love I would not ignore her like that silly cyan mare did.” Dawn Mirage said.
“Rainbow Dash is not silly, and her and Fluttershy’s friendship is as strong as ever. Anything they have beyond that is nopony’s business but their own. Why would you even discuss rumours about them? They are just ordinary ponies?” Twilight Sparkle said.
“My apologies, your highness. I did not mean to disparage your companions. Fluttershy is well known amongst ponies who follow foreign fashion closely. She was a model for only a little time, but she caused such a splash. Rumour has it she gave it up because of the jelousy of a mare. Was it Rainbow Dash?” Dawn Mirage said.
“I have heard just enough gossip for one meal, Prince Dawn Mirage. Can we please change the subject?” Twilight Sparkle said.
“As you wish, Princess.” Dawn Mirage said. “Would you like to see the artefacts we have removed from the site?”  He asked.
“Nothing was to be removed from the site of the Elder’s ruins until all observers were present, so says the treaty.” Twilight Sparkle said. There was a hint of anger in her voice.
“It can be difficult to keep objects secure in the open desert. Conditions are harsh. Everything is documented. All items are catalogued. Saddle Arabia is being entirely transparent. Your Princess Celestia has always understood this as has Blueblood. Besides, everything we have found so far are trinkets or inert rubbish.” Dawn Mirage said.
“I’d like our own expert to be the judge of that.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“Steady on, we will be given a chance to thoroughly examine everything. That is why we are here after all. This hostility is unjustified. Saddle Arabia has ever been the friend to Equestria. Dawn Mirage may be a rouge, but he is completely honest in his state dealings.” Prince Blueblood said. 
“Please, forgive my outburst, Prince Dawn Mirage. I have witnessed the power of ancient magical artifacts first hand. The thought of any misusing them weighs heavily on my mind, but I must remember Saddle Arabia has been dealing with such things since time immemorial, and you have the wisdom to deal with such things safely.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“No forgivness needed. Equestria is right to insist her treaties be obeyed. They were written for the wellbeing of all after all. Shall we see the artefacts in question now, Princess Twilight?” Dawn Mirage said. 
Twilight Sparkle turned to Twinkleshine. “Are you up to this right now, or shall we have a rest? We have been journeying long.” Twilight said.
“This is my passion. I am ready to be of service, Your Highness.” Twinkleshine said.
“Lead the way.” Twilight said to Dawn Mirage. 
In no time, the four royal ponies were in a room on the other side of the palace. It was a work room filled with varios tools and notebooks. 
“This is the room of the Royal Archeologist. He is at the dig site now, but all the artefacts are on the table in the centre of the room. The artefacts are all clearly labelled. Please, put everything back as you found it.” Dawn Mirage said.
Twinkleshine looked at the table. It was covered with pottery and pottery shards. There were pieces of jewellery and coins. Some things were beautiful. Other things were dull as stones. Twinkleshine walked around the table. She circled it four times.
“You may use the tools if you wish.” Dawn Mirage said.
“Thank you, but that is not necessary. All but one item here is nothing more than a trinket. That large vase could be something much more.” Twinkleshine said. 
Twilight Sparkle pointed to a stone vase the size of a ponies head. “You mean this thing? It looks so plain. It’s not even hollow. It’s not even a real vase just an old imitation of a vase. How could a simple decoration be important?” She asked.
“I believe it is far from simple. Prince Blueblood, would you be so good as to break the vase?” Twinkleshine said.
“These things do not belong to us, Dear Twinkleshine.” Prince Blueblood said.
“I will take responsibility for any damage. I have faith in your expert. The intellect of Princess Twilight is legend. If Princess Twilight Sparkle vouches for a mares skills, I will not doubt her words.” Dawn Mirage said. 
“Yes, we are in the precence of two of Equestria’s finest minds, but they are mares, so naturally they defer to stallions when it comes to basic destruction.” Prince Blueblood used his magic to levet a hammer into his mouth. He griped the hammer tightly in his jaws and swung hard. The vase fell over but did not break. Prince Blueblood struck the vase over and over again with incrising strength with every strike. Finally he spat the hammer out. “What in the hoof is that blasted thing made of?” He said.
“Nopony knows, but it is beyond the power of anypony to destroy with a simple hammer. Such things can be destroyed with only the most potent of magic.” Twinkleshine said. 
“I could have a crack at it, but I wouldn’t want to do it here. Unleashing such force near ponies would be dangerous. I could fly it far away if you feel it should be destroyed, Twinkleshine.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“No thank you, Your Highness. This vase is mearly a container. It could hold that which we seek. I believe I can open it, but it will take time.” Twinkleshine said. 
“Excellent, let us tour the rest of the palace. I will finish the tour at your rooms when you are ready to rest.” Dawn Mirage said. 
“If it is all the same to your highnesses, I would like to get to work immediately. I have dreamt of working with something like this my entire life.” Twinkleshine said. 
“A beautiful mare and a diligent scholar. A wondrous combination. You may remain with my blessing. I will post a servant here. You may ask him or her for anything you require, be it tools, scrolls, or food and drink. That is if Princess Twilight Sparkle has no objection.” Dawn Mirage said. 
“Twinkleshine is my friend and companion, not my servant, she may do as she pleases.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“Thank you, Princess Twilight.” Twinkleshine said.
“Just don’t work too hard. We head out to the dig site tomorrow, and we are already tired from the trip. You’ll need to get to bed early if you want to have energy tomorrow.” Twilight said.
“Yes, Princess Twilight.” Twinkleshine said.
Twilight Sparkle stared into Twinkleshine’s eyes.
Twinkleshine flinched.
Prince Blueblood chuckled. 

Twilight turned to him and glared. Prince Blueblood shut up. 
“Shall we continue the tour?” Dawn Mirage asked. 
“That would be lovely.” Twilight said.
“Jolly good.” Prince Blueblood said. He winked at Twinkleshine.
Twinkleshine smiled softly at him. 
The three royal ponies left Twinkleshine alone in the work room. Twinkleshine cleared the other items of the table. She put them on a bench in such a way as they could be put back on the table the way they were. Twinkleshine had no desire to inconvenience the Royal Archaeologist.
Twinkleshine found a scroll, a quill, and some ink. She placed them on the table. “Now, I am ready to begin.” She said. She took a deep breath and looked intently at the scroll. She spoke one word in the old tongue. “Ulan”. It was the word for ‘activate’. The vase glowed slightly. “Excellent” She said in Equestrian. 
Twinkleshine worked for hours on the vase. She used both words and magic on it. While she could make it glow, change colors, and even make music, she could not make it open. Twinkleshine decided to take a short break. She noticed some food and water on a nearby bench. She had not even noticed when the servant brought it in, so intent on her work she had been. 
Twinkleshine talked to herself while she ate. “I don’t understand at all. It is still functional. It is no doubt a container, and I have tried everything, but it won’t even form a seem. It’s crazy, what else should I do. I’ve even kissed it, and that’s just nuts.” Twinkleshine said. She ate somemore. “Come to think of it. I’ve not done one thing. I haven’t done it because it makes me feel unclean, but it’s just a word really.” Twinkleshine finshed the food, and drank more water. She made some notes on her scroll. She looked at the scroll and whispered. “Hasbro.” She spoke the true name of The Elders. The true name of the old masters of the pony race. 
The vase spilt down the middle. The two halves parted. There was a crystal rod suspended between the two haves. The rod was a stunning blew white. It was beautiful in the light of the magic that held it in the air. Twinkleshine pulled the rod out using her hoof. She felt the power of the rod flow threw her. The vase closed suddenly, but silently. 
Twinkleshine began to panic. She found some cloth. She bundled the rod in it. She stepped out into the hall. She realized it was night. Most of the palace was asleep. There was a servant waiting dutifully by the door. The servant was brown Earth Pony mare. 
“Take me to my room, please.” Twinkleshine said.
“Yes, My Lady.” The servant said.
“I have no rank. I am a common pony.” Twinkleshine said.
“As you say. Please, follow me.” The servant said.  
“Thank you for the food earlier.” Twinkleshine said.
“That was another, but I will pass your thanks along.” The servant said.
Within minutes the two mares were in front of a door. They walked through it together.
“This is a simple room. The toilet is through that door. Princess Twilight’s room is through that door.” The servant said.
Twinkleshine shook her head. 
“Nopony knew how you and her highness preferred to have things arranged. This way you can be discreet. You are very lucky. She is very beautiful.” The servant said.
“Yes, she is, and Prince Blueblood is very handsome.” Twinkleshine said.
“His room is not far from here. I could take you.” The servant said.
“I would rather stay here.” Twinkleshine said.
The servant grinned knowingly. “Do you require anything?” She asked.
“No thank you, I would like to be left alone now.” Twinkleshine said.
“But not alone for long.” The servant said. She looked at the door to Twilight’s room.
“Just go.” Twinkleshine said.    
“Yes, My Lady.” The servant said.
Twinkleshine did not bother to correct her this time. 
When the servant had left, and Twinklshine had composed herself, she walked into Twilight Sparkle’s room. 
Twilight’s room was the mirror of Twinkleshine’s room. The first thing Twinkleshine noticed was a spicy scent in the air. Had someone lit incence or a scented candle? She thought. The second thing Twinkleshine noticed was Twilight asleep in her bed. Twinkleshine moved to the bed and climed on top of it. She nudged Twilight to wake her up. “Wake up, Princess Twilight. I opened the vase. I have the rod.” Twinkleshine said.
“Twilight opened her eyes. “It’s late. I’m tired. Can’t it wait until morning?” Twilight said.
“No, I need you to see it now. I have it with me.” Twinkleshine said. She had the rod tied to her back. She did not dare touch it with magic. Twinkleshine put the rod on the bed, and uncovered it.
Twilight slowly slipped out of the sheets. She stood up next to Twinkleshine. “That’s impressive, but I’m very tired. Cover it back up, and hide it under the pillows. We will both sleep here tonight to guard it. We will deal with it first thing in the morning.” Twilight Sparkle said.
Twinkleshine looked at Twilight Sparkle. “I’m really sorry for this, but this is my only chance to win his love.” She said.
"I don’t understand. What are you talking about?” Twilight said.
Twinkleshine picked up the rod and pointed it at Twilight Sparkle. The rod glowed blue. 
“Oh.” Twilight Sparkle said. She looked at her flank. Three small stars had appeared as part of her cutie mark. They were Twinkleshine’s stars. “How does making me serve you and love you win you Prince Blueblood’s love?” Twilight Sparkle said.
“You will not get in my way now. Did it work? How do you feel?” Twinkleshine said.
“It worked very well, and I feel wonderful. I love you very much, and here you are loving me back. I couldn’t be happier.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“Yes, I love you back, but I also want Prince Blueblood, so we are going to have to keep all this a secret.” Twinkleshine said.
“As you wish.” Twilight said.
“Let’s do what you said, and wait until morning to deal with this. We will hide the rod under the pillows, and find a better place to hide it in the morning. I am starting to come up with a plan.” Twinkleshine said.
“You are so clever, my love.” Twilight said.
“Just call me Twinkleshine, please, and we will be going to bed now to sleep. We will only be sleeping.” Twinkleshine said.
“Sounds great. Just having you near me is more than enough to fill me with such joy.” Twilight said.
Twinkleshine breathed a sigh of relief. “I’m glad to hear that.” She hid the rod and slipped under the covers.
Twilight slid in on the other side of the bed. “Goodnight, Twinkleshine.” She said.
“Goodnight, Twilight Sparkle.” Twinkleshine replied. 
Moonlight streamed through the window. Twinkleshine saw Twilight Sparkle sleeping with a manic grin on her face. “Sweet Celestia, what have I done?” Twinkleshine thought. She was exhausted, and sleep soon took her.
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		Chapter 5: The Camel



	Twinkleshine cantered as best she could over the sandy dunes. The young unicorn had never travelled over such terrain before this journey. She had a hard time keeping her footing. Staying with the caravan was fast exhausting her. Twinkleshine looked up into the bright blue sky and wiped her sweaty brow. “You read about the dry heat in books, but it doesn’t really prepare you for the real thing. How do Ponies survive out here?” She said to herself. 
The camel that was walking beside her bent down his head. He looked fondly at Twinkleshine. “You may ride me if you wish, little pony.” The camel said.
“No thanks. I told myself I would use this trip as a chance to improve my physical conditioning. This is the most exercise I have had in a long time. I’m a bit of a bookworm back in Equestria. Say, why can you speak Equestrian?” Twinkleshine said.
“I have travelled to many lands, but Equestria holds a special place in my heart. It is truly a realm of beauty beyond dreams.” The camel said. 
“Yes, home is very lovely.” Twinkleshine said. She panted a bit. 
Princess Twilight Sparkle glided down from the sky. She landed gracefully on the sand beside Twinkleshine, and she spoke freely. “I saw the site. It is less than twenty kilometres northeast of here. Let’s lose this slow fest and get there in a flash. Let’s teleport.” Twilight’s horn glowed.
Twinkleshine winced.
“I just put the image of the site in your mind. I’m ready when you are, my dear.” Twilight Sparkle said.
“Thank you, your highness, but this camel has a fascinating history I was about to learn about. Why don’t you go see if Prince Blueblood is interested?” Twinkleshine said.
“As you wish.” Twilight said. She galloped to the head of the caravan to find Blueblood. 
Twinkleshine sighed. “If you kneel down, I will climb onto your back.” She said. 
The camel kneeled down and Twinkleshine climbed up. She sat comfortably on a well-designed saddle. There were bales of supplies on either side of her. “You’re already so heavily laden. Are you sure you want to take my weight as well?” Twinkleshine asked.
The camel laughed. “Har. Har. Har. We camels are stronger than even your Earth Ponies when it comes to carrying loads. A tiny little mare like you makes little difference to one such as me, however I feel you possess great power in that small body. To think you could leap over so many dunes to our destination is an enviable talent. It is kind of you to stay and talk to me.” The camel said.
Twinkleshine blushed. “I can teleport, but my range is not that great. I don’t think Princess Twilight Sparkle realizes this. We were in the same class in the school for gifted unicorns. We were reviles, but she has surpassed me by a great deal. She had great power as a unicorn. She is a force of nature as an Alicorn.” Twinkleshine said.
“There are those who say that Alicorns are avatars of the gods.” The camel said.
“She may be strong but Twilight is still very mortal.” Twinkleshine said.
“An avatar is a mortal being with a god behind it. I have little interest in religion, but having seen Princess Celestia I am certain I have beheld the form of a goddess.” The camel said.
“Yes, she is extraordinary. I have known her since I was a filly. She has spoken to me as mother speaks to a child. She has spoken to me as if she were just an ordinary pony. I have smelled her. I have touched her. She is very flesh and blood, but the presence of the divine is always about her. I will always worship her in my heart.” Twinkleshine said.
“Are you in love with her?” The camel asked.
“All of Equestria is in love with Princess Celestia.” Twinkleshine said.
“Yes, I share your love. This is why I want to find a wife who wants to move there. Equestria needs more camels. You have much desert that could be made productive with our aide. Not only are we strong, but we can go long without water even in hot weather.” The camel said.
“Impressive. Your dream is an admirable one. I imagine the presence of camels will make a big difference in Equestria. We will all be able to be fruitful and multiply together.” Twinkleshine said.
“I thought ponies were private about such things. Multiplying is done in pairs not groups.” The camel said.
Twinkleshine made a face. “I was not talking about that. I was trying to be poetic. We ponies are very shy on this subject. Let’s speak of something else. What is your name, good sir? Forgive me for not asking sooner.” She said.
“My camel name is Gunkahf, but I have given myself an Equestrian name. I am Dry Strider.” The camel said.
“It is a pleasure to meet you Dry Strider. I am Twinkleshine. I am a scholar, who specializes in ancient history. I have studied as much as I can about the Elders. Do your people speak of them?” Twinkleshine asked.
“Yes, but I know little of them. As a child I learned that they were the ones who gave us our intellect, but we did not please them, so they gave us no magic. I learned we worked for the Elders as beasts of burden much as we now work for our pony friends.” Dry Stryder said. 
“We are not like the Elders. We are not cruel.” Twinkleshine said. 
“You Ponies were the Hasbro’s toys. We were there simple tools. They were good to us.” Dry Stryder said.
Twinkleshine looked side to side in a panicked way. “You spoke their name. Please, you must not invoke the Elders.” She said.
“It is sad you still fear them.” Dry Stryder said.
“They had magic like nothing that has been seen since. Even Princess Twilight Sparkle can be brought low by their tools.” Twinkleshine said.
“Yes, but the goddess within her would raise her up. Why do you think they left, but Princess Celestia, and Princess Luna remained? The Elders feared what they could not control.” Dry Stryder said.
“NO! I can control her.” Twinkleshine said.
“I do not understand.” Dry Stryder said.
“I misspoke. I should have said ‘I can’t control her.’ Princess Celestia that is. She will only tell me so much about her past. Her highness lived in the time of the Elders, but she has told me little of that time, and I don’t feel like pressing her for more. I have the impression those were not the happiest of days for her.” Twinkleshine said.
“Perhaps you will find some answers at this new site, I have seen others, and this one is unique.” Dry Stryder said.
“How so?” Twinkleshine asked. 
There was a flash of purple light. Princess Twilight Sparkle hovered beside Twinkleshine. Twilight was carrying two glasses with her magic. “It’s really dry out here, so I popped back to the palace to pick up a couple of cordials for us. I already gave one to Prince Blueblood.” She said.
Twinkleshine levitated a glass with her magic. She put the drink to her lips. It was cool and tasty. “Thank you, Princess Twilight. That was very considerate.” Twinkleshine said.
“Your wellbeing is very important to me, my dear Twinkleshine.” Twilight Sparkle said. 
“Of course, you care deeply for all of your subjects, my Princess of Friendship.” Twinkleshine said.
“Yes, I am your princess.” Twilight Sparkle said.
Dry Stryder spoke up. “Please, sit beside your beloved subject on my back. It would be an honour to carry you.” He said.
Twilight Sparkle stood on a pack on the back of the camel. She spread out her wings. “Do you feel better now you have some shade?” She asked.
“Yes, but I don’t need you to put yourself out. I can caste a shade spell. I’m a unicorn. Just sit down.” Twinkleshine said.
Dry Stryder looked back. He gave Twinkleshine a questioning stare. 
“Heh heh, I mean. Please, make yourself comfortable, Your Highness. I will use a little magic.” Twinkleshine said. Her horn glowed. 	The area around Dry Stryder became visibly darker. The air became noticeably cooler. 
Twilight Sparkle snuggled next to Twinkleshine. “This heat is making me sleepy. I think I’ll take a nap.” Twilight said.
“Good Idea. I think I might take one too.” Twinkleshine said.
“I will wake you when we near the site.” Dry Stryder said.
“Thank you.” Twinkleshine said she closed her eyes and began to doze.
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