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Eldenroot Forest has long been separated from the affairs of Equestria. Sitting southwest of the peaceful country, for ages it has been watched over by a powerful Prince of the forest. However, dark tidings are brewing in Equestria and beyond, and a being of great power that was once sealed within Eldenroot is attempting to rise again. Fate has placed the power to stop this rising threat in the hooves of a small group of unlikely allies, who will have to travel across Equestria and beyond in their quest. But the main question they will have to answer: what role does the Prince of Eldenroot himself play in this tale?
*Just to be safe, the Teen rating is for some violence (magical and otherwise) in later chapters. Nothing very graphic, though, don't worry!
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		Chapter 1: Mysterious Prince



Chapter 1

A field of green stretched out far and wide over the rolling hills of the Western lands. The cool breeze wafting through the night air stirred the tall grass of the field into a constant sway. Trees squatting on the edge of the forest hung low over the grass, branches almost reaching the ground as they moved in the wind. The soft sounds of water dancing over rock drifted through the forest. A creek meandered through the rocky, root-filled woods, over a small drop and into a pond. The pond was the center of a clearing in the trees, and the only part of the forest that the Moon’s glow was able to reach.
The quiet peace of the clearing was disturbed only by the soft hoof steps of a deer. Standing tall and proud, his ghost white coat almost gleamed in the moonlight. Antlers, wide, long, and wickedly pointed, brushed against the braches of a tree as the Prince of the Forest walked to the water’s edge. His bright green eyes seemed to glow with their own light as he surveyed the clearing. Apparently satisfied with what he saw, he lowered his head down to drink the cold water. Suddenly, a furious flapping of wings caused the stag to jerk his head up and look upon the scene playing out before him.
Across the pond an owl, great and terrible, swooped down. The last squeak of a mouse cried out, barely audible, and was then cut short by the talons of this predator of the night. The owl flew away, flapping his huge wings against the air of the night. A single feather, brown and speckled black, slowly flittered through the air, drifting over the pond to land at the feet of the stag.
The white buck stared at the scene of the mouse’s death. His cold green eyes looked upon the empty grass beyond the pond, but not a trace of motion was visible on his face. Only his ears moved, pricked up to listen for the slightest bit of sound in the quiet of his domain. A soft voice betrayed the position of someone beyond the line of trees, and the stag turned his head sharply to his right. Another soft voice and the stag nearly jumped into the trees, heading towards the sound.
The stag ran through the forest, bobbing and weaving around branches, hopping over roots, faster and faster through the night. The trees eventually opened up to the fields beyond, presenting the fleeing deer with a sea of grass. He slowed only for a moment before returning to a full run straight through the field of green.  Waves of grass swaying in the dark spurred the white stag onward towards an unknown destination.

The ground very slowly rose to an incline; one hill of many in the fields.  This hill was higher than most however, and atop it sat the ruins of what used to be a stone watchtower. A square building that was attached to the tower had fallen in on itself, with only one wall still fully standing. The circular tower itself still stood, though it was in disrepair. A few of the stone blocks that made up the structure were missing, exposing the interior to the now colder air of the night. A large wooden door, banded with darkened iron, was the only entrance to the tower.
The imposing door hung slightly ajar, and a flickering light escaped into the darkness. Inside the tower was a fireplace against the far wall from the door. The roaring flame within kept the cold of night at bay. A cooking pot hanging above the fire smelled of vegetables and spice. Two bedrolls lay on the stone in front of the fireplace, occupied only by a saddlebag sitting atop each one. Hoofsteps could be heard from above, along with quiet voices.
On top of the watch tower, a stallion paced back and forth. He wore a suit of steel armor, emblazoned with the mark of the Empire. The sun shaped crest on the armor’s flank denoted him as a member of the Imperial army. His messy black hair was a stark contrast to the armor’s gleam in the soft moonlight. His companion, a mare wearing a long cloak with the same crest, stood looking out over the land. Curls of her dark purple hair hung out from under the cloak’s hood, swaying in the breeze as she looked out upon the land from her post on the watchtower.
“Do you see anything, Miss?” The stallion asked, still pacing.
“No.” The mare sighed. She looked longingly into the distance, then back at her companion. “Stand still, Mar. You’re distracting me.”
“My apologies, Miss.” He replied, and stood still.
“I have a feeling that the reports were exaggerated.” She said to him, after a short silence. “I haven’t seen anything, or felt any odd magic.”
“They usually are, Miss. But we still require a professional to check things out.”
“I know.” She sighed. “Mar, how long has it been since one of these reports actually turned out to be true?”
“Umm… A year next Hearts and Hooves day. But it’s been even longer since anything dangerous was found.”
“Exactly. I don’t think there are any cults this far out. At least not that worship regularly.”
“You’re probably right, Miss. But we can’t just assume that-” He stopped in the middle of his sentence, staring past the mare.
“Mar?” She looked at him, questioningly. “What is it, Mar?” A hint of fear revealed itself in her voice as a look of surprise and shock showed on Mar’s face. She slowly turned around.
Behind the mare, standing on the edge of the tower’s roof, was the largest deer she had ever seen. His fur was a ghostly white, and stood out sharply against the dark background of the open sky. His bright green eyes, fixated upon her, seemed almost to glow with their own light. As he looked down at her, she could hear Mar shuffling to grab his sword. The stallion grabbed the blade’s grip between his teeth, and pulled it from the scabbard on his side. He flashed the short imperial style blade at the deer.
“Stamf behine meh!” The stallion mumbled. The mare backed slowly from the large stag until she stood behind Mar. The stag followed her movements with his eyes, but remained standing still. Her light grey eyes met the stag’s gaze as he took a step forward. Mar swung his sword in the air between them, and the stag stopped. His gaze shifted to Mar, and both were still. Suddenly, in a flash of motion, the deer swung his head down, and caught the blade of Mar’s sword with his antlers. The blade was sent flying over the edge of the tower, while the stallion that had been holding it was knocked to his side a few feet away.
“Mar!” The mare yelled as she attempted to rush over to her companion. The stag, however stepped between them. He looked down at her, his imposing figure causing her to sweat with fear. She began to shiver, her legs started shaking, and she realized she could no longer hold his gaze. She dropped her head and fell to her knees in front of the huge form of the white stag. A silence overtook the tower as she realized that Mar wasn’t standing back up. A few tears escaped her eyes, and rolled down her face.
“Be calm.” The stag’s voice, not terribly loud, but overwhelmingly powerful spoke. “Raise your head.”
The mare did as she was told, slowly raising her head to once again meet the eyes of the deer. He stared down at her, and she couldn’t help but think of him as some great king, or other regal figure. Such was the way he looked at her.
“What is your name?” The stag asked, his tone formal. After a moment without an answer, he repeated himself, more forcefully. “What is your name?”
“V- Violet Rain.” She stammered in response.
“What is your reason for being in this ruin?”
“W- We received a report of demon worship in the area, and Mar and I were sent to check it out.”
“Demon…” The stag spoke the word slowly. “What sort of demon worship?”
“I’m not sure.” Violet said. “We were told that a group of ponies had been seen near the border, dressed all in black and chanting around an odd totem.”
“That’s rather cliched.” His voice lot a touch of its formality. “Besides, there have been no ponies in this area for years. That is, until you two.”
“We didn’t mean to disturb you.” The mare looked at him, pleadingly.
“I assume you don’t know exactly where you are.” He smirked. “You’re in my kingdom, little pony.”
“Y- Your kingdom?” She looked at him, confused.
“Eldenroot Forest. My territory extends to these fields.” He raised his head away from her, and looked out over the land. “You’ve come far from civilization.”
“I- Is Mar okay?” Violet asked after a pause.
“The stallion?” The white stag asked, looking over at the limp body. “He is unconscious and bruised, but otherwise unhurt.” The mare smiled, but the stag once again became serious. “I’m afraid I must ask you to leave as soon as he awakens.”
“We will. But-“
“The Empire is not welcome in my Forest. I will be watching you until you leave this place.” With that, he turned from her, and walked over to the edge of tower. He jumped over, and without a sound vanished.
Violet remained crouched for a few minutes after the stag left. She could still feel cool sweat on her light purple fur. Eventually she stood, and walked slowly to her companion. He was breathing, but his left eye was black, and she could see where he landed on his legs beginning to bruise. 
She walked downstairs, and noticed that their fire had burned out. She put on her saddlebag, then rolled her bedroll and placed it across her back, then did the same with Mar’s. After that, she grabbed his considerably heavier bags and dragged them up the stairs. His bag and bedroll were set beside him, while she herself moved closer, and sat near his head.
“Let’s hope I can remember the basic healing spell.” She said quietly to herself. Her horn glowed with a yellow light as she concentrated on the limp body of her companion. The light surrounded him as well, after a few moments, and the bruises began to fade. His breathing became more regular, and his eyes moved under his eyelids. “C’mon Mar, wake up.”
“Huh?” Mar groggily awoke, blinking a few times. When he saw Violet’s grey eyes looking down at him, he sprang to his feet. “Miss! What happened to the white stag?” He looked around frantically.
“He left. And we should, too.” She motioned to his bags, and then walked over to the stairs. Mar stood, a puzzled look on his face, for a few seconds before putting on his saddlebags and placing his bedroll upon his back.
“Do you know where he went? What happened while I was out?” He asked, as he caught up with Violet.
“I have no idea where he went, and I don’t want to find out now.” She replied, quickly. “He told me that this was his forest, and that we were the first ponies to come here in years. And then he said to leave.”
“Is that all? He didn’t hurt you did he, Miss?”
“No, Mar, I’m fine.” She sighed. “Just a little shaken up. Your sword landed on that side of the tower, go get it.” She pointed to their right as they exited the tower. He responded by trotting quickly past her and finding the steel blade stuck into the dirt. He returned it to its scabbard, then walked back to her.
“Okay, now we need to move quickly. I don’t want to spend any more time out here than I have to.” Violet’s horn glowed once again, and a small orb materialized at its tip. The ball shone with a light that wasn’t very bright, but showed the way ahead of them well. “If we head northeast without stopping, then we should reach Withersdale about an hour after dawn.”
“Yes, Miss.” Mar said, walking beside her. They walked off into the cold air of night, the open fields stretching before them and the forest behind. Both were tired, but neither felt the desire to sleep. They only walked on in silence, the shock of their encounter with such a creature still not completely processed by their minds.

The sun was already shining brightly over the town of Withersdale when two ragged ponies arrived. Withersdale was a newer town, built only four years ago, but was the most thriving and populated one for many miles. The buildings were neat and well built, and the roads were in good condition. Situated in the center of town was a large fountain. Atop the fountain was a statue of Celestia, the God Empress of Equestria. Water flowed from around the statue’s feet, and into the fountain, around which many ponies gathered and carried on their business. The buildings of the town were all centered around the fountain, giving the town a nearly circular shape.
Violet and Mar, tired both physically and mentally, looked upon the new stone buildings and brightly painted roofs with great relief. Many bars and restaurants occupied the town, built for the many, and varied, travelers who came through. Violet, however, was only interested in the first building that greeted all newcomers to Withersdale: the inn.
The Tiller’s Respite was the largest and most popular inn in Withersdale. It offered a safe place to eat, sleep, and be in good company. Violet walked a little faster to reach the door, followed by Mar, who was visibly unhappy with the change of pace. Violet opened the door and was greeted by a warm and cozy air. The chill of the night was knocked off of the two companions, and both sighed happily. They took in the sight of the fire burning in the fireplace, the large rug laying over the wooden floor, the handful of ponies lounging on couches, and the short Earth pony stallion looking them over from behind the counter to their left.
“Miss Violet? Is that you?” The short stallion called out. He made his way out from behind the counter, and trotted over to them. “It is! What happened to you? You’re in such a disheveled state!”
“I’m fine, Mister Otus.” She replied, tiredly. “I just need to rest. Are there any open rooms?”
“Yes. Upstairs, second room on the left. Two beds are already made. But what happened to you, dear?”
“Oh, just a rough night of walking. A few hours’ sleep and everything will be okay.” She looked at Mar. “C’mon. You’re worse off than I am.”
“I’ll bring up some hot water and soap in a few minutes!” Mister Otus trotted off through a door to the back of the inn. Violet and Mar walked up the wooden stairs beside the counter to the upper rooms of the inn. There were doors on either side of the hallway that made up the upstairs. Violet opened the door to their room and saw the most welcome thing she had laid eyes on all day. The bed was large and the sheets upon it were clean. She was tempted to jump on it fall immediately into sleep, but was held back by Otus’s suggestion of a bath. Violet and Mar sat their saddlebags down beside the beds, and began to sort through their things. There was a knock outside the open door, and Violet saw Mister Otus and another, younger pony carrying a large tub of steaming hot water.
“I hope this is alright.” Mister Otus said, apologetically, as he set the tub down in her room. “We don’t have any running water at the inn.”
“That’s fine.” Violet assured. “Thank you.”
“I know it isn’t what you’re used to, coming from Canterlot and all.” A very slight hint of jealousy was present in his voice as he spoke the word ‘Canterlot’. He then made a motion with his hoof towards the colt that accompanied him. “Junior, the soap and towels.” The young pony set the towels and a bar of fancy soap next to the tub, along with a small bucket.
“Thank you.” Violet smiled at him. He blushed and both he and Otus left the room.
“Just come down if you need anything!” Otus called as he left. He closed the door behind him, and Violet turned to the tub of hot water.
“Mar, would you-“ She began to say, but noticed Mar had already fallen asleep on one of the beds. “He tries so hard.” She removed her cloak, and shivered at the sudden change of temperature. Using her magic, she levitated the soap to her, and stepped into the tub. The heat of the water was soothing, and she lifted the small bucket to dip in the water. She poured the water over her, rubbed herself down with soap, and rinsed off with more water. She repeated this a few times, and then stepped out of the tub. Drying herself with one of the towels, she walked over to her bed, and plopped down on it. Sleep found her quickly, and not even Mar’s muffled snoring could prevent her from feeling more comfortable than she ever had.

A forest, old and dark, reached out across the land. The trees were tall and their canopies blocked out all light from the evening sun. Their roots stretched out, tangled and twisted, over the ground. The trees creaked as they swayed in the wind rushing above the forest. They seemed almost to speak to each other in the darkness. Sounds of the movement of animals could be heard, though not one of the animals made itself seen. Hiding in the brush and twisted roots and branches of the trees, only random pairs of glowing eyes could be seen.
A clearing opened up in the thick forest, revealing a small pond fed by a creek. The cool water dripped over rocks, falling over a small waterfall before dropping into the pond. Violet found herself standing in front of the water, staring at her reflection. Her curly purple hair was messy, and she looked very tired. Ripples through the water distorted her reflection, and looking back at her from the surface of the water was now the open maw of a dragon. It roared, and from the water it burst, knocking Violet onto her haunches. The dark green, serpentine body of the monstrous creature grew and grew until it dwarfed the surrounding trees. The beast looked down at the mare; its huge red eyes opened wide in an emotion that could only be described as anger on the most primal level. Its body, long and wingless, gave it the appearance of a snake, but its head was that of a dragon and a dragon’s spines ran the length of the beast. The body of the creature lurched forward, and its mouth opened to reveal teeth the size of a full grown stallion. Its mouth hanging open, the creature leaned back its head and cried out in a horrifying manner.
Violet could only cower in absolute fear, closing her eyes from the terrifying sight as the creature roared to the sky. Cold sweat, a knot in her stomach, and searing pain in her head brought her to the ground, attempting to cover her ears. She cried out in fear, tears streaming down her face.
“Be calm.” A voice, not terribly loud but extremely powerful called out to her. She became quiet, and looked up to see where the voice came from. Standing in front of her, a large white stag, easily more than three times her height, stood calmly, facing the horrible serpent. An odd quiet fell over the forest as the beast looked upon the deer in anger and confusion. It reared back its head, and let loose another terrible cry. The stag stood calmly still, staring up at the massive creature in defiance. Violet could only close her eyes in pain once again.
When her eyes reopened, all was quiet. Her eyes adjusted to the light, and she realized that all she could see was the ceiling. Turning her head, she noticed Mar still sound asleep. The small window in their room no longer provided any light; the day had turned to night. Violet shuddered.
That dream… Maybe… She thought silently to herself. No, I should write to the Empress, first. No need to wake Mar up, yet. Violet levitated a quill and parchment from her bag, and began to write.
“Dear Empress Celestia…”

	
		Chapter 2: Heading Back



	Hundreds of colors danced upon the marvelous marble walls and floors of the Imperial Palace. Stained glass windows lining the walls depicted scenes of heroism and glory. Bright red carpets, expertly woven tapestries, and glass chandeliers of unparalleled beauty adorned the hall leading to the throne room.  The throne room itself was decorated with even more brilliant furnishings. The room was larger than most houses, with twice as much furniture. Bookshelves, couches, tables, a few large clocks and mirrors, all expertly crafted, occupied the room. But the way from the large gold banded door to the throne itself was clear of all but a long red carpet.
The throne itself was made of white marble, tall and elegant in construction, and decorated with gold trinkets, baubles, and a plush cushion. The largest stained glass window in the room was set in the wall behind the throne, casting multi-colored lights across the room’s length. The scene depicted in the glass was of Empress Celestia and Princess Luna raising the sun and moon, respectively.
In the throne below the window, Empress Celestia herself sat a guard at both sides. Both of the guards were large unicorn stallions, grey coated and wearing magnificent golden armor. Crowding the large throne room were many nobles and ponies of some level of renown, all waiting to speak to their Empress about one matter or another. The pony who held audience with Celestia now was an old Earth Pony mare. Her dull brown coat and short grey mane were in stark contrast to the Empress’s glorious white coat and long, multi-colored mane that seemed to flow and move of its own accord. She wore shoes, jewelry, and a large tiara, all gold inlaid with precious gems. Celestia smiled, softly and kindly, as she always did when listening to requests from her people.
“Do not worry, Miss Frappe.” The Empress said, her voice calm and soothing. “A guard shall be sent to the Coffee family orchard until the perpetrator is caught.”
“Oh thank you, your highness!” The old mare bowed as best she could.
“The guard will escort you home from the castle gate.” She bowed her head and the old mare stepped down from in front of the throne, making her way out of the throne room. A large unicorn stallion, his coat grey, took the elderly pony’s place in front of Celestia. He looked remarkably similar to the Empress’s own royal guards, except that the armor he wore was made of well-polished steel, rather than gold. Upon the armor’s flank was the sun, the mark of the Empire. He stood at attention, and saluted his Empress.
“At ease. What news do you bring me?” Celestia asked in her usual, stately manner.
“Your Highness, I bring word from Duchess Beryl.” The stallion said, lowering his salute. “A very large cave has been discovered in the Ametrine colony. It does not appear to be naturally formed.”
“What does it appear to be formed by?” She raised an eyebrow in curiosity.
“It seems to be made by magic, although it is older than anything the Duchess or anyone else in the colony have ever seen or heard about. The Duchess requests that an expert on architecture and history be sent to investigate.”
“You may tell Duchess Beryl that I shall send someone as soon as I can.” The Empress nodded, and the stallion bowed.
“Thank you, your highness.” He turned and trotted back the way he came in. As he left the room, another stallion rushed in. This one was a snow white Pegasus, dressed in golden armor. He flew in carrying two large saddlebags, overfilled with parchment and letters. Landing lightly in front of Celestia, he immediately began shuffling through one of the bags he carried. The other nobles, who had been waiting for an audience themselves, sighed in annoyance.
“An urgent letter for her Highness, from Withersdale.” He said shortly, offering his Empress a scroll bound with dark red cloth marked with the symbol of the Empire.
“Thank you, messenger.” She replied, levitating the letter from his grasp. He bowed, and quickly flew off, out of the room. Using her magic, she unbound the scroll and began reading its contents. She recognized the neat penmanship of Violet Rain instantly, and smiled. Her face suddenly became more serious, however, as she read her student’s report.
Dear Empress Celestia, The reports of demon worship on the southwestern border appear to have been false. We did, however, encounter a very strange creature. It looked like a deer, but it was far larger than any deer I have ever had any knowledge of. It was white, had green eyes, and seemed highly intelligent. He also possessed great strength, knocking Mar out in a single, quick motion. I also felt an overwhelming power in his presence, but he did not seem violent. In fact, it was he that informed us that there had been no demon worship in the area, or even any other ponies at all. He called the forest across the border “Eldenroot” and claimed that it was his kingdom. I find everything about him very suspicious. I also had an odd dream, or vision, the night after seeing him that I think you should know about…
Empress Celestia read the rest of the letter, which was a lengthy detail of Violet’s entire dream, along with a request to return to Canterlot. The Empress smiled softly once again at reading the request.
What luck that my historian wishes to come back exactly when I need her.
“I am sorry to all of you guests, but I must be retiring for the evening.” Celestia spoke, just loudly enough for everyone to hear. Low grumblings and chatter spread throughout the room as the nobles and other ponies exited her presence. Only the Empress’s royal guards and a handful of maids remained. Celestia stepped down from her throne, and made her way through the empty hallways, followed closely by her two guards. As she reached her private chambers, two more guards, standing at either side of her door, saluted. She nodded to them, and they lowered their hooves, opening the door to her chamber. Celestia walked slowly in, and the guards closed the doors behind her. The two who had been following the Empress saluted the two at the doors, and then made their way back down the hallway.
Celestia lay lightly down on the large, luxurious, gold-trimmed purple pillows and blankets that were neatly draped over her huge bed. She stared out of one of the large windows in her room, looking down at her Empire, Equestria, basking in the light of the evening sun. From her room in the highest tower of the castle, Celestia could see for miles. But the sight that caught her attention was not far away, across the lands. It was in the window of the tower across from and below her.
In the waning sunlight coming in through her window, Celestia’s beloved sister, Princess Luna, lay sleeping. Her deep blue coat was a contrast to the warmness of the setting sun, and her flowing mane of shifting shades of blue, glittering with white sparks of light, gave her an air of peaceful beauty as she slept upon her bed of black and silver linens. Celestia smiled, this time a real smile rather than her normal, formal, grin.
“It’ll be time for you to wake soon, Luna.” Celestia thought to herself. She shook her head, remembering why she had come to her private chamber in the first place. “Now, time to respond to Violet Rain.”

A few pieces of lettuce, three slices of tomato, and a few daisies, all on two slices of homemade bread: this was Violet’s dinner, it tasted good, and she hadn't woken up in time for any breakfast. Needless to say, she devoured it quite hungrily. Having not eaten for nearly two days, Violet forgave herself for her lack of manners during the meal. Mr. Otus didn’t seem to mind, seemingly happy that she was eating at all. Mar had already downed two sandwiches like hers, along with a large and hearty salad. They sat quietly, intent on their dinners, at the inn’s bar.
The day had been uneventful other than Violet sending her letter to the Empress off with a courier earlier that afternoon. Violet had explained to Mr. Otus that the letter was a report on the happenings the night before she arrived, but left out any mention of her dream. Mr. Otus was satisfied with the tale of a huge stag appearing on the abandoned tower, and let her be until he made dinner.
Violet Rain felt quite comfortable, happy even, after finishing her sandwich. She levitated the cup of tea sitting beside her now empty plate and took a long sip from it. It wasn’t Canterlot tea, but it would do. As she was about to take another sip, the door to the inn opened. A snow white pegasus, dressed in glorious golden armor, stood in the doorway. With his serious face, muscular build, and large wings, he was an imposing sight in the fading light of the evening sun. The only thing that marred his royal image were the rather plain saddlebags, filled with parchment, that he wore over his back.
“Violet Rain?” He asked, walking over to the mare in question.
“Yes?” She responded, leaving her seat to face the royal messenger.
“A letter for you, from the Empress.” He reached into his bag, and pulled out a scroll.
“Thank you.” She responded, taking the letter from him.
“Good to see you again, Miss.” He smiled ever so slightly, and trotted back to the doorway, then took off flying before she could reply again. Violet could only think to herself how badly she felt for not recognizing which royal messenger that was; they all looked strikingly similar.
“I didn’t expect a response this soon.” She said, more to herself than to either Mar or Mr. Otus, who had both gotten up to see her letter. “I only sent mine off a few hours ago.”
“She must have thought it pretty important.” Mr. Otus said, attempting to look over her shoulder as she unrolled the scroll.
“Dear Violet Rain,” She began reading the letter silently to herself. “There is much to discuss about the matter you have contacted me with. However it will have to wait until you arrive in Canterlot. I approve your request to return to the castle, and expect you to arrive here tomorrow.” She stared blankly at the paper, then smiled happily, looking up at Mar. “We’re going back to Canterlot!”
“I’ll pack our bags.” He said, and trotted upstairs. Mr. Otus grinned oddly at Violet.
“Back to Canterlot, eh?” He said, a hint of jealousy once again audible in his voice. “Put in a good word for me with the nobles.” He winked, then walked to the door that led to the back room. “I expect you’ll be leaving shortly?”
“As soon as Mar finishes packing our bags.” She replied.
“Well then, goodnight, and safe travels to you.” He smiled at her, then walked into the back room, out of sight. Mar returned within a few moments with their bags packed and ready.
“To the balloon station, then miss?” Mar asked, setting her bag in front of her.
“Yes.” She levitated her bag up and strapped it on with her magic. “C’mon Mar. Let’s get going before it gets dark.”
“Yes, Miss.” He followed her out of the inn and into the streets. This late in the afternoon, the streets were not nearly as crowded as the two were used to seeing them. The fountain bubbled and the wind blew gently as the handful of ponies still moving about hurried to finish whatever they were doing. Hooves clicked on the cobblestone roads, doors closed, windows shut, a few ponies were going around lighting the lanterns that stood at regular intervals along the road; the sounds of an ending day played upon the air. 
Violet and Mar made their way to the balloon station, a large and sturdy building on the other side of town, adorned with a large sign depicting a hot air balloon. The roof of the structure was actually a landing pad, atop which sat numerous baskets, their balloons deflated. Violet led the way inside, pushing open the simple wooden doors and focusing her sights upon the only occupant of the building. This lonely mare behind the counter perked up when the door opened. Her pink coat and well groomed mane stood out prominently in the plain wooden interior of the balloon station, and were accentuated by her friendly smile.
“Hello, and welcome to the Withersdale Hot Air Balloon Rental Station!” She beamed. “How may I help you?”
“We’d like to rent a two-seater balloon, please.” Violet answered.
“Okay, right this way.” She led them up a flight of stairs to the roof of the building. Bright lamps on the corners of the landing pad roof provided plenty of light to see by. “This one here is a comfortable two-pony balloon with good control and lamps for night flying. The seats face each other, so it's perfect for couples." Mar blushed at the statement. The balloon-rental pony placed a hoof of the rim of the hot air balloon’s green-painted basket, admiring the vehicle. “Only five bits for a night.” 
Violet shuffled through her bags until she found her coin purse, and retrieved five bits from inside. She dropped the bits in the waiting hoof of the mare, and returned her coin purse to its place in her bag.
“Thank you.” The mare smiled. “You may leave the balloon at the local Hot Air Balloon Rental Station of whatever town you travel to.” She said the words almost mechanically, having repeated them time and again.
Violet and Mar climbed into the hot air balloon’s basket, and Mar cranked up the small engine positioned under the balloon. It sputtered to life, and a flame began burning in the burner. The balloon above began filling with hot air, and after a few moments of waiting, they started to rise.
“Safe flying!” The mare called from below. The two ponies in the balloon waved at her, and then looked out upon the open sky around them. Mar adjusted a few nobs on the engine, and they began to fly to the northeast.
“Canterlot awaits, Miss Violet.” Mar smiled as he fiddled with the nobs a bit more.
“Yes it does.” She said quietly as she stared at the stars gradually becoming visible in the first darkness of the night. “I’m going to rest, Mar. Wake me when we arrive in Canterlot.”
“Yes, Miss.” He agreed. He looked up from the engine to shuffle through his bag. “Here, it’ll get cold this high up.” He offered her a blanket pulled from his saddlebag.
“Thank you.” She smiled softly, taking the blanket and wrapping it around herself. She slowly drifted to sleep, thinking of her home in the royal palace of Canterlot. Her thoughts faded to nothing as a welcome, dreamless peace descended upon her.

Mar hadn’t even realized that he had dozed off until after he opened his eyes again. The night wasn’t as dark as it was when they left; the first rays of sunlight were creeping over the horizon, slowly but surely. Mar admired the beauty of the fields far below them, and of the way the light of dawn danced on the snowcapped peaks of the mountains in the East. The only sound other than the soft breeze was Violet’s steady breathing as she slept.
The towers of Canterlot’s Royal Palace were just becoming visible in the early morning, rising up from their place on the northeastern most point of the Eastern mountain range. Their regal beauty was apparent even this far away, silhouetted against the sky. It would be roughly an hour before they reached Canterlot, and Mar couldn’t wait. While he had no fear of flying, he did not enjoy being so far away from solid ground for such a long time. It didn’t help that the wind was picking up, blowing them westward.
“I don’t know how pegasi can deal with flying all the time.” Mar adjusted the knobs on the magically powered engine, causing the flame in the burner above them to burn a little brighter. The hot air balloon moved back to its original course, and Mar raised his head from the basket, looking behind them. At first he couldn’t see anything else in the sky, but as he stared off he thought he could see a small speck, directly behind them. Not thinking much of it, he turned back to look at the city of Canterlot.
“We’re getting close.” He said quietly. He saw that Violet was still asleep, and poked her in the side. “Miss, it’s time to wake up.”
“Urrrggghhhh…” She lifted her head, and her now messy mane became more apparent. “Don’t poke me, Mar. Are we close?”
“Yes, Miss. We’re a little less than an hour away from Canterlot.”
“Oh, good.” She retrieved a brush from her bag, and began fixing her hair. “We’ll be just on time.” She removed an ornately bound book from her bag as well, and opened it too a page near its middle. Mar nodded in response, and the next half hour passed in silence, the balloon drifting slowly towards the city.
Mar couldn’t help but notice the speck he saw earlier slowly getting bigger, heading in their direction. At this point it looked almost like a bird, as wings were visible. No other features could be discerned at such distance, however, other than that it looked large.
“Umm, Miss?” Mar broke the silence, distracting Violet from reading her book.
“Yes?” She looked up from the book’s pages, and stared expectantly at Mar.
“I believe that something may be following us.” He pointed his hoof behind him, indicating the slowly growing winged shape.
“Probably just a bird.” She returned to her book, a wave of her hoof dismissing the matter. Mar was not convinced that it was nothing, though.
This close to the city there shouldn’t be any birds that big. He thought, silently, squinting to make out what exactly the shape was. A few more minutes passed, and it became readily apparent that the shape was most definitely not a bird. It was an animal, but its long neck and tail were more characteristic of a…
“DRAGON!”
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