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A Royal Guard has been sent from Canterlot to see if there is any truth to the rumors about a previously unknown monster lurking in the Everfree.
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	The thick canopy of the Everfree Forest barely let any light through to the ground. The wicked underbrush scratched and stabbed into my uncovered flesh, almost as if the forest were trying to devour me. Few, if any, of the trees bore any kind of non-poisonous fruit or nut. How any creature was expected to live here was beyond me. I grimaced as I pushed through yet another wall of brambles and thorns, my gambeson provided a ward for my body against the painful lacerations. My legs and face were not so lucky. 
The forest opened up to a large clearing. A flood of relief hit me as I took in the wonderful sight. There were beautiful lilies and lilacs, a crystal clear pond, even the sun and sky were clearly visible. This truly was a paradise in Tartarus. The sun radiated a warmth that could only be matched by the kindness radiated by Celestia herself. I walked over to the water as I unbuckled my gambeson and tossed it to the side. I closed my eyes and lowered my head into the pool. The coolness of the water felt wonderful as I greedily swallowed mouthful after mouthful until I could hold my breath no more. The serene ripples of the pond hosted the reflection of a unicorn, one I hardly recognized. 
His once brilliantly kempt amber mane was now a matted, haggard mess. Sap, dirt, and a small amounts of blood marred the natural beauty of his light gray coat. Two weary blue eyes stared back into mine. This is hardly a fitting image of the noble Blueblood name. I should be glad I was the only one sent, it would be a scandal if anypony were to see me in such a disheveled state. 
A slight breeze brought a nearly unbearable stench from behind me to my attention. The smell was one that I quickly recognized. It was the characteristic scent of rotting flesh. I quickly pulled my gambeson back on and went to investigate. A short trek led me over a hill. At the edge of the forest there was a large manticore. Instinct compelled me to turn and run away from the dreadful beast before it could devour me. My body had different plans as I found myself paralyzed to the spot. Even as skilled a warrior as I was I barely stood a chance against such a monster by myself. It could take an entire squad of seasoned veterans to kill one. 
I stared on in horror, fully expecting the beast to raise itself from the ground and be ready for a hunt. It never moved. Its chest never rose or lower. A small smile spread across my face as I realized that it was dead. I sighed to myself in relief and turned to leave. A sudden thought prevented me from leaving and I advanced towards the body. After searching through this dismal forest for the better part of a week I may have finally stumbled upon some evidence in support of the rumors. Excitement coursed through me, the thought of affirming the rumors renewed the vigor I had had at the beginning of my search.
My stomach churned as I crept closer to the rotting corpse of the once mighty manticore. The incessant buzzing of the flies was almost impossible to ignore. I quickly circled around the body to determine a cause of death. The head, or what was left of it, looked like it had caved in on itself. Its mane had been dyed crimson with dried gore. My stomach redoubled its efforts to empty itself of my breakfast. For a few brief seconds I closed my eyes and collected myself. I sent a quick prayer to Celestia, thanking her that my willpower was stronger than my stomach.
It looks like something crushed its head, so that rules out a natural death. Oh Celestia that stench is horrible. There aren't many creatures in Equestria that could kill an adult manticore. So whatever did this is strong. The body can't be more than a day or two old...I think. Regardless of whether or not the rumors were true, there is certainly something strong enough to kill a manticore here. That alone should be enough evidence that something is here.
I turned away from the body and started trotting back towards my camp, with the intent of heading back to Canterlot. For the most part, I was relieved that I hadn't seen many of the Everfree's dangerous denizens, however a small part of me was also disappointed that I hadn't seen the creature. To be honest, the Everfree had failed to live up to my expectations. I hadn't run into any large animals in the fabled forest. The dead manticore had been the first evidence of any creatures I had seen that was larger than a pony.
There were two versions to the rumor. The marginally more popular version was that the creature was a metal golem that wandered the forest. Supposedly created by a rogue wizard. The less popular version was that the creature was "some weird cross between a Diamond Dog and a Minotaur but not" and had almost always been spotted near the river that ran through the Everfree. In my opinion the second version was just plain silly.
I personally wanted the first version to be true. It's the entire reason I had volunteered to come here. Nopony had constructed a golem in centuries, magic like that had been lost for centuries. The thought of studying it and finding the unicorn responsible for its creation was exhilarating. Despite the fact that I have no real skill with magic beyond the common spells, I loved studying magic theory, it was one of my favorite past times.
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The trek back to the camp had taken the better part of a day, I had strayed off the path a few times to investigate some odd tracks that I didn't recognize or an odd sound. The frequency of the unknown tracks only increased as I neared the camp. Which was more than just a little disconcerting. 
I quickly packed up my camp, I decided to leave the tent behind, as it would slow me down. I only wanted to return to Canterlot. Earlier in the day I had been excited to find evidence of this creature, now my mind insisted on returning to the image of the devastated skull of the manticore. What if the golem were hostile? If a manticore couldn't defeat it then what hope did I have against it?
I travelled through the forest for the better part of the night. Celestias' Moon somehow penetrated the dense tree-line and provided enough light that I could see where I was going. Towards the edge of the forest I could see a campfire. The journey out had been more exhausting then I thought it would be. 
A part of me told me to keep going and ignore the bonfire, the new town of Ponyville lay ahead and I could rest at an inn there. It would be at least another hour or two until I reach Ponyville though. Maybe I could just rest at the campfire for an hour or so and then I'll continue to Ponyville. That sounds fine, these peasants shouldn't recognize me anyway.
The thought of socializing with somepony, even a commoner, excited me, I had been wandering alone in the forest for a week. "Hello? Is anypony there?" I called out to greet anypony that was near the camp. No answer. That's disappointing. Well they'll probably be back soon. Maybe they went to go look for more firewood. I sat down near the fire. 
While I waited, I took in the campsite around me. It didn't seem like a normal pony camp, the camp was clearly improvised. The tent was far too large for just one pony. Next to the tent was an odd metal thing, I hadn't seen one before. I didn't really care though. Above the fire sat a metal pot, probably iron. It had an odd scent emanating from it. Curiosity eventually won out over manners; I levitated the lid off of the pot to look inside. 
Before I could look inside, the distinct thump of something hitting the ground came from behind me. It's probably the campers, I need to make sure they know I'm no threat to them. I spoke as I slowly turned to face my new compatriots. "I apologize for being so rude as to visit your camp uninvited, however I have been trav-" I trailed off as I took in the monster before me.
The creature before me was unlike anything I had ever seen. It stood on two legs like a minotaur, easily near the same height. The beasts body was thinner and leaner. It seemed to be entirely made of metal, with intricate designs and patterns all over it, except for its head. The monsters head had a short black mane, the face was mostly free of fur. Next to the bottom of its legs was the broken body of an Earth Pony mare. 
What the buck is that thing? Oh Celestia, please save me! Celestia is this...this thing what the rumors are about? My heart beat quickened as the monster walked over to the nearby tent, never taking its brown eyes off of me. It reached down and grabbed the odd metal thing near the tent and set it over its head. The monster advanced cautiously towards me, lifting a large mace with its right arm. 
It was now just a few paces away. A million thoughts raced through my mind. I need to run. I could fight back. Is that poor mare dead? What is this thing? Where did it come from? Does it understand me? Can I talk it down? Will I get to see my son agai-

	