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It has been over 50 years since Princess Celestia took in a little three-tailed fox as her student, years filled with affection, teaching, discoveries, and love, raising her in the hope she could purify Luna from her corruption.
Now the day has come as the seal holding Nightmare Moon trapped is about to break. It is up to Kyuubi and Twilight to save Princess Luna.
Will the five-tailed kitsune step up and succeed? How will Ponyville react to a four-meters tall but fluffy predator? And most importantly, what struggles and sacrifices will be needed to achieve victory, and who will have to make them?
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Prologue


Celestia’s bedchamber is usually a little sanctuary where the princess can rest and recover her strength. Tonight, however, pleasant rest was the last thing on her mind.
She ignored a few shelves filled with literature that often helped her refresh her knowledge. Even the fireplace lacked its usual flames.
Instead of enjoying warm accommodations, the princess stood atop her private balcony, feeling the cold wind assault her wings and fur.
It was still too early to lower the sun or to stargaze with her trusty telescope, and she wasn't interested in admiring her capital.
The princess gazed at a little town on the horizon while many questions filled her mind: Will she hug her dear Luna again? Will Twilight take the final step in learning the meaning of true friendship? Will she manage to unlock the missing Element of Magic? Or will Kyuubi’s holy magic prove strong enough to free Luna from Nightmare’s influence? And most importantly, will she see all her loved ones in one piece again?
While she had two students, doubling her chances to succeed, it also meant she had twice as much to lose. Both the students she had grown to love could perish in the event of failure. This very thought caused her heart to beat at a rapid pace as she held her forehoof on her chest.
Keep it calm, Celestia, you have to believe in your pupils.
The princess flinched, nearly falling off of the balcony as a scroll popped into existence before her face.
With a flap of her majestic wings, Celestia flew up, returning to her previous spot on the balcony as she levitated over and unrolled the scroll. Her eyes opened wide. The only student knowing about my sister’s corruption is Kyuubi. How did Twilight…? No, Kyuubi promised that she wouldn’t tell Twilight, maybe Shining Armor did?
She kept reading, feeling as if her heart was trying to escape from her chest. Alright, Celestia. Just remain calm and improvise!
She walked inside, levitating over a feather pen, some ink and a scroll.
So somepony with neither my knowledge nor my consent wrote about the return of Nightmare Moon. How did they figure out when the seal would break? So many questions, so few answers. She groaned in annoyance. Regardless, if there’s a book, even if it’s forgotten or hidden, Twilight of all ponies will find it. It’s possibly her most annoying habit. Still, she’s far from the most annoying student I’ve ever had, a massive step above Sunset for sure. Her ears dropped. I wish I could salvage my relationship with Sunset. I miss her.
The moment her message vanished in flames, she sat and released a long sigh of relief. She had personally planned to send her students to Ponyville, maybe even escort them there. It was no longer the case.
Knowing Twilight, she would undoubtedly bombard her with questions, and the less the unicorn knew about Nightmare Moon, the better. If Kyuubi succeeds, all the better. If she fails, it will be up to Twilight and potential Element Bearers. Their friendship needed to form naturally.

Twilight groaned, standing on her rear hooves with her forehooves on the side of the chariot. “A dusty old fairy tale? I can’t believe she called a danger to Equestria a dusty old fairy tale.”
A moment later, she heard a mental message in her mind. And what did you expect? That written legends can count as evidence?
“Kyuubi is right. Just focus on the Summer Sun Celebration and make some friends,” Spike advised, holding the response from Her Highness in his claws. 
“For your information, the statistical evidence for legends turning out to be the truth is surprisingly high in Equestria, reaching approximately seventy-seven point six-eight percent.” Twilight raised her head and turned to a fellow student. “You… don’t look too good, are you airsick?”  She stared at the fox-like creature, who lay on her side with exhaustion clear in her half-closed eyes.
Her attention focused on five long puffy tails as each tail gave the kitsune a specific specialty. She noticed a silvery aura surrounding her second tail, this one responsible for communication. Telepathy and telekinesis, to be precise.
Try cutting away forty years with an advanced version of the age-altering spell. See if you would look any better, Kyuubi retorted, sounding somewhat peeved. She massaged her forehead with a paw. She looked back to Twilight with remorse. Sorry for snapping. I’ve got a lot of things on my mind too.
“It’s okay, Kyuubi, I get it,” Twilight said, smirking. “But to be fair, I’m not even half as old as you. I guess you’re getting cranky in your old age,” Twilight teased, earning a pouty frown in return.
Next to the kitsune sat a pink filly with a violet mane, an earth pony with a hedgehog cutie mark. Despite her young and defenseless appearance, Twilight was fully aware that it was misleading in more ways than one.
While Celestia had two students, Kyuubi had adopted one of her own, a cursed earth pony named Lily Longsock. Kyuubi had purified her curse, replacing it with a powerful blessing. And knowing Lily, Ponyville was going to witness her power first hoof.
“You could have asked our mentor to reduce your age. You know you need to conserve your magic in order to stay alive.“ Twilight lectured, “Exhausting your reserves on draining spells is very unreasonable.”
“Miss Bookworm has a point there,” Lily said in a teasing tone as the unicorn frowned in response. “You need to watch your health. You’re far from invincible.”
You don’t have to tell me twice. I wish I had ponies’ strength and durability because, to be frank, I feel as if I was made of paper. Kyuubi licked her lips and gulped before looking away. Feeling vulnerable aside, I smell intensely concentrated and delicious magic from both of you. She stomped, her paw making weak thudding noise on the metallic chariot. Stupid instincts!
Lily gently stroked kitsune’s forepaw.
I know I can keep it in check, but it is still frustrating. Kyuubi pushed herself into a sitting position, smiling upon feeling the wind on her fur. The chariot itself was painted in golden color and was extra-large to store four pony-sized passengers.
Spike crossed his arms. “Even if this legend is true, what can one alicorn do against the entire nation? Besides, Princess Celestia and Princess Cadence can team up, making it two alicorns against one. You worry way too much.”
Lily puffed and rubbed her chest, her head raised in pride. She spoke with confidence strong in her voice, "And they can always count on special forces. With me in charge and on the frontlines, even an evil alicorn doesn't stand a chance." She lowered her hoof and looked at Twilight with a grin on her face. "And in past years, we did your brother a favor and ensured that the Royal Guard has at least some level of competence."
Spike placed his hand on Lily's shoulder and commented, "If by that you mean giving them all training and a beating at least once a month, then yes, they are more than capable. Go, boot-camp Lily!" As he pressed his cheek against filly's, he looked at Twilight with a reassuring smile. "See? You have nothing to worry about."
Twilight leaped forward, pressing her muzzle against Spike's nose. She asked, "Are you saying I should just sit back and do nothing!?"
Spike gently pushed her muzzle away. Now free, he approached a bag that was half his size, picking up the response from the princess. Showing it to Twilight, he said, "‘Oversee preparations, make friends, have some fun.’ Even your mentor tells you to loosen up."
Lily leaped to the side and whispered into Spike's right ear, "Easier said than done. I've been working on her for years. Still a work in progress."
Spike whispered back, "Helping Twilight chill isn't simple work." He chuckled. "But rather a life-long career."
“You know I can hear you,” Twilight said, crossing her hooves. Lily and Spike’s grins were unrepentant.
I must agree with Spike. Since it will be our first time in Ponyville, we should leave a good first impression and befriend our neighbors.
Twilight lowered her head and sighed. "Alright, alright, I will play along, at least for now, but we need to be efficient." 
Efficient? We know what that means. Kyuubi glanced at Spike and Lily, winking.
"She means checklists," Spike affirms.
Unamused, Twilight stomped twice, trying to get everyone's attention. "Kyuubi and Lily, you're group one. Spike and I will form group two. We will share our tasks and get things done twice as fast."
The little earth pony nodded, leaping up in excitement.
No jumping in the speeding chariot, please," Kyuubi said as she caught the filly in mid-air with her magic.
Lily giggled before smashing her hooves against one another, summoning waves of magic that neutralized the silvery aura that held her in place. She quickly perched herself atop kitsune's back.
As the colorful homes came into view, Twilight stretched herself and called, "Spike, please fetch me my trusty checklists.”
“Called it,” Spike said as he dug into a saddlebag with a purple star decorating it. He picked up and juggled a few scrolls until one accidentally fell off the chariot and was caught by Twilight’s levitation.
“S-sorry.”
As the chariot finally landed, Twilight attached the saddlebag onto her side and stepped onto the solid ground, scrolls, and pen in her levitation. “Attention!” She addressed the rest of the crew as even the escorting pegasi saluted, respecting her and her brother’s authority.
Twilight finished writing on one scroll, creating a checklist for the duo before her. She levitated it towards Lily for safekeeping. “I need you to go to Sweet Apple Acres and check on the food supply.”
She looked up, narrowing her eyes and stomping with one forehoof as many white clouds still lingered in the sky, blocking the rays of the sun. "Then find a pegasus named Rainbow Dash. She's in charge of the weather, and I believe she needs some encouragement."
"Don't worry. If Kyuubi's diplomacy fails, you can count on me." Lily grinned and stretched her limbs, causing a few bone-snapping noises. "I have my ways."
Kyuubi unrolled the given scroll with the help of her second tail, levitating the to-do-checklist before her face.
So you will visit Miss Rarity and Pinkie Pie, who are in charge of entertainment and decorations. In that case, I volunteer to check on Miss Fluttershy. Listening to some calming music sounds lovely. Kyuubi levitated over Twilight's pen, adding one more name into the list. Where should we regroup afterward? 
"The local library. It is located inside a large tree, very hard to miss." She pointed at a tree that towered over a sea of colorful homes.
Spike ran over before digging maps from the saddlebag. "I can't believe you didn't pack anything. But we got you covered. I took a spare map just for you." He threw one map at kitsune, who caught it with her levitation.
"Let's get it over with quickly. Maybe I'll find more information about Nightmare Moon in the local library. So the faster, the better."
"Not this again!" Spike said, facepalming. "What happened to leaving a good first impression and making friends?" He pointed at the approaching earth pony, who did so in a bouncy manner.

Kyuubi watched as the first contact with the locals ended in colossal failure as the citizen of Ponyville just gasped and ran away the moment Twilight said a few words.
“Well, so much for leaving a good first impression and making friends. We can check that off the list,” Twilight commented in annoyance. “Time to get the job done. I am counting on you, Kyuubi. See you soon at the library.“
The two groups went their separate ways, no longer seeing each other a few minutes later. Aside from Kyuubi's student, a few colorful homes and few confused bystanders kept the kitsune company. Fortunately, the Sweet Apple Acres didn't seem to be too far from their landing zone as long green hills covered by trees slowly came into view.
“So, what’s the real plan?” Lily asked from a comfortable spot atop kitsune’s back.
What do you mean?
“Isn’t this obvious? We both know that Nightmare is returning, and we must do something about it.” Lily raised her head pridefully. “How bout this. I’ll knock her out with a sneaky punch so you can purify her. That’s a perfect plan.”
I wish it could be that easy, but I know better than to underestimate an alicorn. Our friends will help us out. A few ponies stopped in their tracks to look at the filly riding a big fox, giving them odd glances.
Kyuubi ignored it, concentrating on sending mental messages only to her little assistant. Princess Celestia was so insistent on keeping Twilight in the dark. I hope she won’t need to get too involved if I can help it.
“I dunno. Twilight may be a bookworm, but that mare’s got serious force behind her magic. Not to mention, our practices got her into good shape and gave her some combat experience. I hate to admit it, but she would make a great third team member.”
She certainly would. Kyuubi chuckled at the competitiveness of her student as she took in the view of her surroundings. An apple tree stood next to an apple tree that stood next to an apple tree, and it was hard to tell where the orchard ended. To think just one family runs an orchard of this size. Kyuubi passed under the small arch that served as the entrance to the farm, the thin frame decorated thickly with vines and apples.
“Meh, I could run it myself,” Lily remarked before stopping and pointing towards ahead. “Look!”
“Yeehaw!” The pair diverted their attention to the sound of galloping, spotting an orange-furred, blonde maned mare with a stetson field hat atop her head. The mare rushed towards an apple tree and did a smooth about-face to knock into the tree with her rear hooves. Amazingly, the apples of all colors fell into the surrounding wooden buckets, none missing their mark. The apple mare had her head tilted up with a proud smile on her face, a front hoof crossing over the other. 
Her balance between power and technique is perfect. I love it, Kyuubi thought aloud as she found herself impressed by the mare's efficiency. She quietly clapped with her forepaws.
Her assistant jumped quite a distance from her back, mimicking the farm pony’s technique on a nearby apple tree. A rain of apples followed the moment her little hooves hit the towering tree, which grabbed the orange mare’s full attention.
“Hey, what do ya think yer doin’? That’s our property you are spilling all over the ground, lil missy!”
“Sorry. Seeing you in action, I couldn’t help myself.” Lily trotted circles around the farmer. “How did I do?”
“Wait, all those apples. Ya did that? How many kicks? How long were ya at it?”
“Just one. I tried to be gentle.”
“Just one!?” She gasped, but calmed down quickly and chuckled. “Yeah, sure, Ah know yer pullin’ mah leg. Even Apple Bloom ain’t that strong. How old are ya anyway?”
“Twenty five. I’m way older than I look.”
“Say whaaat?”
Kyuubi chuckled at mare’s reaction, deciding to introduce herself. Hello, it’s a pleasure to meet you. My name is…
“Huh, who said that?” asked the earth pony, looking around in confusion before flinching. “Watch out, a giant wolf!”
Excuse me?! Kyuubi raised her forepaw and eyebrow in annoyance. If anything, at least call me a mighty fox. She grimaced. Why was she even called giant when she had shrunk herself to the size of an average pony? I take offense to that.
“Ah’ll protect ya!” Applejack said as she bypassed Lily and jumped forward.
Kyuubi took a step back, her eyes wide and heartbeat rapid. The farm mare closed the distance in an instant and now held raised rear legs ready to strike her chest. She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, expecting a broken ribcage and multiple cracked bones.
“Get the hay off of mah farm. No pony meat for ya, ya nasty varmint!”
Kyuubi awaited the impact, only to hear a clash of hooves and a yelping noise. She slowly opened one eye, then another, seeing the farm mare stuck against a cracked tree as she imagined stars circling over the mare’s head. She looked down, receiving a proud smile from Lily. “Don’t worry. You’re safe with me.” The filly puffed her chest. “Nopony, nor any other creature will hurt you on my watch.”
“Ouch… mah brain hurts…”
Kyuubi smiled awkwardly while a silvery aura surrounded her third tail. She approached, placing her paw on the forehead of the confused mare, healing her injury. It wasn’t how she had imagined a meeting with the locals to go. As the farm mare panicked, Lily leaped forward and held her against the tree, and it seemed to be only a matter of time until the tree would end up pulled out by its roots in the struggle.
Please calm down! I am not an intruder, and I have no intention of harming you. I’m here to oversee preparations for the Summer Sun Celebration.
“Huh? Wait. Are ya the one whose voice Ah hear in mah head?” 
Correct. The kitsune lowered herself, trying to look as peaceful and vulnerable as possible. My name is Kyuubi. I’m one of the two personal students of Princess Celestia, and I am speaking to you telepathically. It is my task to oversee the preparations for the upcoming celebration and to see if you require any assistance with providing food. Please take my deepest apologies for scaring you.
The farm mare just kept staring back, her eyes wide as she slowly came to a realization. “Yer… yer… and Ah tried to… Ponyfeathers!” 
The large fox favored the farm pony with a warm smile she learned from years around her mentor. Please, don’t feel bad, I forgive you. Honestly, I should also apologize that Lily used force against you, miss. Ummm… Is it too much to ask for an introduction?
“Apple… Applejack…” Applejack said, no longer held prisoner by the smaller earth pony. A big red blush was present on her cheeks.
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Kitsune Among the Apples


Thanks to Lily’s help buying her time, Kyuubi got an opening to clear up the misunderstanding. What followed was hospitality of the highest magnitude: a table filled with every apple-related snack in existence.
One dish atop another. A large pile of seemingly endless apple food. Even if she dispelled the effect of an advanced age-altering from herself, regaining a few meters of height, it still would not be enough. Her massive belly would still struggle to eat even half of it, and that said a lot.
Aside from that, she received apologetic stares from half a hundred ponies. Under normal circumstances, it would be a good thing. However, looking at so many magical creatures gathered together, combined with her exhausted reserves of magic, made it most uncomfortable. The fact that they all had appetizing names made her struggle even harder not to sink teeth in those tasty flanks.
She licked her lips and resisted the temptation, picking one apple-treat instead as carmel and a juicy apple satisfied her taste-buds.
An elderly mare with only skin and bones present on each limb walked ahead of the crowd, the very sight making Kyuubi regret she was unable to heal the illness commonly called old age. She remembered a few doctors that studied her abilities in her youth, who she suspected had passed to a better place. It appeared that only Celestia, Cadence, Philomena, Lily, and perhaps Spike shared her longevity.
“Ah'm mighty sorry for Applejack’s embarrassingly unruly behavior,” said an elderly pony. She gestured with her head and hoof as the farm mare emerged from the crowd.
"Ah'm very, very sorry," Applejack said, taking off her hat. She held the hat against her chest and stared back apologetically. "Ah jumped to kick ya without a second thought." Her ears dropped. "Ah still can't believe Ah almost hurt the student of the princess. No, more than that. Ah almost hurt the Sage of the Everfree."
Kyuubi shook her paw dismissively. It’s fine, really. I already said you don’t have to… Wait, you called me the Sage Of The Everfree?
“To be honest, Ah had no idea the Sage would be Her Highness’ student. Makes sense, though.”
Kyuubi blinked, now crunching the apple at a slower pace as she tried to comprehend the new information. I can’t believe that rumor is still alive. I left that forest eight years ago, she said to Applejack and a few ponies next to her. While she had little difficulty speaking with a singular creature, it was more difficult to talk with a group. The more ponies she talked with, the more strain it left on her mind, meaning that addressing a whole crowd was out of the question. What do the rumors say about me?
The elderly mare spoke first, “We heard ya tame Timberwolves and monsters with yer mysteriooooous powers.”
She nodded as she thought back to her first encounter with the wooden creatures, grimacing at the unpleasant memory. In a sense, they were similar to her. They tried to suck leftovers of her magic, and the more they stole, the more logs and branches attached to their bodies, increasing their size. In response, she used her teeth against one of them, stealing its magic in turn as it caused her body to grow.
To save herself, she used her holy magic, and the wolves quickly learned that purifying spells works exceptionally well against possessed objects.
A little filly smaller than even Lily, climbed up the muscular stallion, speaking from behind his neck. “Ah heard ya conquered an evil Zebra and turned her good, and ya rescue folks lost in the forest."
The tallest stallion added, “Eeyup.” And Kyuubi had to admit that he was one big Apple, though not as tall as her mentor. On the other hoof, he was way bulkier, no doubt from hard work in the field, and she could respect that.
“From what Ah heard, yer a very great creature. Mah name’s Apple Bloom, nice to meet ya.”
Kyuubi blushed, scratching the back of her neck with her right paw. It was only natural to help others, and as someone blessed by God with holy magic, it was her sworn duty to aid those in need. Not to mention it just felt nice. Wait. Evil Zebra? She thought. Why would anyone think that? It makes no sense. She made a mental note to address this rumor shortly.
“That cursed forest became less dangerous and some beasts were tamed. Our farm has also had fewer problems with those pesky timberwolves in the past two decades,” said the elderly mare before pointing at the kitsune. “Ah bet yer behind it all.”
Maybe, she responded, now deep in thought. She did use her magic to feed local creatures and even lectured them to leave the ponies in peace, earning their fear and their respect. I suppose my actions have added up over the years.
Kyuubi woke up from her thoughts when Applejack finally took her turn to speak. “And Ah heard that to save a pony from bein’ eaten by a vicious Manticore, ya gave yer own leg for it to chew instead, and ya grew back yer limb right after. That’s a story to remember, Ah tell ya.”
A collective gasp came from the crowd of Apples.
Kyuubi quickly grabbed her left foreleg and started massaging it while recalling the unpleasant memory. Her ears were flat against her head, and a grimace was present on her face. Fortunately, soon after that event, with Zecora’s guidance, she came up with a spell to turn magic into edible orbs, which would fill the bellies of the predators while calming their aggression. Unfortunately, having to tear away her limb to rescue somepony was an unpleasant experience, even if she could regrow it in half a minute. 
The phantom pain in her regenerated foreleg didn’t hurt nearly as much as the memory of what had followed years afterward...
She reflexively blinked her eyes to halt the tears from forming as she lowered her head in shame. She vividly recalled that horrible day Princess Celestia found out. Kyuubi had just returned from her usual Everfree walkabout and was immediately set upon by her sorrowful teacher. 
After a short discussion to confirm things, Celestia snatched the larger kitsune up and moved her somewhere private for a long lecture. Half of Canterlot had heard the Royal Canterlot Voice for the first time in decades.
Kyuubi suppressed a reflexive sniffle as she had never seen Celestia so upset. She also recalled that heartbreaking, cracking voice so unlike the maternal tone her mentor was known for, which made her feel extreme regret and shame. Celestia was her mentor and caretaker after all, and disappointing the princess made her sad in turn. Hurting her feelings felt even worse.
The mutual sobbing, comforting and cuddling afterward was a balm to the souls of both the kitsune and the alicorn. Even though she was a magical creature with powerful healing capabilities, far different than her pony friends, they still cared about her well-being. Even though she was a dangerous predator, her mentor trusted her with her life. That very day she learned a lot about their feelings and swore to never hurt them again.
The tale of the Sage still circulated but none in Canterlot dared mention it in Princess Celestia’s presence.
Lily looked up at her with a comforting expression while a few faces in the surrounding crowd gained a shade of green.
“She did what?!” Apple Bloom asked, gasping. Her eyes opened wide as she stared at her older sister in disbelief, so did many young folks from the Apple family.
“Applejack, not in front of the little seeds,” Granny scolded, stomping and pointing at the gathered ponies. She narrowed her eyes, sending a cold glare.
“S-sorry, Ah got carried away,” Applejack responded, adding a nervous chuckle. Applejack had been sipping at her namesake beverage, and it showed.
Kyuubi yelped in surprise when Apple Bloom suddenly jumped onto her back, making quite a distance. Usually, she was not so easily frightened, but with so many ponies radiating with tasty magic and sad memories surfacing in her mind, she felt somewhat tense.
“Ya have to stay for brunch and tell us more ‘bout ya. Storytellin’, please!” The filly bounced enthusiastically.
The secondary tail of the kitsune was surrounded by a silvery aura as a similar aura enveloped the filly, levitating her onto the stallion's back. I'm very sorry, Little Apple Bloom, but I need to focus on overseeing the preparation, and… and… In an instant, wide eyes of sweetness and sadness assaulted her from all sides. While she could resist the pleading stare from Apple Bloom alone, refusing the army of Apple fillies felt near impossible.
Sweat fell down her cheeks while her mind refused to refuse. Could her mental warfare even be called a battle when she felt so outmatched? With a deep sigh, she lowered her head and answered. Alright… I will stay for brunch and storytelling.
A combined “Yaaaay” from the fillies and even a few adults filled the area.
Kyuui perched herself on the grass next to the dining table, ensuring she had apple-snacks at paw's reach. She addressed the ponies, starting from the fillies. I'm not much of a storyteller, so I will just tell you about my past. Hopefully, it will help us get to know each other better and still be entertaining. 
She gestured with her forepaw as Lily quickly sat next to her, perching her side against the fur on kitsune's side. Please, sit comfortably. It is going to be a long story. Kyuubi raised her forepaws reflexively as the little Apples quickly swarmed over her, perching themselves on her fives tails. Some pressed themselves against her fur from all sides to a point where she couldn't move a single limb.
Kyuubi sighed, wishing the tasty-looking Apples kept at least some resemblance of a distance. But alas, most ponies didn't seem to know the meaning of personal space when it came to her fur. Sometimes, she wondered if it was a magical lure to entice prey to her. She didn’t mind either way.
“Yer fur is so soft,” said one little Apple.
“So fluffy!” More words of praise came from the fillies and foals, one after another. There were also a few requests for a hug.
“We're all comfy. Tell yer story when yer ready, Miss Foxy,” Apple Bloom remarked as she hugged and nuzzled the tip of kitsune's third tail, smiling in bliss.
Kyuubi smiled back while able to move only her head, accepting her fate. The surrounding ponies could barely stand, almost melting from seeing a ball of fillies piling up atop a ball of fluff. She carried over her mental message to the adults, who nodded and formed a circle around her. Miss Applejack, was it? Seeing a nod, she added, I can't use telepathy to so many ponies at once. Would you be a sweetheart and carry on my story.
"Huh?" 
I meant, I tell you my story, and you tell everypony else. Please.
"Ah, I get ya. Will do, Sugar-cube."
Kyuubi chuckled at the funny nickname, which nicely reflected on her sweet personality.
I was raised by priests and monks led by Father Rodrigo, though Timothy was the closest to me. They believed I was just an ordinary fox until I grew another tail. They taught me compassion and faith when others would prefer to take my life.
Applejack stopped telling fellow Apples what she heard from Kyuubi, glancing at her in shock. “Take yer life? What do ya mean by that?”
Because of my origin, Kyuubi explained. I was too young to recall memories of my parents and was unaware of what species I was and the history behind it, but the priests and monks knew. She paused and narrowed her eyes, showing hints of anger to the welcoming ponies. I'm what they call a kitsune, a multi-tailed fox. A member of my kin, a vengeful Ninetails, committed a lot of sins, bringing war and destruction to many nations in my former land.
Kyuubi stood on her rear paws, carefully lifting a few fillies that clung to her fur as her thin legs trembled under the weight. She spread her long thin forepaws as if trying to display the size of the Ninetails. From what I heard, he was massive, larger than a church. He wielded destructive black magic, used necromancy to lead an undead army, summoned demons to serve him. 
She smashed her paws together. Ninetails was determined to avenge our overhunted kin, which was at the brink of extinction. Armies were slaughtered. Castles were besieged. She opened her mouth, pointing at her shining teeth. Any mage who dared to face him was eaten as their magic made him even more powerful.
Applejack gulped and smiled awkwardly, unsure what part of the story she should tell aloud. It would terrify the fillies for sure.
Kyuubi gave up to the weight of the fillies and sat, almost tripping over. While black magic had an advantage in war, it had one glaring weakness, Kyuubi continued with an urgent tone. Blessed by God, priests and monks aided the desperate armies, blessing them and giving them hope of victory. Using holy magic, they bested demons, undead soldiers, and even Ninetails struggled against them. But while it was strong against black magic, Ninetails was a cunning and powerful foe, withdrawing and recovering his strength when on the verge of defeat. He knew he would win a war of attrition. Unable to kill him, priests sealed him away.
Applejack nodded, ignoring the questioning stares of the fillies. Many adult ponies also started looking at her in confusion, gesturing at her to continue the story.
Kyuubi raised her forepaw, lifting one filly who hugged it. She held it against her chest, which the filly nuzzled enthusiastically. Priests and monks had every right to distrust me, but instead of taking away my life, they put me through a ritual, letting God decide my fate. What followed was the growth of my third tail and a gift of holy magic. They kept me hidden and taught me after that.
Applejack released a breath she didn’t know she was holding. Choosing words carefully, she told the Apples what she just learned with heavy censorship. 
A mean nine-tailed kitsune was defeated and banished by brave priests and monks, who then raised a young kitsune with care and love, teaching her good magic and helping her grow into a wise, kindhearted sage. A white and black story that satisfied the fillies.
You don’t wish to scare those adorable little fillies and foals, I understand. Feel free to share the details with the adults later. I have nothing to hide, Kyuubi said as she gently nuzzled the filly on her raised arm, then did the same to a colt on her shoulder. Unfortunately, and understandably, a veteran knight tainted by the war didn’t share their trust. Once he learned about me, he rallied other knights and forced his way into the church. To save my life, the priests banished me to Equestria, where a kind and caring princess took me under her tutelage. Kyuubi smiled in bliss at the following memory. Memories of living with the princess were precious to her.
She skipped the part where one of the priests jumped in front of the sword to protect her. The following memory caused her ears to drop as a few foals and fillies noticed the distress on her face. It was the day when she pushed her healing magic to its limits, healing the priest and herself. She stained the Canterlot garden with her blood as two royal guards witnessed her healing abilities first-hoof. 
Kyuubi forced a smile, reassuring the fillies that everything was fine. She looked at Applejack and continued, The princess helped me develop my healing and purifying magic, and so much more. She gently levitated a few fillies and colts away from her tails, receiving pouts of sadness in return. She turned to the side and displayed her tails, pointing at each of them. My first tail keeps me alive, guiding magic in my body. It lets me eat all kinds of food and even survive on magic alone. My second tail is responsible for levitation and telepathy. In other words, it allows me to talk with all of you.”

Applejack nodded, telling other ponies the importance behind Kyuubi’s tails. While she wasn't a studious pony herself, not interested in learning about fancy magic, in this case, she showed some curiosity. Not to mention learning about The Sage of the Everfree was an honor in itself. Though, she couldn’t deny that learning about Ninetails planted a seed of doubt in her mind. 
My third tail, a precious gift from God, helps me guide holy magic. I can heal injuries in an instant and purify possessed objects. Timberwolves learned it the hard way. 
Applejack grinned and thought, Serves them right. 
My fourth tail is responsible for defensive magic. I can use it to protect myself and those dear to me. She smiled awkwardly. Mostly myself because unlike ponies, my physical capabilities and durability are very lacking. She patted her fifth tail and sighed. Hiding in the Everfree Forest was not easy. I had no experience living in the wild and struggled to survive. It is where I meet Zecora. 
"Zecora?" Applejack said. 
Zecora was a young, wise zebra who taught me how to survive. We helped each other. She helped me learn how to control my inner magic, and I assisted her any way I could. That was when my fifth tail came to life.
As Applejack finished speaking to the Apples, Granny Smith asked, “A wise zebra? She wasn’t an Evil Enchantress?”
Evil Enchantress!? Goodness, no. She was an adventurous alchemist who wished to settle down in the Everfree to discover rare ingredients. She was wary of others but not evil. She sighed at the implication and facepawed, upset by how ponies thought of her friend for years. Also, zebras do not spread curses. They control their inner magic to boost their survivability and boost the effectiveness of their potions. They cast self-boosts, not curses.
Murmurs and whispers came from the crowd, lasting for a minute or two.
Applejack rubbed her chin thoughtfully. She wasn’t sure who started these rumors, but she sure was quick to believe them. Her family wasn’t any different. She gritted her teeth and lowered her hat as guilt grew in strength in her mind. While she and her family were very welcoming to fellow ponies and treated their farm animals well, they were quick to judge non-ponies. Most animals who caused them trouble were nothing but vermin and non-pony creatures weren’t to be trusted. The stories of terrible wars and violence happening outside of Equestria's borders circled in her family for generations. Still, it was no excuse to assume the worst about zebras.
Apple Bloom reached towards Kyuubi’s muzzle and asked, “Ya said ya were hidin’ in the forest. But yer a student of the princess. Why were ya hidin’? It wasn't a game of 'hide and seek?' Not for so long, it wouldn’t be. Right?
Kyuubi chuckled before raising both of her paws, perching Apple Bloom on them. 
Applejack heard a mental message which seemed to be for Apple Bloom. It is because I did a terrible thing to one of my friends.
“Yer friend?” Apple Bloom asked as she placed her forehooves on Kyuubi’s muzzle, her ears dropped. “But why did ya hide? Why not apologize?”
It wasn’t that simple, sweetie. I am a predator, a magical creature. The less magic I have in me, the strongest my desire is to hunt. 
Applejack bit her bottom lip. She slowly walked towards Kyuubi, deciding to keep Apple Bloom in hoof-reach. Just in case.
My friend Sunset Shimmer had the best intentions in mind, trying to help me develop my magic. I begged her to stop, but she wouldn’t listen. My life was in danger. I lost control. She lowered Apple Bloom to the ground as her eyes started watering, which in turn made other fillies and foals look at the kitsune with confused stares. Before I knew it, I ate Sunset’s foreleg, stealing part of her magic to save myself. Once I got back to my senses and realized what I had done, I healed the injury. I restored her foreleg, but I could not heal her trauma. I saw it in her eyes. She wouldn’t accept any apology. 
Kyuubi whimpered, forcing herself to continue the story. It was not something a simple apology could solve. I was too ashamed to face Princess Celestia, so I fled to the Everfree as a punishment and to keep ponies away from me for their safety.
Apple Bloom’s face became pale as she started walking backward, hiding behind her older sister’s rear legs.
“All right, fillies and colts. Enough of the hugging and nuzzling, walk away from Kyuubi,” Applejack said with a firm tone, glaring at the kitsune with narrowed eyes. She ignored their protest and said, “Ah said, walk away.” She stomped, which proved enough to convince fillies and foals.
Lily looked between Applejack and Kyuubi before stepping forward, giving her a challenging glare. “Let me guess. She told you something, and now you see her as a monster.”
Applejack stared back, now having a glaring contest with the filly.
“Applejack, what’s gotten into you?” Granny Smith said, approaching with tired steps on her trembling legs.
“Ah have a good reason…” Applejack was interrupted by a mental message.
Miss Granny Smith, Applejack has every right to be wary of me. There's no need to argue. Kyuubi bowed her head. Thank you for your hospitality. I shall take my leave.
“But this isn’t fair,” Lily said as she ran towards Kyuubi, now walking by her side.
Applejack kept looking at the legs-eating sage as she had much to think over. Learning the dark truth about someone she admired wasn’t easy to take. Still, one thing bugged her. “Kyuubi.” 
That got the kitsune to stop. Yes?
“Mind answerin’ one last question of mine?”
Of course.
Kyuubi turned back and looked at her with that warm smile. How could this predator be so friendly after admitting to something so horrible? “Why did ya tell me about it? Ya could have skipped the part with Ninetails. Ya could lie about yer reason for hidin’ in the forest. Why didn’t ya?”
Kyuubi’s smile was still warm as it was in the past hour. Applejack, lying is a sin, and I never hid anything about myself. She held her forepaw on her chest. I told every detail of my past to the princess, even if it put me in a bad light. And I have no intention of hiding my horrible deeds. I’m dangerous, a natural enemy to beings filled with magic, and I will never hide it from anypony.
Applejack nodded as she found a large amount of respect towards the predator. She doubted even she would have the guts to be this honest if she was in the kitsune's skin.
But make no mistake. My mentor trusts me. My friends trust me. Despite my protests, they insist that I stay with them. I don’t want to hurt their feelings. Ponies are very forgiving and naive, but I have accepted that. All I can do is do my best to make sure they never regret it. Kyuubi lowered her paws and smiled even more warmly. I will be honest with you. It was very refreshing to meet a pony that’s wary of me. For this, I thank you, Applejack.
The farm mare lowered her guard as her muscles were no longer tense. Most of her doubts and fears vanished in an instant. She couldn’t tell why, but she couldn’t bring herself to distrust someone this honest. How could she distrust someone like her? 
“You know what Ah think after hearin’ all that, Kyuubi?”
What?
Taking a deep breath, she said, “Ah think Ah can trust ya.”
Kyuubi tilted her head to the side. Wait... What?
Applejack approached, leaving Apple Bloom behind. She looked slightly up, staring the sage in the eyes. “Yer honest, and Ah can tell ya have a good heart. Yer good deeds speak for themselves. Ah had mah doubts, but no more.”
Kyuubi held her forepaws curled under her neck as if she was a pleading puppy. Are you sure you’re not wary of me even a little? I am your natural enemy. You ponies should approach me with caution.
Applejack smiled. “Ya know, the more ya try to convince me, the more Ah trust ya.”
Not again. Kyuubi rolled her eyes, lowering her paws back to the ground in a huffy stomp. Oh, come on! Can I find at least one pony that would distrust me? At least one?!
Apple Bloom approached Kyuubi, cautiously at first but then quickly more confident. The two stared intently into the other’s eyes, Kyuubi going so far as to give the filly her patented puppy look. After a beat, the filly placed her hooves welcomingly on the large fox’s paw with an equally friendly smile. 
Kyuubi sighed. Apple Bloom, not you too. She couldn’t hide the smile on her muzzle as she looked back to the Apple filly and then the rest of the family as smiles were present on everyone at the acres. Ponies were forgiving and naive creatures, and she could only accept that and do her best so they would never regret it.
Lily’s smile was one of the brightest, murmuring to herself. “Not bad for our first stop.”
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Dash and the Flying Lily


There were three favorite things in her life: Competing, speed, and naps, all equally important. Well, maybe not, as flying fast was still a top priority, but naps were a close second.
Today she enjoyed her second favorite activity as her back sank into the puffy cloud, a comfort that only pegasi had the privilege of enjoying. She held her forelegs under her head for support while rays of the sun shone from above.
“Hey! Heeey! Heeey!!”
It wasn't to her liking when a loud voice woke her, interrupting her well-deserved nap. Frowning, she pushed herself to the side, peeking down from behind the cloud at whoever dared to interrupt her between-practice-nap.
"If you want hay, go to a restaurant. Can’t you see I'm sleeping here!? " She raised a forehoof to keep sun-rays at bay as she narrowed her eyes. The sight of a pegasus often proved superior when compared to other pony races, which helped her see details of the loud newcomers on the ground.
The one who woke her up and was now staring up at her appeared to be a young filly, an earth pony with a hedgehog cutie mark. Her mane and tail were a mix of violet and purple. The odd part, however, was that this filly was yelling at her from the back of a pony-sized fox.
Now, a pony owning a pet wouldn't be out of place if it was a little cat or an enthusiastic dog. A little earth pony riding a flour-colored fox three times her size on the other hoof was waaay out of the ordinary. Said fox having not one, not two, but five long fluffy tails were weird even by Ponyville's standards. 
Now that I think about it, Fluttershy often plays with animals way bigger than her, but she's an exception. What is this filly thinking? The pegasus thought as she jumped forward and descended, her wings flapping at a slow pace.
A mental message reached her mind, Yes. We can see that you were sleeping, just as we can see that clouds still cover the sky.
The pegasus tapped her chin, her full attention now on the filly's lips. "You can talk without opening your mouth? Neat."
"It wasn't me," the filly said, her tone filled with authority. She gently poked the fox's head and added, "It was Lady Kyuubi. She spoke to you telepathically." The fox nodded. "Are you Rainbow Dash?"
"The one and only. Have you heard of me?" Dash asked as she hovered in front of the fox's face, rubbing her chest, her head raised in pride. Her closed eyes opened widely. "Hey, wait. What did you say? This fox can talk?"
I am a kitsune, and yes, I spoke to you within your mind. The kitsune lowered her head with respect. My name is Kyuubi. I'm a student of the princess tasked with overseeing preparations for the Summer Sun Celebration. Nice to meet you, Rainbow Dash. She raised her head and turned to the side, revealing a pony who was sitting behind her neck. And her name is Lily.
"Nice to meet you," Lily said, stretching her forehoof towards the pegasus. "I'm Kyuubi's student and her trusty assistant. I also consider myself to be her bodyguard. Nice to meet you." 
The kitsune raised her forepaw towards the pegasus, taking Lily's example.
Dash stared at the exposed paw for a moment, confusion clear on her face. After a moment to understand the gesture, she booped kitsune's forepaw with her hoof, then did the same for the filly. "Yeah, sure." She rolled her eyes. "I bet you're the princess's pet or mascot. But a talking five tailed fox-kitsune? That's still cool."
Kyuubi frowned and stared at her paw, unfamiliar with that particular gesture.
Lily placed her hooves on the kitsune’s head and stretched her neck towards Dash. "Lady Kyuubi is not a pet! She's one of Celestia's students. Say you're sorry this instant!"
Dash chuckled, waving her forehoof dismissively. "Not falling for that. Like I would believe that the princess took a big fox as her student." She smirked as she pressed her muzzle against Lily's. "And that part where you're a student of a pet sounds even crazier."
If you don't wish to believe me, fine, I can live with that and won’t force you to believe, but you shouldn't neglect your duties. Kyuubi pointed at the sky, her eyes narrowed and judging. You're in charge of the weather, so I would be grateful if you started clearing the sky.
Dash yawned, stretching her limbs. "Sure, sure, but after my nap. Need to recharge after my practice."
Lily asked, "Practice?" 
Dash nodded. "I want to impress the amazing Wonderbolts!" she shouted, her sleepiness temporarily replaced with excitement. She pointed at a poster on the wall. "They will perform at the celebration. I will impress them with my stunts so much that they will ask me to join in. Oh, yea!"
Do you wish to impress the fastest fliers in Equestria when you can't even keep the sky clear on time? Kyuubi asked. I ask you to reconsider.
"Pfff... I can clear the sky in ten seconds flat," Dash said before yawning again. She saluted and flew up, returning to her cloud, before assuming her previous sleeping pose. Her rest didn't last long as she felt annoying poking on her shoulder. "Cut that out," Dash said, her eyes still closed.
"The Wonderbolts aren't that amazing. They are super fast and know cool tricks, sure, but they lack in some other areas. They still need to improve their combat skills and durability."
Dash snapped her eyes open and quickly pushed herself to a sitting position. "Take that back!" No one insulted the Wonderbolts on her watch!
She blinked in confusion, then rubbed her eyes in disbelief, yet the scene before her remained unchanged. Her brain struggled to comprehend what she now saw. Lily, the earth pony she spoke to a moment ago, floated before her very eyes. And she was pretty sure that her cloud was still several meters above the ground. She felt a gust of wind on her fur, coming from the hovering filly.
Lily crossed her forelegs and shot the pegasus a raspberry. "I take back nothing. My team practices combat with the Wonderbotls, and they don’t impress us."
Dash failed to retort as she could only stare, her mouth agape. When one of the smirking filly’s hooves closed her mouth, she asked, "You’re an Earth pony, and you can fly, but how?"
"Fly? It's nothing like that," Lily said as she spun in mid-air, sending a wave of wind which shook Dash's tail and mane. "I use wind magic to keep myself afloat. It also let's me run on air or jump extra high." She walked to the side of the pegasus and pulled her wing. "It can't match the flight of the pegasi, but it allows me to fight on their turf." She gave Dash's nose a seemingly casual poke, causing her to fall off the cloud. 
Dash flapped her wings quickly, flying up to the earth pony as something inside her awoke. An earth pony capable of flying by using wind magic. Suddenly, she felt a desire to know more about this cool earth pony, a similar desire to what she had felt when she saw her first Wonderbolts' show.
"Considering that you are too lazy to do your job, how about I do it for you? I'm sure the Wonderbolts would love to hear how an earth pony beat you at your own game."
Dash narrowed her eyes and grit her teeth, her muscles tense. Not only her reputation with the Wonderbolts was at risk, but she wasn't going to be surpassed by a flying and very young earth pony. She’d never hear the end of it! "Not if I can clear them first."
"A race then. Let's see who can hunt down more clouds. I’ll take that way. Three, one, go!" Lily said, impatiently skipping number two before jumping towards a nearby cloud.
Dash felt a strong wind push against her, a side-effect of Lily's air jump. Her wings went into overdrive as she flew towards a nearby cloud in the opposite direction, piercing through it with the help of pegasus magic. Quick contact from her stretched forehoof sent the needed heat to vaporize the puffy cloud. 
As she dashed towards another cloud, she noticed a little orange aura at the tip of Lily's rear hoof, her pegasus sight at work. The filly kicked one cloud, only to bounce from it to another and another as if she was the ball in a pinball machine. 
Not daring to fall behind, Dash doubled her efforts, piercing or kicking a few clouds apart every second. As she cleared her side of the sky and was now sniping clouds on Lily's side, the earth pony smashed her hooves together. Dash felt a wave of intense heat, causing several drops of sweat to fall from her forehead and several clouds surrounding Lily to vanish in an instant. 
Dash and Lily now glared at each other, neither daring to back down as not a single cloud remained in the blue sky. It became clear to her that in terms of speed, she surpassed Lily's air jumps a few times over. On the other hoof, this earth pony could clear clouds in close proximity to her with waves of intense heat, which surpassed even the weather manipulation of a pegasus.
The pegasus smiled proudly and stretched her hoof. "You're pretty good, for an earth pony."
Lily returned the smile and booped Dash's hoof. "You're pretty good, too, for a lazy pegasus."
Dash felt a jolt of pain and heat go through her entire body as she used her willpower to maintain her smile. Even not closing her eyes proved challenging. Aside from feeling the heat that still lingered on Lily's hoof, she experienced strength that even Applejack never showed before. This filly was something else.
Seeing Lily descend to the kitsune, she landed next to them.
Congratulations. You have cleared the sky in only six seconds. I counted, an excited and proud voice reached their minds.
"Six!" Dash shouted in excitement. By splitting this task in half, they cleared the sky at extreme speed. "But who won? Who got more clouds?" She looked at the large fox with expectations in her eyes, her tail flapping at a quick rate. She smiled widely as kitsune's paw pointed at her. 
I paid attention as best I could. I believe you got sixty percent of the clouds.
“Aw yeah, that’s right!” Dash raised her head in pride and then bowed while receiving applause from Kyuubi and Lily.
Thank you for your cooperation, Rainbow Dash, Kyuubi said as she levitated over a map from a spot between her neck and shoulder. You can go back to sleep. I hope we'll meet you at the celebration. Kyuubi bowed her head politely. 
"Are you kidding?" She flew up, now hovering in front of Lily. "I'm not leaving until I learn how you can do all that cool stuff!" Dash noticed a proud smile as Lily started rubbing her chest, a gesture she often did when a fan asked about her achievements. 
"Sure. I am more than happy to appease a new fan." Lily turned around and gestured with her head. "You can tag along."
Dash nodded in excitement as she started flying a meter over Lily's head. "Where are we going?"
To find Miss Fluttershy. She's responsible for the music and is the last pony I need to check on.
The pegasus flew forward, now hovering in front of the kitsune, flying backward. "Flutters? Oh yeah, I know where she is. Just follow me and we’ll get there in the blink of an eye."
I would appreciate it.
Dash nodded before flying ahead, only to return to the group a moment later with a disappointed frown. She landed, now walking on four hooves. While she didn’t doubt that Lily could follow at great speed, the kitsune couldn’t fly and didn't seem like a speedy sort. Not to mention pulling those five sizeable tails had to slow it down. 
She displayed her shining teeth as she looked at the earth pony, several questions born in her mind. "So, how can you fly? What's your story?"
Lily took two steps for each one of the pegasus. She glanced at Canterlot and said, "I come from a long line of adventurers. My ancestors found a powerful artifact with a wish-granting spirit. They wished to become the strongest and most unstoppable adventurers in the world."
Dash nodded. "Sure, sure. So you got all those cool powers from your parents?"
Lily shook her head.
It wasn't a gift but a curse. An evil Ifrit granted their wish, but the price was great.
The pegasus listened with full attention. Evil? Cursed? It was getting better and better.
They couldn't restrain their strength, hurting those around them. Faster aging was also the price whenever they used their powers.
Dash tilted her head to the side. Why was Lily so young then?
The curse was passed down to the next generation. When I first met Lily, she was three years old. Let's say she wasn't much smaller than she is now.
Dash watched as the filly gently nuzzled kitsune's foreleg. 
"Kyuubi fought bravely for years against the curse. Whenever she managed to purify me, my parents' curse would infect me again," Lily said, looking at the kitsune. Dash recognized that stare as a look of pure admiration, one she often had when watching the Wonderbolts. "But she didn't give up, and after hundreds of attempts, she turned my curse into a blessing."
Dash started flying backward, leading the duo through fields of grass as they left the sea of colorful homes. A few bushes and trees painted the background. "And this blessing gave you all kinds of superpowers? Is that why you can fly?" She winked. "Super-mare."
Lily giggled before shaking her hoof dismissively, now walking on three. "Quite the opposite. I lost all my powers, becoming no different than any other filly.”
"W-what? Then how?" Dash flew closer, her muzzle close to Lily's face as her heart started beating at a faster pace. She was no closer to getting the answer than she was a minute ago.
Lily smirked and pressed her hoof against Dash's muzzle, pushing her away as the pegasus yelped in response. "Simple. I rebuilt my strength and durability from the bottom up. This blessing didn't give me any powers but instead expanded my limits." Lily ran over to a nearby tree. She stood on her rear hooves and wrapped her forehooves around its surface as much as her short legs could.
Dash grinned, feeling a rush in excitement as she watched the action. A pony several times smaller than the tree pulled it from its roots, now holding the entire thing over her head. A few patches of dirt fell onto filly’s head, tail and mane.
"The more weights I lifted and the more I struggled, the stronger I became." The earth trembled the moment Lily showed the tree back into the hole. "The more I got hurt, the more durable I got."
And trust me when I say that she was lifting every single weight she came across. Myself included. Kyuubi's second and third tails shone with silver aura as she reinserted and healed the tree and leveled the ground. Lily sure was a handful. She was so determined to train at every opportunity that I had to heal her a few times a day, which only stimulated her training. Kyuubi smiled awkwardly. Also, I believe constant contact with my magic affected her aging speed. That's why she's so small even after two decades.
“I don’t mind. It just means I can stay longer with you and have a lot more adventures.”
Kyuubi chuckled before levitating patches of dirt from the filly, following it up with a few cleaning licks. Lily giggled in response as she exposed her muzzle for this show of affection.
Dash gained a toothy grin, and one could imagine stars flashing in her eyes. So this pony endured a curse for years, and once it became a blessing, she trained restlessly to reach her full potential. Saying Dash had gained an immense amount of respect for this earth pony would be an understatement. While impressing the Wonderbolts was still her top priority, befriending Lily became the close second.
"Wait, but you haven’t answered my main question, how can you fly?" Dash asked, realizing that she still didn't get an answer. Sure, she loved the story, so she had no complaints, but still. "Can you skip to the part where you learn how to reach the sky? Please." She held her forehooves in a pleading gesture, only to be pushed aside by kitsune's levitation, saving her from crashing into a tree. "T-Thanks." No longer flying backward, she started walking beside her soon-to-be-friend.
Lily raised a single hoof and showed it to Dash, walking on three. "Watch."
Dash could see a green aura before feeling gusts of wind flap her tail and mane.
"Thanks to Kyuubi's blessing, I can channel various types of magic with my hooves. I can't cast ranged spells as unicorns can, but I can boost my body in various ways," Lily lectured as the aura around her hoof changed color to bronze.
Dash looked at the ground when Lily stomped, causing a weak quake and several stones to shoot from the road. She noticed a blue aura as the stones froze in solid ice, then red as the ice melted in an instant. Yellow aura summoned a few bolts of electricity. Finally, green formed around four of Lily's hooves as she started hovering a few centimeters above the ground.
"Kyuubi helped out a bunch of Elemental Spirits. They returned some of that favor by teaching me Elemental magic." The filly puffed her chest, rubbing it. "And it turned out that I am super good at it. It fits my close combat style perfectly."
I was not able to learn much, but I asked them to teach Twilight as well, so you're not the only one.
"I'm still better." Lily blew a raspberry at Kyuubi who rolled her eyes at the competitive filly.
Dash squealed, struggling to contain her excitement. So this blessed filly learned from powerful spirits? The word ‘cool’ wasn't good enough to describe her. She was no less than super awesome. Furthermore, Lily's magic reminded her of hers. Pegasi could affect temperature with their hooves, causing clouds to burst into rain or evaporate. Summoning a bolt of lightning from clouds was a breeze, and she had her signature tornado. She lacked earth manipulation, though.
Finally, a worthy opponent to compete against! Beating Lily is going to be so much fun! Dash thought as she trotted in place.
"I live in Canterlot Castle with my parents. If you want, I can introduce you. They have plenty of fun stories about their past adventures." Lily spin-kicked before backflipping, a little display of her agility. "Or we can practice combat. I usually duel only our friend and my rival, Twilight Sparkle. She’s Princess Celestia’s other student. I’m sure you’ll meet her at the celebration or inside the local library."
"Count me in," Dash said before asking. "By the way. Aside from combat, do you like to compete in sports?"
"Do I?" Lily wrapped her hoof around Dash's neck, squeezing it to the pegasus’ hidden discomfort. "Better be ready to get utterly destroyed!"
Kyuubi gave the ponies a cheerful smile, no doubt satisfied with the blooming friendship between two fellow athletes. She bit her lip a moment later when Dash’s face turned purple and freed the pegasus from Lily’s vice-grip with her levitation.
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Kyuubi trotted forward on her temporarily tiny paws, taking short but quick steps towards her animals-loving prey. A pegasus named Fluttershy seemed busy, guiding numerous birds in the art of singing, and the kitsune knew she needed to approach her as gently as possible.
She quickly recalled Dash's words.

Is Miss Fluttershy truly that shy? I mean, I assumed it based on her name, pony names are symbolic like that, but surely not to that level, Kyuubi asked as she heard a song from multiple singing birds, her attention on the rainbow-maned pegasus.
"She is. Really, you have no idea," Dash said as she pointed at the ground behind her. "She's often spooked by her own shadow and can barely talk to anypony. She's even a bit tense around me, and I’ve been her friend since we were fillies at Junior Flight Camp."
"I'll sit this one out," Lily commented as she sat next to Dash, most likely planning to bond some more. "If she can barely talk to an average pony, I would be her doom."
"You may be a little older than me, but you look like a filly. You're not that intimidating," Dash commented.
"I was referring to my personality. I get excited easily," Lily said as her new pegasus friend started massaging her recently-choked neck.
"Yeeeeaaah... I can feel where you're coming from." Dash deadpans as Lily gains a sheepish expression.
Kyuubi rubbed her chin, thinking deeply. If this pony is so afraid of talking with other members of her species, she would be utterly terrified if she meets a kitsune. She already had an event with Applejack and didn't need another. Filly, Kyuubi thought as she glanced at Dash and Lily, recalling their discussion. 
If I make myself even younger with an age altering spell, there will be less risk that I'll scare her.
"Wait, age spell?" Dash asked, blinking in confusion.
Lily chuckled, poking Dash's side. "I forgot to mention that Kyuubi can reduce her apparent age by a few decades to look smaller and cuter." She stood on her rear hooves and spread her forehooves towards the sky. "She's normally very, very big.” 
Dash raises a skeptical eyebrow, “She’s already pretty big when compared to foxes. How much bigger are we talking about?”
The earth pony tried to spread her forehooves even wider. “Bigger than the Princess herself! Like one of those bouncy castle things for foals except all fluffy!"
Dash looked back at the kitsune barely bigger than herself, her face displaying shock, “Huh. I’ll take your word for it.”
Kyuubi smiled encouragingly, running a paw over one of her tails. It’s true. Maybe once the Celebration is over, you can see and experience it for yourself. Think of it as a friendship initiation. Twilight and my school friends got to experience it too.
"Oh.... that's cool?" Dash just stared back at Kyuubi in confusion, wondering what she meant by ‘experiencing it.’ Moving on, she rubbed the back of her neck and added, "Still, I don't think you need to do that age thing. Flutters like animals. Like, a lot. All kinds of ‘em. I think she’s even got a bear friend. You'll be fine."
Animals? How does this relate to me?
"Well... because. Mmmm..." Dash added with a nervous tone, "Because you look like one."
Do I? Kyuubi asked, blinking in confusion. Wait a moment. Does this mean that every creature that's not a pony is considered an animal? Wouldn't it mean that Fluttershy is afraid of ponies exclusively? Kyuubi tilted her head to the side. I don't get it.
Dash opened her mouth, but no word left it. She just stared for a few seconds before closing her jaw. She raised forehoof to her chin and lowered her head, now deep in thought. "You make a good point." She shrugged. "In all honesty, I don't get it either. But eh, that’s par for the course for some of my friends. They all have their, uh, quirks. Trust me."
I have a hard time believing your story. If Miss Fluttershy is so shy, then there's no way she would play with a bear. I'm not going to take the risk. Kyuubi closed her eyes and concentrated as her five tails flashed with magic.
"What about your magic? You know how unhealthy it is for you when you overstrain yourself," Lily pointed out, her face now showing worry rather than excitement.
Kyuubi opened her eyes as the world around her grew in size. Her heart-beat increased in speed, while a few drops of sweat fell down her forehead. She gritted her teeth, struggling to maintain the on-going spell. Don't worry, sweet Lily. I recovered plenty of magic at Sweet Apple Acres. Also, taking away a few years is so much easier than a few decades.
"I suppose that storytelling did drag on for quite a while," Lily commented.
Kyuubi's breathing became heavy as she felt very vulnerable. Trees became towers, while bushes surpassed her in terms of size. In the past, she often towered over cute little ponies, and now she was once again on the receiving side as she was in the shadow of Rainbow Dash. Even adorable little Lily now waved her hoof above her head. Instead of a paper tiger, she was now a paper kitten.
However, she wouldn't allow her fears and anxiety to get the better of her. As much as she hated feeling like a little flame that could be extinguished by the weakest gust of wind, she needed to be vulnerable. She needed to allow Fluttershy to have an upper hoof for her diplomacy to work.

Kyuubi sat before the colossal tree, taking a deep breath and gathering her courage. Her second minuscule tail was surrounded by a silver aura as she began sending her mental message to the shy pegasus.
Excuse me, Miss Fluttershy.
The pegasus flinched, went “eep” and dove into a bush, peering out in worry.
Kyuubi bit her bottom lip, continuing with the softest and most gentle tone she could muster. I apologize for startling you. I understand that you're very busy, but would you please give me a few moments of your time?
"Who said that?" Fluttershy nervously asked, trying and failing to hide behind a few branches.
I spoke to you telepathically. Please look down, and a little to the right.
This was it, the moment of truth. The pegasus looked at her little vulnerable self. 
Kyuubi stood on her rear paws, holding forepaws curled under her neck as if being a pleading puppy. It was a trick she sometimes used when asking for a treat from the princess back when she was still young. Her ears perked up, while her tails swung left and right. The pegasus slowly flew towards her. 
My name is Kyuubi. The kitsune held her thin little forepaw on her chest as she kept looking up at the towering mare whose pink mane was surprisingly long. I am a student of Princess Celestia. I am here to oversee and assist with the preparations for the Summer Sun Celebration. And I must say, the singing of your bird friends was lovely.
Kyuubi wasn't sure if things had progressed in the right direction as Fluttershy didn't say a single word. Instead, the pegasus bent her legs and looked at her closely with those big blue eyes. She noticed small movements of Fluttershy's limbs. 
The pegasus then pulled away, her eyes widening drastically. “Oh. My. Gosh!” 
Kyuubi’s ears bent backward as she started curling in on herself.
"You look so..." Fluttershy started as she spread her wings, which seemed massive from Kyuubi’s new point of view. It reminded her of Celestia's majestic wings when they first met in the garden. "...adorable!"
Kyuubi’s mind did a double-take before she yelped as a pair of hooves snatched her up, trapping her in a motherly hug. The pegasus flew up, holding Kyuubi in her embrace as if she was a mother holding a filly.
"Goochy goo, goochy, goochy goo!" Odd baby noises left Fluttershy's lips as she ran a tickling hoof under the shrunken kitsune’s chin.
Kyuubi blushed in embarrassment, a stain of red atop her white fur. It has been four and a half decades since Princess Celestia last held her like a little cub. She was flustered at first, but it passed fast as she could only smile and release purring noises. Something about Fluttershy filled her with a sense of safety, and part of her brain started seeing the pegasus as a mother figure as she couldn’t even remember her parents. Her orphan-self begged for parental affection that only the princess had ever provided.
For years, she had allowed ponies to hug her or sleep on her fur, and she was more than happy to bestow them with affection and comfort. She saw them as adorable, precious little beings deserving of love, even though she knew how strong and mature they were. 
Now the roles were reversed as she was cared for, and she liked, no, she loved it. Until now, she had no idea how much she had missed it. She got so used to playing the role of big sister or overprotective mother that she forgot how it felt to be on the receiving end. Kyuubi squealed, deciding to make the best of it. 
She giggled, then laughed with foxy noises as a gentle hoof rubbed her belly. Instead of fighting against the ticklish assault, she nuzzled the foreleg and exposed her belly for more.
"Aren't you the cutest little thing? Yes, you are. Yes, you are." Fluttershy said as she raised Kyuubi closer to her face and nuzzled her with the tip of her muzzle. Her belly, her thin paws, and even her face, none were safe. The kitsune eventually counterattacked with intense licking, which only encouraged the pegasus. 
Feeling a tip of Fluttershy's wing tickle her muzzle, Kyuubi grabbed it with her weak paws and pulled it towards her cheek as she started nuzzling it. 
"So cute!"
Kyuubi felt wings wrap her from both sides and press into the fur on Fluttershy's chest, trapping in a motherly embrace. So this is how ponies feel when I do something similar to them. No wonder they enjoy it so much, Kyuubi thought as she made mental notes, learning a few more tricks. She could use them once she returned to her full size. Perhaps her tails could compensate for her lack of wings.
The kitsune sighed after the cuddling was over, her face radiating with satisfaction. Her muscles felt as if they were made of jelly as she settled into the gentle embrace, reasserting herself to be closer to Fluttershy's face. Her paws were at her chin as she gave the pegasus pony her puppy dog eyes. More, pwease, Kyuubi said in a childish tone, forgetting she was half a century old. Just for this moment, she wanted to feel like a cub again.
"Alright, little birdies. Please sing a lullaby for this adorable fox," Fluttershy said as she flew up, now hovering next to the upper part of the tree, blissfully smiling kitsune in her embrace.
Kyuubi snapped her eyes open, awoken by a realization. Oh, but wait. I'm not sleepy, Miss Fluttershy. She challenged the gaze of this massive sweetheart. There was an immense amount of struggle not to give in into cuddling-filled affection, nor to give in to sleep in her warm embrace. But she had a duty to fulfill. I am very grateful for your warm hospitality, but I can't stay long. 
The eyes of Fluttershy begged her to stay, as if ready to cry for her departure, but she had to remain firm. Kyuubi sat on Fluttershy's foreleg and placed her little paws on the pegasus’ muzzle as she continued with an apologetic tone, Please don't be sad. We can play more after the celebration. 
"Oh, that sounds lovely," Fluttershy said as she gently rubbed each of Kyuubi's tails. "Ooh, five tails! What sort of fox are you?"
Kyuubi wasn't bothered despite her tails being the most sensitive and vulnerable part of her body. She knew that at her size, she was almost defenseless. She knew that if the hoof pressed very hard against her tails, her life would be in peril, yet she felt not afraid in the least. 
I'm a kitsune, a long-living multi-tailed fox. And my name is Kyuubi. I am here to oversee the preparations for the Summer Sun Celebration.
"R-really? But you're so small, and you're not even a pony. Also, how are you speaking to me without opening your mouth?"
Kyuubi lifted upward her second tail and pointed at it. I use my magic for telepathy to speak with others in their minds. It's quite helpful. She carefully climbed from Fluttershy's limb onto the branch, sitting on it. The kitsune gulped, suddenly realizing the distance and long fall that awaited her if she lost her balance. She took a deep, calming breath and added, As for my responsibility, I am one of Princess Celestia's students. 
She gazed into those doubting big eyes with puppy eyes of her own. I'm not lying. Please, trust me.
Fluttershy giggled. "Someone has a big imagination." She booped the tiny kitsune's nose, using her other hoof to help her maintain balance on the branch. "Oh, and you don't need to worry about using magic to speak with me. Just talk to me like any other fox. I will understand." Before the kitsune could protest, Fluttershy pointed at her cutie mark and added. "My special talent is taking care of animals, and I can understand them. Give it a try."
The kitsune missed the jealous glares of two birds that now flanked her from both sides. She raised an eyebrow, caught off guard with the request. Opening her mouth, she released yipping noises. <Nice to meet you, Miss Fluttershy.> Now that she thought about it, she rarely, if ever did it, always relying on telepathy.
"Nice to meet you too," the pegasus replied before gently raising her hoof and shaking Kyuubi's little forepaw.
The kitsune stood on her rear legs and said with a yipping voice, <You can understand me!> She shook her forepaws in panic, losing her balance, but before she could fall onto another branch, a few friendly birds pulled her back into a sitting position. Kyuubi gave them a grateful yip. Their responding chirping noises reminded her of Philomena.
One hummingbird landed on her head, nesting herself atop it, chirping its greeting.
"My friends say: You're welcome. Also, Mr. Chipper praised the quality and comfort value of your fur." Fluttershy narrowed her eyes upon hearing more bird noises. "No, Mr. Chipper, you can't rent a nesting spot on her back. That is not how it works."
Kyuubi rolled her eyes good-naturedly. Even birds were after her fur. She shot a warm smile at each bird before addressing the pegasus. <I apologize for interrupting your practice. Are music preparations coming along smoothly? Is there any assistance I can provide?> She was grabbed and trapped in Fluttershy's embrace, once again experiencing those pleasant belly-rubs. The hummingbird who resided on her head quickly relocated and landed on the nearby branch, its head lowered in disappointment.
"Some of my birds’ singing is a little off, but other than that, everything is well prepared. Would you like to listen?"
Kyuubi nodded as she had hoped to listen to some relaxing music. And what better accommodation than the warm embrace of this kindly pegasus. Even her voice was gentle and disarming as if it was magical to some degree. 
As she listened to the singing, watching Fluttershy's hoof guiding the birds, she felt a sense of familiarity. This pegasus reminded her of herself in so many ways.
<Their singing is beautiful,> Kyuubi said, not feeling the need to use magic with the help of her second tail. <Once I'm at the library, I will report to Twilight that all the preparations are progressing without a hitch. I’m sure that will make her happy.>
"Twilight?"
<Twilight Sparkle. She's a fellow student of Princess Celestia’s. Very powerful and loves reading a lot. I can introduce you to her if you want.>
Fluttershy's muzzle gently touched her tiny nose as she looked at the kitsune with curious eyes. "You keep saying you're one of the princess's students, but it doesn't make sense. Even if I believed she would take a magical...Um, what did you say you were again?"
<I'm a kitsune.>
"If she took a kitsune as her student, why would she send you to Ponyville when you're still so young?"
Kyuubi giggled as she held the muzzle with her paws and licked it, getting the pegasus to suppress a giggle of her own. <Actually, I am fifty-three years old. And before you ask, I look like this because I used an age-altering spell on myself. A very advanced one.>
"W-what? But why would you do that?" Fluttershy asked in worry as she gently stroked Kyuubi's head, then rubbed her chin, causing more purring noises to emerge from the little kitsune.
<I did it so ponies wouldn't be afraid of me,> Kyuubi explained. She paused in thought for a moment. <Also the carriage we arrived in would have been much too small for me.>
The pegasus started descending before placing her little charge on the ground very carefully. She lowered her wing in an invitation as the kitsune jumped and perched herself on it. Soon the little ball of fur was lying comfortably among her feathers. "Why would anypony be afraid of a creature as adorable as you?"
Kyuubi smiled as she remembered the Princess saying something similar when they first met. She nuzzled nearby feathers in an affectionate gesture. <Because I am a predator, a massive one. Don't get me wrong. My mentor and friends trust me, and they want me around. For their sake, I do my best to behave, but my size can be quite intimidating in itself. I’m not even close to reaching my full size yet!>
Fluttershy giggled. "So you're a friendly predator living among ponies? How admirable. I have befriended many predators, and I know that it takes a lot of effort on their part to be friendly towards their prey. Furthermore, I can already tell that you have a good heart."
<Thank you.> Kyuubi blushed, her ears dropped. So the story about Fluttershy befriending a bear may be the truth after all. <To be honest, I came to Ponyville as large as an average pony. I look like this because I heard how shy you are, and I hoped that looking small and vulnerable would make you feel safer around me.>
Kyuubi raised her head, then flinched. Was it just her, or had Fluttershy's eyes doubled in size and began sparkling?
"You did this for me!? I am so touched. But you didn't have to. I'd never be scared of animals, even large ones. Well, except massive, scaly, fire-breathing dragons." Fluttershy began looking with pleading eyes, holding her forehooves together in a pleading gesture. "Will you please return to your full size for me? Pretty please."
<W-what? But why?>
"I want to see a kitsune, both young and a growing one. And it is wrong that you hide who you are for our sake."
Kyuubi bit her bottom limb. Those eyes! Why did it always have to be those pleading pony eyes? First, several pairs of little eyes belonging to the adorable little Apple fillies and colts, and now the pair of big love-filled magical eyes of an animal-loving pegasus. She couldn't bring herself to say no, no matter the request. She missed the time when she was the only one who knew how to weaponize puppy eyes.
After several seconds of mental warfare, Kyuubi stepped off from the wing and whined in defeat. Using her telepathy again, she said, Alright, but please promise me that you won't run away in fear. And ask your birds to stay calm. Pretty please?
"You have my word," Fluttershy said as she nodded. She quickly flew up to instruct the birds before landing on the ground again. She showed a toothy smile, clapping her forehooves in excitement. 
Kyuubi concentrated, making a silent prayer to God, asking Him to keep Fluttershy's fears at bay as she regained her age, one year at a time.
Fluttershy’s giddy expression turned to wonder as the little kitsune in front of her started growing and growing. A shadow began to overtake her comparatively small body.

"An Ace, I win! Oh yeah, oh yeah," Rainbow Dash said as she threw a card onto the ground atop a pile of other cards. Said card had two heads of Princess Celestia, one being upside down. Dash stood on her rear hooves and started dancing, stretching her forehooves back and forth. "Oh yeah, oh yeah."
"Not so fast," Lily said as she hid half of her face behind a card, half of the sinister grin was visible on her face. "What's an Ace in the face of a trickster?"
"Oh, nooo!" Dash said, biting her forehooves.
Lily slammed the card into the ground with her hoof, sinking it a centimeter into the dirt. She revealed her card. This one had a picture of a stone statue of some weird-looking creature, a hybrid with parts of different animals. "Your Ace is no match for my Joker."
“Nooooo!” Dash lowered her head in defeat before pulling another feather from her wing, giving it to Lily.
"Thanks. Another one for my collection," Lily said as she put a third blue feather in a spot between her head and ear. "I am adding them to my helmet for sure."
"Helmet?" Dash asked. “Are you a Royal Guard?”
"I’m not. It’s a long story," Lily responded before looking up and smiling widely. 
“What?” Dash rubbed her cheek. “Do I have something on my face?”
The filly pointed her hoof at the growing figure behind the colorful pegasus.
Dash turned about. Her ears dropped, pupils in her eyes shrinking as she took in the still growing figure. "Wow. When you two said she was bigger than the Princess, you weren't kidding."
"Of course not. Kyuubi is a five meters tall, six thousand, four hundred kilograms heavy walking fortress of loveable fluff. She's an amazing healer, a great teacher, a superb mobile bed, and quite a decent weight to lift."
"Weight to lift? You can lift her?!" Dash asked, gasping.
"You should see the look on your face," Lily said as she closed Dash's mouth with a hoof. "My lifting strength reached fifteen tons in the last month, Dash. Plus an extra ten if I boost my strength with my inner magic. So that’s twenty-five tons!"
"Twenty-five!?" 
"And Twilight can lift fifty-five tons with her levitation, though she doesn't compare to me in terms of stamina."
Dash raised a forehoof to speak again only to faint.
“Kyuubi has had a huge growth spurt in recent years, tripling her weight. I believe she entered an age when her growth is most intense. Figures it would happen once she hit half a century, considering she matured slower prior..." Lily groaned. "Hey, Dash, are you listening?” She poked the passed out pegasus, then giggled. She was going to enjoy messing around with this silly pegasus in the years to come.

Kyuubi opened one eye, then another, before she examined her surroundings. The colossal tree that served as a perch for the singing birds did not even equal her height now. It was surprisingly thin for a tree now that she saw it from higher ground. She sighed in relief as the birds remained in place. So far, so good. She turned her attention back down to see the pegasus gaping up at her, slightly shaking. Her large ears bent backward. Not so good.
The massive kitsune bent her forelegs and lowered her head, hoping the pegasus wasn't trembling in fear. To her surprise, Fluttershy quickly flew towards her muzzle and hugged it.
"Look at you! So big and mighty!" Fluttershy flew around Kyuubi's head, giggling in excitement. "Look at those powerful forelegs. Your fur is so rich and spotless. Wow, those tails are so long and puffy! You are so amazing. I feel so lucky to meet a creature like you. I...I don’t know what to say!"
Kyuubi blushed fiercely, rubbing the side of her neck at a slow pace. <Are you sure your name fits you, Miss Fluttershy? You kind of lack in the 'shy' department!> Kyuubi said as her much deeper voice caused the birds to scatter and fly away. Oh, I'm so sorry! Come back! Please come back! The kitsune pleaded mentally as she stretched her forepaw towards the sky, only now realizing the strength of her voice at her full size. With telepathy, it wasn't a problem. She bit her bottom lip and gave a depressed whine as her eyes became teary.
The pegasus pony patted one of her sizable fluffy cheeks soothingly. "There, there. It's alright. My friends will come back. See," Fluttershy said as she pointed at the birds, who landed on Kyuubi's back, taking more comfortable nesting spots.
Kyuubi watched as Fluttershy started rubbing the fur on her long graceful leg, then on her chest. It wasn't long before Fluttershy hugged her neck, stroking at what all she could reach.
"Your fur is amazing. So incredibly soft.”
Again with the fur? At this point, I believe it must have magical properties, thought Kyuubi. She gently pressed her massive paw against Fluttershy's back, her way of hugging. Not to mention she experienced the same when Fluttershy's wing pressed her into her chest. Speaking of affections...
Before she realized it was happening, Fluttershy was held captive on one of Kyuubi’s massive paws as her belly was rubbed gently by the other one. Every experience Fluttershy gave her, Kyuubi would return in kind, and the pegasus seemed more than happy for it.
Kyuubi lowered her head to start licking her little captive, this time more than just the tip of her muzzle. But she underestimated the pink-maned mare.
The pegasus then retaliated, playfully tickling the tip of the kitsune’s nose with the tip of her tail, causing her to pull her head back and sneeze.
Fluttershy removed herself from the paw and flew under Kyuubi’s chin, rubbing it playfully with both of her hooves while making baby noises.
The kitsune playfully grumbled at being babied again before grinning mischievously. The pegasus had her fun with her younger self. Now it was her turn. She bent her legs and lowered her head towards the ground, gently smushing Fluttershy between the grass and her bushy cheek with a small thud! Lost in her enthusiasm, Kyuubi trapped the pegasus for several seconds under her seemingly enchanted fur, underestimating her strength. She hoped the pegasus would become relaxed enough for her to grab the mare again.
Fluttershy giggled, surprised to suddenly get buried under a dense blanket of smothering, white fluff. She failed to move as the towering kitsune started nuzzling her, pressing her back a centimeter into the ground. Fluttershy cooed from the heavenly sensation before quickly shaking any drowsiness off, playfully rebuking the massive creature, “Hey! Tone down with the nuzzling a little, big missy. Your head is heavier than you think.” That said, she started pushing up against the thick layer of whiteness.
Kyuubi felt the rear hooves pressing up from underneath her chin and forehooves wrestle against her nose, surprised by Fluttershy’s progress. Despite having a massive size advantage, the pegasus pushes away her comparatively larger head as best as she could. Wow. You’re very strong for such a gentle mare, Kyuubi praised, amazed by this display of strength. She decided to humor her captive, wrestling for a moment as Fluttershy managed to hold her ground. No, she did more than that. The gentle mare somehow managed to push back up against her head despite added strength.
The moment she raised her head to start releasing the little pegasus, Kyuubi once again felt intense scratches under her chin. Her large tongue began to hang out as she was taken in by a pleasant feeling.
Before Kyuubi could retaliate with a licking attack, Fluttershy moved faster, fluttering around to latch onto Kyuubi’s neck, tickling the large kitsune behind her enormous ears. Laughing, Kyuubi halfheartedly tried to throw the little pegasus off her neck by shaking her head and neck around, but Fluttershy clung on tightly. 
The kindly pegasus playfully ruffles the fluffy fur all across Kyuubi’s face before hovering off to finally give her a big kiss on top of her forehead. She elegantly evaded two big paws trying to grab her, delivering a second kiss in the same spot. She pulled back and then beamed at the kitsune with a warm smile.
Kyuubi just stood there, her big tongue lolling out as she caught her breath while Fluttershy continued smiling at her. Suddenly realizing what happened, the colossal kitsune blushed even harder than before, staring back at Fluttershy in disbelief. 
It was one thing being overwhelmed by this kind mare back when she was a little vixen trapped in her embrace, powerless to resist her gentle hoof rubbing her belly. But then! The roles were in reverse. Fluttershy was an adorable defenseless little pony in her embrace. She had her! Then suddenly, the tide shifted again in less than a minute. How? How did this little pegasus manage to stay on the offensive and gain the upper hoof? Especially now, when Kyuubi was five times her size? Losing to Lily was a no brainer, but not keeping up with Fluttershy proved the mare was something else.
The kitsune covered her blushing face with her paws and whimpered. Her pride at being the Cuddle Master was hurt as the smaller pegasus had just beaten her at her own game. She slowly dropped down and rolled onto her back in a dramatic showing of defeat. The birds previously perched on her back, now roosted back on the tree to watch the showdown between their pony caretaker and the Everfree Sage. They began chirping their laughter at the sight of the Sage meeting her match.
Fluttershy giggled. “Aw, you’re just a big, silly puppy, aren’t you?” She zipped down to start rubbing all over the large kitsune’s stomach. “There, there.” She somehow managed to sound both comforting and mocking at the same time.
Her right hind leg started kicking in the air repeatedly. Kyuubi again found herself outmatched by Fluttershy’s stroking/scratching technique before she regained her awareness, deciding to retaliate with double efforts. She rolled back onto her paws as the pegasus fluttered away, avoiding the attempt to trap her under a gigantic mass of fur again.
Kyuubi could only shake and ruffle herself from all the ticklish attacks, giving a big yawn at the end. It was a strange contradiction as she felt relaxed, but also so full of energy, wanting to enjoy what time she had left with this pegasus so much like herself. She gave Fluttershy a toothy, challenging grin. You know I have to pay you back for all this affection, right, Miss Fluttershy? It’s only fair to warn you: the more you dish out, the more I’ll have to give back.
Fluttershy playfully boasted, “You won’t beat me at my own game, Miss Kyuubi. It’s my special talent to know how to take care of creatures, even big puppies like you. You’re most welcome to try, though.”
Your game? Kyuubi asked as she gasped. She narrowed her eyes, adding in a soft but determined tone, using both her mouth and telepathy at the same time, <Challenge accepted, Miss Fluttershy. I do not plan to lose to you.> Once again, a question formed in her mind: Where was the shy part in Miss Fluttershy? Because thus far, she failed to see it. 
Fluttershy landed before the colossal kitsune and raised her head in pride. “Oh, you adorable sweetie. It doesn’t matter how big and fluffy you are. In a show of affection, I will always win.”
And that officially meant war. 
Kyuubi bent her legs, taking a playful-hunting stance. I’ll have you know I’ve had to help care for a filly with boundless energy for over ten years. And I’ve been giving ponies love for nearly five whole decades! You don’t scare me! 
She narrowed her eyes and took a deep breath, preparing the Kyuubi Express of six and a half tons to charge. Ready or not. Here. I. Come! She jumped forward to give out more affection as Fluttershy flew away, playing keep-away with the kitsune in hot pursuit.
Kyuubi, however, followed one unspoken rule for herself, forgoing any magical spells to catch her opponent. The pegasus had no spellcasting on her side after all. All Fluttershy had was her special-talent and wings to aid her in this war. She was going to win using only her rich fur, massive size, wits, and vast decades of experience.
With that, the enormous kitsune started chasing after the playful pegasus like a regular-sized fox playing with a butterfly. Her steps and leaps were like dancing among the hills as the earth trembled under her steps. Soon more games followed as the two attempted to outplay each other.
Nuzzling, cuddling, stroking, tickling, all-around gentle affection. The clearing soon filled with joyous laughter, and Kyuubi was first to struggle in catching a breath.

Lily stood next to the still unconscious Rainbow Dash as she watched. Her grin straining her cheeks so widely she thought her face could get stuck like that, but she didn’t care. She hadn't seen her teacher so happy, so carefree, in a long time. Thus far, only Princess Celestia gave the kitsune so much loving attention. Maybe Fluttershy surpassed even the princess.
Lily noticed Rainbow Dash start to stir next to her.
Dash massaged her forehead and asked, "What did I miss?"
"Just an intense and wonderful clash between two mighty forces of kindness. Miss Fluttershy even got very competitive and challenged Kyuubi to a war of affection. She’s quite a boastful one, just like you. She gave Kyuubi no choice but to return the favor."
"Competitive? Boastful? Fluttershy? The what!?" Dash quickly lifted herself to gape at the sight of the full-sized Kyuubi behaving like an overgrown puppy as she ran around with Fluttershy. Both ponies felt intense vibration on the ground from the king-sized kitsune's heavy steps and leaps. 
Lily snickered at Dash’s disbelieving expression as she started to like seeing them. It was the start of a beautiful friendship indeed. And not just between Fluttershy and Kyuubi, but also between Rainbow Dash and her, not to mention the friends they found in the open-minded Apple family.
Yet another reason to stop Nightmare Moon and save Luna from her corruption. Not just to reunite Princess Celestia with her sibling, but also to keep the ponies of this little town safe.
The ponies of Equestria were proving worth it more and more.
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"I can't believe you won!" Rainbow Dash said as she flew next to a very tall Kyuubi, her attention on Fluttershy, who was perched on the kitsune's back. "I didn't know you had it in you. Heck, I had no idea there was anything that would awaken your competitive spirit. You rock, girl!"
The yellow pegasus kept her eyes closed, head raised high, while her rear legs and the lower part of her body sank in the rich fur. A wide satisfied smile was present on her face as one could hear a quiet humming coming from her closed mouth. Several birds nesting nearby added their melody into the mix, taking a ride on the Kyuubi Express, Rainbow Dash’s offering of praise not flustering her in the least.
Dash glanced at the lowered head of the kitsune, a common sign of defeat. The great Everfree Sage was not depressed, tearful or angry, but just pouting. Her woolly cheeks were puffy as she contemplated how she would win the next round. But for now, she took great comfort in the fact that she’d found a kindred spirit.
I admit defeat. Never before have I met a pony that could rival or even surpass me at showing affection. Kyuubi raised her head and looked back to smile at her comparatively small passenger. But I am not a sore loser. I know when praise is due. Honestly, I am glad I met somepony I can proudly call my superior in such a thing.
Dash noticed a magical aura on the second tail from the corner of her eye. A similar one surrounded Fluttershy, gently levitating the shy pony towards Kyuubi's head. She failed to notice any sign of fear or hesitation as Fluttershy giggled cheerfully after being placed between two large ears.
I officially acknowledge Lady Flutterbold as my rival and swear to work hard to improve so that I may one day best her. Kyuubi stopped in her tracks, taking a moment to rub her chin, now deep in thought. Now that I think about it, my downfall was the result of my limited agility. I couldn't keep up with Flutterbold at my full size, failing to deliver affection as she kept showing hers. She nodded decisively. I need to work on that.
“So, you’re going to exercise? Study pilates? Or maybe yoga?” Dash asked. Kyuubi ignored this bit of snark.
Fluttershy ran her hooves over the massive fluffy forehead she was perched on, much to Kyuubi’s enjoyment. "And I wish you the best of luck. I’m looking forward to our rematch and your improvements in agility. I’ll keep practicing too. Please look forward to more intense rubbing on your belly and cheeks."
Dash couldn't take her eyes off the confident Fluttershy, a sight of the highest rarity. Her ears perked up, and her eyes opened widely. "Wait, wait, wait. Did you just call her Flutterbold? What's up with that?" The enormous kitsune turned her head to the hovering rainbow-colored pegasus, staring back at her with a sassy smile.
After I realized that you lied about how shy she was, I decided that her name doesn't fit her personality. Flutterbold is just a little nickname I chose for my rival. 
Rainbow sputtered denials as Fluttershy hid her blush behind her wings. "Dash wasn't lying. I am quite shy."
Sureee... Kyuubi moved her third tail to rub against Fluttershy's side, causing the pegasus to coo in enjoyment and nuzzle back, now relaxed again. I have met some bold and energical ponies in my life: My school friend Rosey was a ball of endless enthusiasm and stamina. Lily rushes into things and has an overwhelming strength. But even both of them combined aren't as bold as you are, Lady Flutterbold.
"Oh, you," Fluttershy said before hugging Kyuubi's ear with one hoof and rubbing it with the other.
Dash racked her brain to counter Kyuubi’s argument but decided against it. Seeing Fluttershy like this, it was easy to see why the giant fox didn’t believe her. It was animals, no two ways about it!
"I'm proud of you."
Dash looked down towards the source of the voice, her attention on Lily. The filly trotted next to Kyuubi, taking several quick steps for each long one of the colossal kitsune. The size difference between both powerhouses was hard to ignore.
"You can't compete with Twilight when it comes to magic, and the rivalry with Sunset had a terrible ending. Competing at showing affection is totally risk-free," Lily commented before jumping high up, wrapping her left foreleg around Kyuubi's right ear. Hanging, she added, "If it encourages you to improve your agility, I am behind it all the way!" She pushed herself onto kitsune's muzzle and puffed her chest while staring into one of Kyuubi’s big blue eyes. "You can practice on me. You'll be able to catch Flutterbold in no time."
"Not you too," Dash said, her tone of voice filled with annoyance. “Flutters is shy, I swear!”
"Who are Sunset and Rosey?" Fluttershy asked as she lowered herself onto her belly. Her rear hooves pressed towards the back of the kitsune's neck while her forelegs and chin sank into the fluff on the fox's head. “You use levitation and speak to me in my mind, but what else can you do? How did you become a student of Princess Celestia? I have so many questions." A sad whimper left Fluttershy's mouth. "Will you tell me more about yourself? Pretty please."
Lily climbed from Kyuubi's muzzle onto her head to look the curious pegasus in the eyes. "It seems we have an Apple storytelling two-point-O."
Fluttershy flinched backward with an ‘eep,’ landing on Kyuubi's back. "Oh my. Please don't jump in front of me like that. You startled me," she said in a calm, peaceful tone as she rubbed at Kyuubi’s fur for comfort.
"See. Told you Fluttershy was shy," Dash remarked.
Lily shook her forehoof dismissively. "Ponies get startled when caught off guard. It happens. Right Flutterbold?"
Dash facehooved. “Ugh!”
"Anyway, I don't think storytelling for just Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash will do. Maybe we should wait until we meet more ponies. It will save us some time instead of telling it over and over again." 
I don’t mind telling it more than once, really.
Rolling her eyes, Lily looked around from the higher ground atop Kyuubi’s head. "Speaking of meeting more ponies, where's everypony? The streets have been empty for some time now."
Rainbow Dash quickly examined her surroundings. It has been a few minutes since they walked between two lines of colorful homes, heading towards the big tree in the middle of the town. Yet they haven't seen a single pony. "That's odd. Wait, somepony is coming." She pointed at the pink cloud of dust, or rather at the galloping pony that emerged from it.
"Rainbow Dash! There you are! I have big news!"
"Pinkie Pie?" Dash asked as she descended towards the earth pony, who was trotting in place at a rapid pace. She found her to be the most random and most energetic mare in town. While she admired Pinkie's speed and stamina, she found her somewhat annoying and unpredictable. She wasn't a fan of hanging out with her all that much. Still, hanging with Pinkie beats the hay outta hanging with Little Miss Snob Too Prissy To Live, AKA Rarity. "What's up?"
"Sun’s up, but that's not important. What's important is that there's a new pony in town. And you know what that means?" The moment Dash opened her mouth to answer, Pinkie beamed, "That's right. A surprise party!" A bunch of confetti was thrown over her head as bits of it landed on the pegasus.
Oh? Are you preparing a surprise party for Twilight? How very sweet. Who are you?
"My name's Pinkie Pie, and yes. I am preparing a super-duper surprise party and… And..." Pinkie paused and turned her head to the side, examining the kitsune from bottom to top. The closer she was to meeting Kyuubi's eyes, the wider her gasp became. Pinkie Pie summed up the creature in a single sentence: “That’s a lotta wool.”
Wool? Do I look like a humongous sheep to you?
“More like a mix between sheep and a fox. Why else would you have all that puffy white wool on you?”
My fur is fluffy, not woolly. 
“You sure?”
Well, in most places it helps with cold temperatures. It also helps to keep my friends warm. Though now that you mention wool, I wonder if my fur would be a good clothing material.
Pinkie hopped in place in excitement. “Ooooh! I know just the pony you should talk to about that: My friend Rarity. Don’tcha think so, Dashie?”
Dash rolled her eyes at the thought. “Forget her! She’d probably pitch a fit at the thought of having a ‘dirty’ fox anywhere near her precious dresses. Let’s just focus on our new ponies, huh?” Dash grinned as the sudden realization came to her. "Hey Pinkie. When you said Twilight, you meant the second student of the princess, right? Well, the funny thing is... She's not the only newcomer in town. In fact, you kind of missed two."
"Wait. What?" Pinkie tilted her head to the side, her wild excitement now replaced with confusion.
Dash flew up and artistically gestured with her hoof as if introducing Wonderbolts themselves. "Pinkie, allow me to introduce you to Kyuubi. Princess Celestia's first student." She pointed down. "Kyuubi, meet Pinkie Pie. She's Ponyville’s party mare extraordinaire."

From underneath a great shadow, Pinkie's chin hit the floor with a weak thud before she closed her mouth with a hoof. Instead of a pony, she stared at a massive towering fox-like creature. Its puffy tails covered the entire street while its well-cared-for fur reflected sun rays. It was practically a walking bouncy/fluffy castle, almost as tall as a smaller-sized house. How did she miss someone that big? 
Pinkie Pie? I heard you were responsible for entertainment for the upcoming celebration. The massive creature lowered its head and looked at her with a welcoming smile, one that easily rivaled some of Pinkie’s best. Even though this creature could probably snatch her up like a piece of bubblegum, her danger-detecting Pinkie Sense remained silent. It's a pleasure to meet you, Miss Pie. I hope preparations are going smoothly.
“Nooo!” The party mare placed hooves on both sides of her head and panicked. "Not only have I missed another new pony... a non-pony creature in town, but I spoiled the surprise. What have I done!? My reputation is ruined!"
She noticed Fluttershy peek from behind Kyuubi's neck, only to hide timidly after. What caught her attention was a filly that looked at her from atop of the kitsune's head. "There are more!?"
Unamused, Rainbow deadpanned, “That’s what I just said, Pinkie.”
"Hello there. My name is Lily. Lily Longsock. I am Kyuubi's student and her bodyguard. Nice to meet you."
Much to Pinkie's surprise, the filly jumped onto the kitsune’s large black nose before grabbing Pinkie’s hoof and shaking her whole body in a powerful hoof-shake. Pinkie walked backward shakily before shaking away her dizziness. She gritted her teeth and picked up a mirror from her tail. She looked at her reflection and said, "Not only did you miss two newcomers and spoil a surprise, but you were also outplayed at a welcoming hoof-shake! Get it together, Pinkie. Get. It. Together!"
Do you store items in your tail? Interesting. The kitsune glanced at one of her own tails thoughtfully. Could her tail-fur store items? Something to explore later.
Pinkie returned the hoof-sized mirror into her tail. She took a deep breath before standing on her rear hooves.
"Kyuubi, Lily, welcome to Ponyville! I can't believe I get to entertain not one pony, not two ponies, but also a massive many-tailed sheep-fox. It is so amazing. There will be snacks. There will be punch and so much more. You'll have the best of times."
Oh, thank you, but I already ate...
"Do you like sweets? There’ll definitely be sweets. There will be dancing and games. Have you ever played Pin The Tail On A Pony? How do you even dance on those big paws? You’d probably shake up a street or two!" Pinkie interrupted with a barrage of questions as she placed both hooves on Kyuubi's nose, forcing Lily to step backward between Kyuubi’s large eyes. 
Well, I kind of danced with Fluttershy in a sense...
“You'll have the most welcoming welcome in your history of being welcomed. You can count on that as I am the best party mare. Your smile will be so wide…” The filly before her rolled her eyes, then grabbed her by her sides. Pinkie blinked as she was held above the filly's head.
"You talk too much. Chillax." 
Pinkie shouted “Wheee!” as she was thrown over kitsune's head, bouncing and landing on her fluffy back. Fluttershy's yelping noise came to life in the background. As Pinkie was about to stand, a sudden odd sensation overcame her. She closed her eyes blissfully and started cuddling the rich fur in satisfaction. "Soooo soooft," she said in a smooth, enraptured voice.
"It is," Fluttershy said as she approached hesitantly, extending a shaking hoof to help her stand. "Glad you like it."
"I sure do!" Pinkie said as she pressed her cheek and chest into the fur while walking with her rear legs, pushing her body through the white garden. "I bet I can just swim in it."
"If only," Fluttershy joked while Lily climbed up towards them. 
Go ahead and enjoy it. The pool is open. The fluff's fine! Kyuubi joked with a cheerful giggle as she stood up to her full height. She bestowed her passengers with a peaceful smile before resuming her walk, though still paying attention to the ponies. Dash flew next to her head.
"Don't mind if I do," Pinkie said before galloping towards the kitsune's neck. Once atop her head, she turned around and leaped forward, performing a somersault in mid-air before diving into the white mass.

Erm, That’s never happened before. 
Kyuubi stared at her back with wide blue eyes as the party mare just vanished from her sight. Then noticed Pinkie's head peek from the fur before hiding in it. She felt an odd ticklish sensation as she resisted the urge to laugh or even scratch herself like a dog. Flutterbold and Lily seemed to share her shock.
Did she just... dive into my fur? Kyuubi asked. While her fluff was quite tall and certainly rich, it was not rich enough to hide a grown pony. Not for a decade or three anyway. Only Lily was small enough to vanish in it, and she wouldn’t be able to pull it off as easily as the party mare did. Pinkie not only hid her entire mass from Kyuubi’s sight but was apparently, and literally, swimming in it. B-b-but how?
"It's Pinkie Pie, don't question it," Dash said as she landed and sat on kitsune's head while Lily remained on her muzzle. Dash looked upside down into her big eye with a tired face, already done with the random mare’s antics. "Let's just say that Pinkie does this kind of weird stuff so often that it’s better to just accept it. Everypony in Ponyville has. Whether they like it or not."
If you say so, Kyuubi responded as she noticed a pink hoof emerged from her fur to grab and pull Flutterbold into the depths with a startled ‘eep!’  After several seconds, she saw both mares emerge from the middle part of her second tail. Kyuubi moved her essential limb over to her head to take a better look. While Pinkie giggled cheerfully, Flutterbold just started back with unblinking eyes and a sheepish smile.
"That... was an experience," Flutterbold said. After taking a moment to return to her senses, she flew up and started hovering in front of Kyuubi's muzzle. "I think I prefer regular cuddling rather than swimming with Pinkie. That was just strange."
"Can I swim with you!? Pretty please!" Lily shouted as she leaped from the muzzle, tackling the party mare. 
Before Kyuubi knew it, her beloved student vanished with Pinkie, most likely literally swimming in her fur against all logic. She displayed a sheepish smile when Lily asked for more, once again resisting the urge to scratch her itching back and tail. 
Kyuubi wouldn't risk injuring Pinkie Pie by accident, no matter how much her brain demanded she claw the itching spots. Though, she knew that Lily wouldn't mind it. While her teeth had anti-magical properties, her claws lacked it, not being much of a threat to the little durable powerhouse.
Suddenly, the small upside-down head of Rainbow Dash peeked into Kyuubi’s eye again from her perch. "Let's go to the library while Pinks is distracted. Knowing Pinkie, she gathered all the ponies there for a big party."
Agreed.
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For the next few minutes, Kyuubi's eyes remained narrowed as her face displayed numerous expressions of struggle, fighting not to squirm or shake herself out at the tingling in her fur. A few drops of sweat formed on her forehead. While it wasn't the first time she was tickled or had an itch, it never dragged on this long, causing her an immense struggle. Luckily, Dash and Flutterbold both sat between her ears, not seeing her suffering, and she wouldn't dare worry them.
Thinking up a solution and curious if it would work, she summoned holy magic from her third tail, which cast a glow along her body, then sighed in relief. The never-ending tickling was finally gone. It seems my healing magic works on itching like a personal calamine lotion. Good to know, she thought, finally ending her ongoing struggle. She kept applying it in small doses, keeping the itching at bay.
As she was getting closer to the big tree, which seemed to be only twice as tall as her when she walked on all four paws, a large group of ponies came into view. Mares, stallions, little fillies, colts, unicorns, pegasi, and earth ponies. Pony citizens of all races and sizes were gathered around the library in a circle as a loud murmur filled the area. She failed to recognize their words from the chaotic noise, but from the tone of it seemed as if the crowd was worried about something. As she walked closer with slow and careful steps, a scream of panic reached her ears.
“Everfree monster!”
Kyuubi looked at the panicking mare, whose hoof pointed at her accusingly. A pink earth pony with a golden mane and a little white flower between her ears. 
“The horror, the horror!” 
Contrary to Kyuubi’s fears, the pony didn’t run but instead fainted alongside two of her friends. Soon, a hundred pairs of eyes looked at her.
Gulping, she took a deep breath to steel herself and then opened her eyes back up. She smiled warmly and raised her forepaw, slowly waving at the crowd. As much as she wanted to assure them that she wasn't a giant, invading monster, there was no way she could speak to so many ponies at once.
“Those drama queens are worse than Rarity!” Rainbow Dash groused. The rainbow colored mare flew from Kyuubi’s head and spoke to the crowd. "Keep calm everypony. No need to panic!"
"Everypony panic!"
Ten seconds later, the panic happened as ponies scattered in all directions. Some hid behind the tall tree. Some ran indoors, resulting in a few broken doors and windows. A few fillies and colts hid behind a tall sign with a book written on it. The pegasi hid behind roofs of nearby homes, overseeing the situation. Even the three unconscious mares were carried away by stallions.
"P-please, d-don't be s-scared. Kyuubi is f-friendly," Flutterbold said with a timid voice, which became lost among screams of panic.
The great kitsune only looked about at all the frightened, cowering ponies, trying not to make any sudden moves. Kyuubi's ears drooped, a sign that the pegasus on her head quickly noticed. While she wanted ponies to be wary of her, she hoped they would only keep a safe distance and respect her privacy. Seeing them panic-filled, running away while calling her a monster, it filled her with so much sadness. She had behaved for decades. She was a dangerous tamed predator, but a monster? After everything that her mentor and her friends have done for her? Never. While she hoped some ponies wouldn't trust her, she had not realized how much it would hurt.
"Aw, in the name of Celestia, stop running already! She's friendly! Are you even listening!?" Dash shouted as she flew left and right, addressing numerous ponies who ignored her.
"C-calm down, everypony," Flutterbold said, this time with a bit louder tone. Her legs trembled as she refused to cower from the panicked ponies. "You're hurting her feelings."
Kyuubi lowered her head and whimpered, forcing her passenger to hold onto her ear. She sighed and unleashed what sounded akin to a puppy’s whining. She looked back up the moment Flutterbold started hovering in front of her face.
"Calm down, please!"
Her rival wanted to stick up for her, but the noise in the air was too loud. Concentrating, she focused magic on her fifth tail, preparing a hybrid spell. 
During the loud lecture three years ago, she had first heard the 'Royal Canterlot Voice' in action, and the princess later explained how to use magic to enhance one's voice. Of course, she wasn't good with spells that were out of her specialty. But this is where Zecora's teaching came into play; lessons on how to control and enhance inner magic, and her fifth tail specialized in that. By combining what she learned from Zecora and Princess Celestia, using her fifth tail as a mic, she bestowed Flutterbold with a vocal boost of the highest magnitude.
"Everypony calm down! Kyuubi is the friendliest creature I’ve ever met! She may be very big, but she's nothing but peaceful and kind! Stop panicking and apologize for hurting her feelings this instant!"
Waves of Flutterbold's voice knocked nearby ponies off balance. Branches of the tree started moving as hundreds of leaves flew into the air. Silence filled the air as everypony now looked at the loud pegasus, staring in disbelief. 
Rainbow Dash shook her head from her crash, finding herself lying on top of a sign with a book on it. She landed on the ground and turned to Flutterbold, her mouth agape.
Wearing a swim mask and snorkel, Pinkie Pie and Lily emerged from Kyuubi's neck, done with swimming as they curiously scouted the area for the source of the noise.
Kyuubi looked at Flutterbold in pride, who quickly moved her hooves over her mouth before she curled herself into a ball in mid-air. Flustered, she hastily zipped behind Kyuubi’s ear.
"Look at that. Fluttershy is riding that beast." 
"She musta tamed it." 
"It's safe everypony!"
The crowd reassembled as quickly as it scattered, surrounding the library once again. A few of the more curious pegasi flew over to Kyuubi to stroke her legs and sides. 
You have my gratitude, Lady Flutterbold. You're so dependable. I bet you're the bravest and boldest member of your family, Kyuubi praised as she pulled Fluttershy with her levitation. Once the hold on her ear was overpowered, she started to nuzzle the little pegasus. 
"W-well...I’m sorry, but you're wrong. That would be my brother Zephyr." Fluttershy narrowed her eyes while still holding her forehooves curled under her neck. "N-not that I could allow them to treat you like that. How can I stand aside when my animal friends need help?"
Before Kyuubi could ask her rival if she views her and all non-ponies as animals, she was interrupted by Rainbow Dash. "What the heck was that? Did you make Fluttershy's voice so loud?"
Kyuubi nodded. I merely aided Flutterbold in addressing the ponies. I had no idea she had a beast-tamer reputation. She's more respected than I thought.
"What?" Dash asked, spreading her forehooves. "What!?"
"Oh, so she calmed down a panicked crowd who called you a monster? So this is what was happening. I was wondering why I heard lots of panicked screams." Lily leaped onto Kyuubi's head, staring at Flutterbold in amazement. "I had no idea you were this cool. Heck, you may be even cooler than Dash."
Rainbow Dash astoundedly stared at Lily, her mouth even more agape than ever before. She closed it and massaged her chin, most likely hurt from gasping so often in one day. She crossed her forehooves and said, "W-whatever. Flutters is my best friend. Not like I care if you wrongly think she’s cooler than me. I’m not that big a jerk." She turned to the side, though Kyuubi noticed her cheeks puff out a great deal, a clear sign of the pegasus' annoyance. 
Pinkie Pie leaped onto the ground from four meters height, asking a nearby unicorn, "Why is everypony outside? The surprise party was supposed to be inside the library. What's the hold-up?"
The unicorn stallion pointed at the door and said, "Well, about that." He sighed." The new pony reached the library first and is now checking out tons of books with Rarity's help."
"What!?" Pinkie shouted, causing the stallion to step backward. She stomped repetitively. "So now even my surprise party is ruined. Why's everything going so wrong? Am I cursed?" She looked ahead with a tearful expression on her face, as her hair became less puffy and flatter. Her always pink fur gained a shade of grey.
Kyuubi lowered her head, her cheek a meter away from the party mare. I'm so sorry. If I didn't check on Ponyville's preparations, Twilight would have remained occupied for a lot longer. Is there anything I can do to make up for it?
Pinkie calmed down and regained her colors, her and tail mane once again puffy. She turned to the kitsune. "Awww... You care so much. I can't be mad at you. Come here!" She leaped forward and embraced the muzzle in a hug. She freed it and looked at Kyuubi with a hopeful smile. "If we can’t have an indoor surprise party, we can always have an outdoor party. Can you help me with that?”
S-sure. Just tell me what to do. Though, there's a way I like to greet ponies, especially new friends, a little initiation of mine. Maybe it will keep ponies entertained.
"A secret technique? Oooh. I like the sound of that.” Pinkie’s hair frizzed back up.
Both Kyuubi and Pinkie looked at the entrance into the library, hearing the noise of the opening door. A white mare walked outside with graceful steps, her face unamused. It was Little Miss Snob Too Prissy To Live.
"Is it too much to ask for a bit of peaceful silence? I swear, this was the loudest library session I’ve ever had in my life." The mare shot nearby ponies disapproving glares. "I expected ponies of this town to have at least a bit of decency and not scream from the bottom of their lungs. So uncouth."
"Hey, Rarity! Have you been in there all this time?"
Rarity wiped a patch of dust from her chest before turning her head to the party mare. "Not all the time. I tried to gift a student of the princess with..." She paused, raising a hoof to her mouth as she let out a dramatic gasp. "Sweet Celestia!" 
Rainbow Dash rolled her eyes. “Here it comes.” She turned to the hiding canary colored pegasus. “Flutters, you may wanna get ready.”
Kyuubi’s ears dropped as she lowered her head to the ground to appear less intimidating. She gave her best puppy look which had most of the other ponies d-awwing at the sight, making them feel silly for being afraid of what had to be a giant puppy. Please remain calm. There's nothing to-”
Rarity interrupted, pointing at the kitsune. “Just look at that beautiful coat of fur!”
Fear...Huh?
“Huh?!” Rainbow was flabbergasted. It wasn’t what she was expecting at all from this particular mare.
Rarity did a short walk around the colossal kitsune, a wide grin on her face. She occasionally ran a hoof over the great fox’s legs and tails, liking what she felt very, very much. “Such a well kept pelage. And those beautiful, beautiful tails! I take it you are Kyuubi?"
Um, correct.. My name's Kyuubi.  
"I apologize for my forwardness, darling. Twilight did mention you and that you can speak telepathically, yet failed to say you were of such a tall posture and wonderful coiffure! Moreover, she completely understated how positively magnificent you were!"
Blushing deeply, Kyuubi relaxed her tense muscles, her worries unfounded. If she remembered correctly, Miss Rarity was responsible for decorations, and Rainbow Dash didn't have the best impression of her. The kitsune lowered her head back toward the ground near the white unicorn. I get that a lot. Remarks about my size, anyway. Though I must admit, you took seeing me at my full size better than most ponies here.
Rarity raised an eyebrow as she stopped a meter in front of the big muzzle. "That is what this noise was all about?" She held forehoof on her chest and lowered her head apologetically. "Please, accept my deepest apologies, Lady Kyuubi. Regardless of your size and species, you deserve proper respect as a student of her majesty. Honestly, it is not as though you are one of those awful rumored Timberwolves or even some average rat. Your well-kept splendor is a sign of your station. I think everypony should see you are no feral beast."
Lily jumped to the ground and trotted to Rainbow Dash. "Wow. She sure knows how to be polite, and she knows how to give out compliments. First, you lie about Flutterbold, and now this. You're too judgemental."
"Yeah, sure. Add it to the list." The pegasus groaned and massaged her forehead. "This is not my day."
Kyuubi bashfully smiled and sat, still towering over the fashion mare. She extended her paw, holding it in front of Rarity while gesturing with her head welcomingly. The mare smiled with a hint of excitement before she climbed onto her forepaw. 
The kitsune raised Rarity to her face, ignoring Pinkie and other ponies who were setting up tables with snacks in free space around the library. A pleasure to meet you, Lady Rarity. Since Twilight told you about me, I will skip my introduction. I hope preparations for the Summer Sun Celebration are progressing without any issues.
"Preparations are finished already." Rarity stood on her rear legs and raised her head in pride. One hoof was on her chest while another pointed at a tall building. "While it is not my field of expertise, I put my best efforts into making sure that the Townhall is ready to welcome Her Highness. I can only hope our humble accommodations will be to her liking." She lowered herself, now standing on four hooves on the sole of kitsune's paw. "Would you like to do an inspection?"
Kyuubi shook her head, though her big size meant her movements took extra seconds. I will trust your word. For now, I promised Pinkie Pie that I would aid her in entertaining everypony here. Besides, I can’t fit through the door anyway, so my expertise wouldn't be much of a help.
"Understandable," Rarity said as she walked on Kyuubi's foreleg towards her chest before inspecting it again with a detailed eye. "I do apologize again for my forwardness, but truly, your fur is so well-cared for and of very high quality. I don't see crumbs, or dirt, at all. Do you use polishing shampoo or visit the spa often?"
Oh, I love the spa, especially the massages session, and I take great pride in my fur. I comb it every day. Considering how often ponies wish to make contact with it, keeping it flawless and clean is very important. The kitsune gestured at her third tail with her other paw. Plus, a little bit of holy magic heals any sudden injury.
"Elegant and healthy. Honestly, darling, you should have had these ponies pay you for mere contact with your fur," Rarity joked as she kept rubbing at the fur on Kyuubi's chest. She sank her cheek into it, cooing at the feeling of it against her face. She quickly withdrew her head a moment later, a faint blush on her cheeks. "A-anyway, I cannot help but wonder. Have you ever tried to wear clothes? I specialize in ponies clothing, but I can try to make something for you."
That's very sweet of you, Lady Rarity, but I must decline. Seeing drooped ears and a disappointed pout on Rarity's face, she added, Oh, please, don't feel sad. It’s not you, it is me! I’ve entered a phase of my life where I grow super fast. Nothing you make would last me very long. Not to mention all the efforts to make something for someone of my size. I could never trouble you like that, my little pony.
Lily leaped towards the foreleg, hanging on it with her forehooves. "Also, why would you want to hide all that fluffy fur?"
"I understand what you mean. However, I do believe that a decorative assortment would only enhance the beauty of your splendid fur. Would you consider wearing an adjustable necklace?"
Kyuubi tapped her neck, thoughtful. I would consider it. Seeing a hopeful smile grow on Rarity's face, she asked, Do you think there's something I can wear that would fit a tea party? Or a banquet?
Rarity beamed a toothy smile, showing her shining teeth. "Of course, my fair lady. I believe a sash or a bowtie would add some elegance."
I think a bowtie would be more than enough. How much does it cost?
“Cost? Oh no, no, no. Consider it a gift. I already shared my dresses with Twilight Sparkle. It would not be fair if I charged you for my work.”
So you shared your dresses with Twilight? And she made you search for books in the library for her? What went on between you two?
Rarity stood on her rear hooves and rubbed her side against Kyuubi’s chest. “It was a bonding experience. After she checked on the Cakes, since Pinkie Pie was impossible to find, she inspected my decorations. After she helped me finish the last touches, I convinced her to join me at my Boutique.
So she helped you. I suppose she is a bit of a perfectionist. I hope her aid was most helpful, Kyuubi said, feeling a little jealous of the fellow student. When she offered her assistance to the Apple family and Fluttershy, they didn't require it. Though Pinkie Pie had asked for her help with the party, and now she wanted to make it a success even more.
"Perfectionist indeed, but it is something I admire about her. Thanks to her aid, we got the job done a lot faster. Not to mention the improvements in quality." Rarity withdrew from the fur and once again blushed in embarrassment, this being the third time she’d made direct contact. "I apologize for disrespecting your personal space so repeatedly. It is so unladylike of me. Forgive me?" She looked up to the kitsune’s face with apologetic puppy eyes of her own.
Kyuubi just kept smiling at the fashionista, resisting the urge to poke/nudge her with the tip of her nose. She suspected a classy mare like Rarity wouldn't appreciate it. She did bring her head closer, softly nuzzling the fashionista with her cheek, which the unicorn mare cheerfully accepted. Please don't apologize. It is something I have enjoyed for years. I welcome it. Anyway, what happened next?
"Afterwards, I invited her to my boutique. She was very patient, both testing and even commenting on all my dresses. And her young assistant was such a gentle-dragon." Rarity pointed at the library. "When she asked me to assist her in finding a book about a legend regarding the Mare in the Moon or any book with information about the Elements of Harmony, I just couldn't refuse."
I assume she’s still looking for the book.
"Oh no, she found one already. She's currently reading it, so I decided to check on all this commotion."
I see. Kyuubi bit her bottom lip as she looked at the large tree nervously. Somehow, Twilight had found a book. It was among her most annoying habits. She needed to keep Twilight away from the Royal Castle, or else her plan would fall apart. With the first idea that popped into her mind, she said, I have an idea.
"I am listening," Rarity said as she sat back down on Kyuubi's paw again, looking back curiously. Lily sat ahead of the mare due to lack of space on the sole, curious herself.
 Maybe you can convince Twilight to be your model for, for..." Kyuubi pointed at the fluff on her chest. "For a clothing series made of my fur." 
"Your what?" 
The kitsune chuckled nervously upon receiving confused looks from Rarity and Lily. I mean, I have so much of it. It grows fast, and Pinkie gave me this funny idea. If ponies love my fur so much, why not make clothes out of it? It will keep Twilight distr...rewarded. Yes, clothes for all of my friends made of my white fur would be a great gift. She glanced to the left and right nervously. And in return, I can provide more of it regularly for your new line of puffy clothing. It can make a winter collection. Please tell me it is a great idea.
Rarity lowered herself and rubbed her forehoof against fur on Kyuubi's foreleg. Lily assisted by cutting a sample with a hoof, giving it to the fashionista. "Thank you." After further inspection, rolling and bending the fur with her magic, she looked into Kyuubi's eyes and nodded. "We have a deal." She raised her forehoof, which Kyuubi shook with the tip of her forepaw. 
Kyuubi lowered her paw, allowing Rarity to step onto the solid ground. The mare trotted away, then galloped towards what the kitsune assumed was her boutique. 
"Kyuubi, can you help me with the tables?"
S-sure.
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"Spike, you can't be serious!" Twilight shouted, holding a rolled checklist with a hoof and backpack attached to her side. "After all the research and planning I have done, you want me to take a break?"
"That's what I said," Spike said with crossed hands as he stood next to a closed window. "If you hadn't noticed, there's a party going on outside. The sun will settle down soon, and the celebration will start tomorrow morning. You can't seriously go to the Everfree Forest in search of the Elements now."
"And why not?"
Spike facepalmed. He showed his other hand and started pointing at one finger at a time. "First, you promised you would have some fun. Second, Lily and the Templars are more than enough to support Princess Celestia. Third, Cadence, Shining Armor and the Royal Guard can assist as well. And finally, there's more than a twenty percent chance that this legend is a fairy tale."
"Y-yes, but..." 
"Or do you have so little faith in the strength of your mentor and friends?"
Twilight rubbed the back of her neck. Maybe she underestimated the strength of Equestira's defenses. Was she thinking of her friends as incompetent? Besides, she did make a promise. 
“Well, no, but….”
"How about this. The legend says that Nightmare Moon will come back tomorrow. If she does, we know what to do. If she doesn't, well, all the better for us," Spike interrupted as he kept staring critically at Twilight, awaiting her decision.
The unicorn sighed in defeat, then gave her assistant a reassuring smile. "Alright, Spike, you’ve convinced me. Besides, I made a promise. The least I can do is keep it." She walked towards the exit and gestured with her head. "Come on, Spike, let's have some fun."
"Now that's what I'm talking about."
Twilight opened the door with her magic, walking outside alongside her now a bouncing-in-place assistant. 
They both stopped, taking a moment to examine the ongoing party.
At the center of the said party was Kyuubi, now at her full size. She lay curled on her side, allowing many ponies to relax on her fur. Twilight recognized it as the welcoming initiation that her large friend gifted her with during their first meeting. This time, however, it was on an even larger scale. 
Only one tail was free from the gathered ponies and birds that nested among her fur. Her third tail performed the role of a giant candle, providing and maintaining a sacred flame. Unlike regular fire spells, this one was unique to Kyuubi, summoned with holy magic as it wouldn’t hurt those with no hostile intent. She usually lights fireplaces with it. I suppose there's not much to burn in the area. Twilight thought as she noticed numerous tables filled with food and a few cushions to sit on.
Curious, she approached a familiar mare, the very one who ran away from her earlier today.
"I wish I was a giant sheep-fox. I would bring smiles to so many ponies by just letting them hug me." Pinkie held both forehooves against her left cheek as she admired the kitsune. "Even her welcoming welcome is more welcoming than mine." Pinkie whimpered. "It just isn't fair." 
“Oh yeah, that’s the stuff. I see what Flutters and everypony else was talking about now.” Dash drowsily declared as she reclined and snuggled on Kyuubi’s shoulder, leaning up against her long neck. “And I thought clouds were great, but this is even better!” Dash practically squealed as she nuzzled further against the rich, white fur in sheer enjoyment.
"It seems Kyuubi stole the show, again. She's very good at it and she doesn’t even try," Twilight said to herself as she shifted her attention to Kyuubi. One of the ponies sitting on the kitsune's shoulder was in tears for some reason.
"Ohh, I can't believe you endured so much hardship, just because of some big nine-tailed-kitsune meanie. Are you truly the last member of your species? That's... that's horrible!" Fluttershy said as she flew up to nuzzle Kyuubi's cheek, wetting the fur with her tears. "You were nothing but helpful for decades. You more than deserve all the hugs and every nice thing ever. You poor, poor puppy." The pegasus softly stroked the kitsune’s cheek as if to make the memories disappear.
D-don't worry, Lady Flutterbold. I am quite happy. I’ve made lots of beloved friends and get plenty of hugs.
"You deserve more!" the pegasus insisted as she buried her face into Kyuubi’s cheek, intensely focused on hugging as much of Kyuubi’s head as she could.
Twilight decided to leave them to it for now. Instead, she followed her little love-struck assistant, heading towards Rarity. The diligent fashionista seemed to be working on something at a table with a few stacks of multicolored fabric. "Excuse me, Rarity. What are you working on?"
"Oh, Twilight, perfect timing. I need your help on this one."
"Sure, but what is that?" Twilight asked as she glanced over a combination of several large pieces of blue material with one big flame-like gem in the middle. 
"It is a gift for Lady Kyuubi. An elegant blue bowtie for tea parties and other public events. It will look beautiful on her, no matter how much she grows. And the part holding the bowtie can be easily expanded to keep up with her growing neck."
Twilight tilted her head to the side. "Seriously? Well, at least I can't deny that it is a creative idea." She took a few more steps towards the table and poked some odd white material inside three baskets. "Is this Kyuubi's fur? You didn’t skin her for it, did you?" She recalled the tale of the ‘generous’ Everfree Sage, hoping Kyuubi learned her lesson after the Royal Canterlot Lecture.
"Skinned!? Oh, no, no, no. Never! Such an uncivilized action, no. Lady Kyuubi offered it for my new line of winter clothing. In return, you and your other friends will get them first." Rarity bent her legs, taking a moment to playfully stroke the little drake. "Spikie will look so adorable in it. I can picture it now." Imaginary stars flashed in the mare's eyes. "Gloves, jackets,  scarves. Ah, I cannot wait!"
Twilight smiled encouragingly. "If it involves Kyuubi's fur, I can tell it will be a grand success. Assuming it won't lose its magical properties while being separated from her. Now that would be an interesting experiment."
"Darling, please. Don’t jinx it!" Rarity said with narrowed eyes, a hint of panic in her voice.
Twilight's ears dropped. "S-sorry." As she started helping with the large bowtie, she exposed her right ear, listening to the voices in the background. "By the way. Is Kyuubi telling the story of her past to everypony?"
"She is. Or rather, Lily is telling it for her. Something about skipping on scary details that would cause a repeat of the town panic," Rarity explained as her focus was the sewing machine, charging it with her magic. 
"Good call. My friend tends to be too honest, often making herself look worse than she is. She has a big heart in more ways than one.”
"Oh, I’m certain it is. According to Applejack, her humble nature is what makes her so trustworthy," Rarity said as she pointed at the farm mare who provided the guests with drinks and apple snacks. A stetson hat decorated the mare's head.
"So you can heal, boost yourself and others, and use defensive magic. So you're not just big, but also a wizard. You're so cool," Rainbow Dash praised from her spot.
N-not really. I have a few specialties, but overall I am much weaker and more limited than Twilight when it comes to magic and raw power. I'm also a bit fragile for my size.
"Is Lady Kyuubi always so modest?" Rarity tittered, taking a break from using a needle for a little finishing touch.
"Most of the time, but this time it’s more than her humility. Despite her size, she has many weaknesses. Lack of agility at her full size is one of them," Twilight explained as she lowered her horn towards the flame-colored gem, casting a little enhancement of her own. Since her friend was going to wear this bowtie, she could as well make the gemstone more practical. "Her magic and biology are far different from ours. No magic enhances her durability, making her somewhat vulnerable to injury."
"I see. Most unfortunate for her. But I can’t imagine what sort of ruffian would ever wish to harm such a sweet-tempered creature. In any case...One more touch. And...Done!" Rarity levitated the massive bowtie with her magical aura, holding it over her head as a trophy. 
The numerous ponies quickly stepped from the rich fur, making space for the mighty bowtie. Rainbow moved away, too, albeit annoyed to be forced away from her napping spot for the second time in one morning.
What's this? Is this the bowtie? Already? But it's so big. I had no idea you would finish it this quickly.
"Oh, darling. Bigger does not mean harder. In fact, I had an easy time working on details thanks to that," Rarity answered while Twilight noticed that she rubbed the back of her neck nervously. "Though I admit it, it is a bit rushed. It is merely a sample. I will make you a good one after the celebration."
Oh, please, don’t trouble yourself. This bowtie is lovely. 
"For the quality fur you provided me, it is no hassle at all. Now please stand up. I want to see how it fits from a different angle."
Twilight watched her tall friend stand to her full height, towering over the admiring crowd. The bowtie had the width of two ponies standing across each other, clearly visible from the lower ground. The flame-like gem reflected the rays of the sun while blue fabric suited the white fur. "Wow. She was adorable before, but now she looks like a kitsune of the highest class." Her friend made her think of a fox working as a butler serving drinks but decided not to speak it aloud. 
"Looking good, sugar-cube," Applejack praised.
"A bowtie? meh." Dash waved her forehoof with a dismissive gesture.
"I think it suits you very well. No pony will mistake you for a dangerous beast. Like a collar with a nametag," Fluttershy pointed out as she landed next to Rarity.
"Collar? Oh please. She is not a mere animal. She's a sophisticated creature and deserves to look like it," Rarity remarked.
"I can agree with that," Twilight said, admiring her friend by Rarity's side. "I only wish she didn't call herself a dangerous predator so often."
"That's what I like 'bout her. She ain't hidin' anything and stayin' true to herself," Applejack commented as she approached Twilight from the other side.
"For a so-called dangerous predator, she’s pretty chill," Dash complimented Kyuubi, landing next to Fluttershy.
"I wish I was her. Just imagining how much I could do gives me chills," Pinkie said as she bounced towards the group, hopping in place next to Rainbow Dash. "That bowtie looks silly on her." As she received a doglike growl from Rarity, she added, "In a good, fun way."
Kyuubi looked down at the group as her ears drooped and her smile waned.
Twilight quickly noticed the distress. Something was bothering her friend, but before she could speak, Kyuubi beat her to it.
If you liked my story, you are going to enjoy hearing about Twilight Sparkle. The kitsune stretched her long forepaw to lightly place it on the studious unicorn’s back as the crowd of ponies focused their attention on her.
"Wait. What?!"
Did you know she hatched a dragon egg with her magic when she was only ten?
"That's me," Spike said, awoke from the charm that kept his eyes on Rarity with a love-struck stare.
"I see, so that is why you two are so close!" Rarity said as she turned to Twilight in admiration.
"Wait, is that a baby dragon!?" Fluttershy wrapped the little dragon motherly embrace. "You have to tell me all about yourself. Will you? Pretty please?"
"Okay, get ready for a long story," Spike said with pride in his voice, taking his dragon-handling in stride.
And her magic is far superior to mine, even when I am at my full size. I wish I were half as good at magic as her.
"Is that true?" Rainbow Dash asked, now hovering in front of Twilight, who took a few steps backward.
"Yer not lyin'. Ah can tell. Or are ya just bein’ all humble again?" Applejack asked, looking between Twilight and the giant fox wearing a bowtie. 
Oh no, my humility has nothing to do with it. When it comes to magic, I'm the inferior one, despite being three decades older. Twilight is just that amazing.
The studious unicorn found herself bombarded with questions and praise, now surrounded by the ponies that a moment ago were admiring her friend. Kyuubi smiled proudly before taking the opportunity to walk away with silent steps, or at least as silent as the giant kitsune could make them. It became clear to Twilight that Kyuubi was serious about helping her find friends, and she respected that. 
For Kyuubi, she was willing to give friendship a try.

Kyuubi kept walking through the empty street as the noise of partying guests became weaker the further she went. Once far enough, she walked behind a wooden home and bent her legs, though failing to hide her long tails from pony eyes if they decided to look towards her.
Concentrating magic in her third tail, she summoned a portal, which grew in size before her very eyes. While talented and powerful unicorns had access to reliable and quick teleportation, she relied on her gates instead. Summoning it took longer than casting teleportation, but it had a superior range in return. When it came to transporting a large group with a cheaper use of magic, this is where her spell shone. Or, in this case, a massive kitsune like her.
"Are you leaving already? But the party has just started!" Hearing the voice of sweet Lily, she looked down. Her student quickly jumped towards her muzzle, now hanging on it with her hooves. "There's still time until the seal breaks. Are you sure you want to go now?"
Kyuubi nodded, though it didn't bother the pony hanging to her muzzle. Lily, I realized that I did something terrible.
"Terrible? Like what?" 
I nearly ruined Twilight's chance of gaining friends. 
“Huh?”
They were all so focused on me, my fur, my story, and then the bowtie. Twilight would’ve been content to stay silent or go back into the library to read a book.
"Ah, yeah, that sounds about right. So that's why you left so quickly?"
Yes, in part. But I admit, I  wish we didn’t have to leave so soon. Rainbow Dash was very enthusiastic, though not the best judge of character. Rarity and the Apple family were so generous. Kyuubi tapped her bowtie as a mere touch filled her with pleasant memories she just made. Pinkie Pie and her logic-breaking creativity gave me a few interesting ideas. But most of all, my dear cuddly rival Flutterbold. I never thought I’d meet a pony so much like me. Hopefully, I will meet them again one day in the future. They are such great ponies. We could have been great friends.
"But they are your friends! Or at least, they want to be!"
Maybe so, but the risk of robbing Twilight of her opportunity is just too high. I’ve already made many wonderful friends. Now, it’s time for Twilight to make hers.
"I...I understand. To be honest, I liked them. Mostly Rainbow Dash. But Pinkie was fun too, and Flutterbold really impressed me.”
After placing the filly on the sole of her paw, the giant fox leaned in to nuzzle the earth pony comfortingly. I liked them, too, Lily. As the portal gate became big enough, Kyuubi placed Lily on her head, she walked towards it, peeking behind her shoulder for the last time. Maybe one day, we can come back and fully become their friends, but for now, we need to focus on keeping them safe. Especially my sweet little Flutterbold. We’ll help turn Princess Luna back to her old self and reunite her with Princess Celestia. Maybe afterward, our paths will cross again. For now, we should give Twilight her chance and cheer for her.
“Right, yeah! Once Twilight becomes friends with those special ponies, we’ll take our turn. I can’t wait! Let’s go save the Princess!”
Before the guests realized anything was happening, Kyuubi and Lily were gone, having moved kilometers away from Ponyville. 
Confused by Kyuubi’s absence, Fluttershy and Rainbow Dash flew over to the wooden house as they no longer saw the long tails sticking out from behind it. Yet the massive kitsune had vanished without a trace, taking Lily with her. Their collective mood went down, knowing their friends and rivals departed from this enjoyable party. Though, they both shared one question, wondering why the two of them had decided to leave.
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"Oh my! That is one stunning bowtie. It looks simply divine on you," said the sea-serpent, both his head and neck were standing out from the body of water. "You should have invited me. I would love to go fashion-shopping and find something just as magnificent for myself." He wrapped the tip of his right mustache between his fingers, rolling it back and forth playfully. "And here I believed your natural beauty did not need it. How wrong I was."
Thank you very much, Sir Steven, but buying it for myself was not my intention. It was a gift Lady Rarity bestowed upon me, Kyuubi explained as she approached a small bridge. It was her creation to connect a rocky road that was separated by a small river, looked after by her aquatic friend. In all honesty, it wasn't the first time I wore clothes as I sometimes played a dress-up with the princess when I was little. It brings back memories from decades ago.
"You mean those adorable pictures of you in a pink dress and bows wrapped around your tiny tails and ears?" Steven sighed, his hands now held close to his long chest. "I feel honored you showed them to me. A true highlight of the tea party from two years ago."
His train of adorable memories was interrupted upon noticing a levitation aura wrapped around the bridge. "My apologies, but I have to ask: Why are you removing this ever-so-useful construction? Ponies will stop coming by and talking to me when they learn there's no bridge here." He tapped his chin. "I mean, I could offer to let them walk on my slim figure, but still..."
It’s only temporary, I promise, Kyuubi said as she moved the uncharmed bridge further ahead, hiding it behind a few trees and bushes. The construction itself had a metallic skeleton keeping the wood together as if made of four puzzle pieces easy to reattach at any spot of the short river. Sir Steven Magnet. I have a big favor to ask of you. She turned her massive head, looking back at him with a pleading stare, though he noticed hints of seriousness as well.
"A favor? For you, my friend, anything." He raised further up, trying to match the height of the ever-growing kitsune. "How can this humble sea-serpent help a lady like you?"
Kyuubi looked back at him with a sheepish smile, a little blush formed on her cheeks. If a pony or a group of ponies head this way, please delay them or convince them to return to Ponyville. It is very, very important that nopony reaches the Everfree castle for the next few hours.
"Ah, so you wish for some privacy. I understand. I shall use my utmost charm to convince the ponies not to interrupt you. As for the bridge, I will return it to its previous spot tomorrow morning so you won't need to bother."
You have my utmost gratitude, Kyuubi replied, her smile once again warm. Steven moved to the side, watching as the massive kitsune ran and jumped over the gap with a mighty leap. Waves in the water raged the moment Kyuubi landed on the other side. As he waved his farewells, he noticed a little pony waving back at him from a spot next to the kitsune's right ear. The kitsune looked back to him with that same smile as she left. Good evening, Sir Steven. Always a pleasure, my friend.
He could only smile back and feel warmth in his heart, watching the departing pair. The friendship between a massive predator and a little but powerful pony was still as strong as ever. He could tell that it wasn't going to change, no matter the size difference between them. Lady Kyuubi is still living peacefully among her prey, resisting the temptation for decades. Such strength of will. It is an honor she considers me her friend. Ahh, if only she thought better of herself.

Kyuubi walked out of her portal once again, the vision of the stone wall before her. While her destination was a ruined castle, there was still one more place she wished to visit, one last stop before her big confrontation. Her ears perked up and down as she felt a ticklish sensation on her head.
"Don't you think that asking a manticore to scare away anypony heading towards the castle tonight is a bit, well, overkill? Also, what's up with removing all the bridges?"
Kyuubi raised her forepaw, holding it in front of her face before tilting her head to the side, waiting for Lily to either fall or jump on it. Her student quickly understood her intention and landed on the sole of her paw. I need to be sure that Twilight won't reach the castle until our confrontation with Nightmare Moon is over. I don't want her to get involved unless necessary.
"I get that, and I understand asking Steven Magnet to delay her, but why the bridges and the manticore?" Lily asked, standing on her rear hooves while staring back with a rebellious glare. She held her forehooves by her sides. 
Kyuubi stared back in silence for a moment, caught off guard as sweet Lily had rarely questioned her judgment before. Not that she wasn’t supposed to, but it was still rare. After thinking out a response, she answered, If you're afraid Twilight will get hurt, don't be. I fed the manticore with an orb made of my magic, and she understands how important it is for me that she doesn't hurt anypony. It is just a precaution. A bit of intimidation, nothing more.
"Knowing Twilight, she'll just trap the manticore with her levitation and pass by her, but okay. And the bridges?"
Simple. The river and the ravine will stop Twilight's progress. She can't fly, after all, Kyuubi explained.
Lily raised an eyebrow. "You do remember that she can levitate herself and teleport? Right?"
Kyuubi's eyes opened wide at the realization. With a swift movement of her paw, she slammed it into her forehead with great force. Her massive facepalm caused a loud thudding noise to be heard from a mile away. 
The kitsune panicked upon realizing that she just smashed Lily like a fly. She lowered and examined her raised paw, but the filly was no longer on it. Suddenly, she felt nuzzling on her forehead and then spotted Lily landing on her muzzle. Her guilt and desire to apologize vanished the moment she saw a cheerful smile on her student's face.
"If you think hugging me with the fur on your forehead is going to convince me not to tease you over this mishap, you have another thing coming," Lily joked with a grin. "But seriously, how could you forget that she can teleport?"
Kyuubi looked to the side to avert her gaze, failing as the filly was sitting on her muzzle. She answered with a nervous tone, W-Well... C-Considering that the Everfree Forest tends to tamper with spells, it was fair to assume that teleporting wouldn't be efficient enough." She continued with more confidence. What I mean is: my magic is well adapted to this place after I lived here for a decade. And yet, my teleporting gate has only half its usual range and is less accurate.
"Oh yes, the Everfree magic. It can prevent Twilight, a master of hundreds of spells, from crossing a river or a ravine with her well-trained short and long-range instant teleportation. You are correct as always."
Kyuubi sighed before lowering herself to the ground as Lily stepped from her muzzle. She raised her large forepaw over the filly who nuzzled it with her head, accepting the pat-pat. After decades of interacting with each other, the little student understood her gestures without the need for a single word.
I messed up. I get it. I would prefer it if you called me Miss Forgetful for the rest of the night rather than hearing your sarcastic remarks. Hearing them from you of all ponies makes me uncomfortable.
"Nah, I was kidding. I won't tease you. Besides, we all make mistakes. Of course, some of us make more than others." The filly ran over to the wall made of stone which was a bit transparent upon a closer look, barely hiding an entrance into the cave. Lily sat next to it and added, "Go in. I will wait."
Kyuubi raised to her full height, walking into the cave. She glanced at a few runes carved into the walls of the cave and a few paper talismans, all filled with her powers. Ever since she had discovered the mysterious magical tree, she often visited, feeling a sort of familiarity with it, as if they both were similar beings, in a sense. Unlike her, however, the mighty tree could neither talk, nor move, nor defend itself. 
Feeling the need to keep it safe, she had added numerous safety measures over the years to keep any hostile spirit and potential intruders away. Atop that, she placed a few illusion charms to hide the entrance into the cave from the common eye. Unfortunately, her lack of a specialty with illusion magic meant the illusions were low-tier. Good enough to fool bypassing ponies from a distance, but easy to see through from close by in an exploring party.
How have you been? Kyuubi asked telepathically, not expecting an answer. It has been more than a decade since an incident called the 'Sonic Rainboom,' the very day when Lily discovered this cave, and still, she hadn't heard a single response. It didn't stop her from sharing her worries with the tree, telling it bedtime stories, reading books, or giving it words of comfort, hoping that it heard her. One of her favorite things to do with the tree was to curl herself around it.
The kitsune lay on her side, this time only wrapping her tails around the tree, being big enough to wrap them around the whole thing. I have been thinking. You appeared on the same day that Twilight had a surge of magic. On the same day, my mentor saw a sign in the sky, believing it to be the Elements choosing their new bearers.
The tree remained silent as always as Kyuubi kept staring at its crystal form with a patient smile. There seemed to be a shape carved on each branch, similar to the cutie-mark of a few ponies she had just met in Ponyville. The middle part of the tree had a star-shape hole in it, resembling Twilight's cutie mark. 
Did this 'Sonic Rainboom' incident bring you into existence? Or maybe. She paused, tapping her chin and narrowing her eyes. Did you cause it? Are you responsible? Are you related to the Elements in some way?
She started at the tree for a moment with an assessing glare, only to soften a little. She gently patted the surface with her paw. I apologize if it was insensitive of me. It’s just… The kitsune sighed. If I fail to purify Luna from corruption, it will be up to Twilight and the Elements. 
Kyuubi rubbed the back of her neck and looked to the side. I know I have an ace, a spell I created with God's guidance, but I prefer to use it only as my last resort.
Kyuubi sank her chin into the fur on her side, covering her head in embarrassment. Please don't judge me. Whenever I pray, I have blurry visions of what will happen if I use this spell. Those visions were clearer the closer I was to this very night. She sniffed. I saw a cold lonely place as if in exile. I saw myself struggling against dangers. Please understand, I don't want to face this fate if it’s possible to avoid it. I'm sorry!
After a few long moments to vent off her emotions. Kyuubi withdrew her tails and stood to her full height, bowing her head to the tree one more time in an apology. I wish you could tell me if it is okay if I reveal your existence to my mentor. Thus far, nopony, except Lily, knows about your existence. I hate keeping secrets from my mentor, and I trust that she wouldn't harm you. I only wish I knew if you are okay with it.
Kyuubi sighed, considering whether to tell Princess Celestia about this magical tree once Luna was purified, hoping the tree wouldn't be mad at her. Walking away, she approached a little spot for praying she had prepared long ago. 
Her memories of her youth had gaps after five decades, especially her youngest years. But, she still remembered some small details of her time at the church. Using those memories, working a few weeks straight during her exile years after what she did to Sunset, she had carved two pony-size statues of humans with wings. Between them was an elegant cross made of wood. 
Her young mind had failed to memorize any details other than the cross being important. It was what priests and monks had prayed to. As she lowered her belly and chin to the ground, humbly bowing, she started her praying, already expecting another vision. 
If it is in your will, please bestow your subject with your blessing on this dire night. Please watch over us during the coming confrontation. And should it come to it, I ask that you gift Twilight and other bearers with your protection. She gulped as the vision started forming in her mind, even less blurry than before. She swallowed and added, And if there is no other way to save Luna, please give me the courage to use the spell you taught me, and watch over me as I face the consequences. As soon as she said it, the vision was gone, much to her surprise. God had given her a choice and explained the consequences, and she understood them. It was up to her to make this decision.

Lily trotted next to Kyuubi as they made their way through the halls of the ruined castle. Fortunately, the main hallways leading to the throne room were spacious enough to accommodate the size-able kitsune.
Taking several quick steps for each long one of the kitsune, she watched the distress visible on Kyuubi's face. After each prayer, her mentor seemed distressed for some reason. It couldn't be stress related to the coming confrontation, as it had been going on for the past three years. Her mentor tried to hide it around her, but with her experience, she had little difficulty noticing distress on such a large head.
With a quick leap, she reached the kitsune's side, quickly climbing up her neck before reaching her right ear. "You seem to be worried about something, and I can tell that it is related to your prayers." The kitsune stopped, and Lily noticed that her mentor held back her breath. "Is there... is there something you wish to share with me?"
As the ears on Kyuubi's head drooped, the silence lasted for an entire minute. Never before the atmosphere between those two felt so tense.
Knowing that she won't get the answer and was stressing her mentor, Lily said, "If you don't wish to speak about it, I understand. Just know that I'm willing to listen if you change your mind." She stroked Kyuubi's cheek with a forehoof. "We will get through this, I swear." As soon as she released the kitsune's cheek and landed from nearly a five meters height, her mentor resumed her walk.
Once they reached the throne room, Lily narrowed her eyes. There was a time when she could get away with acting carefree and careless, behaving immaturely, not fit for her rank and age. She looked like a filly and often acted like one. Now, however, Lily needed to keep this in check. The time to act professionally was due, and she wasn't going to disappoint.
"Attention!" she shouted in a commanding tone, her little lungs showing the power behind it. The armored ponies quickly saluted and stood at attention.
Lily examined her new surroundings with a watchful eye, beginning her inspection as commanding officer of the Knight Templars. At the recently-repaired double door into the throne room stood two earth ponies, their full-plated armor similar to the old dusty armor that decorated the halls of this castle. Each earth pony stallion had an enhanced tower-shield attached to their backs. Shields and chest-plates each had a five tails insignia decorating it.
Thanks to restoration efforts, the throne room had gained six new pillars that replaced the ruined ones. Next to each one stood an armored templar.
The first one was a fully armored earth pony, a mare equipped with a shield on one foreleg and a glove on the other.
Two unicorn stallions stood tall in medium armor, levitating two weapons each. One bore a staff with a yellow crystal at its tip that Lily recognized as a custom craft of the electric spirit, and a mace with small blue crystals. The second had a staff with a green crystal and a mace with small flaming-red crystals. Fire, ice, wind, and electricity, the four elements accounted for maximum diversity in their attacks and defenses.
Lily smiled at her female friend and her favorite subordinate, her second in command, Rosey. She hadn’t known her for long as they had met a few years ago, but from what she knew, Rosey was Kyuubi's school friend. At first, Lily liked the mare for being her mentor's trusted friend but quickly learned to respect her. While far behind Twilight in terms of raw-power and knowledge, Rosey more than made up for it with enthusiasm and skills, putting many earth ponies to shame.
Rosey wore bronze armor. Leg protectors and enhanced steel performed more than a decorative role. Despite looking heavy, she ran and jumped in it with little difficulty, not slowed down in the least during their training. Next to the unicorn were two long weapons: a spear, and halberd, both resting against a pillar. Rosey waved her foreleg at Kyuubi, which had a small shield attached to it. She playfully saluted her a moment later.
Finally, Lily looked at two pegasi, those wearing a camouflaged black/violet suit and goggles instead of armor, more suited for speed and stealth at night rather than confrontation. Lily's attention focused not only on their crossbows but their bags as well, all filled with special bolts with non-lethal poison provided by non-other than Zecora herself. 
One of the pegasi had a white mane standing out from her camouflaging costume. A former Wonderbolt named Fleetfoot. After a few combat practices between the Templars and the Wonderbolts, Fleetfoot had decided to join the new fighting force, which made Spitfire somewhat upset. Lily personally toughened up the recruit, though she knew that her strengths still lay in mobility and speed. 
Finally, her gaze rested on a massive square dining table in the middle of the throne room. It wasn't massive to store a lot of food, though, as it had a low quantity of various drinks and dishes. No. It was so large to accommodate the massive kitsune and a few more guests.
Kyuubi sat in the middle, her long tail now resting on the red carpet, which hid the holes on the old floor. On Kyuubi's left side hovered a tornado-like wind spirit and a slimy water spirit. As much as she wanted to shout 'Windy!' at her favorite spirit friend, she decided against it. She was now on duty and had to act like it.
On Kyuubi's right were sitting Zecora and an earth spirit, this one not flying but firmly on the ground, built from a mix of earth and stone. Zecora had a saddlebag of her own, filled with combat mixtures and a magic-weakening powder. 
Lily climbed onto a cushion prepared for her next to Zecora. "High Templar Rosey, please join us," she commanded, gesturing with a hoof for the unicorn to approach. The unicorn cheerfully trotted forward, sitting between her and Zecora. 
Her attention focused on a seat on the other side of the table. This one was a copy of Luna's throne, painted in a color of the night sky and decorated with half-moon and stars. While not as big, it was still a seat fit for royalty.
Lily took a deep breath and looked up at her mentor. It would be most improper to jump towards her ear or muzzle. Wanting to be heard, she shouted, "Priestess Kyuubi! The troops are ready, the food is fresh, the drinks are cold, and Luna's seat is dust-free! We are most prepared to face Nightmare Moon!”
Kyuubi looked down and gifted her with a proud smile. Thank you, Hierarch Lily. I am most proud of everyone. I believe that together, we may overcome even the power of an alicorn. I only hope we won’t need to resort to that.
"And we shall!" Lily said, fully understanding her mentor's intent. While Kyuubi's goal was to purify Luna from her corruption, the kitsune wished to go further than that. She wanted to welcome Nightmare Moon back after her long banishment and attempt diplomacy, trying to prevent the conflict and win the battle with words.
Lily didn't fully believe it would work but knew that if anyone can convince a vengeful alicorn to surrender, it would be her kind mentor. Furthermore, there was still time left for Kyuubi to fully recover her magic and face the alicorn at her full strength. 
She glanced over herself, being the only one from the Templars who didn't wear any armor. While enchanted protective gear was most helpful for others, it would do little to help a pony of her size, and she had enough durability without it. If the negotiations failed, her hooves were more than enough. She looked at Rosey and said, "High Templar, bring me my helmet."
"Yes, Ma’am!" Rosey saluted, levitating over a knight’s helmet fitted for a pony’s head.
Seeing Kyuubi’s tail reach towards her, Lily sank her hoof into it, searching for a souvenir from Ponyville. Not long after meeting Pinkie Pie, her mentor offered to use her fifth tail as a little storage. A moment later, Lily attached an array of blue feathers in holes along the sides of her helmet. No matter what happened tonight, her new friend and rival would be with her in spirit.
“Thank you, Priestess Kyuubi.”
The little hierarch raised her head in pride. While she did not need armor, she wanted to look presentable. At least as presentable as a pony of her posture could be. She looked towards the window as the moon was shining on the horizon. The face of the mare on the moon started to vanish. The seal was on the verge of breaking. The time to face Nightmare Moon had come, be it with words or with hooves, weapons, and magic.
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The compact ball of darkness plunged through the night sky almost unnoticed, the seals that had bound it to the moon broken. It descended along the same straight-line path it had ascended so long ago, drawing near to the place of its banishment without slowing.
It splashed across the shattered stones and brush of the ancient battlefield like a water droplet. A silence descended across the area, not even broken by the usual, ever-present chirps of insects. A moment passed before a faint glow began to curl through the dark fog, the fragments swirling together into a growing column of darkness. The clouds above blocked off the clear skies with unnatural speed, untouched by mortal hooves.
A crack of lightning split the storm, and a form slowly emerged from the inky darkness below with regal steps. It was large, with a sharp horn and draconic wings that seemed to cradle the night. 
“Free! Our banishment is over, Luna. We are finally free!” Nightmare Moon declared with a loud commanding tone, following it up with wild laughter. She had no idea how much time had passed since their unjust imprisonment. Was it one century or a hundred? She couldn't tell. All that mattered was that she had once again set a hoof on Equestria's soil. 
Was she to meet her cursed sister face to face again? Or maybe alarm a few guards in the throne room? 
As her vision was no longer blurry and the black fog dispersed, she examined her surroundings, considering her next course of action. 
Nightmare Moon took a step back, holding a raised forehoof in front of her black chest. Her eyes opened wide as her predatory pupils stared ahead in confusion.
A dining table? A colossal fox? A golem? A zebra? And… Are those floating bodies of water and fire, alongside a tornado with eyes?
She took her eyes off the odd sight. Around ten meters ahead was a table filled with food and drinks, something she had forgotten even existed during her exile. She smelled the aroma of an apple-pie, vegetable-soup, and roasted berries. Her eyes instantly rested on an assortment of vegetable-salad. 
She quickly restrained herself before her mouth could start drooling at the sight of food for the first time in centuries. 
She tore her gaze away from it, again directing her attention at the creatures sitting at the table. 
Was this a meeting or negotiations with ambassadors of foreign nations?
There were two ponies among them, though. A pink filly with a violet mane and tail wearing a helmet with blue feathers decorating it. Since when did they recruit foals into the army? What has transpired in my long absence? There was also a unicorn with a fluffy yellow mane, whose coat was pink like a rose. This one wore bronze armor, her gear making her look like an actual soldier.
Nightmare Moon slowly raised her head, her gaze locked onto the largest specimen in the vast room. She examined the gigantic fox from bottom to top. It seemed to be at least five meters tall. Whatever the creature was, it was no feral beast. Two large blue eyes patiently stared back at her as Nightmare Moon further assessed this being. Its rich, well-groomed fur coat was a shade duller than her sister’s. She also noticed that it had more than one tail. And was it wearing… a bowtie?
The alicorn averted her gaze, quickly examining the rest of the room. It was the throne room from so long ago, without a doubt, though in rough shape. 
A few guards sat next to the pillars. Her and Celestia's thrones were uncharmed. The moon was visible out of the nearby window. A few signs of recent renovations seemed to be near the ceiling. 
Welcome back, Your Highness. Please make yourself at home.
Nightmare Moon looked back at the motley assortment of creatures at the table, hearing a calm female voice in her head. "This can't be happening," she said to herself in a desperate tone as her mind tried to comprehend what the heck was happening. 
Am I going mad? Or was Equestria conquered by Spirits of Nature and gigantic foxes? The alicorn lowered her head in defeat and sighed. It must be a dream. I should've known it was too good to be true.
Is something wrong, Your Highness? Princess Luna?
Nightmare raised her head, caught off guard upon hearing Luna's name. "Is this an illusion? Are you all a creation of my tormented mind?" 
"What? Why would you think that?" asked the armored unicorn. After glancing left and right, she chuckled and added, "I suppose it may be a lot to take in, but I assure you, we are a hundred percent the real deal."
"Your suspicions and fears we understand, but I assure you, we are here where we stand," the zebra said as she gestured at the nearby table. The chair was similar to a throne, painted as the night itself. "Please sit and taste the cream. You will soon see this is not a dream."
The little earth pony spoke up, her voice surprisingly adult, "By the priestess’ request, we are here to greet you after your long exile and welcome you back. Please take your time, um... Your Majesty." 
After a pause to gather herself, Nightmare Moon replaced her surprised stare with one filled with authority. She approached the table with long graceful steps, narrowing her eyes. Whether it was a dream or reality, she preferred to act akin to her position.
She gave the chair one more glance, her cold smile brightening a little. She ran her hoof over the wooden material, taking a moment to admire the artistic craft. The fact that she could even feel the wooden surface indicated that she was no longer on the rocky moon. 
"High regards to the artist who created this chair. They certainly know how to accommodate royalty," Nightmare said before sitting on it, now being in the shadow of the massive fox. Her stomach grumbled for the first time in centuries. Focusing her magic, she levitated over a spoon, sinking it in the soup. Her eyes widened again as soon as the soup touched her taste buds. 
Carrot slices, cauliflower, and some spices, she was delighted with the taste, eating slowly to savor every precious second. Some say that the more hardship one faces, the more precious are the good times. But how could one describe not eating anything, not for years, nor decades, but centuries, only to finally taste something other than dust? 
Her mind demanded that she lose her composure, to dig in and feast on the food like a wild animal. It took every scrap of her willpower to maintain the composure fit of a royal. 
Finishing her soup, she turned her appetite to an apple pie, filling her belly with this precious desert. She cooled her throat with water before tasting apple-juice for an even more delightful taste. 
Feasting and drinking calmed her down as she ignored the armored ponies, not fearing they would strike her in this moment of weakness. The unique guests on the other side of the table didn't say a word. Zebra and two ponies joined in, tasting some samples while offering their companionship.
While she hid it behind her cold mask, Nightmare Moon felt simply ecstatic, experiencing luxuries for the first time in centuries. With her belly satisfied, she decided to express her gratitude, taking a moment to come up with a fitting response.
The alicorn raised her head and looked at the armored unicorn, "I find your warm welcome to be most satisfying." She held forehoof on her chest. "This is a shame you are not my subjects, yet, but I swear on my moon, I will repay this grand favor." She raised an eyebrow. "How should I address you? What do you call yourselves?" The pony before her stood up, balancing herself on her rear hooves.
"Finally! I was looking forward to this moment," the unicorn said as she held forehoof on her chest, her head raised in pride. "My name is Rosey Sparky. High Templar Rosey Sparkly. Second in command of the Knight Templars."
Nightmare Moon didn't move an inch, observing the introduction. So this armored mare was a high ranking officer of some new military faction.
"Allow me to introduce you to my mighty commander." Rosey gestured at filly to the left with a hoof, as if advertising a window display. "Hierarch of the Templars, Lily Longsock."
"It is an honor," Lily said, bowing her head.
Nightmare raised an eyebrow. Was this pony serious? What kind of insane future was this where a child was in charge of military power? Now that she thought about it, the term ‘templar’ indicated the presence of religion.
"Master Alchemist and visitor of a distant land, Zecora."
"This meeting is a pleasure, a memory I’ll always treasure."
"A visitor, not an ambassador?" Nightmare asked. So her prior theory may have been wrong.
The zebra shook her head. "Equestria prefers isolation from every outside nation. Zebras and Equestria are neither enemies nor friends, so I am here for my own ends." She smiled. "But my visit here was both fruitful and pleasant. Here, you will find no better friends than those who are present." She looked away, smiling up at the giant fox-like creature who returned the smile and chuckled.
Rosey cleared her throat, getting Nightmare's attention. She touched the small wind funnel with her cladded hoof. "Representative of wind spirits and caretaker of this ruined castle, Windy."
"Ruined?" Nightmare asked. Certainly, the throne room was in far from perfect condition, but definitely not ruined.
"Fire spirit, Flameingo."
The alicorn watched as the armored mare made hoof-contact with the living flame, her smile forced as numerous drops of sweat now covered her forehead. Even metal she wore gained a shade of red until she withdrew. 
"Water spirit, Streamy," Rosey said, sighing in relief as her armor and hoof cooled down. The water spirit huffed in annoyance, no doubt not liking the heated touch.
"And earth spirit, Thorn." 
Thorn touched Rosey's forehead. 
"He asks you to ignore him for now, saying he's here to observe rather than talk, but he will aid his savior if necessary." 
Other spirits nodded in agreement.
"Savior?" Nightmare said to herself, trying to gather clues from their introductions. 
Rosey continued on, pointing quickly at the earth ponies at the gate "Templar Stonehoof and Templar Stonehead. They are brothers."
Nightmare Moon looked away from the High Templar, watching the large fox instead. She ignored other names, awaiting to learn about this monstrous creature. 
"And last but not least, student of..." Rosey paused upon feeling Lily's elbow strike her side. After a moment of holding a hoof against a damaged part of the armor, she continued, "The mighty multi-tailed kitsune, Priestess Kyuubi! This entire welcome was her idea."
"A Kitsune priestess, you say? I certainly have no memory of a ‘kitsune’ from days long past. Is your species native to Equestria?" she asked while softening her gaze. She didn't want to come across as hostile to the one who welcomed her in this glorious manner. She noticed the edge of one large, fluffy tail shine with a silver aura. 
I can assure you, Your Majesty. I am not native to Equestria in the least. Furthermore, I believe I am the last member of my species. I was banished from faraway lands to this nation when I was young.
"Banished?" Nightmare Moon narrowed her eyes and gritted her teeth. This very word filled her with rage. 
The large kitsune took a few seconds to raise her long forepaw to her chest, smiling sheepishly as her ears dropped. Oh, please don’t take that the wrong way. I was sent here not out of hostility but for my safety. She took even more time to raise the other paw, tapping them together nervously. My species and another hurt each other quite significantly, so there was much hostility. Priests and monks of that other species adopted and raised me in secret when I was little, but when the knights learned about me, I...Well, I had to go. For my safety as well as my caretakers’.
Nightmare Moon sighed and raised her hoof, slowly getting used to telepathic messages. "Let me guess. The citizens of Equestria took you in, thinking you're no different than any other fox. It must have been quite a surprise when you started outgrowing them."
W-well… I surprised them in some regards for sure. I never hid anything about myself, though. The ponies are kind and trusting to a fault. A large blush appeared on the kitsune's cheeks. I had some slip-ups here and there, but we worked them out. 
"I see. I assume that you decided to spread teachings from the church that raised you." Nightmare Moon raised an eyebrow. "To be honest, I find it hard to believe that they would allow an animal such as you to become a priestess."
"She is NOT an animal. Why? Because she's not a pony? Because she looks like a wild fox?" Lily asked with a challenging tone, her eyes narrowed and stern. 
"I was more concerned about them feeling uneasy around a priestess of such size.” Nightmare answered. "She is as big as some dragons, and relations between ponies and dragons were extremely violent."
“You’re concerned her size would get in the way? Not her being a different species?” Lily asked, caught off guard.
“Of course not. In our days, ponies interacted with many other species. Non-ponies holding high ranking positions weren't uncommon. Together, with that traitorous sister of mine, we tried to unite more than just three tribes, which caused many conflicts to occur regularly. Some involved quite a high amount of violence and usage of sharp weapons."
"Oooh," Rosey said, her expression filled with wonder. "So this is how ponies were in the past. Nowadays, we are way more friendly and less prone to conflict, but at the same time warier of non-ponies." She tapped her chin, looking at her large friend. "I wonder if it can be considered an improvement or a regression in our culture."
I believe it is an improvement. I experienced nothing but understanding and friendship in this kingdom. It feels as if ponies need a little push, and they quickly abandon their fears and isolationist ways.
Lily and Rosey chuckled.
"Should I assume that they accepted your faith?" Nightmare asked as she smiled for a moment from the previous interaction. She hid it quickly behind a firm glare. 
Many did. A few years ago I became a priestess of the first church in Canterlot, and it slowly started to spread.
"And it was her idea to form the Knight Templars," Lily declared. She fixed the helmet on her head and puffed her chest. "My mentor Kyuubi is very subtle when it comes to faith. She speaks about it to those interested and does her best to set a good example, but doesn't force it. I think she could be a bit more assertive about it."
Now, now, my sweet little Lily. I mean, Hierarch Lily Longsock, Kyuubi corrected herself. I am foreign to this nation, so is my faith. As much as I wish to spread it, I don't want to be disrespectful. I will do no more than is expected of me.
"See, this is what I mean. Way too passive," Lily commented, receiving a nod from Rosey and a few of the other templars.
"And I assume your rank, the church, and Knight Templars, they all had to be approved by none other than Celestia, yes?" Nightmare asked, venom in her voice. The kitsune and others stared back at her in shock before looking to the side, the warm atmosphere suddenly replaced with a cold dead silence.
Nightmare Moon concentrated her magic, which alarmed the nearby guards. With a simple spell, she summoned bits of fog around her forelegs, rear legs, chest, and head. Once it dispersed, it revealed an armor that decorated her body. 
The alicorn smiled in satisfaction and spoke to the slightly wary company. "As warm and enjoyable as our little exchange was, I would like to get straight to the point. Are there any ulterior motives? Why put so much effort into welcoming a banished princess?"
All eyes rested on the large kitsune, who lowered her raised paw with a weak thud. I will not lie to you. There is a reason why I assembled this meeting.
"I am listening." Nightmare Moon stood from her comfortable seat and spread her wings, her ears straightened and listening. She was not intimidated by the creature’s large size; After all, she had previously faced down the likes of adult dragons to keep the ungrateful ponies of old safe. Or at least, the much weaker Luna did.
Your goals, your motivation, your side of the story, I wish to learn them all. I want to negotiate for Luna's freedom and do everything in my power to ensure that your return won't involve conflict.
Nightmare Moon calmed a little, caught off guard by such a display of honesty. This kitsune didn't beat around the bush. "Negotiate for Luna's freedom, avoid conflict? How heroic and noble." She frowned, glaring at the kitsune for a moment. 
The alicorn softened her glare and lowered her wings as the food and drinks on the table reminded her of the warm welcome she just experienced. "I suppose I should give you some credit for negotiating and trying to learn about my motives before playing alicorn-slaying heroes. For that alone, I shall cooperate- for now." 
Deep inside, she knew how it was going to end, but a part of her wished to unwind. There was much weighing on her mind, and she was going to enjoy civil interactions with another creature as long as it would last. The mood in the room improved a little while the tension died down.
The alicorn levitated over an apple, taking a casual bite, enjoying its juicy-taste. Her dragoconic eyes threatened to produce tears of joy. For the stupendous assortment of food alone, she was going to satisfy kitsune's curiosity.
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My first request would be to talk with Princess Luna and hear how she feels about your control over her body. The kitsune lowered her head, now staring at her with big pleading eyes. I apologize if my request is offensive to you. I pray you, give her at least a little bit of freedom so I can hear her out.
Nightmare gulped, devouring the remains of half the apple while placing the other half on a nearby plate. She noticed that the zebra looked uneasy, though the two ponies remained calm. "I am not offended. However, you will wait before I answer your request." 
The alicorn lowered her head and closed her eyes, now deep in focus. She gritted her teeth, reaching to the deepest part of her mind. Luna. Luna, can you hear me? As her question remained unanswered, she added in a louder tone, We are free, away from the cold prison. You no longer need to hide. Come back, please! Several seconds passed as not a glimpse of response was given.
Nightmare felt her heart aching in sorrow before unleashing it in a long sigh. She opened her eyes and raised her head, now staring back at the giant pleading kitsune, failing to hide her sorrow despite her effort. "It is a shame, but I cannot fulfill your request, Kyuubi, no matter how much I wish otherwise." She saw two large ears flatten against the kitsune's head. “Luna did not heed my call.”
But why?
"And how can we know you're not lying?" asked Hierarch Lily as she carefully placed her hoof on the table, as if trying not to damage it. "You could just as well be keeping her locked away so she wouldn't complain about being imprisoned by you." The filly was pushed off her seat by the big paw, though it looked as if she was merely poked by it. Kyuubi gave her student an admonishing look.
Please don't accuse her. I don't believe she's lying. I sensed too much sorrow in her words. 
Nightmare Moon, despite Kyuubi’s defense, frowned in annoyance as she once again spread her wings. There was something about this filly that made her want to put the youth in her place. "If I were to lie, I would shift my form to look like her and spin false tales to my advantage. No. I did no such thing. Luna is important to me, but she won't awaken despite my wishes and my calls!"
"Not awaken?" Rosey asked before levitating her commanding officer back onto the cushion. "Please elaborate. What happened to Princess Luna?"
Please do.
Nightmare lowered her wings and looked to the side. The creatures before her seemed almost as concerned as she was. After gathering her thoughts, she sat in her chair and explained, "The isolation, after so long, it became too hard for her. To escape it, she withdrew into the deepest part of her mind, relinquishing full control to me. That coward, using me as a shield, making me face this loneliness on my own!" She paused, taking a few calming breaths. "Even so, I wish for her to return. I hoped being freed from our banishment would awaken her soul. Yet she still slumbers."
"Oh... I can hardly imagine how it must feel," Rosey said, showing signs of worry. "I mean, it sounds as if an important friend was in a coma.” She slammed her armored hooves together. “I would want her to wake up no matter what. Maybe a hug will cheer you up."
"Hug me and die," Nightmare said with a cold tone, waving her wing at the unicorn with a strong gust of wind. Both ponies held onto their helmets to keep them from falling off.
"What, not a huggy person?" Rosey asked before pointing up. "What about Kyuubi? Her embraces are divine. You would love them."
Nightmare Moon looked at the kitsune, appraising the rich white fur on her five meter tall frame. She could confess to herself the idea of being in the massive creature’s embrace was not unenticing, especially after her long exile. Although, the inviting smile reminded her of Luna’s sister, which did not help matters. And she wouldn’t humiliate herself in front of witnesses. Resolutely, she shook her head. "No exceptions. Now, what's your next question?" She summoned a blue aura, levitating over a slice of pie, sinking her sorrows and her teeth in luxurious food. 
Lily stood on her rear legs, placing forehooves on the table, her face now filled with a sense of urgency. "Is it true that out of jealousy for Celestia, you threatened to bring eternal night so that ponies can admire your sky?"
"Excuse me?" Nightmare asked, baring her fangs. "Is that what you think of me, of us!?" She held forehoof on her chest. 
Kyuubi's second tail became surrounded by a silver aura. She was looking to interject with a raised paw before lowering it back down, the aura on her tail vanishing a moment later. She gave up on whatever she wished to say.
"Well, kinda." Lily sat and shrugged. "I mean, ponies and all other species would starve without the sun, so it is a good reason to banish you, saving the world and stuff."
Nightmare felt growing anger as she unleashed a lightning bolt next to filly's head, who leaped to the side with surprisingly good reflexes, bumping into the taller unicorn. "Our banishment was anything but just!" She exhaled and inhaled at a rapid pace, gritting her sharp teeth. 
Rosey remained nonchalant. "Welp... It’s why we’re here. We want to fix possible contradictions. Will you explain how it went from your point of view?" Rosey requested, placing her commanding officer on the cushion for the second time before fixing the helmet on her head.
Regardless of what you believe, I am sure that your… I mean, Luna's sister wouldn't seal you away without a good reason. If this was a misunderstanding, then please enlighten us.
Nightmare Moon stood up from her seat and approached the window, glaring at the moon for a few seconds before looking over her shoulder. She wasn't sure if they would believe her, but everyone was looking at her with anticipation and curiosity. She could at least give it a try.
She gathered her thoughts, perching herself in the elegant seat. She explained with a somewhat calm tone, "I admit that Luna felt underappreciated and jealous, that all her work didn't matter. Two sisters ruling Equestria as equal became a mere pipe dream. Bottling up her resentment and feeling abandoned, she created an alternative personality from the darker and more violent side of her mind."
Multiple Personality Disorder?
Nightmare nodded at the large kitsune. Upon noticing that Lily opened her mouth, she continued her story, not letting her speak. "When Luna complained, that cursed Celestia did nothing, even treating her like a pouting child rather than upholding the ideals of their diarchy, adding fuel into the boiling flames of rage. One night, it blew up in her face. And ours."
"Is that what you call going into a murderous rampage?" Rosey asked. “A bit extreme if you ask me.”
Nightmare Moon shot the officer a glare. "Let me finish." The alicorn took a quick sip of apple juice, continuing right after. "I admit that the way Luna acted and her words sounded very threatening, aside from her taking a more intimidating form." She gestured at herself, poking her chest armor. "But it was just her anger speaking. She didn't mean most of it." 
Even if it was just anger and intimidation, I fear that was how Princess Celestia has seen it. 
The alicorn sighed, her tone now filled with regret. "Alicorn magic responds strongly to our emotions. Her new appearance was the fruit of that. She wanted her subjects to see her as more than Celestia's shadow. She refused to let the night end and even attacked Celestia to demonstrate her power." 
"Demonstration of power? So it wasn't an attempt to force ponies to admire her night or stuff like that, nor trying to kill her sister due to corruption?" Rosey asked.
"Her version admittedly makes more sense. It doesn't help her case, though," Lily remarked.
Kyuubi's second tail shone with power but stopped a moment later. Whatever she wished to say was once more left unsaid.
"She had no desire to kill!" Nightmare Moon stomped with a loud thud, leaving a hole in the carpet and floor. "Luna wanted to best Celestia to prove she's the mightier one. She tried to take charge as her sister was the sole ruler for months past. But it was nothing when compared to the idiocy of Celestia's foolish action."
The guards raised their weapons, alerted to the violent black aura that surrounded the dark alicorn.
The mighty kitsune raised her forepaw defensively. Idiocy? Foolish? 
Both ponies and a zebra narrowed their eyes, while the four spirits became wary of her actions.
"Celestia represented the Element of Magic, Generosity, and Kindness. Luna had dominion over the Elements of Laughter, Loyalty, and Honesty. Together they bested many ancient foes. Yet, in her arrogance, Celestia thought she did not need Luna anymore." Nightmare Moon’s out of control emotions summoned storm clouds underneath the ceiling, causing bolts of lightning to come down. 
"Did she apologize for being neglectful? No! Did she plead with her sister, reassuring her that together they could resolve it peacefully? No! She demanded that Luna lower the moon, and after facing defeat, she tried to purge corruption that was not even there!"
A few guards quickly rushed to the burned marks on the carpet caused by lightning, putting out the fire with hasty freezing spells and a few stomps.
The kitsune summoned a shield over her head, deflecting a few weak bolts that would otherwise have scorched her spotless fur.
Nightmare kicked her seat with her rear hooves, smashing the chair into wooden pieces. "One Element Bearer using Elements that didn't belong to her, against none other than their owner. Believing they would work as intended was a sign of pure idiocy if not insanity!" She was about to smash the table before her but restrained herself in time. 
While the ponies and a zebra seemed afraid of her recent behavior, the kitsune whimpered sadly, like a puppy, of all things, and looked at her with dropped ears. 
Upon seeing the giant paw raised towards her, the alicorn levitated it firmly back onto the floor, not wishing to be comforted by a large animal, well trained or not.
What would have happened, then, if the princess didn't use the Elements?
Nightmare regained her composure. She sat on the damaged carpet with fragments of wood surrounding her. Her mask broke down as she didn't bother to hide her sorrow. "Luna would have locked her sister in a dungeon, had the night last for a few days and tried to show she could be a competent ruler, even by using fear. Eventually, she would have calmed her anger, raised the sun, and tried to salvage the damage, even by pleading to her blind sister for a compromise."
But because she believed Luna was corrupted and used the Elements that didn't belong to her… Kyuubi started.
The alicorn cut in. "Poor Luna ended up seeing the planet from her new prison. She demanded to be freed, then for the next few nights spat curses about her sister robbing her of everything once more. Then a few days of her begging for mercy, apologizing and swearing she would never act in anger ever again. After a few months or years, she lost hope she would ever be free."
I see. I finally understand.
Nightmare and a few ponies looked up at the kitsune curiously. "Understand what?" the alicorn asked.
If alicorn magic is prone to emotions, then being lonely for so long gave birth to you. Was she talking to herself? Did she desperately try to find an imagined companion? Could this be her desire to have somepony to talk with? Did it turn the dark part of her mind into an actual sentient being?
The alicorn blinked, caught off guard. Perhaps this beast wasn’t an animal, after all. She smiled lightly and nodded, impressed by this massive fox's insight. "I couldn't explain it better myself." 
The four spirits looked at the alicorn in the deepest level of sadness.
“Quit staring. I do not want your pity,” Nightmare demanded.
It is not pity. My spirit friends relate to your fate more than anyone, as they experienced imprisonment in objects by those seeking their power. Even after they rebelled against their masters, they spent centuries possessing one host after another, taking away the freedom of ponies to safeguard theirs. Fortunately, my holy magic broke this horrible cycle.
Rosey shot an annoyed glare at the electric spirit and crossed her arms. She complained under her breath, “Yeah… Fortunately for whom?” 
Nightmare looked between each spirit before glancing at the lowered muzzle. “This is why they view you as their savior?”
The kitsune lowered herself, now keeping her muzzle a meter above the dining table. Maybe my holy magic can aid you and bring Luna back. Since we both want that, will you let me try? 
As the big muzzle advanced towards her, the alicorn pressed her armored hoof against the nose, locking it into a stalemate. The strength of her single limb proved enough to keep it at bay. "Keep your magic to yourself, Priestess Kyuubi. Your kindness is not enough to earn my trust. Your magic could pose a threat to me instead."
You can trust me, I swear. There must be a solution.
"The solution is simple," Nightmare Moon said as she spread her wings and narrowed her eyes. "I shall take over this castle and regain what is rightfully ours. As we sit on our throne with the corpse of Celestia before our hooves, Luna will finally awaken from her slumber. She will bless us with her presence and words once again."
A collective gasp filled the room as everypony looked at the alicorn in shock. 
The kitsune, however, just stared back in confusion instead. What?! Why?! You just said that Luna had no intention of killing her sister!
"That was before her fears and foolishness forced us to endure imprisonment for centuries! Furthermore, I am not Luna. I am Nightmare Moon! I have no reason to forgive that traitor." She closed her eyes, adding with venom in her voice, "But most importantly, if anything can trigger Luna to come back, it would be the death of her sister. The throne and revenge shall be my offering."
"Are you crazy?" Rosey asked, standing on her rear hooves and shaking her forelegs. "You want to start a war between one alicorn and an entire nation? Do you have any idea how many ponies will suffer?"
"I have no intention of harming anypony other than Celestia, but I won't let anypony get in the way of my goal," Nightmare declared. 
"All you'll accomplish is getting yourself killed. Is this what you want, risk your and Luna's life?" Lily asked as she took a battle stance, with Zecora slowly following suit. "You're using her body. Are you going to put it in danger on this suicide crusade?"
Wait! All of you stand down! There must be a better way to bring Luna back. Please, Your Majesty, we can work this out. You can live in Equestria amongst the citizens. Maybe feelings of freedom while visiting a familiar land will convince her to return. I beg you to reconsider. Kyuubi set her puppy dog eyes to maximum power, but they proved not very effective against the dark alicorn.
"You do not know the extent of my power. I am more than capable of seizing a castle." Nightmare Moon finally pushed the muzzle away, taking a combat stance instead. "I may spare her life and torture her instead for years. However, only revenge can clean the pain of isolation we had to endure. Pity only the backfiring Elements can banish to the moon, for I would repay her in kind.”
Nightmare looked at each pony before fixating her glare on the kitsune. "You all have gained my gratitude and respect, and whatever comes next, I thank you for greeting and listening to me. I can tell that you will not step aside, but I swear to be as merciful as I can. But take heed, as I can make no promises in the heat of battle. There is no shame to surrender against my might, so do not hesitate to give up. Do not throw your lives away when I wish you no harm."
She watched as the massive kitsune walked backward on her thudding steps. Earth ponies guarding the door ran in front of her, taking a defensive formation while preparing large shields. Other soldiers quickly surround her. Nightmare knew this conflict was unavoidable, so there was no point in delaying it. She was going to have a glorious battle on her terms.
Concentrating her magic, she summoned black clouds, sending a barrage of lightning against surrounding soldiers. To her surprise, her attack was absorbed by a wand with a yellow gem and by the electric spirit.
She raised a defensive bubble, deflecting magical beams shot by the unicorns. What shocked her was the action of Hierarch Lily. The young-earth pony jumped at her and slammed her barrier with a hoof, creating a crack on it. A quick spin-kick followed as Nightmare took a step back, feeling the impact even behind her shield.
The alicorn reinforced her barrier to hold the ongoing assault. She had expected to knock down the soldiers with a single spell. Instead, she ended up on the defense. Before she could prepare a counterattack, she noticed an odd-looking powder land on her barrier. As her shield became more transparent and thinner, she spotted a grin on Zecora's face. 
“I will bring an end to your power to defend!”
A moment later, her weakened barrier shattered to pieces from a powerful punch from the little earth pony. The eyes of the filly looked like the eyes of a battle-hardened veteran warrior. 
The alicorn spread her wings, flying away from two hooves that were about to collide with her chest. What followed felt like bolts sinking into her back, and a moment later, her wings refused to flap, restrained by two pegasi in black-violet uniforms.
"Gotcha!" said a feminine voice. "Sweet nightmares, Miss Moon."
Nightmare Moon hissed at the cocky pegasus, only to feel as if her eyes became heavier and heavier with each passing moment. As she got closer to the ground, she endured one beam after another. The odd part, none of those spells hurt her. Instead, she felt even more sleepy than before. 
As soon as she hit the ground, she felt more ponies pin her wings against the floor, and one very heavy white paw landed on her back. As she wriggled in an attempt to free herself, a different powder thrown into her face by zebra sealed the deal as her consciousness faded away.
Seconds passed as a transparent version of Nightmare Moon watched her own body pinned against the floor, deep asleep. 
"Now's your chance, Kyuubi, do your best," Rosey cheered.
"Even an alicorn is no match for our teamwork," Lily said, her head raised in pride. 
"Victory for the Templars!"
"That was quick. Even the Wonderbolds wouldn't have gotten it done that fast."
"Stay on guard! Don’t forget that we haven't won just yet."
The transparent Nightmare Moon apparition gave the Templars a glance filled with interest, impressed by their teamwork, skills, and resolve. Those weren't average soldiers but a well trained and properly-equipped elite. 
As she watched the kitsune summon a rune of magic with the help of her third tail, she grinned, then laughed as her voice echoed through the throne room. If these Templars ambushed that cursed Celestia, this would be a victory, but unfortunately for them, they fought her. A mare of the night. The ruler of dreams. Putting her to sleep was nothing to her.
With the help of deep focus, she regained control of her unconscious body. The ponies and the paw were pushed away by powerful levitation, and soon, shocked eyes and gasps filled the room. Every creature stared at an armored alicorn whose eyes remained closed.
"I admit, I have underestimated you, but I won't make the same mistake again, my worthy adversaries. However, it appears you have underestimated me as well, for I am the ruler of dreams. Being asleep is but a minor inconvenience to me."
Lily stood on her rear hooves and pointed at the sleeping yet active alicorn. "Then we will defeat you with more violent means. Your desire for vengeance will lead Luna to her doom."
"And we won't let that happen," Rosey commented. “We believe Kyuubi can save you and Luna.”
I had hoped it wouldn't come to this. I wished we could find a peaceful solution. It pains me we have to fight.
Noises of cheers and war-cries from the other Templars filled the room.
Nightmare Moon couldn’t help the smile on her muzzle. Even if these misfits were standing between her and her vengeance, she was unable to bring herself to hate them. Born from Luna's personality, Nightmare had access to her memories, and battles filled with honor and respect were still present in her mind. If she, Nightmare Moon, had to face against enemies that stood in the way of her goal, she was glad it would be against opponents she respected.
“So be it, then. HAVE AT THEE!”
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Battle of the Templars


Kyuubi gulped as drops of sweat slid down her face. She breathed heavily while feeling as if her heart was trying to escape her chest. Her forepaws trembled, barely keeping her standing. While fear wasn’t alien to her, she hadn’t felt this afraid since her first encounter with the three Timberwolves.
While she had seen this outcome as a high probability and steeled herself for it, no amount of preparation could prevent the fear from taking over. 
Despite her instincts ordering her to run away, she remained in place. Despite her reactions telling her to avert her gaze and cover her face behind her forepaws, she kept staring at the battlefield, not moving an inch. 
No, no, she would not cower while her comrades and friends fought for their lives. She would be like her student, Lily, and new friend, Flutterbold. She did not doubt that both mares would face down an adult dragon if it meant sticking up for her friends. Kyuubi would do nothing less.
And so she kept at it. 
Her third tail was at work continuously, not for a moment ceasing to send magic into the spacious holy rune. At first, said rune was small as its concentrated magic fought to bring Luna out. But as Nightmare Moon remained mobile and even airborne, the kitsune had to change her strategy. 
Kyuubi increased the size of the rune to cover the floor of the entire throne room as its magic reached even to the ceiling, affecting the alicorn no matter where she was. The downside was that it required far more magic and concentration to maintain. The purifying process also became much slower, turning it into a race against time.  
Kyuubi took a step back and raised one forepaw defensively as a beam of magic started slicing the room with her in the line of fire. Two earth ponies bravely jumped in front of her while raising their towering anti-magical shields, deflecting the dark beam. The kitsune sighed, her chest saved from acquiring a massive bleeding cut.
After the elemental magic proved ineffective due to the presence of spirits and specialized staves and maces, the alicorn went for a magical beam. While less destructive than other offensive spells, it was still unleashed by an alicorn, giving it the force to pierce through walls and boulders, but this was where the enhanced shields came in.
Kyuubi resisted the urge to whimper as she gritted her teeth and lowered her paw. Her little Templars were the ones risking their lives, fighting on the frontline while believing in their cause. They fought alongside her and for her, against none other than an alicorn. How could she tremble in fear on the sideline when they fought directly? 
Still, while ponies had high mobility and durability, she was quite a big and fragile target, unable to both evade and maintain her purifying spell. To make matters worse, Nightmare Moon had become aware of that and was wary of her purifying magic, targeting her more frequently. Kyuubi knew she could not hesitate even for a second since maintaining her spell was the key to victory. She had to have faith that her little Templars could protect her, even against the might of an alicorn.
Nightmare Moon flew into the air, evading a barrage of sharp icicles summoned from the mace with blue crystals. Her eyes were still closed. At least a fifth of the icicles shattered upon contact with the alicorn’s body. Kyuubi quickly noticed a thin blue aura surrounding the alicorn in response to damage, as if she had a little personal barrier that reinforced her body without her influence.
Another templar summoned a gust of wind from the staff with a green gem, which became far stronger with aid from Windy. Two pegasi started flying in a circle above the alicorn, summoning a little tornado of their own. Soon, wind from under and above combined, trapping the alicorn in a massive vortex. A rain of icicles started flying in a circle, repeatedly striking the trapped alicorn. The intense wind drowned out any cries of pain.
Even for the large kitsune, the windy spectacle was vast in her eyes. Teamwork between her brave little Templars brought forth such incredible power. If they used it against her, they would best her in a mere minute. So tiny and precious, yet so powerful. Ponies never cease to amaze me. Kyuubi narrowed her eyes and concentrated, shrinking the rune to send more of her magic into the tornado. The faster she could purify her, the less pain Nightmare would experience.
Then, a question was born in her mind. Would her holy magic awaken Luna, or would it purify Nightmare Moon away? After learning more about Nightmare and her sentience, Kyuubi had no intention of exorcising her. She wanted to bring Luna back and extinguish their mutual desire for vengeance. Not only did she need to endure this battle, but also keep a close eye on how her holy magic affected Nightmare Moon and pray for the best.
Her thoughts were interrupted when a powerful wave of shadowy magic dispersed the wind and icicles. The pegasi flapped their wings intensely, fighting against the pushing waves, while unicorns safeguarded themselves with bubbles of magic.
"Allow me to demonstrate what I learned during my exile!" Nightmare shouted as she wrapped her levitation around both pegasi, smashing them against each other and then against a wall. Yelps of pain and spreading cracks followed. Windy flew towards them, slowing their descent.
Kyuubi's magic started showing effects on Nightmare's bruised body as its black shade was giving up to blue. The distress and the struggle displayed on the princess' face showed her growing weakness. It became clear that the alicorn could not use her full power due to constant contact with the holy magic. Still, even weakened and asleep, she was a mighty force. 
The earth spirit raised both of its hands, launching small rocks at a rapid pace, supported by the unicorn with his ice-summoning mace. 
"I trained myself in hope for revenge or just out of boredom. Try to keep up, my skilled adversaries!" Nightmare said as her body turned into a fog. The stones and icicles went through her, splashing her black substance, which reformed without any injury, returning to her physical form.
A spirit made of electricity alongside one made of fire flew at the alicorn, sending flames and lightning. The alicorn summoned a defensive rounded bubble, blocking their attacks.
Kyuubi narrowed her eyes, noticing a little earth pony standing atop a boulder thrown by the earth spirit. 
Lily! 
Lily jumped from the boulder before it shattered against the barrier. She performed a somersault before delivering a kick against the black bubble. She didn't stop there as she landed on the shield, punching it repeatedly from above as drops of sweat fell off her face with each punch. Her hooves banged on the barrier as rapidly as a drum roll, each hoof strike capable of cracking stone. Unfortunately, it wasn't the barrier that started cracking, but her hooves instead. The mare didn't stop despite her injury.
Kyuubi ceased casting her spell as her purification stopped working due to the powerful barrier. After taking a few tired breaths, she sent some of her healing magic, healing everyone's injuries, mending Lily's hooves in the process. Unfortunately, healing at a long-range was more draining and slower than by physical contact.
Everyone else joined in a combined assault, striking the barrier with spells and melee weapons. The massive shield endured maces, knuckles, flames, storms, stones, and so much more. Yet, not a single crack. The walls and ceiling of the throne room were covered in holes and slashed marks caused by reflected beams, icicles, and intense wind. 
"Zecora! Your powder!" Lily shouted with a commanding tone from the top of the indestructible bubble. "If we don't break her shield soon, the purifying will be completely undone!"
Kyuubi nodded, feeling pride in Lily's leadership and foresight. The alicorn was afraid of her purifying, putting everything into defense until the holy magic would vanish from her body. 
"Let me help!" Rosey said as she levitated the zebra upward, who opened her saddlebag in advance.
"The same trick will not work twice," Nightmare declared as the barrier dispersed, while black fog emerged from it. It wrapped itself around the zebra's neck and limbs while covering the saddlebag in black flames.
"You stay away from Zecora!" Rosey shouted as she levitated the zebra down. She charged and jumped while levitating her melee weapons, trying to cut the mist as if it was a tentacle, with no effect. 
With the help of wind magic, Lily ran towards the trapped zebra, punching against the fog. Black flames from the mist burned against Lily's fur while her punches accomplished nothing.
Nightmare Moon released Zecora, who gasped desperately in an attempt to grasp for air. A burned mark was present on her neck, forelegs, and belly. 
The mist started dancing between strikes from Lily and Rosey, more than eager to leave burned marks on the battle-hardened earth pony. Nightmare ignored the unicorn, for now, deciding to put the arrogant youth in her place with more direct means.
Kyuubi resumed her purifying ritual, focusing on the elusive mist. For now, she had to focus on the task at paw, no matter how much as she wanted to heal the burns on her student's body.
"Neat trick, but if you think regular punches and kicks are all I’ve got, you're dead wrong!" Lily shouted as a blue aura formed on her left hoof while a silver aura on her right one. "There's way more to this earth pony!" Her freezing thrust froze part of the fog, while a holy punch caused a scream of pain to fill the room. A quick combo later, the black mist reformed into a battered alicorn.
"How did you...?!" Nightmare asked, caught off guard, while small stains of blue were present on her body. "You are no mere filly. What sort of being are you?!"
Lily grinned. "I am a student of the mighty kitsune, Kyuubi, blessed by her magic. I'm her monk. Her might is my might, and you're about to feel the full extent of it!" She leaped left and right, evading the armored hooves. She jumped forward as a beam of magic pierced the floor behind her. A quick punch in the armored chest caused ice to spread, covering the sleeping alicorn up to her neck.
Nightmare caught the filly with her levitation, keeping her restrained above the ground. A thin aura of magic appeared on the alicorn's side the moment Rosey's halberd and spear made contact with her, causing a few drops of blood to stain the rugged red carpet. 
"Release Lily and surrender! Alicorn or not, slashing you feels very uncomfortable," Rosey commented as she displayed both of her weapons with an itty bit of blood at the sharp edges.
The alicorn jumped to the side to avoid the halberd, which hit the floor, yet failed to dodge a thrust from a spear that pierced chest armor. Failing to keep up with Rosey's attacks, she summoned a defensive barrier, blocking more strikes. In a moment of distraction, she didn't notice Lily slamming her hooves together, dispersing her magic. A moment later, an uppercut into her chin sent her flying. Just as the black mist had left burns on Lily's body before, the silver aura on Lily's hoof left a burn on the dark mare while changing the color of her fur to blue.
Kyuubi lowered her head, taking a curious look at the signs of vanishing possession. Lily's holy punch seemed to hasten the process. Still, her goal was to awaken Luna without destroying Nightmare Moon. Seeing an opening, she focused magic into her second tail, reaching deep into Nightmare's mind. 
By mixing her holy magic and telepathy, the kitsune said, Luna, please, come back to us! We need you. Please help me calm Nightmare's anger.
Leave us be, thou vile beast!
Kyuubi blinked. She heard words of defiance. Not just heard, but also felt strong defiance deep inside Nightmare Moon. Something was not right. Still, if she reached Luna once, she could do it again. The more purified Nightmare was, the deeper she could get. 

Nightmare spread her wings, hovering above the ground. As the spirits and the other Templars charged at her from two sides, she separated herself and two ponies within a massive bubble. 
"Have at you, little champions!" said the sleeping alicorn, still affected by Kyuubi's magic coming from the floor, having access to only part of her power. She shot a beam of magic at Rosey, who parried it by crossing her two weapons. With the Templars locked away, Nightmare summoned a barrage of fireballs from above.
Lily summoned rocky armor as flames rained harmlessly upon her body. 
Rosey stood on her rear hooves, leaping and dancing between the fireballs. She jumped to the right a few times while levitating both weapons towards the alicorn. 
Lily jumped and wrapped her hooves around one of the levitated weapons while gathering fire and holy magic. As soon as the alicorn flew to the side, she jumped at her. With her fire punch, Lily pierced through the intense flame coming from the alicorn horn. She delivered a firm holy punch against the alicorn's cheek. Both Lily and Nightmare's fur became more scorched than before. 
The earth pony looked at Nightmare Moon with narrowed eyes and gritted teeth, staring at her with the glare of a warrior a few meters above the ground. The transparent projection of an alicorn returned the glare with her own. Soon after, Rosey's halberd pulled the alicorn to the ground by her neck, slamming her against the damaged floor. 
Nightmare Moon turned into mist, burning away Rosey's armor. The unicorn mare backflipped to evade, leaping backward to dodge further damage. “Look what you've done! My stylish and cool armor is ruined!” 
Using wind magic, Lily flew at the mist and struck it with a holy kick, causing it to reform into flesh. 
Lily yelped in pain when bolts of electricity went through her body but didn't back down. She had enough combat experience that intense electricity didn't break her resolve. She kicked both forelegs of her enemy, then punched Nightmare in the chest, sending her flying a few meters away.
Rosey stood firmly on her trembling legs as her barrier failed to stop some of the lightning. She returned the gesture by slamming both of her weapons against the alicorn's armor, ripping it apart with a few well-aimed strikes.

Kyuubi failed to see this spectacle as it happened under the massive dome. As her Templars couldn't break through, she approached and sank her teeth into it, causing cracks to spread and shatter the dome. 
As Nightmare Moon was becoming weaker, Kyuubi sent another telepathic message deep into her mind. Luna. I beg you, wake up. Your sister, Princess Celestia, wants to see you again. She cares for you.
Thou shall not speak her name to me, not after what she has done to us. We hate her! Forgiveness may once have been possible, but after forcing centuries of isolation onto us?!  Thou insult us by entertaining the very thought, filthy beast! Begone from our sight!
Kyuubi whimpered, her ears dropped. Could it be that their efforts were for nothing? No, she couldn't lose her resolve in this critical moment.
Sleeping Nightmare Moon struggled to stand on her trembling legs as she ended up surrounded, her body battered and burned and partially blue. Lily and Rosey didn't look any better. Zecora was hidden behind a pillar, earning her much needed rest.
"You are both excellent warriors who have far exceeded my expectations. Thank you for this glorious battle!"
Kyuubi focused on another mental message, but what came after caught her off guard.
We do not want to face our sister. 
We do not want to awaken. 
We can't lose Nightmare Moon. 
We need her. 
Thou must leave now or suffer!
Begone with thee!
She shall not lose!
We won’t let her lose!
Messages of defiance kept repeating themselves as Kyuubi felt a growing headache. Luna was fighting against her influence, rejecting the holy magic. If she had learned anything from this experience, it was that exorcising a possession became a hundred times harder when the host didn't want to be free.
Suddenly, Nightmare Moon became black from top to bottom. The alicorn opened her eyes, no longer asleep and capable of using her full power.
Kyuubi gasped. Her purifying magic no longer worked as Luna rejected its influence, aiding Nightmare in this battle with her willpower and magic.
She could only watch how the fire spirit and the water spirit ended up pushed into one another with telekinesis, greatly injuring each other in the process. 
Nightmare levitated the earth golem upward, then smashed it into the electric spirit as both ended up trapped in a crater on the floor.
Two earth ponies jumped into Nightmare's way, trying to block a beam of magic directed at Kyuubi. Their shields broke into two pieces while both earth ponies fell to the floor, lying on their backs.
Kyuubi's eyes opened wide as she noticed holes in their melted armor and burned marks on their chests. She hastily unleashed healing magic to aid them, only to feel a burning sensation on her chest. She bent one forepaw, nearly collapsing while drops of her blood started falling to the floor. 
"I am holding nothing back! Surrender!" Nightmare demanded as smoke was visible coming from her horn, her face was now covered in sweat, her breathing heavy.
"Kyuubi, no!" Lily jumped in front of her mentor and looked back at her in worry. "Please heal yourself. I will buy you time!" She turned around and charged at the alicorn.
Kyuubi nodded, pressing paw against the wound, healing the injury in her chest. A long-lasting painful whimper escaped her gritted teeth. The view of her friends hurting like that caused an aching in her heart. Her ears dropped at the sight of her precious Lily slammed through two pillars, then having her head smashed into the floor.
Rosey attacked the alicorn with her weapons, yet injuring Nightmare did little to stop her. 
"I will be taking that," Nightmare said as her magic started fighting Rosey for control of the two weapons. "The unfortunate thing about the tools of war is that they can easily change owners. They can turn against their masters."
"That is where you're wrong!" Rosey said as she stood up on her trembling limbs and concentrated her magic. 
Both weapons in Nightmare's possession started to glow and soon began blinding those around them. Nightmare Moon covered her head with her wings before her whole body went flying against a damaged pillar, leaving an alicorn shaped hole in it. After a moment to push the rubble away, Nightmare sent an annoyed glare at the High Templar. 
"Each weapon has a special seal in them that only we know how to activate with quite explosive results. A precaution in case our tools got into the wrong hooves." Rosey wiped the blood from her cheek with her foreleg. "Now, would you kindly surrender?" 
"N-never!"
Lily still lay unconscious in a crater on the floor. All the spirits except Windy were motionless as well, while the two earth ponies struggled to stand up and were in no shape to fight. Only Rosey, two unicorn Templars, and two pegasi remained in combat.
Kyuubi resumed her attempt to try and reach Luna, only to be rejected again. Her purifying proved useless against this princess, her fear coming to life. Nightmare Moon, please! Stop this. We don't need to fight. Just give us a chance.
"Silence!" Nightmare said as she flew into the air, evading spells from the unicorn Templars. "All or nothing! Let this next minute decide our fate!"
Kyuubi gulped as her body was raised above the floor, her six tons of weight captured in the blue aura. She yelped as her entire presence went flying upward, piercing the ceiling. She gritted her teeth, refusing to scream. Pupils in her eyes shrank as she descended towards the ground at great speed, unable to move a muscle. She felt her bones cracking as her body was now one meter deep in the floor, her chin included. Most of the ruined castle trembled from this powerful impact.
Feeling an ache in her every bone, she watched with tired eyes as her little Templars with Rosey in charge assaulted the alicorn. Nightmare Moon tried to push back but failed to keep up with the speed of the pegasi and was distracted by Windy's vortex. The alicorn ceased her aggression for the moment, hiding under a protective dome, trying to catch her breath.
Kyuubi didn't bother to heal herself as she felt her magic being at a dangerously low capacity. Her loyal Templars and friends started to smell appetizing, but nothing like the delicious alicorn meal before her. As for the battle itself, the alicorn's durability far surpassed what even Lily possessed, and her barriers were unbreachable without Zecora’s anti-magic powder. Her purifying spell also no longer worked due to Luna's rejection. How were they supposed to win?
"W-we can't g-give up!" Lily said as she limped on her injured legs, pushing herself to walk towards the dome. 
Tears fell from Kyuubi's eyes as she watched her precious student in so much pain, still risking her life.
"Kyuubi, your teeth! You can break her shield!" Rosey said as she pressed her levitation and hooves against the black dome. Lily pressed her forelegs against it as well in an attempt to push it away.
Windy added her wind, and soon, the trio were pushing the dome towards the kitsune.
Kyuubi pulled her paws from the floor and pushed herself to sit as a hundred kilograms of the rubble fell from her fur. She wrapped both sides of the dome with her aching paws and opened her mouth, preparing her sharp teeth. With one swift crunch, she pierced the barrier as if it was a thin glass. Then, she felt a little bit of blood touch her tongue while her ears picked up a scream.
Filled with panic, Kyuubi withdrew her teeth and examined the alicorn held down with her massive paws, noticing a bleeding wound on her long neck. Then a realization struck her. In an attempt to break the barrier, she had accidentally bitten her opponent in the neck. She felt some of her reserves revitalize the moment she licked and gulped blood from her fangs while her body gained five centimeters of height. 
No… No! Not again… I am sorry, I am so sorry! Kyuubi repeated as she looked at the restrained alicorn with puppy eyes as more tears fell down her cheeks. Please! I didn’t want this!
The alicorn wriggled for a moment but calmed down quickly, glancing at the kitsune, maintaining eye contact, her stern expression confused but not terrified. "Your teeth. For the second time, they have shattered my barrier like it was nothing. They pierced my flash when the teeth of a dragon would barely scratch it." She took a few slow breaths, her bruised face betraying exhaustion. "Why did you hold back when you had victory in your grasp?"
I told you I didn’t want this! I don't want to hurt you! I want to reunite Luna with her sister, and I want you all to live happily! I don't want war. I don't want to fight, nor bite you. I beg of you and Luna both, abandon your desires for vengeance.
Kyuubi knew she still had one spell left in her arsenal, her secret weapon, her last resort. Yet, she couldn't bring herself to use it. There had to be a different solution.
Nightmare raised an eyebrow. "I can see it now. You're a predator living among your prey. Not even the might of an alicorn is safe from your teeth, yet you deny your nature. Even in battle, you refuse to strike with full power." She sighed, her stern look now replaced with one of pity. "If you knew more about alicorn magic, you would understand how much you all have accomplished. You and your Templars did what an entire army wouldn't achieve."
I don't care about winning, nor the glory of besting an alicorn. All I want is your cooperation. We will bring Luna back somehow, I swear.
"You are such an innocent and gentle soul. I refuse to surrender, and I see you are too kind to grasp your victory at the cost of my life. As much as I hate to stain this glorious and honorable battle with a cowardly retreat, I see no point in continuing it."
What? Kyuubi asked, then felt the hooves of the battered alicorn wrestle against her aching paws. She pressed against her, refusing to let go, aided by the levitation of Rosey and the two unicorn Templars. Their efforts were all undone the moment Nightmare turned into mist, withdrawing through the hole in the ceiling. Both pegasi followed her against the priestess’ wishes.
Kyuubi collapsed, lying on her side. Her body and mind needed a break. As her cheek rested on the rugged carpet, she looked at the injured Templars. She summoned healing from her third tail as she stretched her paw towards her friends.
Lily nodded, limping towards the paw and pressing herself against it. Rosey and other Templars realized her intention and followed suit.
Kyuubi grit her teeth, using her weakened reserves as she restored her friends' health. The issue, however, was that the more durable the creature she tried to heal and the more injured it was, the more it drained her.
After aiding Zecora and the spirits on top of that, she could only lay and close her sleepy, hungry eyes. 
"Kyuubi, are you okay?! Where does it hurt?" Lily asked as she sat in front of kitsune's closed eye while stroking her muzzle, her face filled with worry.
I'm f-fine. Just t-tired, Kyuubi responded. Taking any action in her weakened stage would endanger both her and those around her. 
"Please rest. Leave Nightmare Moon to us," Lily ensured.
"Yes. Not to mention how tired Nightmare was. We don't need your help to catch that vengeful mare, so rest easy," Rosey declared.
“While a triumph we lack, Nightmare Moon we shall track. The next battle we see, we shall claim victory,” Zecora said.
D-don't bother. 
"What, why?" Rosey asked, gasping.
Luna doesn't want to awaken. She rejected my magic.
“She rejected your magic? This outcome is tragic! This result we did not foresee, but we must press, it is not to be,” said Zecora.
"So you want to give up? Just like that?" Lily asked. "That’s not like you."
I’m not. We failed, but Twilight may yet succeed. For now, we must rest and recover our strength. We must be ready to aid Twilight and her friends if the situation calls for it.
Opening one eye, she saw Lily and Rosey look at each other in worry, then addressing Zecora, the spirits, and the Templars. There seemed to be a little arguing at first, but it didn't last long. As she saw nods of agreement, she said, Please rest with me. A moment later, Lily, Rosey, Zecora, and the rest of the Templars perched themselves against fur on her chin and belly. All except the spirits, who rested in other corners of the damaged throne room. Feeling her friends close, she closed her right eye and gave a deserved break to her tired mind.
"Wait, what about Fleetfoot and Snapshot?" Rosey asked, catching Lily's attention. "Didn't they go after the retreating alicorn?" Their words, however, failed to reach Kyuubi, who had lost consciousness, now resting in the land of dreams.
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"We are the greatest team in the Everfree Forest, and soon all of Equestria, but first, we need a captain."
A shine was visible in the wide-open eyes of Rainbow Dash, right above her excited toothy smile.
"The most magnificent."
"Swiftest."
"Bravest flier in all the land."
"Yes, it's all true," Dash said, her head raised in pride.
"We need..." The Shadowbolt whispered, "You."
"Woohoo! Sign me up!" Dash beamed into the air, then descended towards the rope. "Just let me tie this bridge really quick, and we have a deal."
"No! It's them or us!"
"Rainbow, what's taking so long?" asked a muffled voice from behind thick fog.
"Well...?"

Twilight appeared in a flash of teleportation, leaping to the side upon noticing that she was but millimeters from the ravine. "Curse this forest and this fog, messing up my teleportation," she mumbled to herself before looking away from the mist, her attention on Rainbow Dash. She blinked in confusion as the rainbow-maned mare stood next to two unconscious pegasi, their black-violet uniforms looking oddly familiar. "What happened?"
"Beats me." Dash shrugged before pointing at the unconscious ponies. "After I said no and thanked them for their offer, they just took a nap. And no, no epic fight included."
"Wait, I think I recognize them." Twilight's horn lit as she levitated away the goggles and upper part of their uniform, revealing their secret identity. "Fleetfoot, Snapshot? What are the two of you doing here?"
"Wait, Fleetfoot? What's a Wonderbolt doing here?" Dash asked as she spread her wings. She jumped over and gasped at the green pegasus with a white mane.
"Fleetfoot left the Wonderbolts and joined the Templars a year ago. She's under Lily's command now, but what is she doing here?" Twilight bent her legs and poked the pegasus. After a moment of thinking, she lowered her horn, sending waves of magic towards both sleepyheads.
"She left! But why? And why didn't I know about it?" Dash sat and crossed her hooves in annoyance. "Some fan I turned out to be, not even knowing that a Wonderbolt left the roster."
"Ugh, where am I?" Fleetfoot asked as Twilight helped her stand. "Where's Nightmare Moon?" She massaged her forehead.
Twilight opened her mouth but was interrupted by her new friend.
"Fleetfoot? Is it true that you left the Wonderbolts? Why would you do that?"
Fleetfoot blinked in confusion, deciding to humor the weird pegasus. "I joined the Templars because they were more my style. Being a Wonderbolt was fine an' all, but the Templars are so much cooler."
"Cooler!?" Dash gasped. "What the heck?"
Fleetfoot turned to her partner, helping him stand as well. "You okay, Snapshot?"
"Yeah... Wait. Twilight? What are you doing here?"
"That’s what I wanted to ask you." Twilight frowned. "But I assume it has something to do with the approximately seventy-seven point six-eight percent chance for the Mare in the Moon not being a legend after all." She narrowed her eyes as both pegasi smiled at her sheepishly. "I am starting to believe that Kyuubi decided to face this threat alongside the Templars while convincing me to stay in Ponyville. Frankly, I feel offended by that."
Both ex-Shadowbolts looked at each other, sighing. Mister Snapshot was the first one to speak, "Don't blame her. She had her reasons. Unfortunately, we failed to purify Nightmare Moon, but we did a number on her, forcing her to retreat."
"Retreat? Wait. Did you beat her?! Did Kyuubi bring all the Templars to fight an alicorn?"
Fleetfoot shook her hoof dismissively. "Nah, only the best of us."
"I see. I suppose it would be pointless to mobilize an entire force to investigate a legend," Twilight said, failing to notice distress on the pegasi who nodded at her statement. 
"And what was with that Shadowbolt fiasco?" Dash asked, calming down her inner fan. "I mean, why come up with Shadowbolts? You could as well invite me to join the Knight Templars. Not that it would affect my answer, but still."
"What, Shadowbolts?" Snapshot blushed, looking to the side. "To be honest, I am confused as well. We followed Nightmare Moon and tried to capture her. Weakened as she was, she still managed to make us fall asleep. We had this weird dream. Then, we woke up here with both of you staring at us."
"Wait. Does this mean that Nightmare Moon can mind-control those who are asleep? She's more dangerous than I thought." Twilight looked left and right before rubbing the top of her head. "Where's Kyuubi?"
Both pegasi shrugged. 
“As far as I know, the others were at the castle when we left. No guarantee they are still there,” Fleetfoot said.
Twilight turned towards the bridge before glancing over the shoulder, her expression filled with disappointment. "Once this is over, Kyuubi and I, we will have a long talk. For now, we must find the Elements. We will finish what she started."

"Kyuubi, Kyuubi!"
Five more minutes, the kitsune said to whoever was shaking her head. Was it Lily? No, her shaking would have more force behind it. Maybe it was Rosey? 
"It is me, Celestia. I am sorry..."
Kyuubi's eyes snapped open as a blurry vision of a certain white alicorn came into view. She tried to raise her head, still feeling somewhat heavy and tired. 
"Do not rush, my dear Kyuubi. Take it slowly," Celestia said 
The kitsune pressed her elbow against the ground, taking thirty seconds to push her tired body to sit. She certainly felt healthier and less exhausted than before, but still in bad shape. Her ears dropped as she looked down at her mentor in sadness. Princess. I am so sorry. I’ve failed you.
"Shhh. It’s alright. Rosey and Lily explained everything." Celestia spread her majestic wings, flying up to Kyuubi’s face like a beautiful butterfly. She stared into her great blue eyes with a sad but still motherly smile as she hovered in the air, reaching out to gently stroke the kitsune’s muzzle. "You all did your best, and you all survived. You can't imagine how much I feared otherwise. I am beyond glad."
B-but we failed. You had faith in me that I could save your sister, but Luna rejected it. She sleeps deep in Nightmare Moon and refuses to come out.
The princess flew closer and nuzzled Kyuubi's cheek, while the kitsune could swear she saw a few loose tears just a moment before. "We cannot lose hope. Twilight and her friends are unlocking the Elements as we speak."
But-! 
"Sssshhh... Take it easy. You all worked so hard and have been hurt so much. I do not expect any more of you. You no longer need to struggle for my sake."
Kyuubi sighed, feeling guilt in her heart despite the Princess’ words. If she had done her best, she would have had fewer regrets, but in truth, she didn't do her best. She withheld her trump card for fear of the potential consequences. Before she could admit this to Princess Celestia, the noise of battle reached her ears.
As the princess flew towards the window with Rosey and Lily not far behind, Kyuubi pushed herself to stand, following them. Out the window from the throne room, she noticed bright lights coming from another chamber.
Wait. Is this the room with that statue holding multiple orbs? Are they activating the Elements? 
Kyuubi felt trembling under her paws, hearing an explosion. Then she heard a scream.
"Twilight!" Celestia flew through the window, hurrying into the distant chamber. 
Kyuubi, being too big to follow her out the window, ran for the door. She slammed through it, scattering the wood as she ran through the long hallway. Her heartbeat increased in speed.
"Wait for us!" Rosey shouted as she ran not far behind with Lily and a few templars. The spirits didn't seem to follow them. 
Kyuubi burst through another double door, jumping into the chamber with the inactive Elements. Her eyes opened wide as she took in her surroundings.
What had held the orbs was now in rocky pieces scattered over the room. Both Rainbow Dash and Applejack were in combat stances, their bodies covered in burns and bruises. Twilight held a hoof against a bleeding injury. Rarity and Pinkie Pie stood there, stunned, not moving a muscle. Even Princess Celestia didn't dare to move as tears fell from her eyes.
In front of them next to a wall was Nightmare Moon, her battle-wounds still present on her body. The dark mare held the foreleg around the neck of crying Flutterbold.
Upon a closer look, Kyuubi noticed a little crown on Twilight's head and a necklace on each of her friends. 
"Luna, please calm down. Think about what you are doing," Celestia said as she tried to step forward, but stopped when Nightmare strengthened her hold on Fluttershy's neck. "Sister, please."
"Stay back! Everypony, stay back! Or I will! I will..."
Kyuubi couldn't believe her eyes. This mare wasn't the Nightmare Moon that had fought honorably and mercifully. Then she noticed it. Nightmare's face was covered in sweat, staring back at the mares before her in utter terror.
"I will not return to that prison. Never again, never again!"
Kyuubi's ears dropped as she stopped Lily and Rosey from passing her, blocking their paths with her paw. As she looked at the dark alicorn, the kitsune was neither seeing nor sensing aggression or malicious intent. No, what she saw was pure fear. Nightmare Moon was terrified. This mare had no fear of death in battle. The concept of facing another millennium of loneliness after regaining her freedom was another story.
Oh no. Kyuubi whimpered. An exhausted, yet powerful alicorn, was pinned against the wall, guided by fear with poor Flutterbold as a hostage. 
"Princess!" Twilight shouted as she tried to run to her mentor, only to stumble and hold her hoof against her injury once more. 
"Twilight!" Celestia ran to her student. Her head gained a shade of purple as she examined the wound. "Is this bad? Can you stand it?"
"Princess Celestia! The Elements." She gestured at her crown, her expression filled with struggle. "The moment they activated, Nightmare Moon attacked us. I tried to keep everypony safe, but she pierced my shield." Twilight gritted her teeth, dropping to one knee. "She took... She took Fluttershy hostage. There was nothing we could do."
Celestia looked to the side, now staring at the shocked kitsune. "Kyuubi! Please heal her! Quickly."
Of course. As Kyuubi took her first step, the words of Nightmare Moon stopped her.
"Nopony does anything, or I will kill her!"
Kyuubi turned her head towards Nightmare Moon and said, But Twilight is bleeding. I have to.
"I said, nopony does anything! I will not allow the Elements to banish us for the second time!"
Kyuubi bit her bottom lip as dead silence followed this tense moment. Her heart ached even more at the sight of brave Flutterbold reduced to tears. Kyuubi's dearest rival, a kind pony with a big heart, was being held hostage with her life on the line.
Nightmare Moon was terrified and blinded by vengeance, while Luna refused to awaken. 
Celestia could only stare with tears in her eyes, her plans crumbling before her.
Kyuubi gritted her teeth as she no longer cared about the consequences. She desired her mentor to be happy and to awaken Luna. She wanted to change Nightmare Moon. She wanted adorable little Flutterbold to be safe from harm. If she had to suffer for it, so be it. 
Please work. God, please help me save everypony from this cruel fate. I don't care what will happen to me anymore. 
"What are you doing?! Stop it, or I kill her!" Nightmare demanded as her body trembled at the sight of a pillar of light coming from the kitsune.
Princess Celestia, live happily with your sister. Flutterbold, stay safe. Lily, Rosey, thank you. Everypony. Whatever happens, I am glad I met you all. Every single one of you.

Kyuubi didn't stop as her magic turned everything white. She closed her eyes, praying in her mind as the seconds passed slower than ever before. 
She slowly opened one eye, then another, and then felt as if her fur straightened upward on her body and tails. Instead of being inside a ruined castle with a hostage situation at paw, she was standing on a long rocky field. 
There were holes, small hills, and a flat surface, all made of nothing but rock. 
Kyuubi gasped as she couldn't believe her eyes. Instead of seeing a little moon in the night sky, what she saw left her breathless. She was staring at a massive planet covered by green and blue. 
Ten seconds, a minute, five minutes, Kyuubi just kept staring at it, unmoving, not taking a single breath. Breath? She blinked, awakened from her shock, as she realized that she didn't need to bother to breathe. As she raised her paw, she found it to be surprisingly light. Step by step, she walked upon the barren rocky wasteland, trying to comprehend what had just happened. 
Did her spell that was supposed to save Luna teleport her away? Could it be that in return for Luna's freedom and Nightmare's sanity, she had to lose hers? 
As she wandered for minutes, an odd sight caught her attention. She saw the ruins of a city made of stone. She approached, making her way on her light and aching paws, careful not to step on anything sharp. With cautious steps, she walked between imitations of ruined buildings. Some were missing roofs, some had holes, all were empty inside.
As she examined the town from her high point of view, she started feeling that something was odd. What she saw didn't seem to be a ruined civilization. It felt as if someone had tried to carve a town in stone, not for functionality, but for the looks alone. It seemed to be an abandoned artistic creation, assuming she wasn't wrong.
An hour, two, a few, who knew? Kyuubi kept exploring the fake town, some of it reminding her of Canterlot. Her exploration led her to a ruined castle. As she walked between the doorless entrance, met with nothing but broken pillars and holes in the ceiling, Kyuubi came to a realization. This ruined castle was a replica. She felt as if she was walking in a much older and more ruined version of the Castle of the Royal Sisters.
The kitsune levitated aside a few tons of the rubble blocking her path, then waved her massive paw in an attempt to push away the cloud of dust. If not for the fact that she did not need oxygen, she would be coughing hard at this very moment.
Once she stepped into the throne room, she felt her limbs turn into jelly. Step by step, with no carpet softening her path, she walked towards a colossal blue crystal. She touched the surface, feeling a chill go through her spine. It felt as if it was the coldest ice. As she narrowed her eyes, she noticed the silhouette of a frozen black alicorn.
Curious, she summoned fire magic, a little flame as her reserves were still weak from the recent battle. The block of ice melted, one fragment at a time. 
Is this even possible? Was I sealed in the moon? But why? And if Nightmare Moon is free, why is she on the moon with me? I don't understand. She massaged her forehead, trying to make sense of this situation. Wait. Time magic was an essential part of this spell! Was I banished and sent into the past?
"Kyuubi! I found you!"
The kitsune looked around as if hearing a ghost. The voice was faint but familiar at the same time. Looking down, Kyuubi noticed Lily jumping towards her muzzle. She felt powerful hooves squeeze her muzzle with considerable force.
Lily? It is you! Why are you here? Are others here as well? Kyuubi asked, fearing her friends were sharing her fate.
"No, just me. When I saw you summon that massive pillar of light, I felt as if it was going to be the last time I saw you. I feared this was what you were so nervous about all this time." Lily nuzzled her crying face against the soft fur. "So I jumped and wrapped my four hooves around your rear leg and held on to it. When I opened my eyes, I was alone, with only your paw steps in stone to lead me."
Steps in stone? Oh, Lily, what have you done!? Kyuubi pressed her forepaw against the filly as her own eyes started producing tears. Whatever I am facing now, I was supposed to face it alone. 
"You are too important to me! Stop being selfless, just this once in your life! Whatever is happening, I will always be at your side!" 
After a long-lasting hug, Lily released the muzzle, apologizing for the red dents she had left in it due to her strong embrace. She climbed onto Kyuubi's head and pointed at the ice. "What's that? Why is Nightmare Moon frozen here?"
I wish I knew. I believe Nightmare Moon can give us some answers, Kyuubi explained, though already forming a few theories. It seemed like a term that veterinarian ponies described as ‘hibernation’, something bears did in winter. It, however, was something much more advanced. Could it be that Nightmare froze herself to escape her loneliness? If her theory was correct, she was banished to the moon and sent back in time.
"Your fire magic will take forever to melt it. Allow me," Lily said as she slammed her hooves and jumped, caught in mid-air with Kyuubi's levitation and paws before her punch could break the ice, literally.
May I suggest a safer approach, one not involving something that could harm her?
"Fine, Lady Careful." Lily wrestled and pushed the paws away before climbing onto one. "You worry way too much. Don't you remember how tough she was in the last battle?"
That's because alicorn magic shields them at all times. Kyuubi lowered herself, placing Lily on the ground. I am not sure it would activate during hibernation.
Lily summoned a red aura around her hooves before pressing them into ice, melting it much faster than Kyuubi's little flame. “Okay, I will do it your way. Waste of time if you ask me."
Kyuubi smiled at her loyal student and chuckled. For some reason, lack of oxygen didn't seem to get in the way of giggling and talking. Whatever seal kept them trapped and alive, it seemed to have its perks as well. A note to self, look into the life-support of banishing seals.
As more time passed, her flame grew in size as she recovered some of her magic. Soon, she held the wet alicorn in her paws as if she was a fragile trophy. Her third tail flashed with magic as she healed the alicorn, hoping to wake her up. Lily sat on Kyuubi’s raised paw next to the dark princess. 
Kyuubi smiled upon seeing movements, watching intently as Nightmare Moon supported herself with one hoof and opened her eyes, sitting on her side. She looked back at her, staring in confusion, then shrugged and lay down, closing her eyes.
Don't go back to sleep. Please, wake up! Kyuubi pleaded, yet the alicorn just groaned and ignored her. Her repeated pleas didn't help. 
"Allow me," Lily said before grabbing the alicorn by the back of her head and slapping her face. 
Kyuubi bit her bottom lip as she felt the intensity of this slap, wondering if Lily just doomed them all. They would not get another chance at this.
"Who dares!" The alicorn opened her eyes and narrowed them with a little hoof-mark present on her cheek. "You're not illusions made by my tormented mind. What are you?"
Lily released the alicorn's head as Kyuubi's paw softened the fall. "My name is Lily, Hierarch Lily Longsock." She pointed at the kitsune. "And it is my pleasure to introduce Priestess Kyuubi, a mighty, multi-tailed kitsune."
Nightmare stood to her hooves and stomped, leaving a mark on Kyuubi's paw, who grimaced in response. "I have explored every corner of the moon and haven’t encountered a single creature."
Lily rubbed the back of her neck. "Well... We kinda banished ourselves recently."
"Banished?" 
Kyuubi gulped as her entire body became restrained by Nightmare's levitation, trapped in a blue aura. She was held prisoner above the ground with Lily levitating next to her head. The black alicorn hovered before them, slowly flapping her draconic wings, her forelegs crossed, and no armor decorated her body. Her dagger-like teeth bared in a snarl, showing she was in no mood for jokes or excuses.
"I will give you ten minutes to explain yourself. Do not beat around the bush and do not waste my time. Your explanations will determine your fates."
Lily blushed and gave the kitsune an apologetic glance.
Kyuubi sighed, thinking about the most proper response. She had no intention of being slammed into the ground for the second time.

Kyuubi tapped her forepaws together, sitting on the rocky ground with Lily perched on her shoulder. The dark alicorn was perched on a damaged pillar, listening to her explanation from the higher ground.
And this sums it all up.
Nightmare Moon raised an eyebrow and spoke with a cold tone, "So let me get this straight. You meet me in the future at night when I have regained my freedom." She tapped her hoof against the pillar she sat on, causing small stones to fall off. "You welcomed me with a feast and asked for my motives. After learning about my vengeful desires and slumbering Luna, you cast a mighty spell taught by some God. And this spell banished you to the moon in the past."
Y-yes, apparently so, Kyuubi said with a whimpering noise.
Nightmare Moon facehooved, then massaged her forehead. "Of all the stupid, unbelievable... Ugh..." 
We're not lying, as crazy as it sounds.
The alicorn sighed, continuing in a softer tone, "Your very presence on the moon with me is already unbelievable. Yet here you are, not vanishing after a few minutes due to flawed time-travel. At this point, I would consider anything to be a possibility." She stood up and pointed at Kyuubi accusingly. "However, I find it hard to comprehend why a spell," she held forehoof against her chest, "that was supposed to save Luna, banished you to this cruel prison instead? What does this accomplish?"
Kyuubi tapped her chin for a moment, mildly wincing as her paw was somewhat dusty. "About that. I was thinking about it while trying to unfreeze you. I think I know the reason behind my, I mean our, banishment." She looked at Lily from the corner of her eye.
"And that is?" Nightmare asked, a hint of curiosity visible in her voice.
Maybe I'm here to help you awaken Luna. If I succeed, hopefully, we will be able to find a peaceful solution. Kyuubi lowered her paw and smiled. Plus, we can keep you company so you will no longer feel sad and lonely.
"Interesting theory," Nightmare said as she glanced at the massive planet on her side, its green fields and bodies of water more inviting than before. "And you truly believe that you can help me bring her back after everything I have tried before has failed?" She saw an enthusiastic nod of the massive creature.
I have full confidence. It may not be easy, but I will do my best. I will do all I can to make Luna feel welcomed. We will convince her to grace us with her presence.
Nightmare Moon turned her head and raised it arrogantly. "Then tell me, why should I bother giving you a chance and endure years alongside a large animal and a young earth pony when I could simply freeze myself again?"
W-what? Do you want to hibernate until you are free?
"Of course. Now that I know my freedom is coming, I merely have to wait it out. I can freeze you both with me as a sign of mercy. After all, there is no telling how much time is between then and now."
N-no, please no. I can be a great company. I will make the years enjoyable as we work together to bring Luna back. Revenge is not a solution.
Lily looked worried, glancing between the alicorn and the kitsune.
"Enjoyable, you say? And what can you offer me that I would find worth my time?" Nightmare watched Kyuubi's every move. She had to admit that it felt unbelievably pleasant to have a company to talk with, but was it worth her time?
Kyuubi looked left and right, smiling sheepishly. There is something I can offer. Allow me to show you. 
Nightmare watched the large creature sweep the dust away from the rocky floor of the throne room with her tails. She would compare her to a fox maid, but looked more like a butler in that charming bowtie. This kitsune was unique, a species she has never witnessed before. Maybe learning more about it would be worth her time. 
A moment later, she saw Kyuubi curling herself into a ball, pressing her chin and paws around her long tails, like a gigantic kitten. The filly was now on the floor, literally dancing in excitement for some reason with little gravity to hold her down, making her leaps very long. She knew what was coming.
May I have your permission to levitate you, Your Highness?
"Granted," the alicorn responded, feeling a soft silver aura lift her from the pillar and towards the overgrown kitten. Under other circumstances, she would smite whoever dared to touch her with telekinetic muscle. However, since she was asked politely for permission, she made an exception. Furthermore, there were no other witnesses here, and she had her curiosity to satisfy.
Nightmare's eyes shot wide open, and her heart skipped a beat. The sensation she experienced was out of this world. After sleeping on rocky ground or trapped in ice for what felt like an eternity, this fur filled her with unimaginable pleasure. 
Comfortable?
Nightmare Moon pursed her lips, refusing to answer. She looked away from the kitsune and hid her head away from Lily's gaze, ensuring no one saw the pure joy on her smiling face. No amount of willpower was enough to maintain her cold glare in current circumstances, and she had no intention of showing any weakness. 
She lightly moved her cheek against the fur on her side, then playfully rubbed the puffy white sea with her bare hoof, limiting her actions as much as possible. She didn't want the kitsune to get the wrong impression. Or worse, to get the right one.

Despite the tranquil situation, Kyuubi felt extremely tense. It had been what she assumed was half an hour since she had gifted Nightmare Moon with her welcoming initiation. The dark alicorn was twice as big as the average mare, the same size as Princess Celestia herself, but she was still small when compared to Kyuubi. The kitsune practically cocooned Nightmare Moon with the softness of her giant, furry body. Yet, aside from a few weak movements, she didn't receive any response.
Your Highness. Nightmare Moon. W-will you give us a chance? Seconds passed as no response followed. My attention and my fluff will be at your disposal, I promise. All I ask is your cooperation.
More minutes passed as Kyuubi kept asking questions, each unanswered.
Sighing in defeat, she tried to stand, but the moment she lifted her head a meter, she felt force keeping her immobile. She returned to her previous position a moment later.
"I didn't give you permission to stand." 
Does this mean you'll give us a chance? Kyuubi asked, her ears perked up.
“I demand you attend to me. Lay right here, silently. We will speak later.”
Kyuubi whimpered in defeat, feeling the alicorn guest perched between her legs and belly. Well... At least it wasn't a no. 
She sighed again. Something told her she was going to remain immobile on this cold, rocky floor for a long time. I walked right into this one, didn’t I? No, I laid right into this one? Somepony said that the quill is mightier than the sword. I am starting to believe that my fur is mightier than any magic.

			Author's Notes: 
And here it is, the plot twist that I was preparing for a long time. I hope that the direction I took this story in wasn't disapointing. 
Please share your thoguhts/feedback on Kyuubi's new predicament. I am looking forward to them.
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"Come on! Put your back into it!" Lily cheered as she wrestled the bottom of Kyuubi's paw with her hooves. She stood on her rear legs like a indestructible pillar, a bored expression on her face. 
I am trying, but you are so strong. 
"You could be stronger if you just exercised more. I know you can't overstrain your magic, but you have no excuse to slack physically!" Lily groaned. "Ever since you hit your growth spurt, I hoped facing you would become a challenge again!"
"You’re both at it again?" 
Lily lowered her head and peeked from under the paw, seeing the legs and chest of Nightmare Moon.
"I swear on the moon, you are the weirdest duo either Luna or I have ever known, and Luna's memories are vast regarding meeting strange creatures." The dark alicorn lowered her head, peeking under the paw, unamused. "Do you enjoy being crushed so much that you do this every single day?"
"Well, first of all, I didn't have difficulty keeping Kyuubi at bay for a decade, so no crushing. Second of all, it’s all about the challenge. If anything, it is also a workout for Kyuubi, and she needs one." Lily smiled. "But it's perfect timing. Can you increase the gravity around us? Kyuubi is too light on the moon, making it too easy."
"Another time. There's something I have to show you first." 
"Oh, sure." Lily bent her rear legs and gritted her teeth. Jumping, she pushed the paw and Kyuubi, who flew a few meters away. The ground only lightly trembled from the kitsune's soft landing. 
They were still in the ruined throne room, Nightmare’s former hibernating spot that now served them as home. The room itself was no longer bare stone, now decorated with things made from their newest resource. 
A white, fluffy carpet now covered the floor. A puffy cushion was present on the repaired throne. But most importantly, a makeshift white nest was performing the role of a bed for Kyuubi herself.
Lily glanced at the kitsune, whose fur had lost some size and luster from the extraction jobs. Lack of food and the magical nature of the fluff prevented healing magic from regenerating it to perfect condition. All there was left was to wait for the fur to grow back naturally. In a way, the appearance of the kitsune had been a blessing as she was a source of soft material in this new harsh realm.
The kitsune lowered herself, looking back at the alicorn curiously. Is it time? Should we try to reach for Luna again? She giggled. I'm sure she will enjoy hearing about my school experiences. Just wait until I get to the potion-making event. That one is a blast.
"Please restrain your enthusiasm," the alicorn said. "I have made an important discovery, one that will prove most insightful for you."
Lily spotted a blue aura form around Nightmare's horn and then noticed her attempts to fix the bowtie on Kyuubi's neck. 
Discovery? After so long here? It must be rather exciting for you! Ooh, I am feeling rather excited myself! Please, do tell! Kyuubi said as her five tails started waving left and right in unison, her toothy smile a sight to behold.
"For someone who has experienced the third month of banishment, you are holding up rather well. I can only hope your smile and your enthusiasm won't falter in the years to come." Nightmare unleashed a sinister chuckle. "Fortunately, Luna and I discovered new things all the time. Of a sort, anyway. It kept us occupied, and hopefully, it will do the same for you." The alicorn flew up, then familiarly gestured with her hoof.
Lily recognized this gesture. She looked at Kyuubi, who quickly lay on her side, exposing her now shorter fur in an invitation. "Is it time to rest already? It is rather hard to schedule naps with no night-day cycle." 
"It’s time to rest, yes, but it will serve a greater purpose than just sleeping." 
Lily climbed Kyuubi and sat on her third tail, her very favorite. She watched as what appeared to be some naval-blue string started emerging from Nightmare's horn, reaching out to Kyuubi's forehead. A moment later, a similar one went in her direction.
"Do you remember my lecture on how Luna and I sought the dreams of ponies to escape monotony and boredom?"
Kyuubi and Lily nodded in unison, both examining the strings with full curiosity.
"You mentioned that you two found some weaknesses in the seal, which allowed you to visit dreams. You couldn't interact with them, though," Lily answered. Her ears dropped as she added in a sadder tone, "Unfortunately, even that became stale. It was when even the dreams of ponies stopped being enjoyable that Luna gave up control of her body and sealed herself in her mind."
"That is correct, little Lily. I am impressed. For a while, I assumed you were ‘all brawn and no brain’."
Lily crossed her forelegs and narrowed her eyes. "Hey! It’s my choice to act carefree and follow my impulses. It doesn't mean I can't think when the situation calls for it. I am way older than I look." This was true, as far as it went. It was merely that, in Lily’s opinion, very few situations called for much thought, while most called for action.
Your Highness. You mentioned that you made a discovery. Did you find something of importance while seeking dreams?
Nightmare walked across the fur on Kyuubi's side, sitting on her shoulder. "Indeed, and it is something I would like to share with you." She gestured at the blue strings and explained, "I can't interact with the ponies of Equestria due to the seal, but I can still guide you both. Please close your eyes and leave the rest to me."

Semi-transparent, Kyuubi floated between two lines of doors with a star-filled sky in the background, a shine in her eye. "Wow! This place looks amazing! And you can peek into any dream you want in a manner of seconds. How could Luna get bored of it?"
"Give it a century or two, and you will have your answer," Nightmare said, sarcasm clear in her voice. 
A semi-transparent Lily spoke up, "I am more curious about ‘how did you shrink Kyuubi in this realm’? She's no bigger than me. Not to mention she can speak Ponish now without telepathy. How did you do that?"
"It comes with the territory. It is a realm limited only by the dreamer’s imagination. Thus, it has limitless potential, and I know how to take advantage of that." Nightmare poked Kyuubi's small form with the tip of her armored hoof. "Navigating a massive kitsune through dreams would be inconvenient. I much prefer her as a little fox."
"Well. While I admit that Kyuubi is super cute when she reduces her size with an age spell, I much prefer her at full size. I love seeing my mentor as a mighty giant." Lily spread her forelegs. "And I hope she'll grow even bigger!"
The kitsune covered her ears. "You don't have to yell, little Lily. I mean, big Lily. At this size, I can hear you just fine." Kyuubi held her forepaws close to each other. "I also must admit to something. I got used to being big, and I love seeing ponies as the little, precious, adorable beings they are. The bigger I grow, the more ponies I can accommodate with my fluff." Upon hearing a chuckle, a rare sound from the dark alicorn, she asked, "Huh? Did I say something funny?"
"Oh, it is nothing. I just started to understand a bit better why you both like each other so much." Nightmare stopped flying in front of a door with three tails decorating the bronze wood. "Here we are." 
"Three white-tails? Wait. No! It can't be!" Kyuubi blocked the bright light with her paws as soon as the door opened. She lowered them and blinked as she took in the scenery of this dream.
Fields covered by flowers with castle walls in the background. Trees and bushes. There was no mistaking it. It was the Canterlot Garden.
"Oh, how adorable!" Lily said as she flew further down to get a better view. “So this is where Nightmare got an idea to turn you into a cub.”
Kyuubi gasped, not believing her eyes. She saw herself back when she had three tails, playing in the garden with a smiling alicorn. Both Celestia and little Kyuubi had white lilies attached between their ears. "No... How can this be? That's me!"
Nightmare groaned. "Oh, how I wish I could vaporize this dream version of Celestia." 
Kyuubi tried to land on the grassy field and failed. Her transparent form seemed unable to interact with the dream in any way, shape, or form. She just floated in place, feeling imaginary tears drop from her transparent eyes as she saw what had to be one of the happiest times of her life. 
Her deja vu was interrupted by a gruff ‘a-hem’ from Nightmare Moon. As she saw the scowl on the dark alicorn’s face, Kyuubi curled her limbs fearfully, holding them close to her belly. Nightmare Moon already intimidated her before, and now Kyuubi was the tiny one.
"I’ve been watching dreams of your younger self for quite some time, and she just happened to call that cursed Celestia her mentor on a few occasions." Nightmare narrowed her eyes as steam erupted from her nostrils.
"W-What?!" The kitsune blinked the tears from her eyes and panicked. She tried to form a response, feeling her attempts to earn Nightmare's trust were in jeopardy, but nothing came to mind. Nightmare Moon’s eyes darkened further before she shut them in resigned annoyance.
"I understand why you hid this information as I would do the same. I won't hold it against you," The alicorn groaned. "However, I expect an honest explanation. No more secrets."
Kyuubi whimpered and nodded, grateful for Nightmare's mercy. Still shaken, she took a moment to gather her thoughts. “Fifty years ago. I mean, now. I mean." She gulped.
"Take it easy. Deep breath, deep breath," Lily said as she placed forehoof on the kitsune's shoulder, extra careful not to hurt her, dream or not. She then recalled another detail due to that fact. "Oh, right, it’s a dream. Then imagine you're taking calming breaths. That works too."
Kyuubi took the advice as her semi-transparent form took a few calming breaths. She wrapped her forepaw around Lily's foreleg for moral support. "I was exiled from a distant land, half a century before you regained your freedom. Injured, I appeared inside the garden and healed my wounds. Princess Celestia took me in as her student."
"Because she wanted to use your talents?" Nightmare asked, cynical of Celestia’s intentions.
"Because she wished to nurture my talents," Kyuubi answered, forcing herself to add some heat into her answer despite feeling intimidated. She had to defend her mentor's honor. "I was lost and scared in this alien nation, and the princess took me in as her student. She trusted me even though I admitted to the horrible deeds that a member of my species had committed. She even apologized to me for thinking of trying to take advantage of me." Kyuubi pressed paws against her mouth, realizing what she was about to reveal.
"She admitted to something like that and apologized? Interesting." Nightmare glanced at the playful alicorn, who now rubbed the belly of the three-tailed fox. "I may hate her, but honesty is something I can respect." She lowered herself to the transparent kitsune. "Speaking of which, I believe it’s time I learned more about you and your species. Can I expect a display of honesty from you?"
Lily rolled her eyes. "Oh, trust me, you have no idea. Kyuubi is too honest for her own good."
"I will be the judge of that." 
Kyuubi yelped as she was pulled towards the open door, leaving the dream. She was perched on a floating island with Lily by her side. 
Nightmare Moon landed before them, staring down with a judging glare. "Now then. I am listening."  
The kitsune rubbed her foreleg nervously. "You want me to tell you about my past here and now?" 
The alicorn nodded.
As Kyuubi was about to speak, Lily cut in, "Before you start, I have a question."
"Yes?"
Lily asked, "If you are on the moon, and your younger self is dreaming of your time with Princess Celestia back when you were tiny and had three tails." She gasped, pressing her muzzle against Kyuubi's. "Could it be that this spell sent us five decades backward?"
"Lily. You're a genius!" Kyuubi shouted as she withdrew her muzzle from close contact. 
"Genius? Nah. I am a master athlete. You're the smart one."
Nightmare sat and asked, "Did you figure something out?"
Kyuubi nodded before holding a paw on her chest. "It is just a theory, but I believe the spell banished me to the moon at the exact time when my younger counterpart arrived in Equestria."
"What?! Realy?" Lily shook her forehooves enthusiastically, forcing the kitsune to step back. She giggled. "I can see it now. You were under the care and guidance of Princess Celestia for five decades. And now you will spend five decades alongside Nightmare Moon. It is so fitting."
Nightmare rubbed her chin. "So, in other words, you have half a century to help me awaken Luna before we regain our freedom. Most interesting." She tapped her forehoof against the stone. "Now, with this out of the way, I command you to share your past with me. You mentioned that a member of your species did some horrible deeds. If I’m to trust you, I need to know more about you and your kin, both the good and the bad."
The kitsune nodded, now more open to the idea of sharing her past. She did it for Celestia, so it was only fair to do so for Nightmare Moon. Some may say she was too open with her past, especially given how her trip to Ponyville went, it still always worked in her favor in the end.

Perched on Kyuubi's side, her favorite resting spot, Nightmare opened her eyes. She looked at the kitsune in pity. "Kyuubi." 
Y-yes? Kyuubi rubbed her sleepy face with a paw.
"That nine-tailed kitsune from your story. I would do the same. Is it so wrong to want to avenge the murder of your entire species?"
Kyuubi's eyes shot wide open as she raised her head. What? Of course! What he did was wrong.
"And why is that? He wanted revenge. He wanted justice for his fallen comrades. Those filthy humans and all those other races who hunted them got what they deserved. How is this wrong?"
If it was about punishing the guilty, I could understand, but he slew the innocent as well as the guilty. Did his action bring his species back to life? What happened can't be undone. All he accomplished was mass murder. He wasn't avenging our kind by hunting those that hunted us. He was at war with everyone, innocent or not. Vengeance is not a solution.
"He wanted to conquer so that other species would never be a threat to his kind," Nightmare remarked as she stood up, spreading her wings.
And he got himself sealed away by priests and monks in a war that took countless lives. Because of his actions, knights wanted my head out of fear. Kyuubi's tails started moving in the rhythm of her emotions. Lily, who was resting between second and third tail, was swept away in the process, an unpleasant awakening for the strong earth pony.
"And you're not angry? You just forgave them?"
My attackers feared what I could do once I grew up, so I will not hold it against them. My caretakers, the people who took me in despite the threat I may have one day posed, there was nothing to forgive. Another cycle of vengeance would bring nothing but pain. I am content with my life in Equestria, and I wish to use my gift and my blessing for good. 
"So your species is extinct with you being the last kitsune, and yet you forgave them? I can't tell if it is a sign of strength or weakness." Nightmare sighed and sat, gently stroking Kyuubi's fur. "How can you be so carefree and happy, knowing you will never meet another kitsune, nor ever have an offspring. Are you not upset?" Seeing a shake of the kitsune’s head, she asked. "Why?"
If there were a few kitsunes or even just one that was still alive, and I knew I could never reunite with them, I would be upset for sure. Worries and regrets would never leave me as I would fear for their lives, unable to help them, scared of what could happen while I was gone. 
Kyuubi sighed as her ears dropped. But because I know I am the last and that I will one day expire without any children, I have made my peace with that. I focus on what I can do and all the blessings I have rather than what I lost. I treasure the life I have and all the friendships I made. I have my goal to make Equestria a better place, and it pushes me forward. It is not all I could wish for, but it is enough.
Nightmare Moon looked away. Blinded by her hatred for Celestia, she was willing to do all in her power to kill her, or die trying, no matter who would have to suffer for it. But after learning about Kyuubi and her forgiveness, Nightmare felt a seed of doubt planted in her mind. She had no intention of forgiving Celestia, but as of now, she had much to think over.
Your Highness.
"Yes?"
Can you teach me how to enter ponies' dreams? Pretty please.
The alicorn blinked, assaulted with puppy eyes. Under normal circumstances, Nightmare wouldn't be swayed by pleading eyes. But after hearing about Kyuubi's tragic past, she wanted to keep her happy.
“Interacting with ponies dreams was something Luna developed not long after becoming an alicorn, something unique only to her.”
Pretty please.
“I can only promise to try. What I would like to know is why you want it so much? I can always take you with me.”
Can you visit non-pony dreams? Dreams of people from a faraway land?
Nightmare blinked, staring back in confusion before realization struck her. “I see how it is. You wish to see the dreams of the priests and the monks who cared for you.” 
The alicorn held forehoof against her chest. “I fear I can visit only dreams of creatures in Equestria as this is the land Luna that grew in. To look into dreams of priests and monks that you remember, you will need to master this magic yourself under my guidance.”
Kyuubi smiled, a sight that the alicorn welcomed with open hooves. 
“I suppose it is worth a try. It is not like you have anything else to do most of the day. You have fifty years to learn,” Nightmare said, liking the idea of teaching Kyuubi. If Celesta could mentor Kyuubi for half a century, so could she. She was going to surpass that hated Celestia. She was going to help Kyuubi far more than that pathetic excuse of an alicorn ever did. Her pride demanded it.
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...thank you so much for this opportunity. I promise not to waste a single day and do everything in my power to awaken Luna. Please watch over us for the next fifty years and help us fulfill your will, Kyuubi said from her humble position. Her limbs bent, and her chin pressed against the rocky ground. A two-meter tall cross made of stone stood proud ahead of her, and a ruined castle stood behind her in the background.
"And I thank you for letting me stay with Kyuubi. I will assist her in any way I can," Lily finished, bowing next to the kitsune. "Please guide us so we can use your blessings even better once we return home. Amen."
"Praying again? What's even the point?"
Kyuubi and Lily raised to their full height and turned around. Their eyes met with the alicorn looking through a hole in the wall. 
The kitsune was the first to speak. Praying is very important, and not just to ask for aid in time of need. We also give our thanks for all blessings God graciously gifted.
Nightmare walked outside before raising an eyebrow. "You do realize that you're thanking your God for, literally, trapping you on the moon for half a century."
I see this as being blessed with a chance to make you and Luna happier. Kyuubi responded with a bright smile, sitting and holding forepaws together in front of her chest. I have a very generous fifty years to accomplish it so that we all can return to Equestria with peace in our minds.
Nightmare spread her wings and flew upward, hovering in front of kitsune's face. "I can't decide whenever you are a living embodiment of innocence and naivety, or living proof of God's existence. Probably both." 
Thank you! Would you like to pray with us? I can teach you.
"I may acknowledge God's existence and the powers he bestowed upon you, but I refuse to pray to him."
Kyuubi lowered her paws and looked at the ground with dropped ears. She felt hooves under her chin, met with a stern glare.
"Since we have this part out of the way, can we focus on something more productive?"
Lily jumped high into the air due to low gravity before landing on Kyuubi's shoulder. "Weight-lifting is nowhere near as important as praying."
"I was referring to my lessons." Nightmare crossed her forelegs and narrowed her eyes, which in turn caused a sad whimper to escape Kyuubi's mouth. "I must say, I am both impressed and disappointed in your progress."
M-Meaning?
"I am impressed that you managed to learn what I like to call 'Lunar Magic.' I don't remember any unicorn, nor even that scoundrel Celestia, being able to replicate it, and yet you somehow managed to after a few weeks of training. Is there any magic you can't learn?"
Kyuubi took several seconds to raise her long paws and tap them together. "W-well... I seem capable of using all kinds of magic. It must be the nature of my species."
"And here's where my disappointment comes in. It has been half a year, and you barely improved. Your performance is poor. No, worse than poor."
Lily climbed onto Kyuubi's muzzle and explained, "That's my mentor for you. She can learn every spell but is equally bad at them all. A real Jack of No Trades." She backflipped over the kitsune's head, sliding down her fur towards her back. She wrapped her forelegs around one of Kyuubi's tails. Pulling it, she returned onto the shoulder with a low-gravity leap and displayed it to the alicorn. "And that is where these come in."
"Oh, right, her tails. If I recall your story, you had three tails before you were three years old." Nightmare rubbed her chin. "In a decade, you got your fourth due to intense training in defensive magic. Two-three decades passed before you got the fifth after learning from Zecora. Or was it four?"
Pretty much. Kyuubi glanced to the side and pleaded, Lily. My tails may be at your disposal, and I trust you with my life, but...
"Oh, sorry." Lily released the large tail before stroking her cheek with a gentle touch. “Forgot how sensitive they are.”
The alicorn poked her horn, then pointed at the five mighty puffy limbs. "Whenever you grow a new tail, you gain specialization in one field of magic, which seems to be related to what you're using the most. It is an adaptation I can understand. What I find odd is that the amount of time you need to grow new tails gets longer and longer."
Why is it odd? Whenever I grow a new tail, my raw power seems to double. It makes sense that something this powerful takes a long time to develop. 
"Even so, I am surprised you didn't grow the sixth tail yet. Was there no other magic worth mastering during or after your exile to the Everfree Forest?" The alicorn placed forehooves on her sides and tilted her head to the side. "What about the Elemental Spirits? Lily mastered their magic. Why didn't you?"
Kyuubi smiled sheepishly and rubbed the back of her neck. "Well... elemental magic never really interested me."
"What? You, the last of the mighty kitsune, didn't bother to master the power of ice, wind, fire, and electricity? I knew that fool Celestia was too soft of a teacher. It simply won't do."
Kyuubi withdrew her head backward upon receiving a boop in the nose. 
"We are fixing this right away. Learning about elemental magic is now part of your schedule. Effective immediately."
"Oh, I'll help!" Lily shouted with a shine in her eyes. “There’s so much I can teach you.”
Do I have nothing to say about it?
Nightmare shook her head. "No!"
Awww. Ah, alright.
"Not so fast. No magic training before weight-lifting!" 
Kyuubi sighed. Her paws were going to be sore tonight.

The kitsune bent her legs, taking ten seconds to lower herself as drops of sweat fell down her face. She took even longer to raise, feeling a three-ton boulder press against her back. She gritted her teeth, continuing her push-ups. The blue light came from the ground, a gravity rune that compensated for low gravity on the moon, raising it to Equestria’s level.
Do I have to lift three tons? It is like lifting half of my weight. Can't I return to two? Kyuubi glanced over her shoulder. The boulder was much smaller than her, but unlike her, it wasn't fur and meat, but a concentrated stone with a few holes and sharp edges here and there.
"I don't think you are in a p-position to c-complain," Nightmare said with a two and a half meter tall boulder on her back. Due to her smaller size, she performed push-ups at a much faster pace. A few veins were visible on her legs and forehead. "T-Try l-lifting f-four tons after g-getting used to lower g-gravity. It seems m-my vengeance-related t-training didn't involve enough weights."
"R-Repetition is the road to m-mastery. Also, when it comes to strength, alicorn magic is no m-match for kitsune's b-b-blessing!" 
Kyuubi looked at the flat stone under her four paws, hearing the voice of her student from under it.
The flat rocky platform spacious enough to accommodate her, Kyuubi's seven tons of weight, and the three tons she had on her back, all pressing against a filly. The kitsune knew her blessing didn't give her student strength but took away her limits. Her sweet hard-working Lily had built her strength up from almost nothing, a proof of decades filled with struggle, sweat, and effort.
The kitsune doubled her efforts, increasing the pain in her muscles. Her student's hard work filled her with resolve. It didn't last long, though, as the flat stone she stood on landed on the ground with a loud thud.
Lily!
Kyuubi jumped from the rocky platform, tripping to the side as a boulder fell from her back. She pushed herself to stand and focused her magic, wrapping levitation around the flat stone. Kyuubi pushed it aside, searching for her flattened student with panic in her eyes, but Lily was gone. She looked under the flat rock, then pressed her paws against the ground and started digging, clawing against the rocky surface.
Lily! Can you hear me?
She sat and stared with wide eyes. Her student was gone.
LIIIIIIIILLLLY!

The kitsune couldn't tell how many nights had passed as she explored the moon, searching for her precious student. Her magical scans revealed nothing, while her intense exploring led her to numerous ruins. She found villages and even cities made of stone, besieged castles, fortresses, and not a single rocky building had a living soul inside it.
Her second tail illuminated her surroundings as she scouted the dark side of the moon. A limited amount of light reaching the moon wasn't a problem before, something her predator’s eyes handled pretty well. Now, however, even she needed a light source in this complete darkness. 
Then, something caught her eye on the horizon, something massive. Summoning a holy flash with her third tail, she lighted the area for a few seconds without blinding herself. She gasped. There seemed to be a structure far ahead of her, and it was big. No. It was gigantic.
What in Celestia's name is that? Nightmare Moon, what did you create?
She approached, her paws sore from walking on the rocky surface without much of a break, lower gravity or not. 
"I wouldn't explore it if I were you."
Kyuubi looked over her shoulder, noticing the alicorn. While Nightmare's dark fur was perfect camouflage, it couldn't hide her glowing green eyes. The kitsune moved her second tail further to the side, illuminating the princess. She asked with desperation in her mental tone, Did you find her?
The alicorn shook her head. "We have to accept the truth. Lily is gone."
GONE?! Nooo...! B-But-!
"No buts. If she was unconscious or fell asleep even once, I would find her in the realm of dreams. She's gone."
Kyuubi felt her legs turn into jelly. She dropped to the ground, whimpering like a puppy, her ears dropped. Many thoughts crossed her mind. What happened? Why did she vanish? 
"When you cast your spell, it was meant to work only on you. Why didn't it?"
Kyuubi didn’t hear Nightmare Moon through her grief. The large fox only lay there, sobbing. She didn't get to do it the second time as she felt strong telekinesis pull her ear to bring her face to face with an irate alicorn. 
"DO NOT IGNORE ME! I will not stand for it again, not from Celestia and certainly not from you. I asked when you cast your spell, was it meant to work only on you? If yes, why didn't it? What. Did. Lily. Do?"
She… She held onto my leg. Kyuubi felt relief when no force pulled her ear any longer. She wiped her face of tears with a paw as if a self-cleaning cat, then looked at the alicorn questionably. What does it have to do...? Her ears perked up as her face took on an understanding expression. Oh. So that’s what you think happened.
"Precisely. When you cast God's spell, it should've affected only you." The alicorn approached, placing her forehooves on her muzzle. "What if that student of yours was affected only partially? Time travel is flawed. It doesn't allow one to stay in the past for long. I believe Lily's time simply ran out."
Oh. It makes sense. Kyuubi gulped, her throat still dry. Now that her emotions had calmed down, it all made sense. The feeling of relief quickly gave up to sadness. Her student was safe, but she would not see her for the next forty-nine years.
Nightmare withdrew her hooves and stepped back. "Good riddance to her. Do not take it personally, but I won't be missing her. She certainly lacked your maturity and wisdom."
Kyuubi turned to the side and perched her chin on her forepaws, staring at the ruined buildings, her ears dropped. Her tails now lay flat on the rocky ground. She gave a whimpering half-sigh as her thoughts raced in her mind.
"She was strong and enthusiastic but lacked respect. Slapping me in the face was just one of her offenses. She knew how to get on my nerves.” After a long pause, Nightmare Moon noticed a distinct lack of response. “Kyuubi. Are you listening?"
The kitsune ignored the alicorn, not caring if her ear would suffer for this. She didn’t want to hear Nightmare Moon bad-mouthing her student. She was already at her limit after listening to her rail against Princess Celestia. There was a limit for even her temper when others insulted her loved ones as Nightmare did. She didn’t want to exasperate Nightmare Moon or Luna any further, so she kept quiet and focused on tuning her out.
One year ago, she told Lily that she was supposed to experience this exile alone, feeling guilty that her student had gotten involved. Now, she couldn't imagine facing this trial without Lily by her side. They were so happy together, not lonely in the least, ready to help Luna and Nightmare Moon as a team, no matter how long it would take. And now she was gone.

Nightmare seethed, preparing to blast the giant multi-tailed fox rather than simply grab her ear before breaking off and groaning in annoyance as she realized what was happening. How could she not know? She experienced the same when Luna abandoned her. The feeling of emptiness, as if void in the place where the beloved one once was. 
Until now, Kyuubi's morale was very high, something that has clearly changed.
Nightmare took a step forward but refused to take another. 
She knew that the great kitsune needed moral support, like words of encouragement, psychological support, and a gentle touch on the shoulder. And she was terrible at that. Should she start by hugging Kyuubi’s large muzzle, then tell the kitsune that she will be there for her? Just thinking about it brought a blush to Nightmare’s cheeks. 
Suddenly, she walked forward against her will. Why was she even walking? She wasn't ready to act soft, nor come up with any mawkish lines that would cheer up the kitsune. 
She looked down and gasped. Her limbs were no longer black. She approached on blue legs, then stroked Kyuubi's fluffy cheek.
"L-Luna?" Nightmare said, trying to reach her other-self. There was no response, and her legs became black a moment later. 
Nightmare has felt a mixture of emotions, from joy to shock. After centuries of silence, Luna had made a move, peeking out to cheer up the depressed kitsune. It may not have been much, but it gave her hope.
She narrowed her eyes and said firmly, "Kyuubi. I know things won't be the same now, but at least Lily is free now. You should find solace in knowing that Lily is no longer bound to this prison."
A year ago, I would agree with you, but now? I’m not so sure. Lily was so happy to be with me. I...Don’t know how to feel knowing it was only temporary. I didn’t even get to say goodbye...
Nightmare’s ears fell at the depression seeping into the kitsune’s voice, sensing Kyuubi may have even started tearing up. Not wanting to deal with another crying episode, the dark alicorn blushed a deep red as she came to her decision.
Nightmare Moon stood on her rear legs and spread her wings for support. She wrapped both forelegs around an astonished Kyuubi's lowered neck, nuzzling it with her cheek. Not that she didn't like to hug this big piece of fluff, but she either did it subtly, or it was Kyuubi who hugged her.
"You can't think about it. If you let sadness overtake you now, your next years will become miserable. You have to keep your mind distracted."
W-What? How? Kyuubi was slowly coming out of the shock stemming from the fact that Nightmare Moon was hugging her.
"Keep doing something. Exercise, practice magic, anything goes. Just remain busy. Do not dare to lose your smile after being here for just one year."
Nightmare maintained the hug for a while longer, then released the large, fluffy beast that still looked back at her with surprise, her eyes flashing in the darkness. Eventually, a smile worked its way onto Kyuubi’s face.
Thank you. 
“Don’t mention it. Seriously, don’t.”
Oh, all right. And...And I’m sorry for being selfish. Here I am thinking about myself when you are the one who endured loneliness. I should be here for you.
"You, being selfish? Perish the thoughts." Nightmare chuckled, trying to brighten the mood. 
After a moment for tension to die down, Kyuubi lowered herself onto her side in front of the alicorn. I wished to ask about it for months but never gathered the courage to do so. And I am even more curious now. She gestured her paw at their surroundings and asked, Why is this moon filled with ruins? At first, I thought you crafted an old capital for sentimental reasons, but now I see you used most of the moon for your work. Was that how you and Luna distracted yourself?
The alicorn pointed forward at the titanic structure, which was no less than an hour of walking away. "It was an activity I did alongside Luna, one that kept me busy for centuries, watching dreams aside.” She stood up and gestured for the kitsune to follow. "I’ll explain on the way."
Do you mean that massive thing? It seems far away. Would you like a ride?
Nightmare glanced over her shoulder, seeing Kyuubi better due to her illuminating tail. "Ride? You? I will not get tired with so little gravity weighing me down, and I can fly. If anything, I should be asking if I should levitate you to save us time." She resumed her walk, feeling light as a feather. 
I will manage it. I feel light myself. The kitsune followed, taking two tired steps for each five of hers. Kyuubi yelped and raised her forepaw, levitating the sharp leftover away, which looked like the damaged head of an alicorn statue, before healing her wound. I stand corrected. Why does the dark side of the moon need to be so dark? How did you even build anything here in the first place?
"Practice."
Um...Care to elaborate?
Rolling her eyes, Nightmare Moon spread her wings, deciding to fly next to the kitsune's head. "As I already explained, we needed something to do. Something that would keep us busy, distracted from our fate. Visiting ponies' dreams was one of our diversions."
And carving in stone was another?
The alicorn laughed. "That's an understatement. Picture this: Every day or night, Luna spent a significant amount of time building the capital of Equestria, using what the moon has to offer. A few years pass, and the castle based on her memories is finally finished. The quality was very underwhelming, though. Luna may have been an artist, but she still lacked building experience."
And then she made the city? One house at a time?
"She did... a few decades later."
Huh?
"Luna was frustrated, and while dreams and the construction of the castle kept her busy, she had much rage to unload. She was also a bit of a perfectionist when it came to her art. Dissatisfied with her work, she unleashed all her rage, spending weeks destroying the castle she had spent years building. Once there was only rubble and ash left, she repeated the process, keeping herself occupied. I gained true sentience a year before her fourth attempt."
Kyuubi stopped as her heart skipped a bit. She narrowed her eyes and raised her weightless sore paw, poking the alicorn in the chest. Are you saying that Luna spent decades building and destroying an entire castle over and over?! The alicorn flapped her wings, stopping herself from being pushed away by Kyuubi's prodding. The labor of hundreds of ponies done and undone by a single alicorn? How? Why?!
"She had... a lot of free time. And she needed a hobby."
Are you serious!?
"I am dead serious. I even got the honor of destroying the fourth and fifth castles. I suggested that if we ever got free, we should lay siege to Canterlot and overthrow Celestia, and it was excellent practice." The alicorn resumed her flight. The kitsune followed, gasping at her words. "The quality of our work improved with each new construction, and we became very proficient in it. Instead of a few years, we only needed months."
And? And? 
Nightmare smiled in satisfaction. The kitsune was invested in the story and had forgotten about Lily's disappearance. She couldn't lose Kyuubi’s attention. "After finishing the castle for the tenth time, or the twelfth, we were finally satisfied with our work, and laying siege to it repetitively got, well, repetitive. We used it as our proud home while we focused on rebuilding the rest of the city. Or at least, what we remembered of it from the flight's view."
And then you laid siege to it?
"For fun, yes, but we decided to spice it up a little. Using numerous crystals and gems we discovered in the deeper part of the moon, and our magical might, we created golems in the shape of ponies." She tapped her chin. "I believe it was a year after we learned how to tamper the seal that keeps us trapped to enable flight. Its magic makes up for lack of air splendidly."
Golems...Were they sentient?
"Heavens no. They were just magical constructs that followed the simplest orders. We ordered them to defend the city, so they did."

Kyuubi bit her bottom lip as drops of sweat formed on her forehead. 
When she developed a plan to purify Nightmare Moon with the best Knight Templars on her side, she didn't predict the alicorn would be this dangerous. The idea of her laying siege to the castle and a city defended by golems didn't cross her mind. Luna, or in this case, Nightmare Moon, was training themselves for all-out war against an entire nation.
Walking on three lightweight paws, she tapped her chin. If Nightmare was this prepared, shouldn't their battle against her have been that much harder? She desired more information.
So you even simulated invading a defended city. How long did that go on? What happened next?  Kyuubi asked, trying to gain more clues.
"I see someone here is eager. I will, of course, reward your curiosity." Nightmare unleashed a sinister chuckle, something that in the past would have sent a chill down Kyuubi's spine. "We knew that, eventually, building and destroying the fake capital would become rather...stale, so we expanded our horizons. We started creating our heart's desire. Palaces, fortresses, fortifications. More golems with better defenses. Tall towers next to each other crumbling like a domino. It was entertaining for a time."
Wait, question.
The alicorn glanced to the side. "Yes?"
If you could make golems, why didn't you possess one to have a body of your own? 
"Oh, trust me, I tried. Not only did the new body fall apart in mere days, but I also couldn't display my full might with it. In the end, I need a living host. A strong one."
Kyuubi's ears dropped. Oh. My deepest condolences. 
"Hmph. Appreciated." The alicorn resumed her flight and cleared her throat. "Now, where was I? Oh, yes. I believe it was during the third century when Luna gave up on everything and sealed herself deep inside her mind, leaving me to face this prison on my own. I was shocked, terrified, lost."
And? And? Kyuubi's tails started flapping left and right, her eyes wide open and her ears straightened upward. She yelped, tripping over the ruins of a building as her fur became grayer from the clinging dust. She groaned. Bruising herself with tools made of stone wasn't all that pleasant, while magic wasn't the most efficient self-cleaning tool. The aftertaste of licking her fluff was even worse. I wish we had water on the moon. I suppose we can’t alter the seal to fix that.
The kitsune didn't get to complain more as she was grabbed with levitation. With low gravity, the alicorn had little trouble moving her around. She moved her second tail further forward, providing more light ahead of them.
"Luna preferred to craft and build, while I wanted to fight and besiege things. I wanted to lock myself in a long battle to keep loneliness at bay, but it took too long to create and was too easy to destroy." Nightmare pointed ahead as the gigantic construction became slightly more visible. A few towers with massive orange crystals lit the area before the colossal wall. 
"This is when I decided to create my grand project on the darker side of the moon. An impregnable lunar bastion. I named it Fort Selene."
A lunar bastion named Fort Selene… A good name. Is that what we're approaching now? Kyuubi narrowed her eyes and gritted her teeth, focusing more magic into her second tail. She sent intense light for better visibility. She looked to the left, then to the right, and next upward, suddenly feeling like a tiny fox again. 
The endless wall of stone seemed to carry on for kilometers on both sides, being at least a few hundred meters tall. Compared to that, the Canterlot Castle. No, the entirety of Canterlot with the mountain, combined, would be smaller than the behemoth in front of her. As Nightmare flew upward, taking her high into the sky for a better view, Kyuubi gasped. This fortress seemed to have no end.
"Impressed?"
H-How?
The alicorn turned around, now hovering in front of her face, her head raised in pride. "I decided to put an insane amount of effort into something that could withstand any siege. I spent nearly half a century creating the most impenetrable fortress I could while building an army of golems. And as I made more golems, I gave them a simple order. Improve the fortress to make it bigger, harder, stronger, and so they did."
Kyuubi gasped, wondering if this all is but one long dream. If what she heard was indeed the truth, then Nightmare Moon's resolve was out of this world.
"After the fortress was built to my satisfaction, armed with crystals that I filled with my magic and with an army, I used a forbidden art from Luna's arsenal. I summoned a few powerful demons, and then I tasked them with defending this fortress against me."
D-D-D-Demons!? Kyuubi's ears dropped, and a fearful whimper escaped her mouth. She quickly thought of Ninetails who lead entire armies. Undead, mutated animals, and even demons. In short, she wasn't the least bit thrilled with what Nightmare Moon did.
"Yes. Powerful creatures that enjoyed violence and were bound to follow orders as long as their summoner was mightier than them. Finally, I ordered my golems to do all in their power to defend this fortress, improve it, and repair it. Just in case, I told them not to kill. Then I finally began my assault."
Kyuubi smiled sheepishly. C-Considering that this fortress is still standing proud, I assume you failed.
The alicorn lowered her head in shame. "That’s putting it lightly. Again and again, I lay siege to it before being forced to withdraw in the end. The fortress became even bigger and better defended after each assault. For decades, I enjoyed the thrill of battle, yet victory was never within my grasp."
Kyuubi waved her paws in aggravation. B-But how? You are so powerful! How could the golems out-repair the damage you caused?
The alicorn raised an eyebrow. "You were Celestia's student, and she never taught you about the weaknesses of an alicorn's magic?"
Kyuubi tapped her paws nervously. She did ask the princess about the weaknesses of alicorn magic to better prepare. Unfortunately, her mentor was a bit vague with the information, and she never pressed the issue again. S-She said that alicorns need to use their powers wisely and never waste them, but nothing more than that.
Nightmare Moon facehooved. "Typical. Celestia was never keen when it came to revealing information. It seems she didn't change after all those years."
Well, it was her weakness, too. I don’t think anycreature would part with that knowledge. Instinctive self-preservation. She certainly wasn’t going to tell Nightmare Moon about possibly targeting her tails to disrupt their abilities. Is there something important I am missing?
The alicorn sighed. "You are at least aware that alicorns possess earth pony, unicorn, and pegasus magic in ourselves?" The kitsune nodded. "Aside from that, we also possess alicorn magic. It protects us from harm and boosts the power of our spells many times over. As long as we have it, we are forces to be reckoned with, capable of destroying an entire city."
Kyuubi nodded again.
"The issue is that, as powerful as it makes us, our reserves don’t last long. For example, if we exhaust our unicorn magic after a few hours of intense training, we only need a few hours of rest." Nightmare poked her horn. "Do you know how long it takes to recover our supply of alicorn magic?"
Two days?
“An entire week, with our precious moon bestowing us with its power. If Luna did not create a bond with the moon during her ascension, recovering her alicorn magic would take no less than a month.”
Kyuubi gasped. A w-week? Truly? She recalled her battle against Nightmare Moon. Thanks to flawless teamwork and the help of her purifying magic and teeth, they had barely bested the alicorn in combat. Did that mean that their foe would have needed a few days to be at full strength again? Was this what Nightmare had meant when she told them that they had no idea how much they had achieved?
"We possess an extreme burst of power, far superior to what any unicorn is capable. In return, we need to conserve our magic and use it only when necessary, or else we could become powerless when we need it the most. We must always go for a decisive victory because we will never win a war of attrition."
Kyuubi nodded, something she has been doing a lot today. Her mind slowly took in the information. In the end, even alicorns needed support. Wait, wait, wait. If you trained so incredibly hard, shouldn't you be far mightier than you appear? Were you holding back this past year?
“Hmm...Unlikely.” Nightmare shook her head, then shrugged. "If I had regained my freedom a few centuries ago, I would have been an unstoppable force. However, after years of endless combat, I started losing hope I would ever regain my freedom. Eventually, just like Luna, I gave up on everything. No goal, no motivation, no efforts."
Nightmare flew, taking the larger kitsune away from the fortress as they soared towards their base of operation, a place with more light. The titanic bastion was no longer visible in the darkness.
"I froze myself, waking up every few decades later. Watch some dreams, build something, fail to reach Luna, and fight a little, then freeze myself again. Repeat again and again. Centuries would pass in monotony, while my mightiest creation would grow more and more, with demons ruling it and fighting each in a power struggle. Not that I cared much. Most of my skills and the powers I gained over the course of three centuries decayed."
And one day, you were awakened by us. I see where this is going. Kyuubi looked at the dark mare in pity. So the reason they won was that Nightmare Moon got rusty, a blessing in disguise.
"Kyuubi."
Hm? Yes? 
"Beginning tomorrow morning, crafting and construction exercises will be part of your schedule. I need to regain my skills, and I wish to share my experiences with you."
Kyuubi smiled and nodded. So lessons about Elemental Magic, Lunar Magic, daily attempts to reach Luna, and then crafting atop that. Sounds wonderful. She grinned. Add weight-lifting and running exercise atop that, your gravity rune included. Due to her innocence, she didn’t question the reason Nightmare had regarding regaining her skills.
"What? Where does all this enthusiasm come from?"
As Kyuubi noticed that their surroundings were no longer as dark as before, she raised her head pridefully. I want to make everypony, no, everycreature I know happy and proud when I meet them again. Especially Lily. I will slack off no more.
Nightmare smiled, not bothering to hide her emotions behind a cold mask. She wouldn’t say it aloud, but she cared about the kitsune. She would regret it if Kyuubi lost her warm, enthusiastic smile.
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Lily blinked, then stared ahead in confusion and shock. Her face was like the expression of a cat waking up on a small patch of ground surrounded by a raging river.
Several seconds ago, she had fought against the pressing weight of her mentor and a few boulders, raising and lowering at a balanced pace. Most of her vision was covered by a spacious rocky platform from above, struggling in its shadow.
Then, after one blink, everything was gone. 
With nothing countering her struggle, she shot herself upward, taking a long, long time to land due to low gravity. Which, in turn, raised another question. Why was the gravity rune gone as well?
Numerous questions were circling in her mind: Where was Nightmare Moon? Where was her mentor, and all the weights they were lifting? Could this be a prank? No, it would be impossible. Even well-planned and timed mass-teleportation would summon bright light for a second or two. Besides, Kyuubi didn’t do pranks like this, and Nightmare Moon was hardly a prankster.
Furthermore, after taking a look around, no amount of planning would lead to a massive change in her current surroundings:
The castle was now reconstructed and renovated to basic usability; as a start, no longer covered in holes. Its walls were now polished, and the upper part repaired.
How does one fix a giant castle in the blink of an eye? Even Nightmare and Luna would need a month or two despite having centuries of experience and possessing the magic power they did.
Lily wiped the sweat from her forehead and looked to her left, glancing at a path of dirt leading towards the castle. She blinked at what she saw. "What in Kyuubi's name is going on?" She approached and bent her legs, touching the soft ground with her bare hoof. How many months has it been since she made contact with something other than rock or fur?
How and why? There was no soil such as this on the moon. At best, she would get some dust if she crushed some rocks hard enough. 
Am I dreaming? 
Did I fall asleep? 
Is Nightmare messing with my mind as some form of punishment?
Now slightly more relaxed, Lily stood up and followed the trail, walking away from the castle. Even the ruined homes on the horizon seemed to be in a much better condition.
I'm pretty sure we only improved the castle and got rid of the rubble in the surrounding area.
She groaned in frustration as she tried to figure this out.
Is Nightmare trying to imply something with this dream?
As she explored further ahead, following the patch made of soil while seeking her giant mentor, her attention shifted towards a magical, transparent dome.
Curious, Lily trotted forward, only stopping a meter in front of it.
Said dome reminded her of a magical defensive bubble, only this time being ten meters tall. However, it wasn't her mentor who maintained it. Instead of a giant kitsune, she saw some sort of tower with a massive radiating gem on top.
Lily raised her forehoof, carefully touching the barrier without breaking it, only for her hoof to pass through it. 
Dream or not, her curiosity took over, wondering what kind of creation it was supposed to be. As she walked into the dome, her eyes started shining as if made of stars in the sky. And given what she saw, who could blame her?
In one corner inside the dome, she saw soil covered in grass, a few meters wide, with a young and thin tree in the middle. Further to the left lay a line of dirt with multi-colored tulips and roses. In the opposite corner, she noticed a hole filled with water.
Lily took a deep breath and squealed in excitement before realizing something. She was breathing. Instead of magical life-support attending to her biological needs, she got to taste the oxygen after nearly a year.
It wasn't the end of the surprises. 
In the other corner, Lily noticed a few constructions made of numerous stones. A few piles of merged rocks with a big hole in the middle. And next to them, a few stocks of metal bars. 
"Metal smelting on the moon? Nightmare sure outdid herself with this dream," Lily said to herself, hopping cheerfully. Then stopped and looked at her legs. She raised it, then lowered, tapping the ground curiously. She felt much heavier than before. 
She glanced at the tall tower, admiring the crystal's glow and slowly theorizing its purpose. Could it be that this magical dome separated this area from the rest of the moon? 
“Really? Oxygen, plants, water, furnaces for ore smelting, and even gravity. Is Nightmare showing me an idea of a moon base or something?” Lily murmured to herself. Not that she minded. This very concept brought a warm smile back onto her face. 
Lily's ears perked up, picking up noise coming from below. The noise of firm steps. She backflipped in excitement as she recognized them. "Kyuubi!" 
After spending so much time with her mentor, hearing this particular noise when the kitsune’s large paws landed on the ground, feeling a vibration caused by it under her own hooves, she could tell the Kyuubi Express was coming. Oddly enough, they sounded louder than usual. Almost heavier.
She bent her legs slightly and walked where her ears led her. "Wow. How did I miss that?" If one cut a few trees and tied their logs together, this is what she saw before her. She stepped onto the wood and poked it, hearing a hollow noise from below. 
Lily felt as if standing on a gate-entrance into the underground. It wasn't pony-sized, though, made from three-meter-long logs. The noise of steps became louder and louder as Lily's body started to shake from vibrations. Then, she noticed a silver aura surrounding the wooden entrance. 
The little earth pony refused to yelp as logs she stood on levitated upward. She ran forward towards the edge, then leaped onto the ground while turning around in mid-air. She waved her hoof upon seeing her mentor's emerging head. And...Were her eyes fooling her? Or was it even bigger? Or maybe Nightmare playfully enlarged it in this dream. Big heads made for a fine prank. Kind of a weak prank, though; they’d have to work on both Nightmare and Luna’s sense of humor.
"Hey, Kyuubi. Are you part of this dream too?" Lily asked as the kitsune jerked in her direction, her great blue eyes almost popping out. The mare in a filly’s body kept waving for several seconds before she lowered her hoof and asked, "Is something wrong? Why are you looking at me like that?" The kitsune just stared back at her with a pale expression, as if she was a ghost.
Lily found herself levitated upward, then pulled hastily into the fur on her mentor's chest right under the large bowtie. A pleasant moment like this was one of the perks of being Kyuubi's student and friend, or simply being a cute little pony for the large kitsune to spoil. Either way, she enjoyed it immensely, as always.
The pleasantries didn't last long as Lily found herself trapped between two massive paws, with only her head peeking from between them. She was used to this, though. 
That's odd. Kyuubi's grips were always so careful and gentle, but this one has plenty of force behind it. That's not like her. Lily's ears drooped upon seeing tears slide her mentor's eyes. She felt her heart ache by looking at it. As much as she loved seeing Kyuubi's warm smiles, it was the opposite to see her cry. "What's wrong?"
What's wrong!? What's w-w-wrong!?
“Well, yeah, that’s what I said,” Lily quipped before grimacing. Her mentor's paws tightened their grip, pressing with even greater force. Almost like Kyuubi was using her as a stress toy. 
How c-can you ask me that after what happened!? Where did you go!? Where have you b-been!? Kyuubi replied as her mental tone conveyed her sobbing.
"What do you mean? You're the one who disappeared." Lily's ears dropped as she added with a depressed tone, "P-Please don't c-cry."
How can I not cry when you left me for three years!? I thought I wouldn't see you again for more than four decades! 
Lily shifted as the vice-grip became even stronger. Her mentor was squeezing her even tighter, but she could tell it wasn't intentional. The growing discomfort wasn't on her mind, though, but rather what Kyuubi told her.
"D-Did you say... three years!?" The last word mixed with a yelp of actual pain as the hold on her became even more intense. Enough was enough. She put strength into her legs, struggling against the large paws. Then she found something odd. In the past, she could free herself from such a grip with ease. Now, a similar amount of strength got her nowhere. Her mentor seemed way stronger for some reason.
Suddenly, her vision was blocked, obstructed in off-white fluff as Kyuubi urgently nuzzled her. It was an interesting contradiction. The intense nuzzling was still gentler than Kyuubi’s grip. Lily also found herself getting a face full of large tears.
My precious little Lily! I missed you so much. Never mind what I said about how I should face this alone! I want you with me! Stay with me so we can see this through to the very end! Don’t leave me again! Please!
Lily ignored her unpleasant predicament as she couldn't take her eyes away from those large tears. It dawned on her that Kyuubi was giving her the equivalent of a desperate hug one gives to a friend or loved one that you were afraid would vanish if you let go. She needed to fix this.
That in mind, Lily took a deep breath and gritted her teeth before pushing against Kyuubi’s grip, now holding nothing back. As soon as she gained a few decimeters of freedom, she pulled herself upward, hearing the noise of large paws slamming together under her.
The earth pony bent her legs and leaped, launching herself into Kyuubi's cheek, wrapping it with her hooves and nuzzling it with all her might, not caring as more large tears dampened her fur. "I will not leave you, this I swear! I don't know what happened or what's making you so sad, but I will never leave you, so please, please don’t cry." She felt her mentor's tears slide against her head and back, and the cheek she nuzzled seemed wet as well. "Cheer up, please. Or I’ll start crying too!"
The cheek-hug lasted for an entire minute before Lily ended up placed on the sole of Kyuubi's paw. The kitsune herself sat between furnaces and entrance into some dungeon. 
Kyuubi rubbed her face with her other forepaw, getting rid of the tears. Her cheeks were still a bit wet from her lasting emotional moment, and her student was no better. 
"This isn't a dream, is it?" Lily asked as she looked around. A confused glance and shake of her mentor's head confirmed it. She lowered her head and murmured, "Figures. You wouldn't need telepathy to talk with me if it was a dream." Her ears dropped once again as she looked up, holding her forehooves close to her chest. "When you said I was gone for three years. Have I really...?"
You have! At first, I thought all the weight you held on your little back crushed you. I almost had a heart attack. Then for the next few days, I searched for you over an entire moon. This time, it was Kyuubi's ears that drooped, which took two seconds. Nightmare Moon convinced me that you returned to the future since my spell affected you only partially.
"I see. It was different for me." Lily looked down, feeling trembling from her mentor's paw. The kitsune was still overwhelmed. Lily hadn’t seen her like this since the aftermath of the Royal Canterlot Lecture. "In the blink of an eye, you, Nightmare Moon, and all the rocks and boulders vanished. Even my surroundings changed for some reason. I noticed a patch of dirt that led me here." 
Lily raised her head and showed a toothy smile. A blush appeared on her cheeks. "I heard your steps from the underground, and as soon as I saw your face, you wrapped me in a powerful embrace."
Oh...Oh. Oh! I am so sorry! The kitsune panicked. When I saw you right in front of me after three years, I couldn't contain my emotions. I didn't mean to hurt you. I will make it up to you, I promise. 
Lily rolled her eyes, then shook her forehoof dismissively. "You mean that grip of yours? Oh please. I am used to the pain by now. Your hold on me was nowhere near what I usually endure." Lily stood on her rear legs and pointed at her mentor. "Seeing you sad hurt way more. I prefer to spend an hour between your paws than one minute watching you cry."
Kyuubi sighed, then booped Lily's muzzle with the tip of her nose. 
The earth pony refused to trip onto her back, taking a few steps backward while still standing on her rear hooves. She placed forehooves on her sides and gave her mentor a proud glance. "I must say this, though: You’ve gotten a lot stronger in the past three years. For the first time in a decade, you managed to challenge my strength."
T-Thank you.
Still standing on her rear legs, Lily backflipped, falling a few meters before hitting the ground. She leaped backward two more times to get a better view of her mighty mentor as the kitsune towered over her. 
After satisfying her curiosity, she ran forward and jumped. No raised paw for her to sit wasn't a problem as she managed to reach Kyuubi's muzzle. However, it took way more effort than usual.
Did you just measure me? Kyuubi asked with mild amusement.
"Yes, I did!" Lily cheered. "And I am happy with what I saw." She stood on her rear legs, balancing herself on her mentor's muzzle while spreading her forehooves. "Six meters! You gained a meter of height since we ended up on the moon. An entire, whole meter! And not just that!" 
Lily turned to the side and pointed down at her mentor's limbs. "Your legs are way bulkier. Have you been working out for the past three years? Took Rainbow’s advice?" The mare teased playfully.
S-Something like that. Kyuubi blushed and raised her head in pride, forcing Lily to grab it with four hooves in order not to slide down. A lot of push-ups, weights, and running. I wanted to make you proud once we saw each other again. I had no idea it would be this soon. Kyuubi lowered her muzzle and giggled. But how can you tell? You noticed it so quickly.
"Oh, please. I have been your student and friend for decades. And trust me when I say I paid close attention to your size and figure, making sure you're always healthy." She sat and poked her chest. "Furthermore, and no offense, but your limbs and build were always thin, and a lot of it was just fluff. Noticing your growing muscles wasn't that hard."
Lily yelped upon being thrown into the air with a swift movement of Kyuubi's head in a playful gesture. And she landed between her mentor’s ears.
I’ll have you know that my build is naturally thin and fluffy. 
"No need to feel flustered. It was a compliment. I have a question, though."
Yes?
"How’s your weight looking? Better yet, how many tons have you put on over the past three years? I noticed your footsteps seemed heavier."
Excuse me? Kyuubi groaned. Why do you keep asking me about my weight so often? I would feel offended if I didn't know you better.
"Pleeeaaase tell me. Pretty please," Lily pleaded, using Kyuubi’s puppy eye technique against her, peeking into the large eye while still atop her mentor's head.
Oh fine. I think I reached...twelve tons a month ago. Or was it twelve and a half?
"You almost doubled your weight!? That's wonderful! Lifting your whole body may become a challenge. And now that you're stronger, our wrestling will finally become interesting."
Of course. Kyuubi giggled. Lily. Never change.
The earth pony sat and looked around, glancing at the plants, grass, and the mighty tower generating the magical dome over their heads. If she leaped forward in time three years into the future, then much had to have happened in that period. 
"What is this place? Have you and Nightmare built it?"
We did. It was a little project of ours.
"Tell me more!" Lily shouted encouragingly as her tail wagged left and right. "How did you get water to the moon, not to mention all those plants? How can we breathe here? What did you do?"
Oh, how I missed your enthusiastic curiosity. It is going to be most enjoyable.
Lily found herself captured in a silver aura. Her wonderful mentor lay to the side and moved her third long fluffy tail closer to her face. She was placed on the tip of this tail, facing her mentor's muzzle. Kyuubi’s smile was the best Lily had seen since they first arrived on the moon.
Comfortable?
"Obviously," Lily responded, moving her head rhythmically up and down. Her lifestyle admittedly made her face many great struggles, while her mentor's care and fur filled her with extreme comfort, and she loved to experience both.
Without her friends, Lily would have to rely on her mentor, just as her mentor relied on her. They weren’t alone entirely, but neither Nightmare Moon nor Luna were overly cuddly or even seeking friendship at the moment, after all.
Hmm. Where should I start? Oh yes. A few days after your disappearance, I took many new activities to keep myself busy and improve. Some of them were Nightmare's suggestions.
Lily noticed light shining from the corner of her eye. Looking to her left, she saw holy fire above the first of Kyuubi's tails. Said tail moved closer to her, heating her wet fur, drying it up. A gust of wind followed. Lily blinked upon feeling a playful bolt of electricity in her legs, then watched as the nearby water surface froze solid.
One of them was the training of elemental magic, just as I promised. The issue was that the moon wasn't sufficient for practicing it. No water to summon to create ice. No oxygen to maintain a fire. No air to support my wind. Even the life-supporting capabilities of the seal couldn't make up for it.
Lily nodded. "So that’s why you created this magical dome." She gestured over her surroundings while her rear legs and lower part of her body sank into the fur on her mentor's tail. "How did you get the oxygen?"
Well... How should I explain this? Let's say that crafting and construction under Nightmare's guidance became a big part of my schedule. It was limited only by our creativity. The kitsune tapped her chin. I recently learned that Luna and Nightmare Moon found some weaknesses in the seal a long time ago and that they were capable of summoning demons. It gave me an idea.
"Demons? Actual demons? Oh, this is getting interesting."
The kitsune continued with excitement in her mental tone. I thought that if Nightmare and Luna could summon those beings to serve them, how about doing the same to something else: Soil, sand, water, plants. While the seal prevented us from escaping from the moon, it didn't stop us from summoning.
"Wait. What!?" Lily shouted. "Does this mean that for hundreds of years, Luna and Nightmare Moon never considered it?" She calmed down, watching her mentor's toothy smile. 
"Yip yip yip," escaped Kyuubi's mouth. The large Kitsune giggled impishly as she recalled how embarrassed Nightmare was at the time. Of course, back then, she knew better than to make fun of the dark alicorn. She puffed her chest slightly in pride.
It was my idea, and I am proud of it. Of course, bringing something from Equestria to the moon requires a massive amount of magic. Even more, if we were to summon them here permanently. Fortunately, summoning is a big part of Lunar magic, and we had a lot of time to rest and recover. A little bit of soil summoned one day. A little bit of oxygen another, and it quickly added up. 
Lily looked at the tower with the large gem, following the pointing paw of her mentor.
Most of the time we spend studying the live-supporting function of the seal, reverse-engineering it. With Nightmare's knowledge about the seal and some experimenting, we created a magical dome that would keep the oxygen from escaping. It even maintained a balance between oxygen and carbon dioxide, and so much more.
Lily felt the tail she sat on to move up and down, a sign of her mentor's excitement. She carefully wrapped her hooves around it. While Lily was too strong to be thrown away, the difficult part was to be gentle. She didn't want to cause her mentor pain by squeezing her sensitive tail too hard. 
Nightmare brought a large gem she dug out a few centuries ago and enhanced it. It now maintains this dome permanently, absorbing bits of magic on its own. It even increases gravity. Months of experimenting had brought in the magnificent result. All in all, I’d say it was all worth it.
"Wow. Amazing! So now you can practice elemental magic to your heart's desire. You could even bring life to the moon!"
You’re right.
We could do that. 
We have done it, in fact, with our crops. Let's take small steps from there, though.
Lily giggled. Her mentor's steps were anything but small, both figuratively and very literally. "Small steps. Sure. Our mission was to bring Luna back and help Nightmare come to her senses, but only four years here, and we, or rather, you, are already creating a mini colony. I shouldn’t be surprised. You’ve never done things in halves." Lily's eyes opened widely. "Speaking of Luna. Has there been any progress on that front?"
Yes. Quite a lot. As you know, Luna always had a strong creative side to her. It seems that this little project caught her interest. Recently when we dove into the deepest part of Nightmare's mind, telling her about our creations and progress, we always get a few short responses here and there. We just need to give it time.
Lily's face started hurting a little from smiling as she couldn't help herself. Her mentor kept proving herself big and mighty, and not just in terms of sheer size. Their time on the moon was proving more fruitful than expected.
"Let me guess the rest." Lily stood on her rear legs, trying to be more visible while the tail she stood on moved closer to Kyuubi's face. "With this dome set up, you didn't just practice Elemental Magic but also summoned plants and soil to the moon. There was also crafting to be learned."
Kyuubi nodded.
"And what did you do? You started digging deeper into the moon, creating a mine. Smelling ore, hunting for gems to enhance. I mean, that hole you emerged from, it has to be a mine."
Wow. Lily. Your insight never ceases to amaze me. You may be all about the action, but you are very quick to make correct conclusions. A bit of info is all you need.
"Thank you!" Lily leaped forward, hugging her mentor's cheek enthusiastically. "How funny. I always try my best to make you proud of me, my mentor. But more often than not, you're making me proud of you. When I think I couldn't be luckier to have someone like you guiding me, you make me admire you even more!" The cheek quickly became red.
Thank you, thank you so much. Your admiration for me starts to remind me how Twilight reacts towards my dear mentor, Princess Celestia.
"Kyuubi, Kyuubi, Kyuubi. You still don't know? My admiration for you is far greater than Twilight's admiration for the Princess." Lily kept nuzzling to reassure her mentor. 
Oh really? I think Twilight would more likely fight you on that. Kyuubi gave a toothy grin.
Lily snickered. “Probably.” Her rivalry with Twilight aside, she felt a strong desire to give Kyuubi the appreciation she deserved.
Would you like to dig for resources with me?
"Would I?" Lily released her mentor's cheek, landing next to her now more muscular paw. "I will pierce through the hardest rocks with my bare hooves." She looked at the hole in the ground with shine in her eyes. "Just you wait, Kyuubi. I’ll get several tons of ore into the surface before you know it." 
I will be counting on you. Just don't vanish on me again. Please? To Lily’s alarm, Kyuubi’s eyes became glossy again.
"I won’t. I promise I won’t." 
In her own defense, she didn’t plan on vanishing the first time. Hopefully, it was a promise she could keep since it didn’t seem to be up to her.

Lily released a long, annoyed groan, slamming her hooves repetitively against the ground. Her surroundings trembled while a loose stone shot from the rocky surface she was striking.
"Not again! This is getting so old."
She had no luxury to take calming breaths so far away from Lunar City. Fortunately, a half-hundred punches did the trick.
Now calm again, she looked around while recalling her recent events. She was racing Kyuubi, competing with her in a test of speed and stamina. It was also a test of strength as they both pulled wheeled wagons with rocks. Lanterns with illuminating gems on the dark side of the moon were leading the way. It was a marathon around the moon, one she begged for and looked forward to for weeks.
Then, in the blink of an eye, her mentor was gone. The wagon and ropes were gone as well. Once again, she ended up leaving Kyuubi alone, despite her promise. 
Blast it all! Lily thought.
How long has it been since their banishment? After spending the first year on the moon, she vanished from Kyuubi's life, reappearing three years later. Then after another year, the same occurred, leaving her mentor for another three years.
Noticing the pattern, Nightmare suggested God's spell affected Lily only partially. It remained stable for a year, give or take a few weeks. Then she would blink into the future, reappearing three years later, and the cycle would repeat itself.
"You stupid spell. Couldn't you wait at least an hour? Now I need to start all over again." Lily groaned again, her hooves eager to crush something once more. Her helmet, complete with an illuminating crystal shone through the darkness. 
Then, as soon as she turned her head to the right, something caught her attention: a colossal wall. 
Not long after her mentor told her firmly to stay away from the darker part of the moon, she managed to convince Kyuubi to use it for their marathon. When she asked about a colossal fortress that made her feel like a grain of sand in a desert, her mentor told her to stay away, refusing to say a word about it. A cruel punishment Lily had to endure, fighting against her endless curiosity.
During the race, she saw the shine of crystals atop the numerous towers of the fortress. Her experience at measuring her mentor helped her calculate the distance, which seemed to be two kilometers.
After she jumped around three years in the future, it shrank to a mere hundred meters. Furthermore, she noticed some rocky figures next to the wall placing one stone atop another. Could it be that this construct was spreading further and further, gaining nearly two kilometers over the past three years?
Sweat fell down her face, and her body trembled. Every muscle and brain cell demanded that she investigate and make contact with the weird creatures. But her mentor pleaded to her to keep her distance. She maintained this promise for so long.
After a few minutes of mental warfare, walking back and forth and glancing over her shoulder, Lily turned around and galloped. With a swift leap, she jumped over one meter of stone from an unfinished wall.
"Hello. My name is Lily, and I come in peace. Who are you? You look like ponies, but your skin is made of rock?" She pointed to the side, ignoring the bright light of the crystal atop the nearby tower. "Why are you making this bigger and bigger? Is this your home?"
The golems didn't say a word but simply turned around toward her. Some grabbed shovels, hammers, and other construction tools, while others grabbed nearby rocks. Armed, they walked towards Lily.
The crystal atop the tower started shifting its position, pointing its sharper part towards the earth pony, its glow indicating a massive charge of power.
“Uh oh.”
Lily blinked, then bit her bottom lip as she realized what was coming. Suddenly she felt rather foolish as she realized why Kyuubi, Sage of the Everfree Forest itself, had told her to stay away.
It was time for evasive maneuvers.
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Lily narrowed her eyes, looking intensely at the charging gem. Her legs bent, ready for a high jump. Fully focused, she ignored the approaching rocky ponies, as well as the hammer slamming into her face.
Now, a quickly swung hammer making contact with one's muzzle would no doubt be considered quite painful to most stallions, earth pony or not. Yet to Lily, it was an inconvenience at best, not even making her flinch.
If she had been struck two or three years after receiving Kyuubi's blessing, she would lay on her back, unconscious, with stars circling her head. Two years later, it would leave a big bruise on her little nose. However, after years of crashing into trees, bursting through walls, and striking against falling boulders, a mere hammer-strike was foal’s play.
Lily ignored the following punches, waiting for the discharge of power. After countless fights with Twilight, she could tell when a charged spell would be ready, and that moment has finally come.
With her mighty strength, she pushed one hostile creature into the others to drive them all away. With them safe from the line of fire, she jumped, evading the beam of magic that was now piercing the solid ground.
Lily's pupils shrank, and her ears dropped in shock. The massive, enhanced gem turned slightly upward, changing the beam's trajectory. It was actively aiming at her!
Out of reflex, Lily focused Earth Magic in her hooves, summoning rocky armor while covering her face.
It wasn’t enough. 
She screamed in pain, feeling indescribably uncomfortable heat overtake her entire body through her rocky protection. Two seconds later, she felt her back sliding roughly against the harsh surface of the moon, causing her to scream even louder.
One second passed, then three, then ten, the pain felt as if she were under a waterfall of pure magma. Even though she no longer felt the heated beam push her deeper into the ground, the burning sensation remained.
Gritting her teeth, Lily pushed herself to sit, struggling to open one eye, then another. She slowly recognized that she was three meters deep in the ground, surrounded by liquid melted stone. A puddle of actual lava covered her up to her chest, lighting her surroundings. Her light-providing helmet melted too. 
Not for the first time, she was grateful for Kyuubi’s blessing that let her endlessly develop her unique body.
Feeling a rush of adrenaline, she jumped, using low gravity to her advantage. She shook herself in mid-air, getting melted rock away from her scorched fur. Her self-discipline prevented her from jumping or rolling from the heat. As she looked ahead, she noticed that the destructive gemstone returned to its previous position while the rocky creatures resumed construction of the unfinished wall.
Limping slightly and covered in burns, Lily approached again with caution. One charged shot from that defensive tower quickly melted her rocky armor, pushing even her durability to its limits. She didn’t want to take chances.
"Why d-did you attack m-me!? T-That was h-harsh." As the rocky creatures kept ignoring her, Lily stretched her forehoof over the unfinished wall. The golems turned to her in an instant, grabbing their tools and rocks, ready for battle. The massive gem started aiming at her once more.
Lily withdrew her burned foreleg, and as soon as she did, the golems resumed their work, while the large gem returned to its previous stance.
She stretched hoof again over the little wall, the workers and defensive tower started up again. She withdrew it, calming them down.
After a few more tests, Lily sat and tapped her burned chin. "So you can't speak and just attack whoever crosses your territory. Interesting. What did Kyuubi and Nightmare do this time?"
She turned around and walked away, not ready to challenge the heated beam of the defensive tower. Not yet, anyway. She glanced over her shoulder at the hole left by the destructive attack and gulped, still feeling burns on her fur.
In the darkness of this site of the moon, only the towers illuminated her surroundings. With her helmet gone, she needed to find lanterns leading the way. Then she’d find Nightmare and Kyuubi.
One thing she was sure of, she was going to take many steps on her burned legs.

You do realize that it would be so much easier if I reduced my age.
"We do, mighty Kyuubi. Yet, thou cannot tire thyself for the tiniest of activity. Thou needs to challenge thy keen, artistic eye."
The kitsune whimpered as she lay next to an unfinished building. Its walls were made of bricks while the interior was empty, waiting for decorations. The roof was still missing, allowing the massive kitsune to look inside. 
Rich infrastructure surrounded Kyuubi and her royal companion: Houses of stone, bricks, and even wood, each two to four floors tall. An unfinished part of the city had roads covered in dirt, while other streets were flat-polished stone. 
The unfinished city was slowly growing to the size of the old capital of Equestria, with a colossal transparent blue dome separating it from the rest of the moon. 
From the top of the Royal Castle sprung a hundred meters tall tower with multiple gems radiating with power, the epicenter of the magical dome.
A few smaller towers were at the edges of the city for additional support.
Kyuubi looked to the side at the princess hovering next to her head.
The alicorn crossed hooves, while her stare remained judgemental as she raised an eyebrow. Two large ears drooped backward in response, with great big blue eyes widening slightly to give the banished royal her patented puppy look. Unfortunately, it was not effective at all.
Do I have to? Summoning paint takes time, and we aren't ready to mass-produce it with our available resources. 
"We shall spare no effort, nor magic, for thee. Thou have no excuses."
Conceding defeat, Kyuubi looked down at a few buckets of paint in different colors: Yellow, blue, green, red, white, and black. Well, buckets for an average pony. Calling them little bottle caps was more accurate from her perspective. Her steady growth was what made this exercise necessary, despite her protests.
"Tail first."
Kyuubi bit her bottom lip, slowly moving her first tail. She carefully sank the tip into the cap with white liquid, staining her snowy-white fur.
"Now your claw."
Kyuubi nodded, extending one of her claws from her paw. Now that she thought about it, she rarely made use of them. After all, she was a peaceful predator. If anything, she felt fear of hurting somecreature with her teeth. For this reason, she kept her teeth and claws in check.
With yellow paint on one claw, she looked at the alicorn for further guidance.
"Now use levitation. Thy magic must be more flexible."
Kyuubi nodded, levitating over a brush made of a log and her fur. She sank it into the red substance. She quickly wrapped her levitation around the cap with paint, keeping it from falling over.
"And finally, thy teeth."
Kyuubi opened her mouth, then closed it with wide eyes, flummoxed. Wait. What!? Luna, what do you mean my teeth?! There’s no way I’m putting paint near my mouth!
The alicorn giggled, then laughed. "We merely jest. Thou has nothing to fear." 
The kitsune chuckled as well, albeit nervously. How about instead of training my decorating skills, we focus on teaching you modern ponish? A cheeky smile appeared on her face. For starters, “we” don't pronounce ourselves in the plural.
"Oh, shush. Less talking, more painting."
Snickering from her minor victory, Kyuubi nodded before stretching her neck over the building, lowering it as much as she could. Her tongue stuck out in concentration as she set to work. With the careful movement of her tail, she painted the wall in a lovely white. Unfortunately, the pair, or rather the trio, had not developed tapestry production yet. Paint on a brick wall had to do for now.
With the movement of her claw, she added yellow stripes, careful not to scratch the wall. 
Luna nodded in approval. With Kyuubi’s girth slowly but surely expanding, trials such as these were a great way of having the kitsune retain her characteristic gentleness. Eyes temporarily wandering, Luna spots a familiar figure. "It seems we have company. We shall take our leave."
Kyuubi raised her head and looked to the alicorn in protest, but before she could say a word, Luna was gone, replaced by a familiar, taller posture of Nightmare Moon.
"And she's gone. It was good while it lasted. A satisfying twelve minutes." Nightmare looked back towards a nearby street and smiled lightly. "It appears your dear protege has graced us with her presence. I would lie if I said I didn't miss her a little." 
Lily? She’s back?
The dark alicorn pointed with her hoof. "She may lack respect, but her resolve is admirable. Her presence makes our time on the moon a bit more lively."
Kyuubi intensely scanned the street in search of her minuscule student. The last time she saw her was during a race on the dark side of the moon, and with her recent growth spurt, noticing her had become even harder.
Lily! Lily! Can you hear me?
She bent her legs and lowered her head, noticing the tiny earth pony waving at her. As she felt a surge of emotions, the kitsune levitated Lily over to her face. She licked her enthusiastically, with Lily giggling in response. Oddly enough, instead of the usual delicious Earth Pony magic flavor, the magic-eating kitsune tasted burnt fur.
Concerned, Kyuubi closed her mouth and levitated her student up, examining her. Despite cleaning Lily with her tongue, the earth pony still seemed covered by many burns.
You look as if you swam in lava. What happened?
"It's a long story, one that you prooobably won't like." Lily drawls sheepishly.
Kyuubi’s smile remained. Oh, Lily. I always like hearing your stories. Even those involving very harsh training. I am long past the ‘mommy kitsune’ phase. I know you can endure any hardship. Kyuubi pointedly ignored Nightmare Moon’s disbelieving snort. Nightmare and Luna had both been on the receiving end of Kyuubi’s maternal affections, needing to remind the giant fox-like creature they were far older than her despite their smaller sizes. Past the ‘mommy Kitsune’ phase, indeed.
Lily tapped her hooves together and blushed. "B-Before I tell you what happened. I have some questions."
Kyuubi raised her paw, placing her precious Lily on it. Her third tail and forepaw flashed with a silver aura, healing the powerful monk. 
Oh, I can imagine what they are. In fact, I already have the answers.
"What?"
Kyuubi poked her student with the tip of her claw, gifting her cheeks with two yellow stains. 
My height has reached seven meters and sixty centimeters. 
My weight is around twenty-five tons. 
I managed to lift eighteen tons a week ago, my new personal record.
Noticing how her student opened her mouth to speak, she sealed that adorable little muzzle with the tip of her fluffy paw. 
And yes, you can try to lift me, but good luck trying that without further boosting your strength with your magic. She giggled, humoring her student. If this continues, we’ll need to replace wrestling with arm-wrestling. Meaning, you'll wrestle just my paw instead of me. She withdrew her forepaw, watching the face of her student for a reaction.
After a moment of silence, Lily spoke up, "Thanks for that, but erm, that wasn’t what I was gonna ask.” Seeing Kyuubi’s expression drop in surprise, she pressed on. “Can you tell me about that growing, beam-shooting fortress on the dark side of the moon? Pretty please."
It took a moment for Kyuubi's brain to comprehend what she just heard. She opened her mouth and gasped, sending a gust of wind that forced her student to hold onto her paw.
"Oh, ho, ho. It seems our rebellious Lily got herself blasted by a defensive tower. And she's alive. Most impressive."
Kyuubi's face became pale, more so than usual. She wanted to come up with an answer, to say something, but couldn't. She just numbly watched as Nightmare Moon landed on her raised forearm, balancing herself with her wings spread out as she stood before the filly-sized mare on top of Kyuubi's paw. The alicorn placed a hoof on Lily's shoulder.
"My little warrior. Each of those massive towers is almost powerful enough to break my strongest barriers. Almost."
"Really!?" Lily shouted, leaping in excitement. Kyuubi's eyes opened widely with anything BUT excitement. 
The massive kitsune didn’t know this specific bit of information. A combined attack from Lily, Rosey, and so many of her Templar Knights couldn't even scratch it. Without Zecora's powder or her teeth, Nightmare's barrier was nearly impenetrable. And Nightmare was a bit rusty during their first battle. 
If this beam was capable of almost breaking her barrier when she was in her prime, Kyuubi could only imagine what it did to poor Lily.
"It does have a very long charging and recharging time, though. Furthermore, it will not attack you unless it considers you as a threat." Nightmare looked to the side, staring into the large eyes of the kitsune. "My dear Kyuubi. It seems your precious student isn't good at keeping promises. I told you we should tell her, but nooo..."
Kyuubi sighed, her ears dropped. But if she knows, she'll want to--
"Want to what?"
Kyuubi pouted with disapproval as Nightmare grinned unrepentantly. The dark alicorn then smugly turns back to address Lily.
Kyuubi could tell what the alicorn was thinking, and she didn't like it.

Lily sat comfortably on her mentor's third tail, sinking even deeper into the fluff than three years ago. She wasn't sitting at the tip, though, as it was more white than usual. Her mouth was agape, her chin hurting from gasping so much. Her eyes looked as if they were trying to escape her head.
"Demons, an army of golems, an endlessly growing fortress. All this time, I had it under my very nose?" Lily said, staring at Nightmare Moon by her side. "And you didn't tell me?"
"It was your mentor's request."
Lily turned to the side, holding forelegs curled under her chest. She stared at the mentor with betrayal in her teary eyes. "Kyuubi. How could you~?" 
The enormous kitsune whimpered with her ears drooped, yet she refused to look away. Please don't make it sound worse than it is. I know you, Lily. I know you would love to infiltrate it and face all its challenges, but this is why I wanted to keep it a secret, to keep you safe.
"But I’m strong. Also, didn't Nightmare order the golems not to kill? I would have been fine."
That was a long time ago. There is no telling if the demons went rogue and made the fortress far more dangerous. 
"If that's why you're afraid, we could go in there together. You will heal me with your magic and fight by my side."
Lily... I am not a fighter. I find no enjoyment in the thrill of battle and facing hardship. Well, maybe except for that Cuddle-Off with dear Flutterbold. Kyuubi blushed from the memory, hiding it behind one of her giant paws. I knew I would need to tell you eventually. I knew you would infiltrate that place sooner or later. I wanted to delay it.
Lily stood on her rear hooves and placed forehooves on her sides, narrowing her eyes. "Well, that time came today, and so I insist that we go in together and face some challenges as a team." She poked at her chest. "I know you're not a fighter, but you may one day need to help somepony in danger. This exercise will make you stronger, more used to such danger, and improve our teamwork."
I guess...
"Come on, Kyuubi! Don't you want to get stronger?" 
No.
“Really?” Lily gave her mentor an intense stare. “Are you sure about that?”
My growing size already makes me stronger. Kyuubi glanced away. And I have a few decades to grow before the banishment ends.
“And you truly believe you’ll be able to help others without the need to reduce your size? That being big will not hinder you?” To this, Kyuubi had no rebuttal. “Besides, size can’t replace experience. You may become a big and slow target. Not to mention, remain fragile. Your enemies will simply have more to attack.”
Without hesitation, Lily leaped towards her mentor's muzzle, now holding onto it. Only her head peeked from behind the large nose. "So many times, you admitted you felt as if you were made of paper. That despite being so big, you still feel fragile. Don't you want to get rid of this feeling? Don't you want to return to Equestria as a mighty kitsune with full confidence in yourself?"
Well, having confidence would feel great, yes. But I am not sure I can force myself to be aggressive. It’s not my thing. It goes against what I stand for.
"Enough!"
Lily flinched, grabbing her mentor's cheek in order not to fall off. She climbed back up, sitting on Kyuubi's muzzle. Noticing fear in her mentor's eyes, she looked at angered Nightmare Moon. "Hey, don't yell like that! You scared Kyuubi."
"That's the problem."
Lily tilted her head to the side, blinking in confusion. "What do you mean?"
Nightmare took a deep breath, reducing her distance from the kitsune’s head. "I will get straight to the point. Kyuubi is too peaceful, and it’s holding her back." She pointed firmly at the spot between Kyuubi's large eyes. "The smaller the kitsune's population, the more powerful remaining ones can become. She is the last member of her species, making her the most powerful of them all."
"And your point is...?" Lily asked, trying to find the reason behind Nightmare's angered glare. 
"My point is, she should be a mighty being. She should be on par with the might of an alicorn. At first, I thought that it would come with age, but now I see that more is holding her back." 
The alicorn took a quick breath before continuing with growing anger, "She is a predator who would gain great power by eating magical creatures. Yet, she refuses to hunt. She fights her instincts and refuses to sharpen her hunting skills. She goes against her nature."
"And what's wrong with that? Would you prefer if she started eating ponies? The Princess would have no choice but to lock her away. Not to mention all the guilt she Kyuubi would feel," Lily explained, using wind magic to walk up to Nightmare's face. Her mentor didn't handle Nightmare's anger well, so Lily needed to step in.
The alicorn pressed her muzzle against Lily’s nose, her wings keeping her in mid-air. "I'm not saying that. Her resolve to resist hunting ponies for their magic is admirable. I encourage it." She withdrew her muzzle and calmed her tone. "What I’m trying to say is that she should be ready and capable to hunt those who wish to use powerful magic against Equestria. She should train her hunting skills even if she doesn't wish to use them. It will make her strong."
"Hunt threats? Do you mean yourself? You were willing to hurt anyone who would get in the way of your revenge." Lily was still obstinate on the subject, not particularly liking where Nightmare Moon was leading the topic of Kyuubi’s temperament.
The alicorn opened her mouth, then closed it. She gritted her teeth and groaned. "You won this one, brave Lily."
Do you still seek revenge? Kyuubi whimpered, getting the attention of both ponies.
"To be honest, I am not sure anymore. I want Celestia to burn for what she has done to us. But after knowing about Ninetails and where the path of revenge leads, I am not sure it is worth it." 
R-Really...?
Nightmare nodded. "Let me put it this way. I want to punish Celestia, but I know she is important to you, and I would hate to upset you. Thus, I want to leave this decision to Luna. She will have the final say in this. Is this fair enough for you?"
Kyuubi nodded, moving her large head up and down as quickly as she could. They still had decades before their return to Equestria, and she was sure if Nightmare was changing her mind, she could convince Luna to do the same before then. Kyuubi’s muzzle steadily pulled into a great grin as she realized what this meant. Her Last Resort was succeeding!
Lily couldn't help herself but smile upon seeing Kyuubi's toothy smile.
"That aside, if we are to work together once we return to Equestria, I want you, mighty Kyuubi, to unleash your full potential. I will not stand for an ally that holds back."
Kyuubi started moving to object before stopping, slowly lowering herself to sit for the next several seconds. Eventually, she made a sign that was a mixture of a whimper and a sigh. As much as I hate the idea of fighting, I will work hard to prove myself worthy of being your ally, Your Highness. Lead us to battle, and I shall follow.
Lily leaped in mid-air due to wind magic, landing on her mentor's giant head, which was even more spacious than before. In the end, her mentor needed proper motivation. "Perfect. But first, we should arm you."
Arm me? Don't you mean yourself?
Lily walked forward and looked into her mentor's eye from an upside-down position. "Nope. I don't use armor and weapons. They wouldn't be of much use due to my size. As for Nightmare Moon, she has her armor. Maybe we can craft an enhanced halberd for her."
"What a splendid idea. It would be a shame not to put our crafting training into use. But to be honest, I am more in favor of a long scythe." The alicorn released a sinister chuckle, creating a scythe from black miasma before skillfully swinging it.
Lily climbed down, standing on her rear hooves on her mentor's muzzle while pointing at her. "What I am most interested in is arming you. I mean, all you have is that cute bowtie from Twilight and Rarity. Now you're strong enough to carry armor for protection."
Wouldn't that slow me down?
"Maybe a little, but considering your size, you won't be evading blows anyway." Lily held forehooves on her cheeks, squealing in excitement as her head burst with ideas. "Picture this! You can enhance your body thanks to Zecora's teachings. Then add a thin magical armor you learned in school. Add a gigantic armor atop that. And you can heal yourself with holy magic."
Kyuubi gasped in shock at such an idea. 
"Instead of being fragile, you'll become unstoppable. It’ll be awesome!" 
Nightmare Moon looked at Kyuubi with a grin as she murmured, "That fool Celestia made you soft. I will personally fix her mistake. Seeing her reaction to an armored, mighty Kyuubi will be most satisfying."
“Please don’t ruin the moment.” Lily deadpanned quietly before continuing, "Enough talking. Let's get to crafting. We have demons to slay!"

Mighty Kyuubi stood tall on her armored feet. Her head towered seven meters above the ground. Five tons of steel covered her up to her neck. The only unarmored part was her muzzle and belly.
Due to the haste of the preparations and Lily's limited patience, most of her armor lacked magical enhancement. Unlike the hardened armor and shields of Knight Templars, Kyuubi's armor was much more vulnerable. It made up for it with pure size, though.
The exception was in the form of enhanced plates of steel protecting her five fragile tails. She and her friends spared no preparations to cover her weak points.
Due to low gravity, Kyuubi walked effortlessly, not bothered at all by her heavy armor. Atop her armored head, she felt the excited stomping of her precious student, while a mighty alicorn hovered next to her head.
She crushed the old ruins with her armored paws, making her way towards the monolithic fortress. As she got closer and closer, an odd feeling overcame her, a weird sensation of strength and confidence. In the past, she felt like the weakest one, surpassed by powerhouses like Shining Armor and Twilight Sparkle. Furthermore, Kyuubi also felt far more fragile than her tiny student or even one of her two oldest friends, Rosey.
Now, however, she felt like the main force of this particular assault. She felt like the flagship of a fleet on the sea.
The kitsune knew Nightmare Moon greatly surpassed her in raw power. She knew her student had more experience and agility.
Yet, Kyuubi felt strong in her own unique way. She wasn't sure how much she would contribute in the end but was determined to do her best.
Moreover, there was something she wanted to prove to herself. She wanted to prove that she was no longer her fragile old self.
She wanted to learn if her student and friends no longer needed to put themselves at risk to shield her from harm.
In the end, she didn't want to be purely a healer. She desired to shield them from harm.
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After a tense moment, the trio unanimously and silently decided to proceed.
Kyuubi watched how Nightmare Moon shapeshifted into a dense, violet fog covered in hundreds of tiny stars. It wasn't the first time she saw this happening. Aside from seeing it at her first encounter with the dark alicorn, the dark mare insisted on teaching the kitsune this technique a few years ago.
It was…a work in progress.
Kyuubi followed the plan, approaching the gigantic wall, which she wasn't going to outgrow for millennia. Just as Lily told her, there seemed to be a few pony golems working on expanding the fortress. How they could go out and in without any visible entrance was a mystery.
The kitsune raised her head, staring at the defensive tower. The large crystal on the top started shining with power, its sharp edge aimed at the elusive, twinkling fog. Fortunately, it meant Kyuubi could approach without being targeted.
She bit her bottom lip and curled a little upon seeing a beam of concentrated heat soar through the air. An incident with Philomena and her flames flashed before her eyes. And after that, her encounter with the dragon in the Everfree Forest. Then after that, Shining Armor blasting her tails off--
"Stay calm and follow the plan. I know you're not used to this, but know that we’ve got your back."
Kyuubi heard her student's voice from the top of her head. Only a week ago, a massive beam from the defensive tower burned Lily for a few seconds, and she didn't want a repeat. The kitsune ran towards the wall, pressing her forepaws against it to stop. A grey transparent barrier formed upon contact.
“Just as Nightmare said: The towers that don't shoot at intruders create a barrier. As if this massive wall wasn't durable enough." 
The kitsune watched her minuscule student jump against the shielded wall, delivering an impactful punch. She watched in amazement as such a tiny hoof created a shockwave she felt with her entire body. If she ever ended up on the receiving end, healing a broken bone would be the outcome, no doubt about it.
Lily bounced off, landing on Kyuubi’s muzzle. "She wasn't kidding. It is tough. No wonder she loses a lot of magic just trying to get in."
Kyuubi narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth, displaying her large, sharp teeth. From what Nightmare Moon told her, alicorn magic was all about a burst of raw power. Very powerful, yet very slow to recharge. If her teeth managed to create an opening, it would save the alicorn a colossal amount of her reserves for the siege ahead.
"Bite, bite, bite, bite, bite!" Lily chanted enthusiastically, dancing atop the raised nose.
Not needing a further invitation, Kyuubi sank her teeth into the barrier, which shattered like a glass with a domino reaction.
"The barrier is down! Perfect! Time for some sweet revenge!" Lily shouted with passion in her voice.
As her student jumped high, using low gravity to her advantage, Kyuubi looked back. The little earth pony reached the top of the tower, and a moment later, a rain of crystal fragments fell from the sky. Not that the kitsune minded as her helmet protected her head.
Seeing her student land back on her muzzle once again with grace, standing on a single hoof, brought a smile to her face. While she didn't like fighting, she still found enjoyment in teaming up with cute, little Lily. She couldn’t help but giggle slightly.
You're so cute when you're excited. Even more than Rosey.
"Am I? Well, then get ready because a whole lot of cuteness will soon follow!" Lily joked, dancing on her mentor's muzzle.
"Outstanding."
Kyuubi turned her head, forcing her dancing student to grip her muzzle with a hoof, trying not to fall. The dark alicorn reformed into the physical body, greeting her with a shocked glance. A rare sight indeed.
"Whenever I tried to break into the fortress, I used a tenth of my magic reserves, a day worth of rest. And now I would need to waste twice or maybe even trice to pierce through." The alicorn pointed at the kitsune. "And you did it with a mere movement of your mouth. If I didn't know you, I would consider you as a large threat to me."
A threat to you, never! To you or anypony.
Lily climbed back up and crossed her forehooves. She raised an eyebrow as she looked at the Mare in the Moon. "What's the matter? Having a second thought about convincing her to develop her hunting skills?"
The dark alicorn chuckled. "Not in the least. Having a trusted ally like her means no barrier will ever be an obstacle. But enough talk. The infiltration starts now." She charged her horn with magical power before firing.
Kyuubi covered her head with a raised paw, looking away from the black beam sinking deep into the wall. The melted liquid stone slid towards the ground like a little waterfall. 
"Too small. It seeds to be bigger for our fluffy castle!" Lily commented before jumping forward, punching sides of the hole. She bounced from one side to another, further expanding it.
The alicorn huffed, shaking her head. "It wouldn't be a problem if she could turn into mist."
Kyuubi pouted. First of all, it’s a very, very difficult spell. Second, I have no tail for it.
"Excuses, excuses. Bah! Although...Speaking of tails, maybe you will get one in more... forced circumstances. Follow me and stay close," the alicorn commanded.
Kyuubi nodded, raising her forepaw. She pushed herself through the hole, squeezing into the fortress with some effort and a slight push from her little student. Not an especially easy task considering her armor.
"Move faster next time. It seems the barrier repaired itself," Nightmare pointed out.
The kitsune glanced over her shoulder, noticing the renewed magical field through the hole. As she examined her surroundings, she spotted a lot of free space to the left, right, and above. 
Wait a minute. Did those golems build a massive wall next to another? And then connected them with a roof? Is that how they expand this place?
"Not exactly." The alicorn pointed at the numerous doors ahead.
Kyuubi blinked, then tilted her head to the side. A curious 'yip' escaped her mouth. There were indeed doors ahead of her. A few on the bottom. A few four meters higher, and so on. 
"Most rooms are four meters tall, but there are far bigger chambers filled with more dangerous traps," Nightmare explained. She flew over, gesturing at an entrance four meters above the floor. "If we waited a few months, this empty hall would be filled with rooms and connected with the doors you see before you."
Kyuubi took a step back, holding her forepaw close to her chest. What? But does this mean I’ll have to crawl? There’s no way I’ll fit into those rooms. She looked to Nightmare and blinked at her expression. Ummm...Why are you grinning like that? It’s more unnerving than usual.
The dark alicorn accepted the ‘compliment’ before she flew over and rubbed the chin of the massive kitsune. "My dear, naive Kyuubi. Did you think we would just come here and walk through those rooms? Oh no. We shall take a more forceful approach."
Kyuubi swallowed as she watched the alicorn shoot a beam of magic. It burst through its target, blowing up a hole in the room. Loud, excited, almost maniacal laughter rang out as Nightmare began blasting one room after another. Floor, roof, and all walls, none were safe.
Kyuubi hesitantly walked through the created patch, crushing rubble with each step. A few golems emerged from the devastated rooms and charged at the alicorn, swinging their axes and swords. A few threw their spears or shot bolts from crossbows. It wasn't long before they were blasted to pieces by storm clouds.
The kitsune stopped, feeling vibrations against her forepaws and rear legs.
She looked down and lowered her neck, noticing a few golems smashing their weapons against them. Her armor resisted, preventing the sharp edges from piercing into her tender flesh.
"Are you going to step on them or what?" Lily asked.
Kyuubi startled before she looked to her left, then her right.
"Ugh...Behind your ear, Kyuubi."
The kitsune felt tickling on her ear, causing it to twitch. Note to self: Wearing armor means tiny ponies can sneak up on me. I didn’t feel you at all.
"I suppose that's true, but never mind that. You need to counterattack."
Oh. Sure. Well, then...
The kitsune looked down and narrowed her eyes. Her enemies were mindless golems. She had no reason to hold back. Furthermore, she was a giant creature, something she needed to adapt. She had to find a line to draw when and where she should apply that strength and mass. This situation certainly qualified.
Kyuubi moved her forepaw a little forward, knocking one golem off balance. She raised it over her opponent and dropped it down, hearing the noise of a great clash between rock and metal.
"You call that a stomp? Come on! You're stronger than that."
Kyuubi raised her paw two meters up, then dropped with far greater force, smashing the rock to pieces. 
"Now that was a solid stomp. Now try to strike all your enemies at the same time. Use your size, Kyuubi, use it!"
The kitsune raised a tentative eyebrow. Lily wanted to see her fight like a mighty creature. To satisfy her, Kyuubi would endeavor to fight like one. 
With a swing of one of her mighty paws, she slammed a few golems into a wall, leaving cracks and filling the floor with rubble. Their weapons bounced harmlessly on the floor. Using small holes in her paw-armor, she summoned her claws, slashing another group, leaving large claw marks on their rocky bodies.
Noticing how arrows bounced against her armored chest, Kyuubi bent her legs and growled, the sound magnified due to her great size. After ten seconds of gathering her strength, she jumped, landing both of her forelegs on two golem archers. The earth trembled, the floor cracked. Her enemies had been bested, crushed beneath her paws.
"Awesome! I was dreaming about you battling waves of enemies, and finally, my wish came true. Oh, I hope I get to see you fight a giant opponent. That would be so cool!" Lily spoke with growing enthusiasm, observing the spectacle from her mentor's broad shoulder. "By the way. Is it just me, or are you much heavier now?"
Kyuubi blinked, then glanced at her shoulder. Now that you mention it, I do feel heavier. Could this fortress be equipped with gravity runes as well? She took a deep breath, confirming her suspicions. Kyuubi pouted at the revelation. Oh, come on!
"What's wrong?"
I thought I came up with an original idea, but it seems the new owners of this fortress did the same. 
The kitsune stomped in annoyance. That barrier we pierced before to get here. It has the same life-supporting functions as my magical dome. In the end, we’re just copycats. 
"I’m not so sure who copied whom!" Nightmare shouted, catching the attention of her giant ally. She walked out from a demolished chamber, gesturing with her hoof. "Luna and I, we would like a word with our summoned ones. Let's not keep them waiting." A blue aura surrounded her horn.
Kyuubi yelped, feeling her forepaw tugged by a powerful force. Despite her size and weight, she was still no match for the dark alicorn's telekinetic muscle.

Lily stood proud atop her mentor's armored shoulder, experiencing an excitement of the highest magnitude. Not only was she raiding an endless dungeon, but she did so alongside her giant mentor. 
She watched with glee as Kyuubi's paws slammed against walls and ceilings of a few rooms, creating a passage for herself. The alicorn was on the other shoulder, conserving her magic.
"It seems we have reached our first large chamber," said Nightmare Moon. "Thus far, we faced a labyrinth of basic rooms with regular traps and defenses."
"Faced? Don't you mean pierced through? Not much of a labyrinth for us when we can just go through walls," Lily commented.
"As I was saying!" The alicorn raised her tone, annoyed by the interruption. "This chamber is so spacious because it has powerful defenses. We shouldn't take it lightly."
Lily noticed Kyuubi's hesitant nod and her trembling raised foreleg. She could tell that her mentor was nervous to step forward. Despite being seven and a half meters tall, the ceiling was a few meters above her head. The chamber itself looked like an ordinary empty room, but one keen look revealed numerous cracks and holes here and there. All in all, Kyuubi obviously felt the path was ripe for a cave-in or hiding assorted traps.
"Don't worry, Kyuubi, I’ll scout ahead. I won't let any large trap or loose stone hurt you," Lily said as she jumped ahead, landing with a weak thud. As she walked forward, she heard her mentor's paw crash onto the floor, feeling vibrations under her hooves. All she needed was to ensure the patch ahead is safe.
The earth pony bent her legs and sprinted, her senses on high alert. She zipped left and right, ensuring she didn't miss a single trap in her mentor's path. She backflipped as the floor under her split in two. Landing on her rear hooves, she saw a three-meter-wide pool of green goo. Lily covered her nose from the overwhelming smell of toxic acid. 
Lily looked upward, glancing left and right. Small crystals emerged from the walls, shining with power and firing familiar blasts quicker than she could react. She yelped upon being struck with a few beams at once. Seeing as she was now under fire, she ran, zipping left and right, performing quick and short jumps. The barrage of beams kept her on the edge of her hooves. 
She was forced to a stop, standing on a single hoof as a few drops of sweat fell down her head. A hundred spikes shot from the floor, each like a meter-tall needle. She couldn’t remain in place for long as beams of magic kept firing at her. 
Spikes shattered into fragments from beams of magic as Lily resumed her run. She glanced at the left wall, seeing bolts of lightning destroy them at a steady pace. Looking over her shoulder, she saw Nightmare's magic at work, and even Kyuubi's tails were shining, adding a little bit of firepower. 
Feeling confident, Lily narrowed her eyes before she continued running to the end of the chamber. Seeing a falling two-tons boulder, she jumped, shattering it with a single punch. Lily speeded up as pillars of flames burst from the ground where she stepped. 
Suffice to say: The little monk enjoyed every second of it. 
Half a minute later, all small hostile gems became eradicated. With most traps revealed and Kyuubi not far behind, Lily ran for the big double-door.
Suddenly, she could run no more. And NOT because she was tired. She looked down, finding her limbs shackled with transparent chains. A moment later, two more chains restrained her, one around her belly, the other around her neck. Powerful paralyzing electricity went through her every bone.
Lily!
Under the overwhelming assault of electricity, Lily could only hear her mentor's voice. Trembling and in the struggle, she raised her head, and her face became pale. A gigantic blade emerged from the ceiling and was now hovering over her head. 
With a rush of adrenaline, she wriggled with all her strength, tearing away the shackles despite the electric shocks. Screaming, she pushed herself away, freeing herself from the electrifying trap. As soon as she looked at the blade, she gasped. 
Her mentor stood on her rear paws, holding the bottom part of the massive blade with her armored forepaws. A stream of blood dripped from the pierced armor, and painful noises escaped the kitsune's lips. 
Whimpers of bleeding, beloved vulpine was heartbreaking to the little pony. A moment later, four tons of sharp metal crashed into the floor as blood covered the sharp edge. 
She noticed a silver aura on the third tail, but Lily could tell that the experience was anything but pleasant.
Lily! You're safe!
The earth pony jumped onto her mentor's exposed forepaw, stepping into the cut in the armor. As she had hoped, the kitsune healed the injury. She felt healing magic go into her own body, vanishing burns and bruises she has accumulated from the previous traps.
"You saved me! Thank you!" Lily stood on her rear hooves and stretched towards kitsune's lowered head, nuzzling her nose with her own.
"It appears that the traps have become way more deadly than I remember them,” Nightmare coldly noted. “We should proceed with the utmost caution.”
Lily nodded and stepped to the side, watching as Nightmare Moon pushed the door open. As she peeked inside, she saw a black shade with arms next to a square table. 
The room itself was surprisingly empty, aside from a sofa, bed, desk with some papers, and table. There was plenty of unused space. In a way, it reflected on the poverty of the owner, or on his humility. The walls, floor, and ceiling were painted in black, while a few green crystals illuminated the area.
"Guests? I was wondering about the commotion. You don't appear to be demons, though. How peculiar."
The alicorn walked inside with graceful steps, her head raised high as armor covered her body: Helmet, chest armor, and shoes, all polished and blue. Her draconic wings spread for intimidation.
"If it isn’t the mighty Nightmare? Creator of this fortress, one who sieged it mercilessly for decades. Such an honor."
"It is Queen Nightmare Moon to you, demonic spawn. I don’t recall ever summoning you here."
"Apologies, my dear Queen. Much has happened since your rule. Demons can summon lesser demons. And, a few working together can summon an even stronger one. This fortress became our nest after your absence," spoke the dark shade in a sinister tone. There seemed to be some eloquence about it, though. "Most won't listen to you any longer unless you subjugate them by force."
Nightmare Moon seethed as the situation has quickly taken a dire turn. Demons, not summoned by her, now lurked within her creation. “It would seem Lily’s curious venture unraveled serendipitous results. A little pest control is now in order,” she muttered quietly under her nose.
Lily stepped into the room, following the alicorn. Her mentor remained outside, lowered, and looking inside the room. Glancing over her shoulder, Lily blinked dumbly, as she noticed an uncharacteristically hostile glare on her mentor’s face; in fact, her entire stance was not unlike a dog that had cornered a cat. She was even growling like one!
Well, she is a kitsune priest. Demons are like natural enemies to her. Lily thought. Somehow, I don’t think this will end with simple diplomacy.
The earth pony stood on her rear hooves, only her head standing from behind the rounded table. The alicorn sat on the other side, eyeing the dark shade. The demon had no rear legs, looking more like a blob of dark miasma with two hands with clawed fingers. Two yellow dots served as its eyes, while a creepy smile decorated its face.
Oddly enough, she hoped this wouldn't end up with a battle. She would prefer to save flank-kicking for more fierce foes. For now, she was fine learning more about their enemies with a little chat.
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Nightmare eyed the demon with distrust, her reflexes on full alert. When she resumed the siege of this place after so many centuries, she wasn't sure what to expect from her most powerful servants, nor what she will do with them. Now she found out that they were her servants no more, all the while increasing their own numbers and power through whatever insidious rituals they could muster. She could only imagine how many more demons have been summoned over half a millennium.
Giving the shade a cold stare, she asked, "If you are no longer my servants, nor were a portion of you summoned by me, why are you welcoming me into this chamber?"
"Simple. I am a lesser demon, powerless against your might. Weak against others in the endless fight for influence and territory. I can only humbly welcome you and appeal to your mercy."
The alicorn nodded. "Wise and understandable. Provide me with knowledge and mercy you shall receive."
"Thank you, my Queen. But what about the holy beast? I can sense its magic even now. Doubly so for its animosity. Can you stop its intent to erase my existence?"
Nightmare turned back, giving the snarling Kyuubi a curious glance. She got to know the giant kitsune as frankly a big ‘softy’ as Lily called her. Peaceful and extremely difficult to anger; even Nightmare’s critical speaking of those close to her like Lily or Celestia garnered a mildly heated objection. That look of hostility was so far out of the ordinary, Nightmare had to remind herself they were in the real world and not in the Dream Realm. 
Narrowing her own eyes, she commanded, "Kyuubi. You are not to harm this demon in any way without my permission. Am I understood?" Upon hearing the growling only get louder, she sternly repeated herself, "Am. I. Understood?"
….Yes, the kitsune responded with a strained tone as if actually speaking through gritted teeth.
The alicorn narrowed her eyes while raising a brow. Kyuubi seemed more hostile than Nightmare thought she was capable of. If the look on Lily’s face said anything, she was acting more hostile than she’d ever known Kyuubi to be, either. They needed to keep an eye on how this place affects her, it would seem. Turning to her informant, she asked, "Who is in charge now, and where can I find them?"
"My apologies, but knowledge of the higher hierarchy is out of my reach." The shade bowed. "Power determines influence. Power and territory. You need to seek the strongest demons and ask who rules over them."
"And what happens to the weak?" Nightmare asked.
"They either serve or are eliminated. Sometimes banished. To rise in ranks, one must best stronger one or take over their territory with an army. Those viewed as useless don't receive a chance to serve."
"I see--"
Excuse me.
Nightmare and Lily looked at Kyuubi, while the shade looked around, confused by the mental message. A mildly unpleasant but minor noise followed.
Kyuubi’s claws were visible as she pawed at the stone beneath her, sharpening them for potential use. I have a question. I want to know more about demons and their origin, Demon. How should I even call you? Answer in haste.
Nightmare huffed under her nose, not used to such interruptions, least of all from the kitsune, but decided to let it slide. Kyuubi was actually showing a backbone that may have impressed her were it not showing at such a complicated time.
“Oh, so this is how you speak to others. By your voice, I assume you're a female?“
You assume correctly.
The demon slid on the floor, approaching the head peeking into the room. The dark creature wisely stayed out of biting range as it bowed, holding one clawed hand in front of its chest. “You can call me Cunning. We take names based on our main traits. Or rather, of souls that make us.”
And I am Kyuubi. Priestess Kyuubi, to you. Now, elaborate. How can souls make you? What are you? 
"We are an ancient weapon."
"Ancient weapon?" Lily asked. "Tell us more!"
With haste, Kyuubi said, a distinct lack of patience in her tone.
"If this is how I can buy my survival, so be it." 
The dark shade snapped his clawed finger, creating pools of darkness. Two golems emerged and then relocated the rounded table, placing it in front of the door. 
The ponies looked at each other and nodded, understanding the reason behind it. They perched themselves on the left and right, while the shade stood in front of Kyuubi.
"As you may know, dark magic was created as a tool of war. It would bring devastating curses to enemy armies. It would seal away enemy magic or overpower it. The value of dark mage on the battlefield surpassed that of any other sorcerer."
Nightmare advised in an oddly calm and emotional tone, "Tis correct. We recall our battle against King Sombra. Thee would fear him and his followers’ black magic, would thou face them on the field of battle."
And this is related to the unholy creatures how?
The dark shade shook its head. "Using dark magic, they created living tools of war. They made us. Using souls of the cruelest, merciless, cunning creatures, they created their perfect weapon."
What? Kyuubi’s eyes practically glowed at the admittance of such sacrilege even if it was upon dark souls.
"The concept was simple. Create bodies from the strongest beasts, fuel with dark magic, and gift with most cruel souls. Then make us blindly loyal to our creators. We were a perfect weapon." The demon chuckled coldly. "Even when slain, corrupted, and evil souls, as well as violence and cruelty, would revive us."
"Revive you. Interesting," Nightmare commented. "It appears Luna and I. We were dealing with more ancient forces than we imagined."
"Wait. If your name is Cunning, and demons possess numerous evil souls. Does this mean that you are…?" Lily commented, looking suspiciously at the dark shade.
"Indeed. I was born from souls of lawful schemers."
"Schemers," Nightmare repeated.
"A little loophole in the law here, a tiny print in a contract there. A loan with unclear interest rates." The dark shade gestured with his clawed hands. "Those who others saw as influential and respected members of society, yet in secret ruined countless lives for their benefit. It is what I am. Gather enough of those, and I shall revive from death."
Nightmare Moon stared coldly while Kyuubi narrowed her eyes, disapproving anger written on her face.
"And you’re a lesser demon and remain one. Why?" Lily asked.
"Simple. There is no law in this fortress I can use to my advantage. Other demons are not naive, and they have schemes of their own. I require good-hearted and naive souls to thrive. In here, I am powerless." The demon sighed, his head lowered. "Oddly enough, being powerless and inferior did teach me humility."
Lily narrowed an eyebrow. "Let me guess. The arrival of kind-hearted beings like us was like a breath of fresh air for the like of you?"
"Most correct you are. Assuming you are here to slay other demons while I buy my survival, it would increase my influence. I would rather serve you all than being slain or banished for being useless."
"What about holy magic?" Lily asked, causing the dark shade to curl a little. "If conventional weapons can't kill you permanently, will using holy magic make a difference."
"You mean magic gifted by God. Do not even mention it. I heard many rumors of the great war where a mighty nine-tailed kitsune summoned our kind to serve it. The magic of priests and monks struck at our souls." The dark shade slashed the table with his claw, separating it into five fragments. Both ponies took a step back, now alarmed and ready to defend themselves.
Tread carefully, little demon, Kyuubi warned as she exposed teeth big enough to chew through his arms. 
Cunning raised his limbs in a disarming gesture but calmed down as he continued, "Reviving after that takes several times greater amounts of evil souls and negative energy than usual. I would rather be slain a few times with a sword than once by a monk."
Lily looked at her hooves curiously, considering their demon-slaying potential.
Kyuubi meanwhile looked at the demon with a decidedly unfriendly smirk on her face. A monk, you say?
"Now, Priestess...Don't look at me that way. I am a small fry. Furthermore, we have a deal. You wouldn't stain your honor and justice by breaking your promise." The shade looked at the alicorn. "You promised. Deals are to be respected."
"When they benefit you. Correct?" Nightmare asked, causing the demon to look back at the giant leering fox, uneasy and clearly cornered. "But rest assured, Kyuubi will not harm you. You seem mostly harmless. Can you tell us a bit about the closest demon we can find?"
The dark shade nodded enthusiastically, then rubbed his fingers together. "Oh, but of course, my Queen. I can even point to the shortest patch." He chuckled in glee. "My rival, who has been overtaking my territory. His name is Desire."
"Desire, hmm? Yet another demon I don't remember summoning," Nightmare irritably commented before gesturing with a forehoof. The alicorn levitated the fragments of the table into the corner of the room. "What can you tell us about him?"
"Much, my Queen. Desire is far more cunning than me. Cruelty incarnate. This demon is born of souls of creatures that trick others."  
Aren't you made of souls that trick others as well?
"Priestess Kyuubi, I assure you, Desire is far worse. This demon was born from the souls of those who promise rewards, treasures, fortunes. Those who make others do hard labor and then backstab them when they are no longer useful. Most never see their reward, or rather, they are rewarded with an early grave."
The dark shade crossed his hands and huffed, then spit black miasma to the side, staining the floor. "I may trick those who are naive and take advantage of them, but I follow my end of the deal. Desire always betrays. Even I find it to be disgusting." 
"I see. We shall visit this betrayer and make him reap what he has sown," Nightmare commented, receiving a nod from Kyuubi and Lily.
"Yes, please do. And with extreme prejudice. But I must warn you. Desire will bring out your deepest desires in an attempt to win you over. Do not be fooled. He will strike you down if you lower your guard. He always does."
Demon- No... Mr. Cunning.
"Yes?"
Kyuubi lowered her head to be on the level with his whole body and leaned forward so that her muzzle was almost touching him, causing Cunning to tense up. Kyuubi narrowed her eyes as she appeared to stare into the demon’s very core.
A brief moment passed by as Nightmare and Lily watched. The tension bled away as Kyuubi withdrew and mercifully returned to her previous docile nature, a warm smile gracing her face again. 
Thank you for the warning. I know your motives are selfish, but I still appreciate it.
"Y-You're w-welcome, Priestess," the demon responded with a dumbfounded tone, staring back in growing confusion. 
Even though he was out of danger, the ‘thank you’ caught him off guard. A far cry from the palpable hostility seconds ago. What an odd creature.

Nightmare took a fighting stance inside an empty room, examining her surroundings in confusion. Just a moment ago, she and her companions overcame traps in another massive chamber, ready to enter what they assumed was where Desire resided. 
There was one more trap waiting for them, though. 
In a bright flash, the group teleported into random rooms, separated from each other.
As Nightmare Moon was about to leave the room, an odd sight caught her utmost curiosity. In front of her was none other than her most hated Celestia, tied to a wall. Flames burst from the floor, causing the princess to scream in pain. 
Nightmare smiled in satisfaction, her ears eager to pick out the noise of pain. Watching it filled her with delight. However...
She concentrated, summoning a defensive dome over herself and the burning Celestia, separating it from the rest of the room. "Let me make this clear, Desire. If you try to make the tiniest attempt on my life, I will slaughter you without mercy. And I assure you, alicorns like me are impossible to kill by the likes of you."
"So you have come to believe," a demonic voice filled the room.
"I do. Now leave me to this spectacle if you know what is best for you." 

Lily charged from one room to another, piercing the walls and any golem that got in the way. Even rocky ponies the size of tall stallions barely slowed her down.
"You are quite a specimen. It is rare to meet one like you."
Lily stopped in the middle of the room. She ran towards the nearby pillar, peeking behind it in search of the mysterious voice.
"You desire for the holy beast Kyuubi to grow bigger and mightier. And your wish is being granted still."
The earth pony looked behind another pillar, then another, before returning to the middle part of the room, taking a battle stance.
"You wish to grow stronger and stronger, and you have decades to do so. You want to make your mentor proud. You desire the thrill of adventure, to fight strong foes and face challenges. You want to fight alongside the kitsune to make the world a better place." 
The demon added in an angered tone, "All your wishes, already granted! You have no regrets. You love the life you live and enjoy it to the fullest." He released a screech full of rage. "I hate you! Nothing I can offer will buy you."
"So true. Thanks to Kyuubi, I live the life of my dreams. I am forever grateful." Lily smirked. "And together, we will kick your flank. Wait. Do you even have one? Cunning didn't, so..."
"I have a better alternative. How about I will present you with the corpse of the holy beast?"
"You will not!" Lily stomped with both of her hooves, causing cracks on the floor to spread in all directions. Her little limbs sank deeply. "Leave a single cut on her body, and I will smash you with holy punches until there's nothing left of you but ashes!"
"Oh, I am going to enjoy breaking you. Your happy life ends here." A sinister chuckle followed. As soon as Lily rushed forward, running into some hallway, a rounded boulder started rolling in her direction, covering a three-meters tall corridor, not giving the littlest space to evade. 
Her ears picked up the noise of another boulder from behind, and her body shook on the vibrating ground. With a war-cry, Lily charged forward, enhancing her strength with magic. With a firm jump, she punched the boulder, cracking it into mere fragments. 
Mimicking a technique she saw at the Apple farm, she raised her rear hooves, standing on two legs. She curled her rear-legs close to her belly, then unleashed a firm rock-shattering kick. Her body acquired a few bruises, but she didn’t care.
"That's it! No more Ms. Nice Lily. You're going down!"

Kyuubi felt as if her heart tried to escape her chest. Her throat dry, and her eyes wide open. 
You came to save me! Thank you! She heard a mental voice filled with desperation and sorrow. She was in a large chamber. Instead of traps, though, she saw what she least expected. The creature ahead of her was three-meters tall, decorated by four fluffy tails. It had golden fur and a few bruises on its body.
Kyuubi looked at the collar on this golden kitsune, chained to a wall. The chain seemed long enough to allow the prisoner some freedom but kept him from leaving the room.
A feeling of disgust filled Kyuubi, then changed into a growing rage. Anger was a rare feeling for her, and now it felt overwhelming. As much as she wanted to cry, she refused. She made peace with the impossible notion decades ago. Tears would not help.
Thank you. Oh, thank you! I thought I would be a slave here forever!
Kyuubi didn't dare to move, watching as the golden kitsune ran over. Her ears picked the noise of the chain bouncing on the floor. She looked down at the creature with moistening eyes.
Let's leave this cursed place! We can live together, like a family. The kitsune nuzzled Kyuubi's armored chest enthusiastically, standing on his rear paws to reach it. 
We can have wonderful, mighty children and live happily for centuries to come. I am so happy!
Kyuubi didn't say a word, fighting her raging emotions. A few seconds later, she felt intense pain in her belly in a spot not covered by armor. She felt sharp, cold metal sink deeper and deeper, twisting in her insides. The golden kitsune looked at her with a wide grin, enjoying every second of it. One of its tails was wrapped around something, stretched under her belly.
You dare? Kyuubi asked, refusing to scream in pain despite enduring agony.
The golden kitsune had stopped grinning, now a bit disappointed. He looked up as Kyuubi’s shadow menacingly covered him. The smaller creature took a small step backward as he finally noticed his would-be victim’s wrathful expression.
You DARE!?
Her third tail raised into the sky, surrounded by a silver aura that was bigger than ever before.
The golden kitsune screamed in pain as the blade burned away in the sacred fire, which spread onto his tail, setting him on fire. The golden color slowly started vanishing, replaced by black miasma. 
Kyuubi lunged down, aggressively sinking her teeth into the imposter's smaller neck and taking a bite out of it. She felt magic fill her body, gaining several centimeters of height. The wound on her belly closed, fully healed with magic.
The golden-- No--The dark, fake kitsune fell to the side, burning away in the holy flames. "C-Curse you, H-Holy B-Beast."
You brought it upon yourself, Monster. Burn in the deepest pit of Hell. 
Kyuubi refused to look away, waiting for the demon to turn into ash. Then she scattered the ashes with her armored paw.
Cutting her belly in an attempt to kill her, she could forgive. She’d be upset, but she would forgive eventually. But giving her false hopes with such deception and filling her head with lies that she would be a mother and have offspring? For so long, she came to terms with the fact that she was the last of her kind, that having a family was impossible. She accepted it and carried on with a smile. She knew her deepest desires were beyond her reach.
But this demon dared to lie to her, trying to give her false hope to try and hurt her, or worse, the ones she loved. And he had not done it out of necessity or desperation. That was another thing she could have forgiven. But, no. There was only satisfaction and cruelty behind it. He wanted to torture her, to savor her despair and heartbreak the moment he would backstab her.
Kyuubi was a forgiving, kindly creature at her core, despite being a magical predator, but she would and could NOT forgive such an evil act.
She needed to purify these creatures from this fortress. If her magic would keep them from reviving for much, much longer, she needed to take care of them with her own two paws. Now it was more than just her duty.
If they were like Cunning, she would show them mercy. They might even prove to be tentative friends like Nightmare Moon or the Elemental Spirits. But if they were anything like Desire, or if they were worse... She would show them what a student of Princess Celestia blessed by God could do. She would follow the steps of those that raised her in her youngest years and purge the hostile demons with holy fire, the likes of which they would never forget.
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The kitsune opened a double-door into another chamber with Lily following next to her rear paws. She peeked inside, expecting destruction left by her alicorn friend. Ever since Desire separated them with his insidious trap, Nightmare Moon went on an enthusiastic crusade, storming through countless rooms.  
Kyuubi couldn't tell if Nightmare abandoned them due to a lack of patience or she had confidence in them and decided to clear a path. Either way, she wasn't happy. They were supposed to be a team, and while Lily was a dependable partner, the dark alicorn was decidedly not.
How many rooms and chambers had they even passed thus far? A hundred?
This chamber, however, seemed spared from the princess' wrath. On the left side, she spotted a few metallic ovens, their quality surpassing the ones she made herself back in the Lunar City. And of course, there were metal bars, thousands of them. In the middle of the room were three anvils in the diversity of sizes. 
Is this a blacksmith’s workshop? 
The first anvil was half the size of an average mare. The third was as big as a stallion.
What are they making here?
The kitsune looked to the right and narrowed her eyes, seeing numerous golems scattered over the right side of the chambers. Some were pure rock, others made from metal. Some had different shapes than ponies, standing tall on rear legs. Many were missing limbs. 
Kyuubi bit her bottom lip and looked away upon seeing headless ones. That, compounded by the ponies with missing limbs, hit way too close to home regarding old fears. She looked ahead, noticing shelves filled with swords and armors. Oddly enough, only half of them would fit a pony.
The kitsune levitated off her helmet, then her chest plate, and finally armor from her back, then pushed them all into the room. She moved both her forepaws and head through the opened door, then pushed forward, trying to squeeze through as if she were a lion trying to fit through a doggy door.
The kitsune’s claws sank into the rocky floor, anchoring themselves, causing numerous cracks to spread around her paws. Similar cracks appeared on the wall while her tucked-in belly looked as if it shrunk to half its size.
Almost there. Just a little more!
Kyuubi felt her student tackle her from behind. She flew a few meters forward as fragments of the wall landed next to her. 
The kitsune supported herself on a single paw and glanced over her shoulder. Great, just great. And here I’d hoped I could get inside the chamber without tearing off some of that wall.
"Oh, so that's why you tried to squeeze through!" Lily noted as she ran forward, stopping next to Kyuubi's head. "I was wondering why we didn't make another hole like in all those previous rooms. But never mind that. What is this place? It makes our crafting chamber look like a dollhouse."
Kyuubi stood to her four paws. She took a few minutes to reattach her massive armor, then walked forward, passing by a few shelves with careful steps. Oddly enough, despite being almost eight meters tall, she had little difficulty walking around. Her student climbed onto her shoulder for a better view.
It looks like a workshop, but it’s so big. Big enough to arm an entire army. The one who made it must be quite large.
"I fear no giant! I can take him. The bigger they are, the harder they fall.” Lily joked, “Except you, Kyuubi. I won't let you fall." 
I know, Lily. I am your favorite giant, after all, Kyuubi responded, hearing a cheerful giggle.
"Oh, a customer, and one of such sizable posture. I didn’t expect a VIP."
Kyuubi looked towards the source of the voice and took a battle stance. After Desire, she would err on the side of caution with every new encounter. 
A demonic being walked from behind a shelf filled with armors. 
It stood on two legs, reaching up to four meters in height. It had six arms, each with three big fingers and equipped with a hammer. Two long horns decorated its head. The beast was covered in bronze scales, wearing an impressive chest-plate. 
"A multi-tailed kitsune. Oh, it brings back memories. Are you related to Ninetails? You seem to lack four tails and several meters to match him."
Kyuubi groaned, not lowering her guard. Whether she was related to that mad kitsune or not, she didn't care to dwell. In the end, it was the actions and choices she made that defined her, not the actions of her family.
The demon placed his hammers on the floor with a weak thud, then held four hands on his sides. "Do not be alarmed. No harm will come to anyone who visits my workshop. It is a place of trade and work, not war."
The kitsune relaxed slightly. There seemed to be a lot of passion in this demon's eyes, yet no hostility.
"Oh, I get it. You are with the mighty alicorn raiding this fortress. Well, you came to the right place." He pointed at her. "I can turn your pitiful armor into an indestructible work of art. For the right price."
And what price would that be? Kyuubi asked cautiously before she sat with a loud thud, causing a few weapons and armors to shake in their respective shelves. 
The demon pointed with his right-upper hand behind his back at a stack of gems. "This. The hearts of all the golems working here have decent value. You can mine gems or get these as loot from battle. I would not care less which." He then gestured at a stack of spare parts and metallic limbs. "Some golems are equipped with enhanced arrangements or armor. The higher quality ones, the more you can get for them."
Kyuubi blinked before tilting her head in confusion. Was this demon asking her to destroy golems and bring him their cores and more valuable parts? She withdrew her head further back the moment Lily landed on her muzzle.
"Excuse me!" the earth pony shouted, waving at the demonic blacksmith.
"I'll be. How did this young pony get here? This place isn't a daycare."
"Hey! I’ll have you know that I destroyed several golems and overcame traps a few times my size!" 
The demon laughed, then approached, causing the kitsune to resist the urge to take a step back. She did narrow her eyes at the demon, watching his every move. “And what do you call yourself?”
"My name is Lily, High Templar Lily. And she's Priestess Kyuubi. What's your name?"
"War Tool, at your service." He half-bowed in respect. “The pleasure is all mine, little Templar, great Priestess."
War Tool? And from what souls were you born, if I may ask?
The demon grabbed a nearby metallic chair, one fit for a creature of his size. He sat on it and crossed his legs. Upon closer inspection, his legs had hooves. "Isn't it obvious? Souls of dead ancient blacksmiths. Those who made armor and tools of war. Passionate, determined to make sharpest and mightiest weapons. They cared not whose blood their creations would spill and how many lives they would take. All they cared about was the quality of their products and to improve."
Kyuubi...wasn’t sure how to feel about that. She took a few steps forward and sat in front of War Tool, towering over him. She lowered herself, keeping her student closer to the blacksmith.
"Oh, I get it. Kyuubi and Nightmare Moon are into crafting and smithing too." Lily cleared her throat and asked, "Anyway. Are you about an exchange of materials? You don't have any regular currency here, do you?"
War Tool crossed his six hands and shook his head. "Currency? To what point or purpose? All that matters here is power, territory, the size of your army, and resources." He looked to the side and gestured with his right hands. "Other demons bring me assorted broken equipment and damaged golems, and I fix them. They give me trash, and I craft them works of art." He chuckled under his nose. "Of course, I get more materials from them than I use for repairs and crafting. Call it a fee for my time and my skills."
"Oh, I get it. Sounds cool." Lily turned around and smiled into Kyuubi’s great blue gaze. "He doesn't seem all that evil. Maybe we can make friends with him."
Kyuubi was once again confounded by the naivete of ponies, specifically by her fearless student. She felt as if Lily would not hesitate to have a tea party with a dragon that tried to eat her. Although Kyuubi could admit, she was hardly one to talk.
Sure, she confessed to herself even demons could become tentative friends. But she wasn’t sure she was ready to jump straight into actual friendship after one single meet-and-greet. She wouldn’t exactly call Cunning a friend yet despite establishing he was an ally. Still, when compared to Desire, this one seemed on the harmless side. Or rather, he caused harm indirectly, supplying those who did with deadly weapons. If she were to be mad at him, she’d have to be angry at human and pony smiths as well. Someone needs to create knives for kitchens and axes to cut trees. The best way to counter this kind of evil is peace. 
You don't seem hostile, just like Cunning. Are you a lesser demon by any chance?
"Lesser? Nothing of the sort. I am a well-respected demon, and have long since earned my place." War Tool narrowed his eyes, offended. "I wage no war, nor have any interest in creating an army of my own, aside from a few assistants. My power comes from resources and influence. Demons like us are irreplaceable, and many owe us favors." 
He calmed down, continuing in a more relaxed tone as he supported his back against the metallic table, keeping two hands under his head. "In other words, others do not touch us, and they all require our services. Though I admit that our customer base has become a bit...Stale." 
War Tool gestured further into the room, or rather at the exit barely visible behind the numerous shelves. "I will tell you the same thing I told the night alicorn. Collect the hearts of the golems and valuable materials and trade with us, and we will aid you in your siege. We will all benefit from it."
Kyuubi tilted her head to the side while Lily sat next to her ear. And you don't care that we will use your aid to exorcise this fortress from other demons. War Tool shrugged and shook his head. Are there more like you? I thought you all were born from evil souls.
"Evil souls? That's one way to put it. A definition of evil can be that an individual is without common morals and selfishly pursues all goals no matter the consequence to others. Any soul that made us useful for war fit that particular bill. And I assure you, masters at manufacturing machines of war were of high value."
Lily commented, "I see. So there must be demons who specialize in mining or tree-cutting too. Maybe even at transporting heavy materials."
War Tool nodded. "We have those here too, though they are a bit rare. Our golems can do mining and basic labor just fine. Furthermore, tree-cutting on the moon? What an odd idea." He stood up from his chair and looked up, his hands on his sides. "But I believe that’s enough chatter, my future customers. Long story short, collect valuable leftovers and loot, and in return, we will enhance this sorry excuse for armor. Or give your bowtie a little upgrade." 
Kyuubi raised her forepaw, holding it against her cherished bowtie, which barely stood out from behind her armor. My bowtie? How do you boost a bowtie? Kyuubi furrows her brow at the demon.
War Tool raises an eyebrow or what qualified as such. "Are you serious? It is clear as night that the gem on your bowtie possesses powerful magic." He shook his head in disappointment. "Rushed work if you ask me. I can make it more practical for the right price. Or better yet, bring me rare materials for much better results."
I will keep that in mind. Kyuubi closed her eyes and thought about her two friends, Twilight and Rarity. While the fashionista created the bowtie and supplied the gem, it had to be Twilight who empowered it. And all this time, she didn't notice. Mental note: once this siege is over, we should look into the properties of my bowtie.
"Any tips on how to get valuable materials besides the golem hearts?" Lily asked, peeking from the top of the kitsune’s head.
War Tool walked away, gesturing for them to follow. He leads them towards the exit while grabbing an empty two-meter wide bag. "The Demon Lord, our ruler, lives in the center of this fortress. High demons and the strongest armies reside near him." 
He paused, stretching his hand with bag towards the kitsune. " In other words, the deeper you reach, the more valuable loot. Take this bag, free of charge. In return, when you meet the next blacksmith demon, tell him that War Tool sends his regards."
Kyuubi levitated over the bag, looking at it with curiosity. After listening to Cunning and War Tool, there was much for her to think about. It’s become clear that this fortress was filled not just with enemies.
‘Any soul useful for war,’ she thought to herself. 'It means that not all of them are evil, and some may be redeemable. Some may even change sides and become allies.’ She shook herself and frowned. ‘No, I shouldn’t get ahead of myself. There is no telling how much centuries of fighting corrupted their already flawed souls. First I need to learn about each demon. Only then can I judge them fairly.’
As she glanced at the double door, she looked at War Tool and rubbed the back of her neck.
War Tool crossed his hands and groaned before leering at the larger kitsune, unamused. "Next time we meet, I will charge you extra for the broken walls." The demon waves her away as though physically trying to get her to leave.
F-Fair enough. Kyuubi’s posture curled in submission as if expecting to be pulled outside by one of her massive ears.
Lily could only snicker at the scene. She could easily switch out War Tool for a pony chastising Kyuubi for what would amount to the same reason. She was right. Practically friends already.
Lily, may I have a moment of your time?
The earth pony ran in an instant, leaping towards her mentor’s muzzle. As her head peeked from behind the large nose, she asked, “Yes?” An enthusiastic smile on her face.
Compared to me, you may be an itty-bitty-tiny little thing, but your restless training made up for it a thousand times over. 
Seeing a proud smile on her student’s face, Kyuubi smiled mischievously. Lowering herself toward the floor, she enacts her plan to ‘scold’ her student. Before Lily could react, the kitsune gave her a lasting lick that caused her to release the large nose and drop onto her back. 
Kyuubi towered over her comparatively minuscule student and playfully lowered her nose down onto Lily’s barrel, lightly and gently pushing her into the floor. An image of Flutterbold in a similar predicament flashed in her mind, but now the size difference was superb.
She ignored the taste of the pony on her tongue as she began instructing, Next time you wish to help me squeeze through an entrance or a hole, please do it gently. I would rather avoid repair bills when trading in this bastion.
Lily blankly blinked before she gave the giant fox a toothy if awkward smile in response, rubbing the back of her head with her hoof sheepishly while still lying on the floor. She descended into hearty laughter as her teacher blew air into her barrel, tickling her.
War Tool grumbled at the touchy display but didn’t bother objecting as he moved to get back to work. He tried his best to ignore the squeaky laughing noises of the little pony and ‘yip’ noises of the large oddly playful kitsune. 
Part of him could not believe that these childish creatures could leave such destruction in their wake.
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How many more walls had they demolished since their encounter with the blacksmith? 
Kyuubi stopped counting a long time ago, still following Nightmare's path of destruction. Unfortunately, not all holes left by the enthusiastic and destructive alicorn were big enough for the large kitsune.
Some larger chambers, which she assumed belonged to lesser and regular demons, were in ruins. Their owners were no doubt slain by Nightmare's might. 
"Hey, Kyuubi. Are you sure it was wise not to hire Sell Sword? We had enough valuables to hire him for extra-long service."
Kyuubi felt poking on her helmet, then felt the tiny hoof rub behind her ear. She glanced at a bag filled with golem hearts and other loot, which was now attached to the armor on her side, tied with a rope. The bag seemed extra-large, as if ready to burst at any moment.
I suppose we could, but I am not sure how trustworthy a demon mercenary can be, Kyuubi answered as she noticed a hole on the left, with some extra rubble on the ground.
"Didn't he say that he was born from souls of mercenaries that always stayed loyal to their contractors?" Lily asked. "He mentioned something about a demon named Greed, one who often turned on their boss when paid more by the opposition. Even the demons around here couldn't stand this backstabber and decided to get rid of him."
Maybe...But even villains expect and demand loyalty from their subordinates. Any organization, evil or good, will fall apart if members keep backstabbing each other. Examples have to be set and Greed certainly seemed like an obvious target.
"So true. But rest assured that other Templars and I, we will follow you to the fire."
And I will do the same for all of you. I can heal any burns very—
A thin, yet powerful black beam shot across her muzzle, slightly burning tip of her large nose.
"Yip!" Kyuubi yelped, flinching, her rear leg slammed into the floor with a loud thud.  She stared in disbelief, watching the battered, flying alicorn glaring at her, hostility in her eyes. The dark mare calmed a moment later and landed next to a wall, recognizing that she wasn’t an enemy. Kyuubi didn’t bother to complain about friendly fire, too focused on injurest and cracked armor. 
Nightmare! What happened?
Kyuubi performed a mighty leap, landing in front of the dark mare with a thunderous crash. Her paws sank decimeters deep into the floor. 
"So you finally came." The alicorn titled to her side from the impact. She pushed herself to stand on her trembling legs, facing the larger creature once more. "Hmph, took you long enough." 
The kitsune dropped to her knees, hastily grabbing the alicorn between her paws. She summoned healing magic as an aura around her third tail came to life.
Drops of sweat gradually appear on Kyuubi's forehead. The more durable and hurt her target was, the more magic is required to heal them. And rejuvenating an injured alicorn proved very draining. Her healing progress was interrupted when Nightmare turned into fog, reforming in front of her muzzle.
The alicorn hovered in mid-air, her body still burned and bruised. "Save your magic. Don’t waste time and energy attending to me."
How am I wasting it? You're not making sense! The kitsune nearly hyperventilated, concern on her face. She moved to grab the alicorn again, only for her paws to be pushed away by Nightmare's trembling forehooves.
"I used most of my reserves to reach this far. I require no less than a week to recover."
Lily peeked from atop the helmet, saying in an annoyed tone, "Well? 
Nightmare returned in an equally annoyed voice, “Well, what?”
Lily became even more incensed. “Excuse me, Princess, but you're the one who declared we would storm this fortress. And then you: Left. Us. Behind. We were supposed to help each other. To help conserve your powerful magic for when it is most needed. All of us. But if this was what you meant?" Lily crossed her hooves and averted her gaze. "No wonder you failed to beat this place with that attitude."
The alicorn puffed up indignantly for a spell before she lowered her head and sighed. "I..." She took a deep breath, struggling with the following words. "Sorry. Even after all these years, the concept of teamwork still eludes me. I know I should conserve my magic, but I couldn't help falling back on old habits."
Kyuubi showed an understanding smile. It’s okay. Until now, you could depend only on yourself and Luna. It will change with time, as long as we try to work together from here on out. She glanced at the little door leading to the next chamber. Rest and save your strength. You have been fighting a literal army to reach this far. We will pick up where you left off.
Lily crossed her hooves and murmured under her nose, “Even though we were supposed to clear early defenses so she could storm their elite, not the other way around.”
"Very well. Normally, I would encourage such bravery and determination, but in this case, I have to warn you." Nightmare's ears drooped, her speaking labored. "Do not take any enemies you find this far deep lightly. The guardians here are the elite. Created to be far more powerful. There’s no shame in withdrawing from a challenge you're not ready for."
"’No shame in withdrawing.’ I didn't think I would ever hear those words from you." Lily slid onto her mentor's muzzle. "But we’ll prove you wrong. We’ll show you that you can depend on our power."
The kitsune looked at the tiny head of her student, who stared back into her eyes with full confidence. 
"Let's go and show these demons what we're capable of,” Lily said in an encouraging tone.
The kitsune glanced at Nightmare, who sighed resignedly before nodding her permission. Kyuubi nodded in return, forcing her student to maintain balance.
"I will rest here for the moment. I will tell you both again; if you find yourself in trouble, withdraw here, and I shall support you with what’s left of my might."
Understood, Lady Nightmare, we’ll keep that in mind.
The kitsune watched as Nightmare Moon returned to her previous spot with her back against a wall. She levitated over a large bag, placing it next to the dark mare. As the princess looked at her curiously, she explained, Just some loot that we gathered on the way here. It may be helpful to our efforts later. Can you keep an eye on it?
"I will."

As Lily and her mighty mentor destroyed a wall leading into another room, they expected an ambush or at least a few traps to get in their way. 
Yet to their surprise, it was empty. 
The tiny pony observed her surroundings from her mentor's back with full attention, maintaining a fighting stance. Her mentor lowered herself, having to crawl through the three-meters tall room. 
After passing through a few rooms with no traps nor resistance, Lily tapped her chin, now deep in thought. Why was this part of the fortress unguarded? She didn't lower your guard, though. Quite the opposite, she was even more alarmed. 'Quiet before the storm,' as they say.
Finally, after an uneventful bout of exploring, the duo arrived before a set of double-doors leading into a large chamber. 
Without hesitation, Lily leaped upward, punching and kicking a few holes in the wall. Her mentor pressed her armored forepaws into two holes, then pulled the damaged wall, tearing it off.
Lily danced in place next to her mentor's rear paws, squealing in excitement. "Go, go, crush that wall!"
I...Think we’ve crushed enough walls for one day. 
"When it comes to a siege, there is no such thing as too many crushed walls," Lily commented, trotting next to her mentor's rear legs, taking a few steps for each of the giant being’s.
Kyuubi tensed. Watch out. We have company.
Lily galloped, pressing her hooves against the floor for a quick stop. Now being ahead of her mentor, she took a battle stance. "Only two? That's disappointing." 
She eyed her would-be adversaries. One looked like a pegasus but made of polished, shining metal. ‘His’ wings seemed a bit pointy at the end, same for metallic feathers. In terms of size, ‘he’ was no bigger than an average Wonderbolt.
The other golem walked on two legs and had two hands, each with four big fingers and equipped with an ax. This one had a bulky build, reaching three meters in height. Oddly enough, it had one big eye instead of two.
Lily quickly took in her new surroundings. They were in an open space, surrounded by numerous seats from all sides, as if at one of Wonderbolts shows. Were they in a gigantic arena? A few training dummies caught her eye, as well as a balcony with two large chairs decorated with gems. 
This place is so big! And coming from me, that’s saying something. Is this an actual colosseum? Or a colosseum-like structure?
Lily looked up at the ceiling, which was at a distance twice longer than her mentor's head. They were indeed inside a chamber in the shape of a dome. 
She chuckled at her mentor's words. This place may look big for the giant kitsune, but for her, it seemed endless. She often felt small whenever being in Kyuubi's shadow, but this time she felt minuscule.
"Intruders detected," said the metallic pegasus.
"Master’s orders are clear. They leave, or they serve, or they die." The one-eyed golem pointed his weapons forward. "Choose!"
Those golems can speak. Their owner must have improved them. 
"So they can speak, big deal. These two don't look tougher than the others we faced," Lily said under her nose, too quiet for her mentor to hear.
Excuse me. Are the two of you sentient? Can we negotiate? Pretty please?
"Choose! Choose! Choose!" 
"Waiting for intruders' decision. Will respond accordingly," said the pegasus.
...Is that a no?
"So much for negotiations." Lily sighed. "You can sit it out. I will handle them." She bent her legs, then sprinted, charging at her now-obvious adversaries. Upon noticing that the pegasus flew up, she jumped, spinning in mid-air. Her spin-kick missed the evasive opponent. Using wind magic, she leaped at the pegasus in mid-air, only to miss again.
Lily smirked in anticipation. Until now, the golems were weaker than average ponies and no more durable than average rock. Even the Royal Guard pulled more resistance before they started getting whipped into shape by her and Kyuubi’s suggested training regiment. "Okay. Maybe I will have to try for a change." 
As soon as she landed on the floor, she charged at the cyclops. Seeing the golem's hand preparing for a swing, she backflipped, evading the slash. She touched the ground with a single hoof and bent it, pushing herself upward to dodge the second strike. 
"You're wide open now! Take this!" With a swift movement of her foreleg, she delivered a firm punch into golem's head, hearing the clash between hoof and steel. Her eyes opened wide as her opponent didn't lose his head. She didn't even leave a dent. 
Lily landed and jumped again, spin-kicking with even greater force. The golem blocked her strike by crossing his hands protectively over his head. The large golem rubbed against the floor with his legs, pushed away a few meters while maintaining balance.
The earth pony gasped. Her kick was strong enough to crack a one-ton boulder, and her foe didn't even flinch. Seeing both axes swinging at her from both sides, Lily stood on her rear legs and raised forelegs defensively. She screamed in pain, feeling the sharp blade sink a little into her hardened limbs. 
A few drops of blood fell onto the floor.
Lily yelped upon feeling a large metallic foot kick her muzzle. Her body bounced against the floor, making quite a distance. She gritted her teeth, pushing herself to stand before wiping away a bit of blood from her muzzle. 
"Such powerful magic. It is anything but an average golem," she said under her nose before stomping with both of her hooves, causing a weak quake. She took a fighting stance. Both axes, and the golem itself, were infused with powerful magic, strong enough to rival even her own.
Watch out!
Lily looked to her left, her eyes going wide. The metallic pegasus was spinning like a drill, flying at her at high speed. 
Her mentor's armored paw moved to block its patch, only for the pegasus to pierce it. Lily's face became pale as the golem drilled through the armor, flesh, and bone of her mentor's giant paw, splashing her blood in all directions. The shrieking scream she heard wasn't pretty.
Feeling a surge of rage, Lily gritted her teeth and focused a large amount of inner magic into her hooves. With a big boost of strength and durability in her forelegs, she pressed both forehooves against the spinning pegasus. She felt metal rub against her limbs at a rapid pace.
Lily's rear legs sank several centimeters into the floor, and her face gained a shade of red. Her body ended up pushed at a quick speed.
Slowly but steadily, the pegasus slowed down due to her efforts, and his spinning came to a hold.
The earth pony felt as if her hooves were on fire, and her bleeding wounds became greatly aggravated from the struggle. That didn't stop her from wrapping her forelegs around the golem's neck. Trapping her foe in a vice-grip, the mighty filly-sized pony started to squeeze, not letting him go.
Like a pony riding a bull, Lily held onto the zipping pegasus, not letting ‘him’ throw her off with aerial maneuvers. She felt her back, head, and limbs slam into the walls, ceiling, and floor. In return, she crushed the golem's neck with her forelegs and did the same to his belly with her rear hooves.
Pain, adrenaline, excitement. She felt it all in this battle of wills. 
A noise of cracking metal reached her ears. Her struggle was interrupted upon feeling sharp feathers sink into her fur. The moment she loosened her grip, the flying golem made a quick turn, sending her towards the floor at neck-breaking speed.
Lily watched as the distance from the ground shrank quickly, but as she was about to slam her head into the stone, her mentor's levitation slowed her down. 
She crashed into her mentor's paw, which softened her fall.
The earth pony pulled herself away from the soft fur and looked at it. She was sitting in the same spot that not long ago was pierced by the golem pegasus. While the hole in the paw was gone, the one in the armor remained. To Lily's relief, she felt healing magic fill her body. Several seconds later, her forelegs and muzzle no longer hurt.
Are you alright?
"I am, thanks to you." Lily took a fighting stance, glaring at the two golems. Her ears folded back, and a growl of anger escaped her mouth. 
The taller golem ran in their direction, ready to slice the kitsune with both axes. 
Lily watched as her mentor's levitation restrained its limbs, immobilizing it. Kyuubi didn't stop there as she stretched her other paw, slashing the golem with her large claws after a five-second long swing. Noticing that the kitsune managed to leave small cuts on its body, Lily jumped forward, delivering a burning punch in the damaged spot, creating a hole in the golem Cyclops' belly. A few drops of melted metal fell onto the floor.
"Wait a moment." Lily glanced at her mentor's mouth, seeing her teeth as the kitsune growled and hissed at the metallic pegasus. "I hope this works." She jumped up with all her might, reaching her mentor’s shoulder. She followed up with a leap onto Kyuubi’s head. Seeing as the enemy was circling the large kitsune like a fly, she narrowed her eyes and waited for an opening.
"Kyuubi! Go for a bite!"
Wait, what?!
As soon as the golem flew at Kyuubi's neck, spinning like a drill, Lily intercepted. 
She summoned wind magic with her hooves, punching and kicking the spinning golem in mid-air. The moment her foe stopped spinning to regain balance, she kicked him towards her mentor's mouth, using wind magic to restrain its movements.
Lily commanded, "Bite it, now!"
She watched as her mentor assaulted the golem with her teeth, sinking into the hardened metal.
Blegh. Chewing metal. Disgusting!
Lily landed on her mentor's shoulder, watching her spit metallic parts onto the floor. While her mentor lacked combat and hunting experience, she was still a predator specialized against magical creatures. Even a golem enhanced with powerful magic was no match for her teeth.
"Great job! You just defeated a mighty foe. How do you feel?" she asked, looking at Kyuubi in pride.
Like I could vomit. The giant fox stuck out her tongue in revulsion.
"Oh, sorry about that." Lily patted her mentor's neck. Part of her was disappointed to see Kyuubi experienced no growth from eating a magical golem, but she understood. She doubted steel was digestible. So much for that alternative.
"Let's defeat the other golem without resorting to your teeth. You slash it with your claws, and I’ll punch it with my hooves. It’ll hafta break eventually." Lily's attention focused on the remaining golem, more than eager to try to rend that hard metal with her strength. Much to her surprise, the golem walked towards the exit without a care in the world.
"Hey, where do you think you're going?!" Lily shouted, jumping from her mentor's shoulder. Her chase after the golem was interrupted by a loud voice.
"The show is over! His presence is no longer necessary!" 
Lily pulled herself to a full stop and looked left and right. A loud and commanding voice echoes through the colosseum. She heard applause a moment later.
"I congratulate you for defeating one of my elite bodyguards. I expected no less from a kitsune. However, I am astonished by the power of your little ally. So much strength for such a tiny creature."
Lily groaned at the predictable jab towards her size. Only her mighty mentor had the privilege to call her tiny, and she was not going to let it slide. "Show yourself!" Upon seeing a forepaw with damaged armor exposed to her in an invitation, she leaped and settled on it. Her mentor moved the forepaw towards the balcony, where she saw the demonic ‘VIP.’ The earth pony blinked in confusion as she examined this creature.
Two little tornadoes served the demon as his legs, while ice covered its main head. 
The main body was a combination of dirt and stone. 
One hand looked like a cooled magma, a mix of red and black. 
The other hand was like living electricity, producing a spark every few seconds.  
It was new and yet familiar to the earth pony at the same time. She already met Elemental Spirits and got on friendly terms with them. They were the ones who taught her how to use their magic with her hooves. 
This demon, however, was like a hybrid. Was it made from a few Elemental Spirits mixed into a four-meter tall behemoth?
‘So ancient civilization tried to harness their power,’ Lily thought. ‘And they succeed.’ 
Were you watching us? And you know that I am a kitsune. Did you serve Ninetails? Kyuubi asked. One glance at her face told Lily that her mentor was determined to get the answer. Seeing Kyuubi with narrowed eyes was a rare sight.
"I served him, indeed. I was his most competent general. When monks and priests pushed back with holy magic, it was I and only I who held my ground against them."

Held your ground? So you killed many, then? Kyuubi asked, feeling burning anger build in her heart. She hoped to learn a bit more about Ninetails, but now her priorities shifted. Humans had their faults, but they did not deserve what her kin had intended for them, not all of them.
"I did," the demon said in pride, his head raised high. He looked the kitsune eye to eye from the higher ground. Their heads were on the same level. "I was one of the survivors from that war before being summoned into this fortress, and I took down at least three churches worth of them."
The kitsune growled as claws shot from her paws, sinking into the rocky floor.
"I am the high demon, Arcana. Master of the elements born from Elemental Spirits. Remember this well." Arcana held his flaming hand in front of his chest and bowed his head. "Oh, but where are my manners? How should I address you, little cub?"
Priestess Kyuubi.
"Priestess?" The demon took two steps forward as gems in the shape of eyes flashed on his icy head. "Did the monks and priests raise you from youth? Do you have no mastery of dark arts?"
I would never stain myself using black magic! 
Kyuubi slammed her raised paw into the ground with a loud thud, taking a combat stance over several seconds. She spread her five tails threateningly. 
Fortunately, her student leaped fast enough onto her head to avoid being slammed into the floor, as the kitsune forgot she was on her paw. She didn't apologize as her focus remained on the demon ahead of her. 
And yes, I was gifted with their forgiveness and kindness. God blessed me with holy magic, and I will use it to give justice to those you slew.
"Haha..." The demon wrapped his hands against his belly as bits of melted rock fell onto the balcony. A loud and long laugh followed. "So you not only serve my former enemies, but you can't even use black magic. I am going to enjoy your servitude."
Servitude? Like I would serve you!
"But you will. How fitting. I served the mighty Ninetails as his general, and now another kitsune will become my slave. Your holy magic may prove useful against my competition in this fortress."
Kyuubi stood on her rear paws, then slammed both forepaws into the ground, scattering rubble in all directions. Do you think I am afraid of you? Holy magic is very advantageous against your kind. She unleashed a battle-hiss. You may have bested little monks and fragile priests, but now you're facing a large kitsune! Let's see how you will fare against a bigger foe for a change!
"Oh, spare me such lofty speeches. Your holy magic may be powerful against me, but it is weak against elemental magic. It won't scratch my shields." Arcana moved his flaming hand behind his back while pointing at the large kitsune with his electric one. "You may be far stronger than those pathetic humans, but compared to Ninetails, you are but a child. And how ironic that you call yourself large when you aren’t even half Ninetails’ size. You possess a mere five tails to his almighty nine. You are small and fragile as any human before you as far as I am concerned.“
Kyuubi narrowed her eyes and growled. 
Lily scowled darkly. No one called her mentor ‘small’ and got away with it.
Arcana held out one of his appendages toward her. “I will take your will for my own, turning you into my most elite pawn. Holy magic at my beck and call—oh, so many possibilities. You should feel honored, helping me gain power and influence.” His eyes flashed at the realization. “Oh, yes! Your species has so much growth potential. You may be weak now, but in a century or two, even the demon lord will bow to me. A feared Ninetails will rise again under my rule. I feel ecstasy merely thinking about it.”
A pair of enormous paws smashed against the floor to cut him off from going any further. Kyuubi’s growls sounded outright murderous. I would sooner die than become another destructive Ninetails! I will clean that blight on my species with my own paws. 
The kitsune unleashed an enraged roar. 
﻿We talked enough! I will fight you here and now!
Kyuubi ignored a weak gasp she heard next to her ear and focused her magic. Adrenaline filled her body. Her always calm composure was broken for the second time. Just like Desire, Arcana found a way to anger her to her core.
"So be it. But rest assured, you are too valuable to die. I will make you my slave after I’ve crushed your body and spirit.”
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The kitsune summoned Holy Flash, sending a bright light against the demonic creature. Arcana raised his limb in response and summoned a shield made of rock and dirt.
Guided by anger, Kyuubi stood on her rear paws and raised her armored paw, swinging it at the demon on the balcony. As she was about to swipe her foe off, an electric hand extended towards her forepaw, holding it at bay. She gritted her teeth and closed her eyes, feeling ongoing electricity in her every bone.
Using lessons from Zecora, she controlled her inner magic, preventing the electricity from paralyzing her. Deciding on a new strategy, she withdrew her paw and leaped forward, opening her mouth. She didn't get to sink her teeth into her opponent as a burst of flames covered her head. 
And what flames they were. 
The helmet on her head melted, her fur burned. Even her trusty, beloved bowtie fell victim as only the gem in the middle remained, crashing onto the floor.
Kyuubi summoned a barrier with her fourth tail and healing magic with her third, healing her scorched face. Much to her shock, the shield melted quickly. She raised her forepaws over her head in a vain effort to protect herself from the flames. A burning sensation overcame her limbs in an instant. Kyuubi could only feebly shake her head in an attempt to put out the fire as she fought against the sheer anguish.
Was she an experienced warrior, she would perform a countermeasure without a second to waste. However, it has been more than ten years since she had a taste of combat. Slow reactions and poor reflexes to her foe's decisive actions. She stood little chance against a powerful, war-hardened demonic general.
"Leave her alone!"
The flames stopped, and Kyuubi lowered her forepaws, which were furless and covered by liquid metal. Summoning ice and healing magic, she attended to her limbs as she continued to muscle through the intense pain. Her attention shifted to Lily, who assaulted the demon's barriers.
One punch against an electric one caused the earth pony to suffer electrocution. But Lily was nothing if not resilient. And she knew a thing or two about magic herself.
An electrified kick didn't reach the target as a forcefield of wind pushed Lily away, sinking her into a cracking wall.
Aided and protected by the wind, Lily rushed at her opponent, only to experience heavy resistance. A mix of wind and water magic assaulted Lily in the form of an intense whirlpool, which overpowered and took over the winds that protected the earth pony. A cloud of frost finished the combo. The earth pony crashed into the balcony, trapped in a block of ice.
The ice quickly melted, however, as Lily's hooves now emitted an intense heat. The battered pony attacked with flaming punches, slamming them against the barrier of rock and dirt.
Summoning a powerful blast of water with one hoof and a tornado from the other, Lily pushed the earth barrier away. The following icy kick ended up blocked by a burning shield, which surrounded poor Lily in flames.
In desperation, the little monk summoned an armor made of stone. Unlike the inexperienced kitsune, Lily quickly responded to each attack. Yet, in the end, she was still outmatched by the mightier foe.
Lily! Kyuubi, now fully healed, couldn't stand to watch her student suffer. Her ears dropped at this very sight. She stood on her rear legs and spread her forepaws, trying to smash her foe from both sides. Her second tail flashed with magic as she immobilized the demon with telekinesis. 
"Hah! Pitiful."
The large eyes of the kitsune noticed a growing black aura around flaming and electric limbs. A moment later, she felt pain in her second tail, her levitation dispelled. She watched as both the appendages stretched, intercepting her speeding paws. A wave of wind spread from the impact.
Kyuubi yelped before gritting her teeth, all the while keeping tears from forming in her eyes. Truly this battle pushed her tolerance for pain like few ever had. She felt a burning sensation overwhelm her left paw, and electricity run through her right limb. The demon didn't even look her way as a powerful stream of water shot from his icy mouth, pushing Lily, rocky armor and all, against a wall with heavy pressure. The minuscule earth pony strained against the torrential attack.
Lily, don't give up! I will get us through this!
Glaring fiercely at the demon, the kitsune put all of her strength into her paws while increasing her durability with her inner magic. She added magical armor atop that. Any survivability boosting spell she knew she used at this very moment. Slowly but steadily, her paws closed in.
"It seems you possess some strength, after all. It still won’t help you, little pup."
Arcana shot a veritable blizzard from his mouth, freezing the wet wall alongside the pony stuck in it. The balcony he stood on started to crack from the ongoing pressure. 
Suddenly, the support gave in, and the balcony fell crashing into the Colosseum, trapping Arcana under the rubble.
Kyuubi turned away from her enemy to rush to Lily’s aid. She ignored the pain in her limbs as she pressed her burned paw against the ice, heating it with sacred fire. The kitsune grabbed the tiny battered earth pony, holding her close to her chest as if holding her most valuable treasure. A few loose tears slid down her cheeks. Were they tears of pain or sadness? She couldn't tell. Maybe both.
Her breath hastened, her face became covered in sweat. She kept healing her precious student even as exhaustion started to take a toll. Curing herself and a powerhouse like Lily from severe injuries drained her reserves. 
Lily, wake up, please.
The little earth pony raised her head, her trembling legs barely visible among the fur. She looked up, her little face tired and sleepy.
"I c-can't b-believe I'm s-saying this. B-But." Lily took a quick breath. "I think we bit off more than we can chew."
Kyuubi gulped as she looked at the trembling rubble. Her student forced herself to look at it as well. The emerging demon didn't seem happy, nor all that injured.
He counters holy magic with elemental magic and then breaks telekinesis with dark magic. Even my size and strength are no match for him.
"You can say that again. My elemental punches and kicks aren’t doing much either. What's worse, this demon seems to know how to counter my every move."
"Playtime is now over, fledglings. Let me show you just how powerless you really are." Arcana snapped his flaming fingers.
Kyuubi's eyes opened wide while her nose caught the smell of burning metal. She glanced over her shoulder and gasped at the sight of intense flames raging on her armored tails.
"So you hid your weakness behind enhanced steel. Clever. But all you did was buy yourself more time." Arcana snapped his fingers again, summoning even stronger flames, which caused the kitsune to drop onto her stomach with a loud thundering crash. "I may not be able to melt the armor completely, but I wonder how well your five tails can endure the heat. Your protection is now no different from a burning coffin."
The kitsune struggled to keep her eyes open, to stand and keep fighting against the demon seeking to enslave her. Her sensitive tails became hotter and hotter. She tried to cool them down with magic, with little results.
"I said it before! I will do it again! Leave her alone!" Lily charged at the grinning demon. Her attempt to deliver a holy punch was interrupted by a barrier of strong wind. Step by step, the earth pony kept walking forward against the pushing force, only for her rear legs to be trapped in ice.
"I applaud you, little creature. The strongest monks I faced didn't possess half of your might. Priestess Kyuubi trained you well, it seems." The demon stretched his hands, grabbing Lily in a powerful grip. “It is almost sad to squash such potential. Well, almost!”
Kyuubi felt as if her heart simultaneously halted and burst, which surpassed even pain in her sensitive tails. Her poor student was held captive in a massive burning fist, enduring the flames. And then there was the lightning coming from another hand. Only Lily’s head peeked from the grip, screaming without a break. Her student struggled with all her might, but even her strength and durability had their limits.
"Two against one is hardly fair. Time I got rid of you, little one, and even the odds. Unfortunately for you, your death won't come swiftly.” 
No!! Kyuubi grit her fangs, once again muscling through her anguish and jumped forward, tackling the demon with her own large body, slamming him into a wall of the Colosseum. Seeing as her student was still trapped, she tried to attack with her claws, only for her limbs to freeze in solid ice. Slowly, more ice spread over her body while her tails still endured intense heat inside the armor.
She shook herself about, trying to move with every inch of her willpower. Unable to win with physical strength, she called for her magic, trying to cool down her tails and warm up her cold body, but to no avail. She tried again and again, anything to end her student's suffering and save her life. Kyuubi didn’t care what happened to her. 
I must save Lily. Please, God, I beg you, give me strength. It is the only thing I wish! Kyuubi prayed in the most beseeching tone she’d ever used as a stream of tears fell from her eyes. A moment later, even her tears turned into ice.
"So much strength, so much spirit. Hah! But in the end, a foolish youth like you is no match for a high demon like me." He grinned. “On the other hand, I may spare her if you become my loyal servant. Her life is in your paws, Priestess. Kneel and swear loyalty before my flames will leave nothing to save.”
Refusing to submit, Kyuubi roared, calling upon every last drop of her magic reserve. She didn't care if she would die. Lily's life was the only thing on her mind. Suddenly, intense steam came from her armored tails as the metal cooled down. The ice over her body melted, creating a puddle of water around her sizable paws.
"What? Impossible! My magic is superior."
The sixth emerging tail flashed with power, surrounded by an aura with a mixture of colors, different from the usual silver. 
Release her!
Kyuubi summoned storm clouds, bombarding the demon with electricity. Arcana unleashed the wind from his legs against the clouds, but Kyuubi held them in place. 
He released the pony from his grab and formed a barrier of dirt and stone. The lightning pierced through.
"You... So you think that gaining another tail will save you!? I’ve told you before; You will become my slave or die! Your resistance is futile and only further taxes my patience!" Arcana unleashed flames from one hand while absorbing lightning with the other.
Kyuubi summoned a barrier, a flaming one that she recalled from her time with Sunset Shimmer. She absorbed the incoming flames. A green aura surrounded her sixth tail as she summoned a powerful tornado.
Arcana summoned wind, water, and white mist, trying to freeze Kyuubi the same way he froze the earth pony. The intense wind brought through, sending him crashing into audience seats. 
Kyuubi proceeded to bombard the demon with a rain of icicles, allowing her anger and hunting instincts to make up for her lack of skills. Seeing as he shielded himself with flames, she summoned a stream of water. 
Gaining the upper hand bolstered the kitsune. Blow after blow, Kyuubi kept up the pressure, attacking mercilessly. Even clever use of correct elements proved too weak to stop her assault. Her raw power seemed to double. Even her waning reserves partially recovered. 
Seeing as the battered earth pony struggled to stand, she moved her sixth tail, wrapping it around her protectively, trapping the pony in unarmored fluff. Also preventing her stubborn close-to-death student from doing anything reckless.
"Why? Why does it h-hurt s-so much?" Arcana fell to the side. “Elemental magic is my very being!”
Kyuubi saw holes in the demon's body. 
His flaming hand cooled down. 
His electric hand lost its luster.
Even his icy head started to crack.
You ask why? Because I infused holy magic with my elemental magic.
"Then why was it so weak before...? Ah. Your sixth tail. It lets you use Elemental Magic to your full potential."
Kyuubi glanced at her unarmored tail, which safeguarded her student. In the intense moment when her student's life was on the line, and even her own was in danger, a new tail sprung to life. She didn’t take the time to celebrate this accomplishment, however. Instead, she only glared at Arcana, a thunderous snarl escaped her mouth. 
When I saw you put my precious student in danger, how you threatened to end her life, it pushed me over the edge. Kyuubi ignored the aching in her body as she approached the defeated demon with firm steps. Mercy was the last thing on her mind. These demons were bringing out the worst in her. What you planned to do will never come to pass. For what you did to Lily, your existence ends here! You brought it upon yourself. However, unlike you, I will promise you a swift demise.  
"Demise, me? You still don’t seem to grasp whom you’re dealing with, little pup. Nor do you seem to remember that you are in our fortress in my territory. Elite Guards, to me!"
The noise of a door slamming open reached Kyuubi's large ears. She looked to the side, seeing three golems storm into the room. Among them was the cyclops that not long ago withdrew from the battlefield. 
Kyuubi bit her bottom lip. Even defeating just one of them proved difficult for her and Lily. Her extra tail wouldn’t be enough. In a moment of distraction, she failed to notice how Arcana flew away. She clenched her eyes shut upon getting buffeted by the strong wind. Once she opened them, she saw the weakened demon stand behind his elite bodyguards.
"I want the kitsune alive! Crush the equine!"
Kyuubi concentrated her full power, summoning a massive wall of the sacred fire to block the enemy's path. She didn’t trust it to hold them off for long, seconds at most. With her student wrapped by her sixth tail, she ran for the hole in the wall, fleeing the battlefield.
She summoned sharp boulders, sending them flying against the walls in her way as she made it back to Nightmare's resting spot. Kyuubi blocked the hole behind her with a wall of stone for good measure.
She panted heavily, feeling as if her muscles were trying to kill her. Her whole body was hurting all over, as she didn't get an opening to heal it. The alicorn sitting next to the bag of loot looked up at her in confusion.
"Kyuubi, what–? Wait, did you grow another tail!? What in the name of the moon happened?"
I’ll explain later, Nightmare. Right now, they’re coming! Please! We need your strength! Kyuubi curled herself in the corner of the room, now focusing full attention on healing herself and her student. Her aching body trembled both from fear and magical exhaustion. She experienced an intense headache as she summoned a protective dome on top of healing magic. 
The pursuing golems forced their way into the chamber, now facing none other than Nightmare Moon.
The dark alicorn narrowed her eyes and stretched her neck, causing a few cracking noises. 
"So you are the ones then. Listen carefully, you mindless constructs. You have caused harm to my loyal allies. This offense alone demands retribution." She stomped and spread her wings threateningly. A loud sinister laugh echoed through the room. "But be all means, come forward, approach me. I am a bit tired, so I can't break you into tiny pieces unless you come closer."
Kyuubi sighed in relief, then covered her face with her trembling paws. What followed was probably far too gruesome for her innocent eyes. 
One thing she knew a hundred percent. Her exhausted team had to withdraw from the fortress. If the other higher class of demons were anything like Arcana, this was a journey they would not resolve quickly or without a far greater struggle. Let alone defeat a demon lord that was lurking about deeper inside. But for now, the one in her sights took precedence. He was dangerous, cruel. Far worse than Desire.
Arcana… You may have forced us away, but you won’t win. I will lay siege to this place again and again until you pay for every sin you've committed. I will purge your evil from this world, just as I will purge all others like you! This, I swear!
Kyuubi sighed, calming herself from her mental vow, but she still felt a small fire within. Even if she loved the peace and disliked fighting, those feelings could no longer hold her back. She had a reason to fight and determination to keep going, now more than ever. 
Kyuubi groaned at the sudden realization. Just like Ninetails wanted to avenge his kin, she too was driven by revenge. She was comforted by the fact that, unlike him, she sought justice. She would never harm the innocent, nor would she attack demons indiscriminately.
Furthermore, it was more than to avenge the monks, priests, and painful attempts on Lily’s life. This fortress filled with demons and the armies under their command was like a building storm that had to be undone by professional pegasi. A colossal threat that could cause a disaster in the future, one she could prevent. No way she would let that happen. 
The kitsune opened her eyes wide at another revelation. Could it be that redeeming Nightmare Moon and awakening Luna was not the only reason the spell sent her back in time and sealed on the moon? While this battle was over, the real war had just begun.
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