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Spike and Spitfire, one a dragon and the other a Wonderbolt, were unknowingly brought together by a day neither wish to remember in the slightest; Spike nearly levelled the town he loved and called home, while Spitfire witnessed the true might and fury of a dragon, and nearly lost close friends and team mates in the process.
Needless to say, the experience left them both with their own mental and emotional scars, scars which show no sign of healing quickly nor easily.
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But, as is sometimes the case, even the best laid plans can have unexpected results.
Main - SpikeXSpitfire
Secondary - SoarinXDash
.....................................................................................................................................................
Author: Freelancer
Co-author/Editor: Edragon (has since left FimFiction)
	
		Table of Contents

		
					Prologue: Cause, Effect, and a possible Remedy

					Chapter 1: What Became of the Beast

		

	
		Prologue: Cause, Effect, and a possible Remedy



Prologue: Cause, Effect, and a possible Remedy

“Just how the hay did this happen?”
As rare as those kinds of words coming from her muzzle were, along with the ice-cold sense of dread that followed, Spitfire couldn’t help but mutter them to herself, her brain all the while frantically trying to accept what her eyes were seeing was actually a reality.
If their expressions were anything to go by, the eleven pegasi around her currently were having the same issue.
Ponyville, the small rural town that had been put on the map by the likes of Nightmare Moon and Discord, the town that was home to the Elements of Harmony, lay partly in ruins; some houses and buildings had their roofs torn away, while others had been flattened to piles of wood and stone rubble all together, their interiors completely and utterly stripped bare of everything not bolted down. What looked to a small lake’s worth of water was making its way through the town, carrying away with it anything, and anypony, unlucky enough to get caught in its path, and, to top it all off, a line of half-a-meter deep footprints had been sunken into the road.
All of this destruction being the work of a dragon; one massive, out of control, rampaging, purple and green monster of a dragon.   
There were a few ways Spitfire could describe how she felt when she’d laid her eyes on the moving hill of scales, but none of them seemed truly right on their own. 
One feeling was something along the lines of awe, awe of the brutal and unmatchable physical strength such a mighty creature must’ve possessed; with every movement the beast’s muscles bulged and rippled underneath its armoured hide, virtually screaming the ability to raze entire cities, tear down mountains, and crush boulders with ease. The pure sight of it alone demanded her utmost respect.
Its roar was no less intimidating or any less majestic then the dragon’s titanic frame. When the beast had opened its maw and unleashed its voice, the very earth and sky seemed to suddenly shudder and tremble beneath the pure volume of the guttural note; Spitfire recalled when she’d been younger, one of her flight coaches had said that if you ever heard the rumble of thunder, but there were no storm clouds around, you should hide as fast as possible. She now fully understood why he’d said those things
The second emotion she felt, understandably, was an overwhelming sense of fear, the primeval reaction of all ponykind to the scaled giants known as dragons. Spitfire couldn’t help it; she may have been a member of the Wonderbolts, the captain of the elite flying squad even, but she was still a pony, and the sight of such a true force of nature, showing just why it had earned such a title… it made her gut churn with terror.
“Ok Spits, just breathe and concentrate,” she told herself, shaking her head free of the counter-active thoughts and emotions.
The dragon itself was tearing its way through the town at that particular moment, and, as strange and alien as it seemed, that was a literal description of what it was doing. Everything the beast laid its green eyes on was gone in a heartbeat, ripped from where it had stood, and then stuffed into what looked like a water tank turned shopping basket. All the while ponies were running and screaming as the dragon’s massive claws shook the ground around them, each scaly foot easily measuring the size of a carriage, and capable of crushing a pony like an ant if they were caught underneath.
To top it all off, as if fate was just looking to annoy Spitfire further, an all too familiar white coated, purple maned unicorn sat grasped in the monster’s massive tail. What was it with that mare and needing to be saved?    
“So… what’s the plan then captain?” Soarin asked quietly, sounding more than a little uneasy. “You wanna try and take this thing down?”
“We don’t really have a choice Soarin, so that’s pretty much our endgame… but not right away; first we need to get that dragon away from Ponyville itself, otherwise I’m feeling that if things end up going sideways, and he gets angry, we run the risk of the entire town being flattened…well, more flattened.”
“Or burned to ashes and flattened,” Fleetfoot put in.
Spitfire shuddered at the thought. “That too, and neither of those things I particularly want to see on my captain’s record.” 
She sighed as she turned to Blaze, an amber maned Wonderbolt, and one of the more recent additions to the officer ranks. “Lieutenant, I want you and your team to push that thing’s scaly backside out of town, and I want it done A.S.A.P, you got me?” Blaze wordlessly nodded and saluted. “Good; everypony else, we’ll circle above until that dragon’s at a safe distance from Ponyville, then we’ll launch a collective attack, everypony understand?” 
“Yes ma’am!”    
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

The Wonderbolt Academy.
It was a place of legend and dreams for every young pegasus who sought the thrill of flying, and the setting only served to do that vision justice; it sat like a bird’s nest atop the peak of one of Equestria’s highest mountains, with the buildings and training grounds spread between the mountain peak itself, and the vast formations of white cloud that constantly encircled the summit. As rumour had it, the Academy was the first place in Equestria to be greeted by Celestia’s sun each morning, which was believable, it being situated on the top of a mountain and all. 
Every year, a small number of dream-hunting pegasi would ascend to that place of legend atop the mountain, and be put through days of relentless training and trials that would easily break a lesser pony; all of this was done in the hope of gaining entry to the prestigious academy, and possibly, a future place in the Wonderbolt ranks.
That dream, however, hinged on whether or not they impressed Spitfire.
At that present moment, the fiery maned mare in question was seated at her desk in the captain’s office; it was the abode which had seen and farewelled each and every Wonderbolt captain since the beginning, and where Spitfire could usually be found when not practising with her fellow ‘bolts, or shouting instructions at the current roster of cadets and rookies.  
Presently, she sat with her desk utterly covered by the papers that contained the grades, scores, and reviews of the present cadet hopefuls, mentally preparing herself to either make or break their individual dreams within the next few hours.
Well, she would have been, if not for the fact something else presently held her undivided attention.
Spitfire was just sitting back in her chair, with her amber-gold eyes swapping between admiring her rather large poster collection, and staring blankly at the steaming mug of coffee in her hooves. Currently, she found herself unsure whether to drink the caffeinated liquid, or just continue to watch her frazzled reflection ripple across its steaming surface for a few more minutes.
Though ‘frazzled’, if the reflection was anything to go by, was a bit of an optimistic description. Her eyes were bloodshot to the point of looking like cherries, and her usually streamline mane looked more like a mop that had been hit my lightning, both factors betraying her recent lack of sleep, and hence explaining her current hunger for coffee.
If it were any other morning, there wouldn’t have been such a decision to make for the fiery maned wonderbolt, mainly because she, unlike a certain pie loving vice-captain, just about hated the taste of the stuff, and thus wouldn’t fly within a mile of it unless it was unavoidable; in her humble opinion, you could’ve blended tomatoes, leeks, pickles, and over-frozen vanilla ice cream together, and still have it taste better than the average cup of coffee. 
The smell wasn’t exactly that enticing to her either. Even a passing whiff of the odour always seemed to gift her with discomforting headaches, plus the rather strong scent always seemed to linger in her office, even long after the beverage itself had been consumed.
But, drastic times called for drastic measures, and right now Spitfire desperately needed it to stay awake, hence the cup that sat between her hooves was, actually, her fifth in the last two hours.  
“Ugh, this is gonna be the end of me.” she sighed in defeat, at last giving in, and downing the lot in one go. 
It tasted just as bad as the first four cups had, with the experience best described, in her humble opinion, as drinking some form of exotic liquefied dirt. 
Still, a flicker of a smile graced her golden muzzle as she set the ceramic cup down again, the mare already feeling the caffeine re-working its way into her bloodstream, and driving off some small amount of her plaguing fatigue; it would probably keep her awake for another hour-ish or so.
“Alright, now, back to work.” she grumbled, reaching for the nearest pile of scoresheets. 
Her hoof, however, didn’t even get the chance to grasp them.
Without any knock or prior warning of their intrusion whatsoever, the door to her office was promptly and loudly slammed open as two 'bolt uniformed pegasi burst in, crossed the relatively small room, and then skidded to a perfect halt mere inches from hitting her desk. 
As if the fright of Spitfire’s life wasn’t quite enough for fate’s twisted sense of humour, and as one with a background in physics could’ve predicted would happen, the sudden air current caused each and every report to scatter and disperse around the small office like petals on a breeze.
“There you are!” the pegasus on the left panted, his voice and deep blue mane revealing himself as Soarin, her second in command. 
“Yeah Soarin, here I am, in my office,” Spitfire snapped. “Now just what the hay’s with you two bursting in like you’re foals after my autograph?” 
“Um, we’ve been looking for you for the last hour,” the other, white maned pony named Fleetfoot, answered. “Not to insult you, captain, but we were supposed to have a training session this morning, and you were no-show, so we kinda got worried.”
“Fleet, it’s Tuesday, we don’t have training on Tuesdays.”
“Spitfire… It’s Wednesday,” Soarin jumped in, watching as the golden mare’s jaw hit her desk.
“Ugh! You’ve got to be bucking kidding me!” she groaned, face-hoofing as she felt her cheeks begin to sting. “I’m really sorry guys, my brain’s just not working today; I haven’t been sleeping well these last two weeks, and, heh, I guess it’s finally starting to catch up with me now.” 
“I’d say it’s long since caught up with you Spits,” Soarin snorted, his words earning him an unimpressed glare from his superior, as if to snarl ‘and just what are you insinuating by that?’ at him. “Spitfire, you might not have noticed, or maybe you’re just trying to deny it, but from what I’m seeing right now… you look like you haven’t slept at all in days.”
“We wanted to give you some time to try and sort this out yourself, like you normally do, but you’re really starting to scare us now,” Fleetfoot stated. “We’ve, um, heard you screaming in your sleep a few times, Spits, and I don’t mean the ‘having a good time’ kind of screaming either.”  
Spitfire groaned. “Ponyfeathers, happened again,” she muttered under her breath, running a hoof through her mass of fiery mane; there had been the odd night like that in the last week or so, usually ending with her jolting awake, and covered in a cold sweat.
“So… you wanna explain to us what’s going on?” Soarin asked gingerly.
“No offense… but not really, it’s… it’s kind of a personal matter is all, alright, so I’d much prefer the team not get involved.”
Much to Spitfire’s surprise, the two blue pegasi just glanced between each other, simultaneously nodded, and then looked back at her with splayed-back ears, their faces both showing expressions somewhere between annoyance and disappointment. 
“Spitfire, we’re not just the ‘team’ or ‘team members’, alright, we’re your friends for Celestia’s sake,” Fleetfoot snapped as she took a step forward, the tone in the cyan mare’s words causing Spitfire to wince; sincere yet hostile all at the same time. “Now, do yourself a favour and listen to me; something’s got your tail in a knot, and we want to help you out as best we can.”
As if to emphasize their stance on the matter, and to basically tell her they weren’t planning on leaving anytime soon, Soarin swiftly kicked the door shut with his back hooves.
“Are you two trying to get yourselves court-marshalled?” the golden mare snorted angrily.
“We are trying to help you.” Soarin replied bluntly, pointing a hoof at her. “And you seem to be doing your very best to get demoted by command.”
Spitfire just folded her hooves, and grumbled under her breath in return; could this day actually get any worse?
“Ok, ok, just… ugh,” she sighed eventually, leaning forward, and resting her head on her front hooves, the feelings of dread and embarrassment already welling up in her gut. “Don’t you dare mention this to anypony else, got it? Nothing I say leaves this room,” the two blue pegasi nodded.  “Uh, look… I’ve just been having a few… nightmares… about what happened in Ponyville the last few nights, specifically about that damn rampaging dragon.”
Even the mention of that purple and green monster sent a shiver down her spine.
She immediately shut her eyes, and waited with her breath held once she’d finished speaking. She could already hear them stinging her ears; their bitter howls of laughter, their scolding of how she should just ‘mare up’ and move on, their taunting of how she was acting more like a scared filly then a captain of the Wonderbolts. 
What greeted her ears, however, was none of those; instead, she first heard the approaching clop of hooves, and then felt a hoof come to rest on her shoulder.
“So you’re having nightmares about that, huh?” Soarin asked with a sigh, the stallion’s words sounding part question, part statement. “Eh, I’ll admit I didn’t exactly see that one coming, but I’ve heard trauma will do that kind of thing to a pony.”
Spitfire’s ears flicked back. “Are you saying that I’m traumatized or something?” she snorted, perhaps a little more forcefully then she intended.
Fleetfoot, to Spitfire’s surprise and further annoyance, nodded in affirmation. “Spits, take a look at yourself for a moment; you witnessed something that left you angry, anxious, and clammed-up, and now you’re having nightmares about the exact same thing. That’s practically the definition of being traumatized.”
Spitfire just glanced angrily between the two other pegasi for a moment, the golden mare regarding them with disdain while seriously considering giving them both cleaning duties. She was a Wonderbolt, the captain of the Wonderbolts by Celestia’s alabaster flank, she’d flown through twisters, blizzards, thunderstorms, and every other weather based fury nature could’ve thrown her way; she wasn’t scared of some dragon…
…Then why did simply thinking of the word ‘dragon’ make her feel sick to her stomach? Sure, there were those massive talons that could tear her to shreds, claws that could crush anything and everything they stepped on, and fire that could reduce a town’s worth of ponies to nothing but ash.
“Celestia feathering dammit!” she groaned, the realization hitting her like a buck in the side, and her face subsequently meeting the desk with a thud.
“You see what we’re getting at here?” Soarin asked, still with his hoof resting on Spitfire’s shoulder. “Spits, whether you like it or not, you’re a total wreck right now…”
“Thanks, being told that makes me feel soooo much better.”
Soarin just rolled his eyes. “… And you will be until we do something about it,” he continued. “Now then, do you want to risk being labelled ‘unfit for duty’ by command, or are you gonna let us help you out here? Because if you don’t, I’d bet my pay check that Blaze and the others won’t be the only ones needing a counsellor in the near future.”
Spitfire huffed and looked away from her second, but the truth was hard to ignore, and painfully so at that; it didn't even need to be said that if she didn’t do anything about this, and her state deteriorated further, then command would more than likely lose faith in her ability to lead the Wonderbolts squad. Her nonattendance of the morning’s training alone would probably raise a few eyebrows among the brass.
“What’ve you got in mind?” she asked at last, her words emerging as nothing more than a defeated whisper.
For the first time that morning, and in an action that utterly surprised the golden mare, Soarin actually smiled. “Well, you know, as crazy as it sounds Spits, I’ve actually been in this kind of situation before,” he chuckled gently, the stallion’s eyes closing as he reminisced. “You remember how there was that sweet shop back in Cloudsdale, on the corner of Cumulous and Thunder Street? Had that grumpy old Toffee Twister for an owner? Heh, well, when I was a colt, I accidently knocked over a bunch of his candy jars when I was browsing; next thing I knew he was chasing me out the door with a broom.”
“I see you’re clumsiness hasn’t improved with age,” Fleetfoot snickered quietly; Soarin just turned and stuck his tongue out at her. 
“Anyway,” he went on, still gently smiling as he faced Spitfire again. “For the longest time I was afraid of going anywhere near that place, I mean, sheesh, I actually thought that if did, he’d turn me into candy. But, after a year or so, I finally said ‘you know what, buck this!’ and took a chance. And guess what? Turns out the grumpy old featherhead had sold the place to a new owner, and moved off to Luna knows where.”
Soarin couldn’t help but grin at the memory.
“Anyway, how does that story relate to you? Simple, my Toffee Twister and your dragon are one and the same; we both had traumatic experiences because of them, admittedly yours is a bit more serious than mine, but fundamentally they’re the same and so are the remedies.” 
Spitfire, still with her head resting on the desk, felt an eyebrow rise in curiosity. “So… you’re saying I should go back to Ponyville?” she asked.
“That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Soarin nodded sagely, his grin somehow managing to widen even further at her ‘are you bucking kidding me?!’ like expression. “I know it’s an unnerving prospect Spits; when I walked up to the door of Twister’s old store again, I seriously thought it was gonna be the end of me. But, I got over my fears because I did it anyway, and trust me when I say you will too if you follow my lead.”
“Perhaps you should lead her Soarin; you seem to understand this kind of ordeal better than anypony. Besides, the last thing we need is Spitfire flying all the way to Ponyville alone, especially given how out of it as she is… no offense intended,” Fleetfoot added, now looking directly at Spitfire. “Plus once you get there, you’re in no condition to just be wandering around the scene of your trauma by yourself; I’d say some morale support is definitely in order.”
Soarin chuckled. “Fleet’s got a point there; we can’t allow the Wonderbolt captain to have a breakdown in front of our adoring public, now can we? That’d give command trauma.” 
“But what about the cadets? They still need to be evaluated, and the current team isn’t getting out of their practises and duties just because I’m not up to par,” Spitfire retorted, desperately hoping to escape her metaphorical corner.
“Don’t worry Spits,” Fleetfoot responded with a grin. “I can keep your paperwork from piling up and make sure the team doesn’t start slacking off. Heh, I’ve actually always wanted to try out the drill-sergeant role.”
Spitfire, for what felt like the millionth time in the last hour, put her hooves against her temple, and groaned under her two friends combined gazes. There was just no defeating them, and as much as she liked to believe Soarin was just a multi-pie-devouring airhead, he could darn well find a solution when one was needed.
And as much as she utterly loathed the fact, being the proud and at times stubborn mare she was, he also had a fair point. The pure essence of the matter was that if she allowed her condition to remain, it’d only get worse, and so would the consequences when it came to crunch time.
The idea of going back to Ponyville still filled her with dread, but the thought of being demoted, or worse, discharged from the Wonderbolts altogether, was an even more frightening proposition.
“Ugh, alright, fine… I’ll do it.”
Soarin grinned and hoof-pumped in excitement. “Great! I’ll go pack some pies for the road,” he exclaimed, opening the door and bolting down the hallway.
“This is going to be a looong process,” Spitfire groaned into her hooves, Fleetfoot only being able to nod knowingly in agreement.
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Chapter 1: What Became of the Beast

Want.
It was that urge, that single ever-growing urge that pushed Spike forward through Ponyville, willing his eyes and claws to search for new treasures. The dragon tore off roofs and leveled buildings in his hunt.
Screams and cries rose from the streets around the dragon, drowning out the hoofbeats of their terrified owners as they scattered before him.
Despite their cries and pleas for him to stop, it appeared that either Spike just didn’t care about any of them, or if he had, his primeval instincts had overridden those feelings of concern.
Only one thought appeared to be rebounding through his head, and that was to take anything not bolted to the ground. That was the only thing that mattered to the dragon.
He could, however, tell that more voices were being added to the chorus with every step he took or possession he seized, and that was now becoming annoying. Their piercing notes were ringing in his ears enough as it was, and that was in turn distracting him from the many prizes that were yet unseized.
Want.
He snarled and forced himself to ignore their fearful cries. Instead, upon seeing the potential treasure, he reached down and plucked an upturned flower cart from the road that had caught his wandering eye, sending the previous owner screaming as she galloped down a nearby alleyway in terror. It wasn’t much, but it was still another possession to add to his ever- growing hoard.
His monstrous jaws broke into something of a sadistic smile. 
After all of his searching for an answer, was this perhaps what it meant to be a dragon? To have the strength and power to take whatever you wished? To be able to raze anything and everything that dared to stand in your way? To be so mighty that nothing and no one dared to challenge your strength?
If it was, then Spike certainly liked it.
With a satisfied growl, he secured his new found property in his water tank, the upturned metal container now filled to the brim with the many possessions he’d so far collected… and yet despite how full it was, it still looked and felt nigh empty to him.
He wanted—no, he needed more.
The hunger quickly returned stronger than ever, with Spike’s draconic instincts once again fuelling the unquenchable urge to hoard.
Want. 
………………………………………………………………………………………………….

“Have ya tried just talkin’ to Spike about it?” Applejack asked, a hoof rubbing against her chin. “Ya know, just gettin’ him to understand that the whole mess wasn’t his fault. It ain’t like he knew that his instincts were just gonna kick in like they did.”
The unicorn sitting opposite her huffed and nodded her head half-heartedly, prompting Applejack to frown.
The library had never been Applejack’s favourite place in Ponyville to visit. It wasn’t that she held anything against it—she enjoyed a good book as much as the next pony—it was just that the library was their meeting place when the town was about to be hit by some disaster.
Still, when Spike hadn’t earlier shown up at her family’s stall to pick up the week’s supply of apples, Applejack had taken it upon herself to pay her friends’ home a visit.
Upon walking through door, she’d found the place in perhaps the best condition she’d ever seen, and that was saying something; every piece of timber was polished to the point of being spotless, every book dusted and neatly put away, and every window looking like it’d only just been put in. She’d asked Twilight just how Spike had gotten the place so clean, but rather than a prideful answer at her assistant’s skill, she’d gotten a defeated huff in reply, the last possible reaction she’d expected from her friend.
“I’ve tried talking to Spike about it, AJ, trust me. I’ve told him it wasn’t his fault and that nopony could’ve known that it would happen, least of all him. But it’s like he just doesn’t want to hear it,” Twilight answered dejectedly, putting her cup down and staring at the table. “I don’t know what to do.”
“Don’t take it personally, for starters. Ya can’t always force him to listen to ya. Ma brother’s the same. Sometimes it’s like trying to argue with a darn wall.”
That drew a small smile from Twilight, though it wasn’t a smile that reached her eyes.
The farm pony sighed before continuing. “Look, Twilight, worrying yourself sick about this ain’t gonna make this better for anypony, least of all you or Spike.”
“I know. I just… I just want to help Spike get through this, but I just don’t know what I can do to help.”
Applejack’s ears flattened back in sympathy, and she put a reassuring hoof over Twilight’s own. In a way, Twilight was trying to deal with a situation not unlike the ones she often had to. Those usually concerned her younger sister, her endless drive to find her talent and earn her cutie mark, and the gloomy disappointment that always seemed to follow each of her failed attempts.
“Maybe ya should just give him some space and time, let ‘im accept things and move on at his own rate. Spike’s got a darn tough hide on him, no pun intended, so he’ll probably bounce back in his own time.”
Twilight snorted. “He’ll just use that as another reason to continue not going outside,” she said, before wincing at Applejack’s surprised expression. “Ugh, sorry. I’m just frustrated at this whole situation and worried about him.”
Applejack just smirked, before shaking her head.
“Ah can see that, but you’re like family to each other, so don’t go beatin’ yourself up ‘bout caring,” she said, removing her hoof. “Look, how ‘bout the two of ya sit down together, and ya tell him how this is startin’ to get under your coat. Ah think he’ll come round if you’re honest with Spike, or at very least open up ‘bout what’s hurtin’ him.”
“But I’ve tried that already.” 
Applejack’s hoof poked Twilight in the chest. “But have ya told him how you feel? Twi, whether ya like it or not, this is gettin’ to ya like somethin’ fierce, and you’re the pony he cares about the most.”
Twilight’s eyebrow arched. “So I should try and… use that against him?”
“Not really the way ah’d put it, more like use it drawn him out. Share the burden, kinda. If you tell ‘im how all of this is making you feel, then maybe, just maybe he'll return the favour.” 
Twilight chewed her lip for a moment before nodding. “Hmm, perhaps that’ll work. Thanks Applejack.”
“Hey, Spike’s a friend ah mine too, remember, and ah hate seein’ him in the dumps as much as you do. We all do.”
Still smiling at her small victory, Applejack picked up her hat as she got to her hooves before replacing it on her crown. “And listen, if things do get really prickly, maybe ya can convince Spike to spend a few days out at the Acres. He could get some fresh air away from everypony. It’d be good for him.”
Twilight blinked and smiled. “I never thought of that. No promises, but I’ll try.”
“Door’s always open,” Applejack said, inclining her head. “Anyhow, ah better get back to the market. Mac’s good with countin’ the bits and all, but when it comes to attracting customers from the crowd, well, he’s a bit quiet.”
The two shared a laugh as they exchanged goodbyes, and Applejack showed herself out.
Allowing a sigh to escape her muzzle, Twilight leant back in her chair and took another drink of her tea, her eyes watching the world beyond her window go by as she sat and thought.
It just didn’t feel real to her, or at very least believable. Only two weeks had passed and everypony outside seemed as 	happy and cheerful as they’d ever been, like Spike’s greedy rampage had either not affected them in the slightest or never even happened at all.
She knew full well that it had; the memories of that day were all too real, as was were the sounds of the construction crews that Princess Celestia had sent to help rebuild. But it was like everypony had just gone and moved on from it all, and that really didn’t make any sense to her.
Most of them had been running in terror as Spike marched through town and hoarded their belongings, and now they were just walking around like nothing had happened. And Spike was the one dealing with an emotional fallout. 
“Is Applejack gone?” came a voice, interrupting Twilight’s thoughts.
Allowing herself another huff of annoyance, Twilight turned and faced her assistant, finding the dragon was standing in doorway and playing with his claws.
“Yes, she had to get back to her stall at the market,” Twilight answered as she got up and took her empty cup to the sink, slightly annoyed at his attitude. “Why didn’t you come down and say hello?”
Spike looked at the floor. “I figured she’d still be mad at me.”
“Spike, Applejack is your friend. She cares about you,” the mare sighed. “And remember, she can relate to what you’re going through. It was Applejack who caused those rabbits to stampede through Ponyville and destroy everypony’s garden.”
That drew a scoff from the dragon. “There’s a difference between damaging a few gardens and flattening half a town, Twilight.”
“True, but she’s still your friend, so you should at least come and say hi when she comes over.”
“I’ll keep that in mind for next time,” folding his arms as he walked into the kitchen, Spike made a line straight for the fridge. “Ugh, looks like we’re out of milk and eggs,” he grumbled, shutting it again.
“Well, I need to study today,” Twilight said flatly, returning to the main room as she sought the necessary books. “So I’ll give you the bits if you go get some, and maybe some extra for ice cream.”
“Na, I think we can last until the weekend,” was the reply from the kitchen.
Twilight groaned and facehoofed. This just wasn’t working anymore.
“Time to see if AJ was right,” she thought. “Spike, come in here. You and I need to talk.”
She heard the grumble that her assistant let out, but said nothing of it as Spike emerged into the main room, looking mildly agitated.
Truthfully, she found it very hard to believe that the dragon before her had, only two weeks prior, just about levelled a quarter of Ponyville as he stole everypony’s belongings and tried to make a hoard of them. Worst of all, if not for the fact that Rarity had been wearing his gem around her neck, he probably would’ve.
She shook her head free of the thoughts, instead summoning a set of cushions for the two of them, and then making herself comfortable on one of them. One way or another Spike had done such a thing, but it wasn’t something she could let him continue to dwell on like this.
Otherwise it might well drive them both insane.
“Spike, we need to talk about you…”
“There’s nothing to talk about.”  Spike grumbled, folding his arms as he sat down beside her.
Twilight rolled her eyes. This wasn’t going to be easy. “Really? Then explain to me why you spend most of your time in here rather than going out and socialising?”
“Sound like anypony familiar?”
“Spike! This is serious,” Twilight snapped as her composure dropped, gesturing to the nigh spotless room around them to emphasize her point. “You’ve been holing yourself up in the library just about all day, every day for the last two weeks. Do you really think that’s healthy?”
“Well… no.”
“Spike, the girls and I are worried about you, and I don’t just mean myself and AJ either. We all know what this is about, and we all know you’re not proud of what you did when… it happened… but you can’t let your actions keep controlling you like this.”
She flinched when Spike let out a momentary low growl, though whether it was because she’d hit a tender spot, or that Spike was just annoyed, she couldn’t really tell. Probably both.
“Look, Twilight, I really don’t…”
“Spike, please, for both our sakes, stop trying to avoid this,” she wrapped a hoof around him. “At very least tell me how you feel, that way I understand why you’re acting like this.”
She scooted a little closer and brought him close, pulling the dragon against her barrel and nuzzling him along the cheek, just as she’d done when they’d been younger back in Canterlot.
He fought the action at first, but after a few struggles eventually huffed and seemed to give into his emotions, ceasing his resistance and melting into the warmth and comfort of her coat.   
“Come on Spike, talk to me. You know I can’t stand seeing you like this.”  
After a long moment of silence, and no small amount of hoping on Twilight’s part, the dragon swallowed.
“It’s just… that’s just it, Twi,” he said at last, clenched jaws revealing rows of sharp teeth. “I keep trying to get over what I did, but it’s like I can’t. There’s just so many reminders everywhere I look.”
“Like what, Spike?”
Spike exhaled, the spines along his back drooping. “Well, how about how almost everypony who comes through our door glares at me like I’m some sort of monster.” 
Twilight blanched. “Spike! Don’t you ever say that about yourself! You are my number one assistant and my best friend.”
“I know, and that’s great and all, Twi, but you’re just one pony,” he grumbled. “Nopony else will ever look at me the same way after what I did. Not Applejack, or Rarity, or Rainbow Dash. Probably not even Pinkie Pie.”
“Spike, how can you say that?”
“How can you be so sure that it’s not true?” he replied sharply, silencing the unicorn. 
Spike shuddered in her hooves all of a sudden, and looking down she realized he was now staring at his claws, both of which were clenched.
“But you know what my real problem is? I-I can’t even stand to look at myself after what I did.”
She offered him a reassuring nuzzle. “Spike?”
“I enjoyed it, Twi,” he choked out, his voice a bare whisper as he turned and faced her, the dragon now looking on the verge of tears. “That’s what I really can’t get over. I hate what I did now, but when I was huge and taking everypony’s things, I was—I was enjoying it. I was enjoying taking things, destroying Ponyville, and terrifying the ponies I call my friends.”
Twilight sighed and nuzzled him again, a hoof stroking his spines. “I understand, and I know it’s hard, but you still need to try and let that go of those feelings. Our friends still care about you, and you’re not a giant rampaging dragon anymore.”
“Tch, easier said than done…” he wiped his eyes. “You know, I’ve actually been thinking, maybe… maybe it’d be best if I just left, you know? I don’t think a lot of ponies still want me around.”
Twilight blinked. This was worse than she thought.
Spike wasn’t just feeling guilty for what he’d done anymore, or the fact that he’d enjoyed it, Spike had now out rightly started questioning his place in Ponyville. Every passing day had no doubt served to build up the layers of insecurity, and he now honestly believed that he wasn’t wanted.
The very thought of such a thing made Twilight’s stomach churn.
After a few long moments of silence between them, he looked up at her again.
“Twi, what do you think I should I do?”
“How do you mean, Spike?”
He gestured to himself with his claws. “Well, I can’t exactly stop being a dragon, and I’m only going to get bigger, b-but I don’t want to leave Ponyville and my friends,” he smiled weakly. “And I don’t want to leave you.”
She smiled and held him close, silently trying to keep her own emotions in check. “I can’t honestly tell what the future holds, Spike, or how we’re going to deal with it… but what I can tell you is that you do belong in Ponyville. And I don’t ever, ever want you thinking otherwise.”
“Heh, not so sure about that, Twi. I’m the only dragon in a town of ponies.”
“Spike, just about everypony in Ponyville is your friend.” Twilight replied with a very slight roll of her eyes. She had an idea. “And yes, we’re all certain you’re a dragon, but you’re not a bad dragon, and everypony in Ponyville knows that. What you need to do is remind both them and yourself of it.”
“Huh?”
“Actually go out and talk to them, Spike. Spend some time around town, make them see that you’re not a monster who’s after their possessions,” Twilight winced as Spike glared at her. “Ugh, sorry… what I mean to say is, make them see that you’re still you. Spike, the dragon who goes out of his way to be helpful, the dragon who’s a polite and generous member of the Ponyville community. The Spike they all know and care about.”
A faint blush spread across Spike’s cheeks, perhaps the first Twilight had seen in near two weeks.
“That does… kinda make sense actually.”
“I am an egghead after all, aren’t I?” Twilight snickered happily. “Just promise me that you’ll try, Spike. Please, can you at least promise me that?”
“I… I think I can do that.”
Twilight giggled. “Thank yo—” she started, only to be cut off by a sudden knock at the door, of all things.
…………………………………………………………………………………………………..
“You know, when you actually get up close and personal, this town’s kinda different than I thought it would be,” Soarin said, the stallion running his gaze over the various cottages, market stalls, and the occasional mare as they passed them by. “Nice even.”
Spitfire didn’t bother offering him a reply.
If it were any other day, in any other town, she would’ve been more than happy to discuss the first thing that caught her attention… but this was Ponyville. Sure, the town around her came across as being pleasant enough, but her brain was neglecting all positives due to one major negative. Her overriding and unrelenting fear of the entire place.
Her mind felt like it was being repeatedly pounded again and again with a sledgehammer bearing the statement ‘You shouldn’t be anywhere near here!’, and only a lifetime of dealing with pre-performance nerves was allowing her to keep it mostly in check.
Everything she saw was reminding her of one thing alone. The image of a massive, purple and green dragon smashing down anything that got in its way.
“Heeellloooo? Equestria to Spitfi—Mmph!” her hoof was shoved firmly in Soarin’s muzzle.  
“What did I say about names?”
Soarin rolled his eyes as he spat it out. “Not to say them out loud if we’re in public,” the stallion answered as they walked on, his ears flicking back. “Ugh, Spits, what’s got your tail in such a tight knot? I understand that you’re a bit wound up about being here and all…”
“Well, for starters, the fact that this is by far the worst idea that you’ve ever come up with,” Spitfire hissed. “If you’ve somehow failed to notice yet, we’re basically walking around bare furred here! How do you know we won’t get recognized?”
To emphasize her point, Spitfire motion to her golden flank and fiery cutie mark, both presently out for all the world to see.
“Hmm, I dunno, maybe since we’ve been here for, what, an hour now? And neither of us are getting mugged for our autographs yet?” Soarin said, his sarcasm earning him a snort and firm shove in the side. “Ow! Okay, okay, just calm down.”
“Calm down?! How the feathering hay do you expect me to be calm at a time like this? What if somepony actually realizes it’s me, you featherhead?”
“Eh, so what if they do?”
Spitfire gave him a glare. “Remember back in my office? You know, when I said I don’t want anypony knowing about this? Ringing any bells? If this gets out the press are going to have a field day with my flank.”
“Spits, just… ugh, look, what are the realistic chances of somepony recognizing you?”
“Hello! Both of our cutie marks are showing!”
It was common knowledge amongst the Wonderbolts that she didn’t get cranky very often, but when she did get cranky, even Spitfire admitted she got really cranky… as in, ‘don’t go poking that damn grizzly bear with a stick!’ kind of cranky.
Soarin had just officially gone and poked that bear.
The stallion just groaned, and rolled his eyes for what felt like the thousandth time in the last ten minutes. “Yeah Spits, because I’m sure plenty of ponies around here have seen you without your uniform on.”
“Excuse me?!”
Soarin froze as his brain caught up. “I-I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Unless you want to be on cleaning duty for an entire month, you better not have.” Spitfire snorted at him.
“Is this what I get for just trying to help? Ugh, Spits, and you wonder why you’re always single.”
“Do you really wanna go there?” the stallion remained silent. “That’s what I thought.”
Soarin grumbled to himself, but otherwise said nothing.
“Sorry.”
“Huh?”
“Ugh, do I have to repeat everything I say around you?” Spitfire sighed, the small edge of a smirk now playing across her muzzle. “I said I’m sorry for snapping at you like that. I… I know I shouldn’t be taking my frustration out on you, Soar, that was wrong of me… but it’s just us being here feels… wrong… I think is the best way I can put it, and it’s making me really edgy.”
Despite still being a little agitated at his captain’s attitude, Soarin chuckled. When Spitfire said she was sorry, you could always tell that she meant it.  
“Apology accepted, and sorry about what I said,” he grinned with a shake of his head. “Besides, that’s how this whole thing is supposed to make you feel; the only way you’ll get over this issue of yours is to expose yourself to the problem.”
“But doesn’t that mean that there needs to be, like, a rampaging dragon running around or something?”
Two pegasus ponies laughed, much to the confusion of everypony else around them. Most of whom proceeded to mutter and stare at the pegasi oddly, the words ‘air heads’ and ‘heads in the clouds’ being thrown around.
Neither Wonderbolt cared in the slightest.
“Hehe, wow, I needed that,” Spitfire said happily.
“That’s because you’ve been acting down in the dumps all day, Spits,” Soarin chuckled, nuzzling his captain and friend. “You need to lighten up a bit now and then, heh, otherwise you’ll probably end up making me all mopey.”
The mare looked at her hooves. “Yeah… I know I do, but it’s just that I’m under the pump enough as it is right now, so you have to understand that this is the worst possible time for me to be trying to deal with my… eh, issues.”
“Let me guess, all that damn paperwork?” the stallion grinned.
If Fleetfoot didn’t live up to her promise, the cleaners certainly weren’t going to be happy with any of them.
“Ugh, well, not exactly. Let’s just say that the brass have been breathing down my neck pretty heavily for the last two weeks.”
“What about?"
“More than anything, the fact that Blaze and the others are still going through counselling,” Spitfire snorted, Soarin wincing at the amount of venom in her words. “A few members of command are trying to pin their conditions on me, seeing as I was the one who gave the lieutenant her orders in the first place.”
Soarin’s muzzle twitched in both mild surprise, and more than a little concern.
“You’re kidding me, right?”
“Dead set,” Spitfire huffed. “And the problem is that they’re technically right…”
“Spits, you might have given Blaze the order, but she was the one who took it way too far and put her squad in jeopardy, you got that? What happened was her fault, not yours, so the next time one of brass pulls that kind of horseapples, I want you to tell ‘em exactly where and how far they can shove it.”
“You do know that I’d probably get demoted for saying something like that?”
“Meh, would be worth it just to see the looks on their faces.”
It was only small, but the edge of a smile still returned to Spitfire’s muzzle at the reassuring words, allowing Soarin a small mental sigh of relief.
“Thanks, Soar. Heh, you know, it’s nice knowing you’ve always got my back.”
Their friendship had always been regarded as something of a strange one by their teammates, and upon thinking about it as he laughed, Soarin felt that was putting it rather simply.
Admittedly, the close nature of their friendship had raised plenty of eyebrows and spawned more than a few rumours over the years, amongst both the brass and the press one might add, but they were just that, pointless and baseless rumours born of gossipers and front-page-article wannabes.
There had never been anything romantic between the two of them, and that was how Soarin personally liked it and wanted it stay.
“Not to mention I get shouted at enough as it is,” he grinned to himself.
“Hey, Soar,” came Spitfire’s voice, her input derailing his thoughts. “How long do I have to go through this whole ‘exposure’ thing anyway?”
Soarin huffed and shrugged. “Eh, that really depends on you,” was his reply, the stallion glancing back at her. “If you’re already feeling that you—ow!”
CRACK!
“Pfft! You featherhead.”
“Ugh, you got my attention on purpose, didn’t you?” Soarin grumbled under his breath, Spitfire all the while snickering behind a hoof.
Spitfire’s eyes quickly darted from side to side. “Hmmm… maybe,” she teased, rubbing his crown. “Consider it payback for your swipe at my love life.”
Soarin continued to groan and rub his sore forehead as he looked up, half expecting to find either an utterly dazed pony slouched over on the road in front of him, or perhaps even a horribly misplaced and possibly dented lamppost.
What he came face to face with, however, was the furthest from either of these two things.
If the exterior of what looked like bark was anything to go by, or perhaps the plentiful amount of bright green leaves growing around the top, he was standing before a living oak tree… that was also a building.
The sign standing proudly out the front also bore the symbol of an open book, giving the indication that the building was, rather ironically, a library. It was also what he’d walked into, and subsequently cracked, a thin line running through the aged timber to show as such.
“Just how the hay did I manage to walk into this?”
“Well, you know, Fleetfoot might actually be right about your clumsiness.” Spitfire smirked, flicking her tail across his muzzle as she strolled past. “Hmm, I wonder how many laughs she’d get out of this one?”
Soarin turned and glared at her. “You say a thing to Fleet about this, and I will get the brass to demote you.”
“Tch, take it easy, I’m only playing,”
Soarin snorted at her smug expression.
“Anyway,” Spitfire said, admiring the odd structure. “Come on you, we’d better go apologize before somepony calls the royal guard on us.”
Soarin snorted and rubbed his aching head. “More like calls the guard on me,” he muttered, much to his fiery companion’s mirth.
Spitfire’s amusement, however, didn’t get to last very long.
Whether what happened next was an act of fate, destiny, or just coincidence giving probability the double-back-hoof-to-the-face treatment, even Soarin couldn’t really decide.
One moment Spitfire’s hoof was reaching up to knock on the wooden door, the next his ears were perking up at the sound of voices resonating from inside. If he was right, and his hearing hadn’t suffered from a career’s worth of sonic booms, Soarin guessed that one was male and the other was female, with the latter sounding to be the slightly older of the two.
Finally, the door quickly creaked open in response to his and his captain’s request for an entrance, revealing to the stallion a sight that made even his high-altitude adapted blood go cold.
A dragon with purple scales and green spines.

…………………………………………………………………………………………………….
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