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		Spike The Dog



Spike lay on his back on the floor of Twilight's room, staring up at the ceiling fan. Once upon a time, back when he was an ordinary, non-talking, semi-intelligent dog, this would have brought him joy. He'd often pondered the meaning of life while watching this fan, and typically arrived at the answer as 'belly rubs', or sometimes 'treats', depending on how hungry he was at the time. Now, though, those simple answers no longer brought him comfort. Sure, he still loved belly rubs and treats, but... recently he'd been thinking beyond the needs and wants of the moment. He had more on his mind, now. 
When he had been granted this magical intellect and the ability to speak along with it, something inherently core to his identity had been taken. He wouldn't ever want to go back to not being able to talk! He loved being able to understand things, and be understood in turn, but this... this was more than he'd bargained for. The weight of the change in his mind had taken a while for him to grasp. It was beyond his typical, simple reasoning. He wanted to talk to Twilight about it, but she was always so busy, and always worrying about so much. Grades, friends, saving the world... she had so much on her plate. He didn't want to add one more thing to her list of things to deal with—he'd seen the list, it was already too long!
The rest of her friends were great, but they still treated him like a pet. Not that he minded being treated like a pet, because he loved it, but sometimes it also meant being overlooked, or ignored. It was sort of frustrating at times, and downright depressing at others... like today. Today wasn't a good day for Spike. Twilight was off, out and about, doing things with her friends, so he had nobody to talk to and these thoughts just kept bothering him. 
Who was he to Twilight?
That was the thought that was at the forefront of his mind. He could only ever remember times with Twilight, but she was his owner, not his mom... not that it wasn't hard to think of her as 'mom' sometimes. She'd raised him, taught him things, been with him when he was scared. Even when he'd been just a dog, he'd known dimly that she was different from him, but now it was very apparent that there was no way they were related. What was he, to her? Was he just a pet, now, even though he was smarter and able to communicate? Was there more to their relationship?
It was all very confusing. Spike sighed and rolled to his paws, trotting over to the window seat and hopping up onto it to look outside at the street. He spotted Twilight coming home, and his tail began to wag despite his heavy thoughts. She looked like she was in a great mood, and that made Spike feel better, even if he wished he'd been able to come along. The sad reality was that he was still a pet in the eyes of most of the world, so that meant it was hard for him to go the same places that Twilight went. No school, no movies, not even very many stores. He smiled, though, because he was happy to have some company. Maybe Twilight could help him figure things out. She always had answers for him, and even if she didn't have them, she knew how to get them. She was amazing.
Spike darted around to the front of the house, little paws pattering on the floor as he barked happily, skidding around a tight corner and bouncing off a wall. He leapt up to the door as he heard Twilight struggle with her house keys, slapping the lock open with one paw and hitting the latch on the way down with the other. Twilight blinked down at him as the door opened as she pressed against it, her key outstretched towards the lock, and she smiled. "Thanks, Spike."
"No problem! And welcome back!" Spike said, beaming up at her and trotting ahead into the house. Twilight let out a happy sigh and pulled her backpack off of her shoulder and let it fall to the floor, and she reached up and pulled a few bobby pins out of her bun, letting her hair fall loose around her shoulders. She shook out her hair, stretching as she ran a hand through it absently and pulled it back into a more comfortable ponytail. Spike smiled up at her. "How are the girls?"
"Good! They say hello. I'm sorry you couldn't come along," Twilight said, bending down and giving him a fond pat on the head that changed to a scratch behind the ear that had Spike's eyes drooping and his rear leg thumping happily. "I wish there were more places you could go. Maybe we can hang out at the park next time... or maybe I can look into getting you registered as a service animal..." Twilight pondered her options, pursing her lips thoughtfully.
Spike frowned slightly. "Service animal?"
"Yeah. They are allowed to go places that normal pets aren't. You'd have to be careful about talking, still, but at least you could tag along more places. Would you like that?" Twilight said, smiling at him.
Spike sighed, ears drooping. "Yeah, I guess that's a good option..."
Twilight noted his downcast look, and she crouched down next to him. "What's the matter, Spike? Is something bothering you?"
Spike glanced up at her and said gently, "I don't want to bother you."
Twilight frowned. "Don't worry about bothering me. I'm more worried about what's wrong with you."
Spike flopped onto his side, whining as he wriggled anxiously. "Twiiiiiii, I dunno. It's hard to explain!"
"I'm willing to listen," Twilight said, reaching out and stroking him along his side with slow deliberation, comforting Spike.
Spike relaxed a bit, letting out another sigh. "I guess, it's... me. I'm different, now."
Twilight raised an eyebrow. "Different?"
Spike raised an eyebrow. "You know any other talking dogs?"
Twilight's eyes widened in understanding, and she giggled. "Oh. That."
"Yeah. That," Spike said, pawing at the air with his front paws. "I can talk. And I'm smarter, now. I used to... kind of understand you. Like, seeing a picture and knowing what it meant? But now, you speak, and I understand. I'm different."
Twilight nodded, sitting down on the floor beside Spike. "Yeah... I sort of wondered about how you were dealing with that. I actually, uh," Twilight blushed, "I've been taking notes on you. Like a scientific case study."
Spike stared up at her, his jaw falling open. "You... what?"
Twilight grimaced slightly, her blush intensifying. "You know me. I can't help myself. I've written papers on you before, but that was... well, when you were a dog."
Spike wasn't really sure what to think about that, and the conflict must have shown on his face, because Twilight was looking upset, now. "I'm sorry. I can... get rid of them, if you don't want me to do that."
He considered this for a moment, and resolved himself. "N-no, actually... you've been paying attention to me while all this," he gestured to himself, "has been going on?"
"Well... of course. You're my best friend, Spike, and you changed dramatically from a simple, animal intelligence to a fully actualized mind. It's pretty incredible, but I was also... worried. Worried about, well, pretty much exactly this happening," Twilight said in a rush, as though confessing, and she sighed, smiling at him. "I'm sorry I didn't ask your permission, or tell you, but I didn't want to interfere if you were going to be able to figure things out for yourself."
"Oh," Spike said wistfully, looking down at his front paws as he held them close to his chest. So, she had been watching... but hadn't wanted to bother him? "So... if I asked you about some stuff, you'd help me? Because I think I can't figure this out by myself."
"Of course!" Twilight said, patting his cheek gently, and then paused. "Uh... am I still allowed to pet you like a dog? Is it too demeaning?"
Spike's eyes widened, and he rolled over and jumped into Twilight's lap. "No way! I'm still a dog, Twilight! I love belly rubs and pats!"
Twilight giggled and scratched him behind the ear. "Good. I was sort of worried."
Spike hummed happily as Twilight held him close and rubbed his ears. "Yeah. This'll never, ever get old. I promise."
"Okay. So, what's bothering you?" Twilight asked, regarding him with curiosity.
"Well," Spike hesitated, and then looked up into Twilight's eyes earnestly, one paw reaching out to press against her chin. "What... what are we, now? Am I still just a pet?"
Twilight stared at him, comprehension seeming to hit her. "Oh. Oh! Spike, you've always been more than a pet, to me. You were my only friend for so long... the only one that I had!" She wrapped her arms around him and picked him up as she stood up, cradling him close. "I know that I have more friends, now, but you will always be my first, and you'll always be important to me. You... you're like family."
Spike cherished the closeness and the comforting words, and he smiled happily. "But... we're not really family. I mean, you're a human, and I'm a dog."
"That doesn't matter to me," Twilight said, walking with Spike into her room and setting him on the bed, and sitting down next to him.
Spike squirmed uncomfortably. "Right. Of course. I just have been wondering," he hesitated briefly, before finally saying, "where I came from."
Twilight smiled uncertainly. "Oh. Well, that's something I can answer. We got you at a farm."
Spike blinked. "A... farm?"
Twilight nodded. "It's sort of weird to say it to you, now, but we bought you from some nice people looking for homes for a litter of puppies that one of their dogs had. You were the last puppy they were looking to give away when we got there, and you were so precious. The adorable runt of the litter! So we brought you home that very day. You were an early birthday present. My parents thought that you'd help me... be more social. After Shining Armor left, I was pretty lonely, too, so I think they were hoping you'd help me with that."
"Oh," Spike said, staring at her. He'd come from a farm... and he was supposed to help Twilight. He smiled uncertainly. "Did... did I help?"
"Of course you did!" Twilight said, grinning at him. "You were my constant companion! My little lab partner! A tiny, fuzzy, little brother, practically."
"A little brother?" Spike said, his eyes wide.
"Yes. Of course," Twilight said, leaning down and giving him a kiss on top of his head. "You're part of my family, Spike."
Spike blushed. "That's... thank you." He felt warm inside, and loved. All the concerns that had been plaguing him quieted, and he felt more at ease than he had in the last few days. "I guess I just... I wondered, you know? Where I came from? What I meant? Where my place was? It's a lot, going from a dog to... whatever I am now. A smarter, more talkative dog?"
"Something like that," Twilight said with a giggle, rubbing his head. She stared at him for a moment, and then stood up. "I have an idea."
Spike looked up at her. "Yeah?"
"Do you want to visit the farm we got you from?"
Spike went still as the idea hit him. Go back? He could see where he came from? Would...
Would she be there?
Spike swallowed hard, and looked up at Twilight with uncertainty. "I, uh, I dunno, Twilight."
"What's the matter? It might help!" Twilight said.
"Y-yeah. Maybe?" Spike mustered a little enthusiasm. Twilight was smarter than he was, and if she thought it might help him, she was probably right. "Maybe. Yeah!" He stood up, smiling at her hesitantly. "If you think it's a good idea?"
"You seem worried," Twilight asked with a concerned frown, reaching down and gently scratching the top of his head.
"Well... it's just..." Spike hesitated, trying to articulate his fears, before he shook his head. "No. It's fine! Let's do it."
"As long as you're sure," Twilight said, standing up.
Spike nodded. "Yeah. When do we go?"
Twilight smiled. "We have the whole weekend. We could do it tomorrow... or now, if you're worried about overthinking it and backing out."
"Now is good," Spike said with a nervous whine. Twilight gave him a pat, which made him feel a little better.
"Okay. I'll call Applejack, and see if she can borrow the truck to drive us out. If I remember correctly, it's near Sweet Apple Acres."

The ride out into the country was a fairly quiet one. Applejack had listened to their request, and had seemed to immediately understand Spike's worries. She hadn't said much, simply allowing him some quiet as they rode out of the suburbs and into the country. They drove past Sweet Apple Acres and down a few more quiet roads until they reached a long gravel driveway that wound across a few pastures. Applejack slowly pulled into the front of a beige, two-story farm house. It was an unassuming place, with a porch and two chairs set out front, an open door with a closed screen, and lots of windows. It looked cozy, and as Twilight opened the doors, Spike's nose caught a scent that was immediately familiar. He'd been here before, and though he might only dimly remember, his nose knew where he was. It was the smell of puppyhood, of warmth and safety, of a nostalgia like none he'd ever experienced in his short life. He froze in place, overwhelmed by just the scent of this place, and he stared at Twilight. "Twi?"
"Hm?"
"I'm scared."
Twilight and Applejack shared a look, and Applejack smiled at him, speaking softly. "That's understandable, darlin'. This should be scary. Been an age since... well, since you saw this place. I remember when I came back after spending a summer with my Aunt and Uncle Orange. I was a mite bit scared. How much had things changed? What had I missed? It's a lot to take in. Y'all just take your time, and go at your own pace, sugar cube."
Spike smiled at Applejack and leaned against her side gratefully for a moment, taking comfort in the farm girl's understanding. Twilight gently stroked a hand across his head. Slowly, Spike's heart stopped pounding, and he slowly stood up, peering out the window. Two people were standing outside, an older man and woman, both dressed in simple, utilitarian work clothes. They gave gentle waves towards the parked truck, glancing at each other, and the woman went inside the house. Twilight stepped out of the car first and walked across the driveway to the porch, speaking with the man quietly. Applejack stepped out of the car as well, pausing only long enough to give Spike a gentle pat. "Like ah said, just take your time."
Spike nodded, swallowing, and he hopped out of the car. Gravel crunched under his paws as he walked towards the house. His eyes took in the fields, gentle rolling hills filled with grass, and his nose picked out the scent of healthy animals. Some little animal part of him knew they were prey, herbivores, beings that needed careful watching and control. Some part of him stirred, and he lifted his head, breathing in the smells of the farm. There was another scent, now, stronger as he approached the house. Twilight was smiling as she spoke, and Applejack was gesturing, talking with the farmer, but Spike's focus was elsewhere. They didn't matter, anymore, because he could smell her.
She was here.
Spike stood stock still, staring into the house, willing his eyes to pierce the shadows of the threshold. He was trembling with anticipation, now, even as he stuck next to Twilight, keeping beside her, her presence calming him. The door opened, and she trotted out.
Her ears were floppy, like his, resting on the sides of her head and framing her strong nose and wide lavender eyes. Her coat was a dusky blue, with patches of grey-green, speckled with a deeper blue. Her tail was raised, her head low as she inhaled, her eyes locked on him. She approached at a trot, and Spike stepped away from Twilight, approaching her, his eyes watering. He spoke, but it was a bark, a question that she could understand, a simple vocal. She couldn't speak like he could, and he knew that, but every movement she made spoke to the animal part of him that understood it like he now understood words on a page.
"You. You have my scent. I know you, child." Her bark was gentle, a low exhale that carried a startled tone of surprise.
He approached her, head down, low to the ground, and she flowed up to him. She was graceful, beautiful, a working animal that moved with purpose. She smelled him, taking him in with her most powerful sense. He yipped, a happy sound, unable to contain himself anymore.
"Mama!"
Then they were rolling in the gravel, tails wagging, faces pressed together, coats brushing as they got to their feet and raced aimlessly, exulting in this sudden moment. She laughed soundlessly, a smile on her face. "Child, I know you. You are one of mine."
Spike was crying, and he knew he shouldn't, because it would make the farmers curious, but they'd moved into the house, now. Twilight and Applejack went with them, leaving him to this moment. Spike and his mother were alone. She licked his face and cheeks and tears, laughing still, her tail a furious fan behind her. "Welcome home, child."
"Mama. I missed you," Spike said without saying, speaking to her as she could understand.
"I missed you. You are healthy. You were small, but you are healthy, now." She laughed, "Still small, but small is fine if you are healthy, too."
Spike laughed too, his tail wagging. "I'm still growing."
"You are. You smell of youth, still, a tiny pup in so many ways, but a dog in others," She said, wriggling in the grass as she circled him, sniffing him all over, making him giggle.
"I'm so... so happy."
"I am too." She grew still, ears perking slightly as she turned, her eyes on the grass, towards the herd animals somewhere. Her nose inhaled, and her tongue lolled out of her face as she relaxed, smelling that all was well. "You are soft. Do you run much?"
"Not a lot. I spend a lot of time with Twilight. She does not run often."
"She should run more. Running is good. Do you walk much?"
"She takes me on walks a lot."
"That is good." And it was. She stilled again, flopping into the grass, an invitation, and he fell into the grass beside her, wriggling closer to her.
"I..." Spike panted, an anxious sound, "I was afraid."
"Afraid?"
"Afraid you wouldn't remember me."
She laughed. "I remember you."
Spike giggled. She was... so simple. It was refreshing. A reminder of what he was, once upon a time. He'd been like this, a bundle of senses and energy and basic things. Her 'words' were straightforward, basic, filled with the wisdom of an animal that understood her place and her wants and needs. He envied her, in that moment. He wished that he didn't have to be so complicated. He was so happy that he could connect with Twilight in such a deep way, and that he could better understand the world he lived in. It was scary, sometimes, being a dog. Things happened that didn't make sense. He remembered trembling and hiding from a thunder storm. The sounds had overwhelmed him, confused him, and left him anxious and afraid. Now, when it happened, he could climb into bed with Twilight and she could tell him about ionized particles and electricity and polarization, and all sorts of things. It still scared him a bit, but he understood it. It was an irrational fear, now, one that he felt he could master in time.
He wasn't a dog anymore. She didn't know, but being around his mother was the clearest reminder he'd ever received of the gap between him and other animals.  He was something new. He smiled at his mother, though, because she couldn't possibly understand these anxieties and fears, and maybe that meant that it... didn't really matter. His mother, perhaps, had her priorities straight. She existed in the moment, her eyes wandering over the farm, her tail wagging, breath even as her nose pulled in the scents of her home, telling her that all was well with her world.
Spike closed his eyes and inhaled, and he could smell Twilight. As much as this place was beautiful and nostalgic, when he took in her scent, he smelled home. He smelled family. He opened his eyes, and his mother was standing, trotting towards the house. He got to his feet and followed. She leapt up as she reached the door, pressing against it with both front paws, and pushing it open. Spike smiled, marveling at the trick. His mother was smart. It reminded him of Twilight, and he suddenly barked, rushing past her as she pushed the door open. He followed his nose, running into a cozy living room, leaping onto a couch, and finding his place in Twilight's lap.
Twilight peered down at him, surprised. "Hey, Spike."
He smiled at her, and barked, pressing against her, and then turned to look across the room towards his mother. She approached, sniffing, and stopped before Twilight, staring up at her with curiosity and the loving interest in a new person that only dogs possessed. Spike's mother asked, "She is yours?"
"Yes." 
"She is healthy." She sniffed, and smiled at him, "She could eat more. You should feed her more if she does not eat enough."
Spike laughed in a dog way, careful in front of the farmers, and Twilight reached out, offering her hand to Spike's mother to smell. Spike's mother gave a polite sniff, and then licked her fingers, and Twilight stroked her hand across her head and back. "Oh, she's beautiful. She has the same green that's in Spike's coat."
Spike's mother smiled, tail wagging. "She gives good pats."
"She gives the best pats," Spike informed her, jumping up to lick Twilight's face.
Twilight sputtered and laughed, patting him. "Spike! Come on!"
Spike stared up at her adoringly, and she looked down at him, beaming back. "Spike is... very happy. Thank you so much for letting us come and visit," Twilight said.
"Of course. Our girl's tickled you brought one of her pups to visit, isn't she?" She was. She barked, trotting across the floor to sit next to her people.
Spike hopped off of Twilight's lap, and his mother followed him, heading back outside in a rush of exuberant energy. They rolled on the grass and across the farm and down the gravel road and back up. His mother paused often, listening, smelling, always working even when she was at play. She and Spike toured around the farmhouse, his mother leading him, showing him things, teaching him in her own way. She was patient, focused. She was... so much like Twilight. 
Her ears perked suddenly, prompting Spike to listen as well. He could hear, then, her voice. "Spike!"
His mother regarded him with a smile. "Your person is looking for you. Let's go!"
She lead, and he followed, back across pastures and under fences, weaving around and through bushes and finally reaching the gravel road and the cars. The sun was starting to get low in the sky, and Spike slowed, willing this moment to last a little longer. His mother smiled at him, her tail wagging, looking over her shoulder as she trotted ahead. "You are sad?"
"Yes." Spike sighed, stopping. "Yeah, I am," he said aloud, then. With his voice.
She stopped, turning to look at him with curiosity, her head cocking to the side. Spike stared at her, swallowing. "How... how do I tell you? How do I explain to you how much this means to me? How important this was to me? I'd just tell you, but I'm not sure you'd understand."
Her tail wagged, and her head tilted the other way, her eyes searching his face, watching him, ears perked. She was smart. She knew so much. "I love you," he spoke.
"I love you," she told him.
Spike pressed himself against her side as he walked back towards the car. Applejack was already sitting in her truck, the engine rumbling. Twilight stood outside, waving to the farmers, and she turned to look at Spike as he arrived. She crouched down, and Spike ran to her, then, pressing himself into her arms. His mother was beside him, licking Twilight's face, laughing her laugh. Twilight picked Spike up, cradling him in her arms as she often did, and walked back to the truck. "Do you... need any more time?" she asked.
"No," Spike whispered, snuggling into her embrace.
Twilight set Spike down on the seat, and then turned and knelt in the gravel, her arms going around Spike's mother. "I'm so glad I met you. I'll keep taking good care of him, I promise."
Spike's mom wagged in reply, and she looked up at Spike. "She is good."
"She is," Spike agreed.
Twilight let his mother go as the farmer whistled from the porch, and as she returned to the car, Spike's mother rushed to the side of the farmer, looking up at him with adoration. Spike smiled, and pressed himself against Twilight. The car moved forward, and Twilight looked down at Spike. "So... was it everything you hoped?"
Spike nodded. "Yeah." He didn't need to say anything more.
"We have a standing invitation, you know," Twilight said, stroking Spike's head and back as he pressed against her. "They were hoping to hear some ideas from me about improving their irrigation systems for some of their crops, and getting better yields through some modern agricultural techniques... so we can come back again. Whenever you want."
Spike smiled at her. "That sounds good."
Twilight giggled. "The next visit should be interesting. Did you know that three of your siblings were out helping herd their sheep out in one of the far pastures?"
Spike's eyes widened, and he stared up at Twilight. "S-siblings?!"
Twilight smiled. "You've got a big family, Spike."
Spike looked out the back window of the truck, staring out at the farm, and then back to Twilight. He grinned and hopped into her lap and pressed his face against her neck, making her giggle. "Yeah," he said, "Yeah, I do."
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Spike was literally prancing in place, pausing every so often to run in small circles as his excitement overwhelmed him in exuberant bursts of energy and anxiety. "Oh, gosh! They should be here any time!" Twilight giggled, watching him bounce about the house. Spike shot Twilight a look. "What? I'm just... really nervous. And excited!"
"I'm pretty sure Pinkie has a word for that," Twilight commented, but it was largely ignored by Spike, who rushed around the living room a few times, checking to see that everything was ready. He dashed over to his box of toys, which he had situated in the middle of the room, nosing through and checking a second time that the tug-of-war rope and tennis balls were there. Satisfied that they were in order, he rushed over to the food and water dishes again; both were full. Finally, he checked that there were plenty of pillows in the bright patch of sunshine streaming through the window onto the floor of the living room: enough for anyone that wanted to flop over and enjoy the warmth of the day. He let out a sigh, turned in a circle three times, and flopped onto his side, panting with exertion.
"O-okay. It's all ready. The backyard is nice and clean, too? So we can go out onto the grass?" Spike asked Twilight.
"Everything's ready, silly. You just need to relax. This is going to be a lot of fun!"
"Yeah! Fun!" Spike whined, looking up at Twilight. "You think they'll think it's fun? I mean, they grew up so different from me... I'm really worried."
"Don't worry, Spike. I'm sure you'll have plenty of things that you can enjoy together. Your siblings might be working dogs, but I sort of feel like all dogs are the same, deep down. Just like people! We all have things we like. I'm just happy that their... owners decided that it would be okay for us to dog-sit them here at the house for the day!"
Spike nodded. "Yeah... this will be my first time meeting them. I'm just nervous."
"It's okay to be nervous, Spike. Just do your best and focus on having fun, and I'm sure things will go great!" Twilight said, reaching down and patting Spike gently on the head. Spike relaxed under Twilight's pats, until the unmistakable sound of a car rolling into the driveway reached his ears. Spike leapt to his feet, shaking with anticipation. Twilight straightened up, smiling. "They're here! I'll get the door."
Spike ran in a circle again, his eyes darting around the room for one more check that everything was in place. It was all fine, as it had been two minutes ago, and he whined anxiously before turning to look at the door. Twilight opened it up, smiling, and staggered as three small dogs pushed around her legs, heads down, noses sniffing. Spike could hear their owner, but he was totally absorbed by the other dogs.
They were all different colors—green, blue, and red—and all looked somewhat similar to Spike, but bigger. They were built bigger, stood taller, and were more... lean muscle. They were obviously working dogs. The blue and red ones were male and the green one was female. Spike's eyes widened, his nose taking in their smells: the scent of earth, livestock, and family. They were his siblings! He barked, a happy sound that drew their attention. The three dogs all froze as they spotted him, noses working, breathing him in, before they approached. The ensuing round of circling, sniffing, and barking was everything that Spike had hoped it would be.
"Hello! So small!" said Blue, though his words were less of true words and more body language and animal sounds.
"He is healthy!" said Red, his shorter tail wagging happily.
"Smells like family!" said Green, pausing to blow a longer forelock of green fur out of her eyes.
"Hello!" Spike barked, rolling on the floor in his excitement. His three estranged siblings smiled their doggy smiles, tongues lolling out and panting, and Spike wriggled before them on his back. "This is my home, but it is your home for today!"
Twilight giggled, saying something to the people outside before waving and then closing the door. She turned, surveying the three dogs and Spike, and smiled at him. "Going well?"
"Yeah!" Spike barked, but then he remembered he could talk, and he blushed. "Y-yeah," he stammered, slightly embarrassed. His three sibling's ears perked and their heads cocked almost in unison as they heard him talk, and he giggled. They looked so cute!
"Speak like them?" said Red to Spike.
"I speak like them," Spike replied, his head lowering a bit. Would that be a problem? Would they think he was strange?
Green yawned, a doggy laugh. "Neat! Do you want to play?" She asked, getting low to the ground, ready to jump and leap.
"Yes!" Spike said, relieved for the change of interest, and he lead his family to the box of toys. The three other dogs tumbled over one another in their excitement to play, growling and yapping and laughing in their doggy way. Spike spilled the toys over the floor and set the balls, plastic toys, and other fun things into the mix. His brothers and sister leapt after the rolling pile of toys, finding instant favorites. Red and Blue grabbed a rope toy with two loops, biting down and engaging in a tug of war that sent them snarling and growling. Green chased after a ball, snapping it up in her mouth and shaking her head as she enjoyed the soft plastic toy. Spike sat down in the middle of the floor, content to watch for a moment, smiling a wide and happy smile. Green tossed the ball with her mouth, sending it bouncing over the floor to land at Spike's feet. She grinned, wagging her tail at him, and Spike leapt on the ball and joined in the play.
Spike and Green wrestled over the ball, growling playfully as they enjoyed each other's company, and soon they drew the attention of Red and Blue, who came rushing over to engage in a struggle for the ball. The play turned to a king-of-the-hill game atop the ottoman in the living room, with Red finally triumphing over them all, holding the top of the ottoman before collapsing into a panting, tired heap. The rest of them sprawled around the floor, catching their breath. Twilight, having stayed back to watch the dogs play, set out extra water for them, which was gratefully lapped up. Red held his position stubbornly for a bit, ensuring that he was the winner of the invented competition, before he finally leapt from the ottoman to get some water. Blue and Green turned to regard Spike with interest. "That was fun!" said Blue.
"Yes! Fun!" Green said, standing up and sniffing around the room.
"Do you work for your people?" asked Red, peering at Spike with interest. The sudden topic shift was startling, and Spike stammered to reply.
"Uh... I help Twilight all the time!" said Spike, smiling at Red nervously.
"Oh! You work! That is good. Work is good! We like work!" Blue said, growling with excitement.
"Work is good, and play is good. Do you need help with work? We like work!" Green said, looking around eagerly.
"Well... uh..." Spike hesitated, considering for a moment, before he turned to Twilight, who had been watching them with interest. "Twilight?" he spoke, drawing curious looks and cocked heads from his siblings.
Twilight looked up from a notebook, where she was scribbling notes. "Oh! Spike, hey. How are things? You guys look like you're having fun!"
"Yeah! My brothers and sister are really happy to be here. They want to know if you need help with anything? They like to work, I guess," Spike said, doing his best to explain the situation.
"Well, I'm mostly taking notes on your interaction with your siblings. I'll have loads of questions for you later, of course! But, if they want to help, I guess... could you ask them questions?" Twilight asked.
"Yeah! They're pretty smart, but they might not answer how you expect. They don't really think like we do." Spike was briefly struck by his statement, and the realization of the distance, mentally, between himself and his siblings. "I can try, anyway!"
"Neat! I just wonder how much they can understand. I'd love to find out how many words and things they know. It'd be fascinating to get some definite answers on how they hear and interpret us when we talk to them or give commands!" Twilight said, grinning excitedly as she clutched her notebook close.
"Um, well, I think right now they were hoping for... other kinds of work. Something physical? Do we have anything they could help with?"
Twilight frowned, pondering the state of the house. Her eyes drifted slowly to the backyard, and she smiled. "I have an idea."

Spike watched with wide eyes as his siblings went to work. Twilight worked with a rake in the backyard, raking the leaves falling from the trees into small piles atop old tarps, and the dogs teamed up, grabbing corners of the tarp and hauling it across the yard to a single spot. They followed Twilight's commands with a singular purpose, happy and excited to help her, and between Spike's explanations and Twilight's demonstration, they had turned from playful pups to a well-oiled machine. Spike had never worked so hard in his life, most of his time with Twilight typically having been spent passing her chemicals or pulling levers while she recorded data. This was a totally different type of work that left him panting and hot with exertion. His siblings were more than happy, coordinating through body language and working as a group. Spike had trouble, at first, but they had been patient with him, and he'd swiftly learned to work with them. His added effort made the work that much faster, and soon the leaf piles were building up into a great mountain of earthy-smelling detritus.
After nearly a half-hour, the yard was clear of leaves, excepting the giant pile on one side of the yard. Twilight giggled as the dogs collapsed about the yard, happily rolling in the uncovered lawn and enjoying the sun. Spike gasped for air, and Twilight brought him some water, which he gratefully drank. "Wow. Who knew they would be such hard workers?"
"Well, they are working dogs, Spike," Twilight reminded him with a gentle pat on the head. The other dogs saw the pats being offered, and quickly crowded Twilight, seeking attention. Green practically leapt on Twilight in her eagerness, causing her to trip over Red. Twilight went down with a quiet 'oof', and was promptly swarmed by happy dogs looking for scratches. She laughed aloud, eliciting happy barks from the dogs as they climbed atop her and ran around her, licking her face. "Okay! Okay! I get it! You like pats!" she said, doing her best to give them all a bit of love.
"She's nice!" said Green, happily leaning in to an offered ear scratch.
"She's the best," Spike agreed, sitting and watching his siblings as they all lay around Twilight getting rubs and scratches and pats. He grinned happily at Twilight, before letting out a big yawn. All that work was exhausting! He didn't think he had ever worked so hard in his entire life. As he lay on his back in the sun, the warmth lulled him, and his siblings crowded around him in a happy pile, he slowly fell asleep.

"Spike."
Spike yawned, rolling over. "Mm, just a few more minutes..."
"Spike..." called the voice, again. It sounded like Twilight.
"Sis, please..."
"Spike!" Twilight shouted.
"Augh!" Spike sat upright, panting for breath. He whined, looking up at Twilight. "What? What is it?"
"Where are your brothers and sister?" Twilight asked, looking around the back yard.
Spike's eyes widened, and he rubbed them before getting up on all fours and casting his gaze around the back yard. His siblings were nowhere to be seen. He gasped, and put his nose to the ground, catching their scents immediately and following it across the grass to the wooden fence enclosing the back yard. He sniffed along the fence to right behind the pile of leaves, revealing a broken fence board that had been bent upward. Beyond it lay the street and the rest of the neighborhood. Spike swallowed hard and looked back at Twilight. "... Looks like they, uh, went for a walk?"
Twilight gasped. "Oh, gosh! That's not good!"
"Hey, they're smart dogs! I'm sure they're fine! We just need to find them!" Spike said, trying to be rational even though he was screaming internally.
"Well, can you sniff them out?" asked Twilight.
"Yeah, I think so! But, uh, are you gonna be able to keep up?" Spike said, gesturing to the dog-sized hole in the fence.
"Oh, well, maybe we should split up. I'll head down the block. If you find them, try to get them to come back!" Twilight said.
"On it!" Spike said with a little salute.
Twilight reached down and gave Spike a pat on the head. "And be careful, okay, little brother?"
Spike grinned. "Of course!"
Spike dashed through the hole in the fence and ran off, his nose low to the ground, scenting for his siblings. He traveled through the neighborhood in a meandering path that went all around interesting spots with interesting smells. Luckily, it wasn't terribly difficult to find his brothers and sister, as they'd left quite the mess behind. Trashcans had been spilled in the quest to discover neat treasures, cats had been frightened up trees, and there were scent markings on every post, hydrant, and bush between Spike's backyard and the little park that Spike found them in. Red, Blue, and Green were madly circling a group of children, barking at them. The kids appeared to have disembarked from a bus in the neighborhood after school, and had been rounded up by Spike's siblings, and were currently being herded back towards Twilight's house. The children, for their part, seemed delighted by the dogs, and were content to play along with their nonsense game. Green spotted Spike and yipped a happy greeting. "Little Purple! Come help! These small humans are lost, they were spreading out! We are keeping them safe and together!" Green 'said' enthusiastically.
Spike's jaw nearly dropped as he watched the giggling children get herded along the sidewalk. Every so often, one would pretend to break away from the group, only to be confronted by a barking puppy that would move them back into line with little pushes with their nose. Spike ran next to Red and Blue, barking at them. "Uh, guys, maybe we shouldn't?"
"What? Why?" Red said, cocking his head at Spike.
"These kids aren't ours! We can't just... herd them!" Spike tried to explain.
"No, Little Purple. They're lost! We have to keep them together! What if there are predators?" Red said quickly, turning his attention to a child that was attempting to break away. He barked a few times, eliciting a squeal of laughter.
"Yeah, what if they get hurt? They're safer in a pack!" added Blue, pushing a kid back into the group.
"We'll bring them back to your master, and they'll be safe!" Green said, herding the children along.
"B-but, their parents will worry!" Spike protested.
"No! They are safe with us!" Red said, barking at a child that was sneaking away.
"Guys!" Spike called, but the three dogs were set in their mission. They were going to deliver a gaggle of elementary school kids to Twilight's house! Twilight was going to freak out. With a sigh, Spike followed along behind them as they moved the kids along the street and down the block. He had to admit, the kids seemed to be having fun, and his siblings were having fun, so maybe it wasn't all bad. Maybe things would be okay! Spike focused on being positive.
"Come on, Little Purple! We're working!"
"Yes, working!"
"Yay, working!"
Spike sighed. "Yay, working..."

Twilight had already made a lap around the block with no luck, and she'd headed back home, hoping that Spike would be able to find his family members and bring them home. They all had seemed like good puppies, but they must have a mischievous streak to run off like they did. Fundamentally, they were very different dogs than Spike was. Spike... wasn't like them any more, and he'd never do something like this! So, she placed her trust in her little brother, best friend forever and waited at home. "I hope everything is all right..."
Just as she completed that thought, the doorbell rang, and she picked up the sounds of children. It sounded like a group of neighborhood kids. She walked to the door and opened it up, only to be confronted by a dozen kids that she recognized from the elementary school next to Canterlot High. "Um, hello?"
The children all stared up at Twilight, giggling and laughing, and one spoke up. "Hi, Twilight!"
Twilight stared at all the kids as they started waving to her and piping up little greetings. Over the ruckus, she spotted the three missing puppies. They sat around the group of children in a semi-circle, watching the kids and panting with exertion. Spike popped up from the middle of the group of kids, pushing his way through their legs to get to Twilight, and he stared up at her with a worried expression. Twilight picked him up, squinting at him in concern and turning around so they could whisper to each other without the kids noticing. "Uhhhh, hey, Twilight. So, I found my siblings!" Spike said sheepishly.
"Yes, I see that. Spike, why are there a group of elementary school students at my house?"
"Well, it's complicated. You see—" Spike began, but a chorus of barks interrupted him. Twilight couldn't understand his family, but if she could, it would have been pretty obvious what had happened.
"We're working!"
"Yes! Working!"
"Working! Working! Working!"
"We are good workers."
"So good!"
"Maybe she will say we are good dogs?"
Spike rolled his eyes. "—my brothers and sister decided that the neighborhood kids walking home from school weren't safe. So, they did what they did best... and they herded them here."
Twilight sighed, shaking her head, and turned her attention to the kids. "Hey, everybody. Are you all okay?"
"Yeah, Twilight!" said one, giggling at the puppies. "Are these your dogs! They're funny!"
"They brought us all the way here! Do you have a surprise for us?" asked a kid.
"Um," Twilight said, trying to think quickly. "Yyyyyyes? Yes! I do have a surprise, but first, I need all of you to call your parents and tell them we're doing a special screening of the Daring Do movie here at my house!"
The kids all collectively gasped, and then cheered happily. Twilight ushered them into the house, and made certain that those with cell phones began calling their parents, while she directed others to the house phone to make calls. That issue solved for the moment, Twilight returned to the front door and stared down at the three mischievous puppies with her hands on her hips. "You three are very lucky that the neighborhood parents and my parents all are on good terms. I could have been in real trouble!"
Green, Red, and Blue exchanged looks, whining. "Is she mad?"
"Did we mess up?"
"Are we... bad dogs?!"
Spike translated, "They're worried you're mad."
Twilight sighed. "I'm not mad. I was very worried about you three..." She knelt down and patted her legs, beckoning the dogs closer. All three walked over to her hesitantly, and she snatched them up into a big hug. "Don't run away, okay? You three are silly dogs."
Green, Red, and Blue all barked happily, licking at Twilight's face. Spike shook his head and jumped into the hug, getting an extra-close snuggle from Twilight. "And... you did good, Spike. Even if they didn't listen, I know you kept them safe."
Spike blushed. "Aw, thanks, Twilight. It was nothing."
Twilight stood up, wiping her glasses, and turned back into the house. "Now, I've got a surprise screening of Daring Do to set up. Why don't you and your brothers and sister come inside and get some food? I'm sure all that herding worked up an appetite."
The dogs didn't understand a lot of what Twilight said, but they picked up on the important part. "Food!" cheered Red.
"Yes, food!" said Blue, jumping up and down.
"Yay, food!" yipped Green.
Spike laughed. "Yay, food!"
The four of them ran inside past Twilight, and Twilight shook her head at the dogs as she closed the door behind her. She gathered the kids together in the living room and set them up with popcorn and drinks, and within a few minutes the kids were comfortably watching the Daring Do film featuring Twilight and her friends. The dogs, for their part, enjoyed a quick snack, and soon found comfortable laps to sit on, and were lavished with attention by the neighborhood kids. Spike smiled as he watched his siblings snuggle with the children, and he settled himself onto the couch next to Twilight. As the movie played out, Twilight kept him close, and Spike leaned against her side, only able to halfway pay attention. It had been a long day for a little dog, and he soon found himself drifting into another nap, serenaded by the sounds of happy dogs and happy children. In his half-asleep state, they almost sounded the same.

It was an hour later when Spike woke up, roused by the sound of the neighborhood kids departing and the somewhat familiar noise of a truck rolling up outside. If Spike hadn't been sure, then the reaction from his siblings made him certain: their owners were back. Spike hopped up off the couch as Twilight stood up, and Green, Red, and Blue all rushed in a barking scramble for the front door. Twilight met the older gentleman at the door as he knocked. "Hey, welcome back!"
"Hey, Miss Sparkle. I hope the pups didn't give ya too much trouble?"
"Oh, we had a few adventures, but nothing to write home about," Twilight said with a giggle.
"Ayuh, that sounds about right. They're rambunctious critters."
Green, Red, and Blue all leapt up and barked happily at their master, rolling over his feet and rubbing against him. "Dad!"
"It's Dad!"
"Dad! Yay!"
Spike stopped, listening to their reaction and smiling. They called him... dad? The idea that he was like a father to his siblings warmed his heart, and he also leapt into the happy pile of dogs to lavish affection on this man they called 'father'. If the man was worthy of their love, then he deserved some love from Spike as well. The man bent down and picked up Spike, eyeing the small purple puppy with a wry smile. "Ah, this is the little brother? I see the resemblance." Spike barked happily and tried to lick the man's face, and the farmer chuckled. "He looks very happy, Miss Sparkle. I'm glad we gave him a good home."
Twilight smiled and shot Spike a wink. "He's a member of the family. My little fuzzy brother."
The farmer laughed and set Spike down. "All right, pups. Say good bye to your little brother."
Green was the first to catapult herself into Spike, nearly bowling him over with her affectionate nuzzles. "Bye, Little Purple! We love you!"
"Yeah, we love you!" Blue said, bumping his head against Spike.
"You're the best, Little Purple!" Red said. "Come work with us again sometime!"
Spike smiled and yipped happily. "I will! I love you guys."
"Yay!" Green said, laughing a doggy laugh, her tail wagging.
The farmer scooped up Red, tucking him under one arm. "All right, pups. Come on."
At the word "come", Green and Blue were instantly by his side, all business. They followed obediently behind the farmer as he went out to the truck, and needed no prompting to hop up into the cab. The farmer was kind enough to roll down the windows after he started up the truck, and he waved to Twilight as Spike's siblings stuck their head out the window. "We'll do this again, sometime!"
"Of course!" Twilight called, waving back.
"Bye!" Spike barked, his tail wagging, even if he felt a bit sad to see them go.
"Yay! Driving!"
"Driving is the best!"
"I love wind!"
With that, the three pups and their owner drove down the street, heading for home. Spike stood and watched them until they turned a corner and disappeared from view. He sighed happily, and sat down on the front step. "That was a good day," he said.
"It was. A little difficulty aside, your siblings were great fun," Twilight agreed.
"Do you think... we can do this again soon?" Spike asked, looking up at Twilight hopefully.
"Of course," Twilight said, patting Spike on the head.
Spike leaned against Twilight's ankle, smiling up at her. "You're the best, big sis."
Twilight smiled. "You're not too bad yourself, for a little brother."
Spike laughed, and Twilight picked him up and carried him inside.
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