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         Bark Below

      
      

      

      
      
         When I heard Winona barking, it didn’t worry me–they were “Yes, I’m chasing something, but don’t worry, it’s under control” barks, not “We’ve got a real serious situation on our paws” barks. But now that it’s been a couple hours, I reckon a follow-up is merited. Once she’s run something off, she usually comes right back to me for congratulating, and since she hasn’t, maybe things are a bit less under control than she said.



But it doesn’t take half a minute to find her, and sure enough, she seems to be just fine. And she doesn’t seem too worked up, not really. But she’s still got her teeth bared and her back arched low, and her growls say “I won’t bite hard, but you still won’t like it if I catch you.”



Next, I look up at Rainbow Dash. She’s resting on her belly on the limb of a tree, her legs dangling down and her eyes half-lidded. But if you know the gal–and I do–you can’t miss the tension in those dangling legs, or how those half-lidded eyes keep scanning around. She’s looking for an opening, make no mistake.



“Rainbow?” I call, trotting up beside Winona. Rainbow perks up, suddenly all smiles.



“Applejack!” she says, “Good to see ya! What’re you doing here?”



I give her a flat stare. “This is my farm. I live here.”



“Okay, sure. But like, what are you doing here here?”



“Seeing where Winona went. Which reminds me…” I look down. “Set, girl.”



Normally, when I tell Winona to set, she backs right off. Instead, she cocks her head, then whines. It ain’t a no; more like a please?



“Oh, she’s fine,” Rainbow interjects. Winona snaps her attention back to Rainbow with a mildly-fierce growl. Rainbow blows a raspberry. 



I sigh.



“Rainbow. Why’re you here, why’s my dog mad at you, and what’d you do to deserve it?”



“Okay, first of all? Rude. But… so, Sweet Apple Acres was scheduled for clear skies this afternoon, and you said you didn’t want me slacking off until I’d bucked all the clouds, right?”



“Right…” There’s one tiny cumulous directly overhead in an otherwise clear blue sky. If I know the gal–and I do–it’s probably just about the right size for a pegasus to snooze on. “...So, B+ work all around, what’s the problem?”



“Well, after I’d finished, I landed to grab a quick snack before getting my afternoon cloudnap on, but somebody seemed to think I hadn’t quite finished my job, so she chased me up here.” Rainbow gestures at several apple cores on the ground. “Thanks, by the way. But now I’ve got to get down past her, and it’s tough when–I mean, and I can totally do that whenever I want!” Another raspberry; another growl.



I take a deep breath. “Rainbow Dash, you are a pegasus. You can just leave.”



“But that’s cheating!”



“‘Cheating?’”



“Yeah! Winona doesn’t have wings, does she? So how can she catch me if I fly away, huh?”



“She… can’t?”



“Exactly!” Rainbow nods triumphantly, as if she’s proved some particularly brilliant point. “So, I’ve gotta get past her on hoof.” She flops her head back down. “I’ll let your dog keep thinking she’s got a chance for a little longer, then jump down and outsprint her to the fence when I’m good and ready. You go do your farm stuff, s’cool.” Winona gives a quiet half-yelp; part agreement, part threat.



I look at Winona again, then lean down to whisper. “It’s almost suppertime, girl. You sure you don’t want me to call this off for you? I don’t mind bein’ the bad cop.”



She shakes her head. Don’t need an owner-pet bond to know what that means.



“Suit yourself.” I straighten up. “A’ight, you two have fun, don’t stay out all night.”



As I turn and trot away, I hear the growls resume, answered by scratchy-voiced taunts. It occurs to me that even a couple years ago, I would’ve put a stop to this nonsense without a second thought. But now?



There’s nopony pony in Equestria (family excepted) that I know better than Rainbow, and there’s no creature in the world (family included) that I know better than Winona. And if I know the gals–and I do–they’ll both be happier being left to their standoff than they would be if I jumped in and interfered.



Those two are just about my best friends in the world. And sometimes, the best thing a friend can do is nothing at all.
      

      
   
      The Nature of Prophecy


      
      
      
         
         Heartbroken

      
      

      

      
      
         	After several minutes of staring in silence, Star Swirl pronounced the heart "moderately clever", and wandered off. That was how it went with him: he spent weeks or months tracking down some artifact or spell, then promptly lost interest nearly as soon as he began his studies. His current obsession was prophecy, and on this latest journey we had already observed a yak bone-burning ritual (“trivial”), a pegasus ornithomancer (“effective enough, but hardly prophetic”), and a unicorn astrologer (“disappointing”). He had not said why, despite these and other failures, he remained convinced that true prophetic magic was possible.



	I stayed behind. There was no particular hurry - Star Swirl would spend the evening updating his notes, and the most I’d get from interrupting him was a snappish comment or two. Besides, “moderately clever” was a rare treat. I could usually figure out how the moderately clever artifacts worked, and unlike the trivial ones the puzzle tended to be worth solving.



	The Crystal Heart was the most complicated artifact ever to gain the title of “moderately clever”. Tendrils of magic flowed to and from it in planar direction, far more than I could count, and mingled with each other within it in a baffling tangle. Even Star Swirl couldn’t figure out such magic so quickly; the secret must have lain elsewhere. I looked into the crystal.



	She was beautiful, not like ponies are beautiful but like storms are beautiful, an amalgamation of earth and sky and aether, standing more than twice the height of the tallest pony I had ever met. Her horn glowed impossibly brightly - had I seen her in person and not merely in a vision, I think I would have been struck blind - and the world seemed to warp around her as she struck at some darkness-shrouded creature I couldn’t clearly see. She was not the most awful creature I had ever seen - the world contains many great and terrible things, and as Star Swirl’s student I had seen more than most. But those great and terrible things did not ordinarily wear my face.



I suspected then that I knew the reason for Star Swirl’s interest in prophecy; I would have given my horn to understand the vision. I spent the night studying the heart.






	In the morning, we left the Crystal Kingdom, following a legend of a reindeer settlement to the north. Аs usual, Star Swirl asked me to describe the mechanism underlying the heart’s powers. I answered that I had been unable to arrive at a convincing explanation.



	He gave me a disappointed look. “The Crystal Heart,” he said, “draws on, amplifies, and reflects the feelings of the ponies of the Crystal Kingdom; separately, it produces prophecies. Unify those effects.”



	“You think it does the same to thoughts. Ponies predict the future in the ordinary way, and the heart combines those predictions and reflects them as prophecies.”



	He nodded. “You’re not completely hopeless, at least.”



	“You’re mistaken. I got a prophecy when I looked into the heart, and nopony in the kingdom has any reason to be making predictions about me.”



	It wasn’t often I saw Star Swirl startle. “Describe the prophecy.”



	“I saw myself as a chimera of the three major tribes, fighting an enemy I couldn’t see clearly.”



	“The mechanism of the heart,” he said, “is as you’ve described. Your own experience does not contradict it.”



	No matter how I pressed him from there, he refused to elaborate.






	On three further occasions I saw the vision again. The details were not precisely identical, but the differences between visions were not particularly informative: I came no closer to understanding the creature I was to become or the enemy I was to encounter. After each instance Star Swirl denied that the source of the vision had any true ability to see the future, and I found I agreed.







	I don’t know if there is such a thing as genuine prophecy; whatever proof Star Swirl thought he had once discovered he didn’t share with me before his disappearance, and he was never so infallible as his reputation later suggested. In any case, every prophecy I have personally encountered was a more ordinary sort of prediction, revealing nothing that a sufficiently clever pony could not figure out on her own. 



	I therefore know for a fact that my sister’s betrayal was perfectly foreseeable, and that the thousand years we now spend apart can only be blamed on my own incompetence.
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         Dog and Pony Show

      
      

      

      
      
         "Hey, Lashie!" Rovera pulled the bowl of hot gravy from the puffy pink fur under her ears and slapped it with a rattle onto the counter. "D'you ever think about alternate universes?"



Her snout already buried in the gravy, Brindle Lash paused her lapping and glanced up at Vera. She didn't much want to get pulled into any of Vera's weirdness this morning—with the Comets starting their show season next month, Lash had been running practice courses since dawn. But Vera's weirdness wasn't the sort of thing a pup could just wish away, Lash had learned. It was gonna happen whether she was ready for it or not.



So— "Alter nut whats?" she asked.



"Alternate universes!" Vera waved her front paws. "A place that's exactly like this but totally different, too!"



Despite herself, Lash glanced around Milkbone Corner, pups scarfing down their breakfasts at the tables in the dining room. Outside the windows, the sun shone through a crystal blue sky over the roofs of Pupville, Towser and a bunch of the other farm pups getting the market set up to start another day.



"Huh." The plot of Ruffen Ready and the Black Mirror popped into Lash's head, the whole thing with the evil twin world that had tried to spill out and take over the regular world. But that didn't seem to be what Vera meant. "So, we'd all be changed? Like, you a whippet and me a poodle?" She moved her paw back and forth between them.



"Bigger, Lasshie!" Eyes sparkling, Vera leaped up onto the counter. "We'd all be cats or badgers! Crows or eagles! Horses or frogs or monkeys! A whole alphabet soup full of possibilities! And we'd have adventures all over the place and learn valuable lessons about friendship and just have the best time ever!"



It said a lot, Lash thought, about Pupville and Rovera that only a few of the diners even bothered looking up from their breakfasts. "Vera?" Mrs. Stew called from the door that led back into the kitchen. "If you're gonna do a song-and-dance number, don'tcha know, could you please take it outside?"



Vera's curly fur almost seemed to collapse. "Yes, Mrs. Stew," she more sighed than said, then she slumped back onto the floor.



Which was just about enough of that, Lash thought. "Vera, didn't we face down Rustling Whisper and turn her back into Princess Night Sky? Didn't we face down Pandemonium and get him to not be such a jerk anymore?" She had to shrug. "I mean, yeah, Lacey did most of the work on that, but we all helped. And what about beating Snapcrack and meeting Ruffen Ready and getting Gloaming into shape so she could turn into a princess? Weren't those adventures big enough for you?"



"Yeah..." Vera rose onto all fours again behind the counter and shook her head. "But I guess the grass is always greener when you're not peeing all over it."



Lash rolled her eyes, sucked down the last of her gravy, reached over, and gave Vera a pat. She was a good girl, sure, but she could be one crazy bitch sometimes.
      

      
   
      Ruby Ruckus


      
      
      
         
         Rebel Rebel Rebel

      
      

      

      
      
         “How long have we been walking?”

“Since we last ate.”

“Was that today, or yesterday?”

“I don’t know where we are, let alone when…”

Rover fumed as he walked ahead of his two companions. They’d been walking nonstop through the forest but they were reaching their limit. Life had been hard since Fido, Spot, and him were kicked out of their pack. Justified or not, the other dogs had not been happy they’d given away all of their gems. 

Ever since, they’d been down in the dumps. Surviving off what they could find and taking shelter where they could, And with all the dangerous creatures in the forest, there were few places where they could rest.

Suddenly, Fido asked “Hey… What’s that noise?”

The three perked their ears. Some distance away, there was a faint noise of movement and hushed voices.

“Ponies, maybe?” Spot suggested, his ears twitching nervously.

Rover let out a pained whine. He didn't want to deal with ponies again, but he was far too hungry and tired to turn down the prospect of food, even if it was a possibility.

“Let's find out,” Rover grunted, motioning for his companions to follow as he walked in the direction of the noise.

After a few minutes of walking, they reached a small opening on a mountainside from which a warm glow emanated. After exchanging quick glances, they shared a resolute nod and crept towards the cave. They were greeted by a long and narrow tunnel, the depths of which were bathed in the warm glow of fire.

“That's… weird,” Spot muttered under his breath.

It was true, but there was no way Rover was going to go back to wandering the forest. If ponies were here, that meant food was with them. The trio crept through the winding tunnels, the voices becoming clearer with each step. Finally, they emerged into a vast cavern, with a handful of robed ponies milling about. There were several crates, little tents, and many more trinkets strewn about the cave, yet what caught their eye was…

The trio bit down to avoid gasping in surprise.

In the middle of the cave stood a gigantic ruby, glistening with an otherworldly light. Surrounding it were numerous ponies, their faces serious and intent. The ponies carefully shrouded the gem in a delicate veil.

Rover’s eyes gleamed with greed. “Look at that! We need that gem!”

“But the ponies are guarding it,” Spot whispered, his voice tinged with fear.

“We wait until they sleep,” Rover decided. “Then we take it.”

The Diamond Dogs retreated to a shadowy corner of the cave, watching as the ponies milled about. Eventually, the ponies retreated into the tents.

As the last of the ponies entered their tent, Rover nudged his companions. “Now’s our chance.”

Spot and Rover brought a large stone with them the size of the enormous ruby they’d seen. With practised stealth, the Diamond Dogs approached the centre of the cavern. Fido, using his strength, carefully lifted the gem and removed the veil.

It felt… weird against his paws, but he paid it little mind. He removed the rest of the fabric and wrapped it around the stone Spot and Rover were holding. Then, the three of them slid it back into its place. The switch was smooth, and within moments, they were making their way back to the cave entrance, the enormous ruby in tow.

Halfway through the tunnel, they heard the ponies coming out of their tents, and forced the trio to run out of the cave.

“That… was close,” Fido said between breaths.

“Yeah… But we managed to get this amazing gem!”

Deep in the cave, they heard the voices starting again, but this time they weren’t just speaking.

“What are they doing?” Spot whispered.

“They’re… chanting something,” Fido replied, glancing back.

A bright light filled the cavern, and a powerful wind began to howl. Soon, however, the voices turned from ecstatic to horrified as a different voice filled the air.

A deep rumble shook the whole mountain, and the warm orange light changed into a deep red hue. Suddenly, the voices turned into screams echoing through the cave until an ominous snap made everything go silent.

The Diamond Dogs stared at each other, the weight of what they had witnessed sinking in.

“Let’s get out of here!” Rover barked, panic rising in his voice.

Without a second thought, the Diamond Dogs bolted, leaving the ruby behind as their howls of terror echoed through the night.
      

      
   
      Where the Wild Things Aren't


      

      
      
         The full moon was large and bright, setting a silver edge to the rooftops of Ponyville and the treetops of Everfree, and lending a soft gleam to the remote mountaintops and clouds. The night sky sparkled with stars, a gentle breeze soughed through the branches, the rivers flowed placidly in their beds, and most of the world was asleep and at peace, save for those creatures that made their way in the world in the darker hours.



Rarity was numbered among them now, and she crept into a particular forest clearing with the steady step of the condemned prisoner facing the gallows with all of their courage supplanted by pride. She still resembled a pony at this stage, but one who knew her well might mark a certain thickening of her hair, a pointing of her ears, that forecast what her fate would be that night as the moonlight had its full effect on her. 



Her hackles lifted at the sudden hoot of an owl, and she backed slowly, looking around the clearing, until her rump firmly made contact with that of another pony! She yelped and leaped, spinning in the air to face… someone she knew.



“Oh! Oh my, Fluttershy!” exclaimed Rarity. “You scared me nearly to death just now. Whatever are you doing out here so late?” She hoped with all her heart that her friend would not tarry long.



Fluttershy had taken to the air when she was startled, and she now settled slowly upon the ground. “Oh, Rarity, how odd to see you tonight! I mean good. I mean…” She stammered with flustration. “I wasn’t hoping to see, I mean expecting to see anyone–” She gulped as the moon developed its light and power upon the clearing, making them glimmer with blue and silver tones.



Rarity sighed. “Say no more, darling, I think I understand. You are here for the same reason I am here. We have both of us been cursed, have we not? Both condemned to lose control of our bodies, to surrender to our primal natures, all because of some ill-fated accident, such as when I was bitten by what I thought was a wolf several months back…”



Fluttershy blinked. “Well, not actually, because you see…”



“Ah, ah!” Rarity waved a hoof at her flustered friend. “You needn’t try to deny it dear, it all fits, and I see the panic in your eyes which is as good as a confession. We have both come here to change, far from those who might discover our secret. Do not worry, for my part I shall keep my silence as we both seek a cure.” Rarity shivered as the moon slowly wrought its effect within her and her canines grew. “I am just curious, what event brought the curse upon you?”



“I… pricked my gums with an antique toothpick,” Fluttershy whimpered as the moonlight took hold upon her.



“A toothpick? What–” Rarity could speak no more, for the wild fur was flowing over her as her hooves spread into wolf paws and her eyes took on a predator’s stare, her snout growing forth over her snarling teeth as the lupine call took hold of her.



Fluttershy also felt the call, but she suddenly stood upright, planting her hooves deep in the ground, as thick woody bark grew around her body and her arms branched up into multiple twigs that bore shaking leaves under the starry sky. 



Wolf Rarity sat on her haunches, puzzled to see the yellow trunk with pink leaves that stood before her. But soon what remained of her acute intellect soon grasped the essential points of the situation. She lifted her snout to the sky and gave the primal call, the wild howl that would bring the other wolves of the Everfree running to her.



As their dark shapes with yellow eyes flowed into the clearing, Rarity was already advancing upon the yellow tree, pacing around it, sniffing at the roots, and the others joined her in circling and snuffling. 



Fluttershy stood bolt upright, indeed she had no choice. Indeed, she had undergone much worse in the past. But as the circling canines started to lift their legs, she still felt it was rather unfair. Though in truth, Rarity’s poise and polish did indeed often leave Fluttershy at a loss and ever so slightly resentful, so that tomorrow, it would be some small comfort to the pegasus to reflect that she had finally and definitively taken the piss out of her friend.
      

      
   
      Doodles


      
      
      
         
         Illumination

      
      

      

      
      
         Cranky Doodle had found his life’s love, Matilda, and learned how to smile after a life spent working in a gristmill upriver a few miles from Ponyville. Sometimes it seemed as though she had descended through the parted clouds of heaven to console him when one of his habits was upset by chance or clumsiness, or to remind him of his better nature when he chided a server. In fact, he had been reintroduced to her thanks to a stranger who had taken a morbid curiosity in him. The whole event had weakened the hold of his prejudices, and, during quiet hours, swelled him with such a sense of awe and serendipity that he began to wonder about his long-lost son, Roofus.



“Are you certain?” asked Matilda, as though she had misheard. “Were you a mule of… worldly enjoyments… when you were younger, Doodle?”



“Not at all. The sexes were carefully divided where I went to school, and kept separate.”



Matilda swilled her teacup. “Oh. Well then, was it another jenny that you were with, before me…?”



“Don’t be silly, dear. I kept my nose down. We were told the jennies were in the mill, though we were all mules in those days, you understand.”



“Why in Equestria do you think you have a long-lost son named Roofus, then?”  



He reached over and pet her wrist. “It would be the grandest thing for him to come home and stay with us. Think of it. We could fix the plumbing in the bathroom, and clear those pesky trees in the back so that we would have a better view of the mountains. The septic needs to be dug up, too.”



He went to Ponyville each day in to find someone that would not understand him, but would always return dejected by the rapport and good will that he would meet with there: Carrot Top had once worked in a mill herself, and could commiserate with his waxing physical frailty; in Mayor Mare he encountered a creature who was desperately afraid of aging; and even The Great and Powerful Trixie had known the bitterness of an emotionally avoidant father.



“Blast it!” he scolded himself one night. He whipped a mason jar at a wall in his cabin where mosquitoes were getting in. “Somehow, I’ve turned into the most approachable and quietly compassionate mule in town… I’ll never find my son at this rate.”



He was ready to give up his search, when one afternoon a mare the size of three mares arrived at his doorstep. Her name was Whoa Nelly and she was selling candles on behalf of Nelly Industries, a subsidiary of Pip Incorporated.



They talked about handicrafts, the perks of multi-level marketing, and dresses that might look good on Nelly, for a delicious hour. With each exchange Cranky became more and more convinced that he hadn’t met a pony with whom he shared so little in common, and whose presence he detested so indubitably.



At the end of their conversation, he was nearly in tears of gratitude for her appearance. “The only way I’ll buy one of your candles,” he said, “is if you bring me my long-lost son Roofus.”



The next day she called on him again, this time with Fluttershy in tow. 



“Hey… Dad,” the latter said, greeting Cranky Doodle as he opened the door. “Say… Do you think there’s anything more relaxing than the smell of sandalwood, after a long day of hauling cargo…?”



“P’tooey! What kind of fool do you take me for?” said Cranky with sharp indignation. “Why, you aren’t even a stallion!”



“Well… no,” said Fluttershy. “I am not. But I think, maybe, sometimes… if we can just pretend that things are how we’d like them to be… I’m the CEO of my own company, now, you know… isn’t it easier to make friends than move merchandise? Or grain? Perhaps things, though coming up short in reality, will make us a little bit kinder to each other… and isn’t that what makes the world a better place… to begin with?”



A gloom came over Cranky Doodle; he heard Matilda’s lilting voice calling to him from inside.



“Doodle, honey… Who is it?”



He bit down on his lip.



“…Just the wind, dear.”



He closed the door, gazing at them to the last sliver, as though he was shutting a coffin lid.



When he was gone, Fluttershy spun in the air and turned excitedly to her selling partner. 



“Oh, this is fun! Um… More candle-selling, please.”
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