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         The date was a disaster.



Pinkie Pie knew it could have gone better. She didn't need to say anything about it, or even to think about it as she ascended the stairs to her apartment, the same downtrodden place she had been staying at for the past two years.



She felt the weight of the failure in her bones. 



The stallion she had gone out with was nice about it, but his awkward, strained smile as they bade each other farewell in the streets told her that, aside from maybe coincidental path-crossings where they would not even make eye contact, they would never again speak a word to each other.



Pinkie crept into her apartment, creaking the door open and letting in the foggy light from the corridor before shutting it out.



For the first time since she had left for her doomed date she noticed the weight of the trilby—one of three she owned, this one she believed giving her good luck, but apparently not enough—on her head, on her sugary pink mane, and so she took it off tiredly and hung it up with the other hats.



"Sorry, guys," she told her collection. "Another stinker." A sigh. "He was so funny too."



How could a pony with a good sense of humor like him resist her? Not to mention seem to be uncomfortable around her.



It was like he could smell the falseness on her; he didn't know she was fake, but like every other pony she'd dated he seemed to sense it. It was a subconscious or unconscious thing, never outright acknowledged but always manifesting somehow, in some unspoken way.



"Uuuuuugh," she said, or rather breathed out, like a balloon slowly deflating, as she flopped onto her half-made bed, grabbing a pseudo-hand-me-down pillow and hugging it with all four of her legs. "What am I gonna do about this?" she said to nopony, least of all it—the voice that was not hers.



There were a lot of ponies in Manehattan, but Pinkie got this horrible feeling that she was running out of options. For all she knew it was always impossible for her to like somepony without he or she realizing, through one way or another, that Pinkie wasn't real, and she just never came to grips with this fact up until now. It shouldn't be impossible, she thought bitterly.



Pinkie clung to her pillow like a lover, knowing this was a weird position but also not wanting to move. Whatever let's me sleep faster.



Even after so many attempts, along with what she thought were improvements, romance continued to elude her. The real Pinkie Pie, she suspected, would have gotten it right the first time without even trying. The real Pinkie Pie would have found love by now, and, she also knew, gained far more friends than she herself could ever hope to have.



The amount of jealousy building up inside her almost made her cry, but the days of crying in her bed by herself, back when she was new to the ways of the city, were far behind her now.



So she closed her eyes.



Then, after a while, just as she figured she was about to drip off to sleep, Pinkie heard the first stirrings of an alien voice in her head.



Come back, the voice said, firm, in control, but feathery, like a mother trying to point her very young foal in the right direction without getting rough.



The voice of the pool...



"Oh no," Pinkie groaned. "Please." She quickly got under the covers and hid her face from what she imagined to be an intruder, but deep down she knew she was the only one in the apartment.



Come back, the voice said.



Pinkie didn't say anything in response; she just pulled her legs tighter against her chest and barrel and kept her eyes shut, as if any of these measures would make it go away.



Come back.



"But why?" she eventually asked, hoping for the voice to say something different.



Come back, it only said.



The pool kept calling her. It persisted, almost every night—and always at night, for reasons Pinkie could never ascertain—and it always left of its own accord, at some point, long after Pinkie stopped hoping to get decent rest.



"What do you want from me?" she begged quietly.



Come back.



"Why can't I just be real? Why can't I live, huh? Why can't I be happy?" said the clone.



Come back, was all the voice said.
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