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		1. I left there in a hurry, looking forward to my big surprise.



Two sounds snapped Ditzy Doo into wakefulness. The first was the plodding of hooves along the dirt path below, a sound Ditzy could not afford to relax around. The second sound was a bit more surprising: the creaking of wooden wheels. Ditzy had not heard any of those since she fled that village a week earlier. 
Flinging off her blanket and shaking away the last traces of sleepiness, Ditzy perked up her ears. The forest around her was silent, aside from the visitor and their cart. From the number of hoofbeats, and the smell of body odor, there seemed to be only one pony walking. But another sound reached Ditzy: the sound of a mare’s voice. Who was this unknown traveler speaking to—herself, or somepony riding in the cart?
Carts, Ditzy thought. Those orderlies didn’t ever ride in carts, did they? Always on hoof, with stretchers. Oh, and they were all stallions. Right.
The tree canopy around Ditzy was a sanctum of green leaves, gray branches, and a few golden rays of sunlight. However, those foliage walls that had shielded her from prying eyes below, now blocked Ditzy’s view of the ground. As quietly as she could, she stuffed the blanket into her saddlebags and checked that her money and food were properly packed. Then she lifted off the tree branch that had served as her bed, and she descended to a lower branch, near the bottom of the canopy.
The unknown mare on the path below was a light blue unicorn, and her cart was actually a wagon, one resembling a small, mobile house. Nopony else was visible. She continued speaking to herself, but she had lowered her voice, so Ditzy still could not make out her words. 
The unicorn stopped walking, and her horn lit up with a faint pink aura. At the same moment, the tree branch beneath Ditzy glowed the same color. Ditzy’s eyes widened. She tried to leap from the branch, but it shattered into toothpicks under her hooves.
Ditzy found herself sprawled in the dirt, with a blue blur filling her vision. The blur spoke.
“Well, well, well. Why, pray tell, is a pegasus spying on a forest road, this far from any town? Are you some kind of highway robber?”
Ditzy put one hoof to her forehead. Her eyes focused, and the blur resolved into the figure of the blue unicorn. She had unyoked herself from the cart. The way she held her head said, “You are beneath me,” quite unmistakably—but her wide stance said that she was ready for a fight.
Her horn glowed again, and she continued, “Do you intend to rob The Great and Powerful Trrrrrrixie?”
Ditzy stood up and brushed the dirt from her coat. “Uh ... no.”
Trixie furrowed her brows and scowled. “No? Why not?”
Ditzy froze. “What.”
“Trixie has many things worth stealing! Why don’t you want to rob her?”
Ditzy took a few steps backwards. “What?”
“Don’t back away like that! You come over here and try to rob Trixie this very instant!”
“I’m not a robber!” Ditzy shouted, before she turned and bolted. “And you’re crazy!”
She didn’t make it far. A length of rope wrapped around her rear hooves, halting her forward progress. Trixie held the other end of the rope in her telekinesis, then pulled. Her forehooves digging into the dirt, Ditzy tried to pull herself forward, but the snare inexorably dragged her back, then lifted her into the air. Ditzy dangled upside down in front of Trixie’s face.
“Oh, you’re not a robber? Why didn’t you just say so?”
“Because ...”
“So, where are you going, strange pegasus?”
“Umm ...”
“What a coincidence! Trixie is traveling that way, too!”
Trixie’s horn flared again. Ditzy found herself roughly deposited halfway through the open door of the house-wagon. Trixie re-yoked herself, and the wagon began moving. Ditzy kicked the rope off her legs and found a more comfortable position, but didn’t move from her spot.
“So!” Trixie said, “Strange pegasus—”
“I have a name, you know.”
“Of course you do. Anyway, how much do you know about Trixie?”
“Aside from the fact that you’re apparently the weirdest kidnapper in the world? I dunno, we just met!”
“Are you saying you’ve never heard of Trixie before?”
“Should I have?”
Quieter, as if to herself, Trixie said, “What luck! It appears Trixie has finally outrun her reputation.” She raised her voice to address Ditzy again. “Consider yourself lucky, strange pegasus—”
“Ditzy. My name is Ditzy.”
“Consider yourself lucky, Dizzy, that you’re the first of your friends to hear the legend of The Great and Powerful Trrrrrrixie! And from none other than Trixie herself!”
“Yaaaaaay,” Ditzy deadpanned. 
“So which would you like to hear first, the tale of how Trixie saved the town of Hoofington from a rampaging Ursa Major, or the tale of how Trixie retrieved the Orb of Thackleborg from the Castle of Terror?”
“Actually, there’s something I should probably tell you—”
“Castle of Terror? Excellent choice! It was a dark and stormy night when Trixie first came to Transylmaneia ...”
Ditzy sighed and lay down as Trixie launched into her story. The wagon rolled on to the south, while the rays of the rising sun began to peek through the forest.

“... And that,” Trixie said, “is why Trixie makes sure she’s never more than twenty feet away from her trusty bag of mint leaves.”
Ditzy yawned and stretched her legs. 
Trixie turned her head to look back at her passenger. “Now, wasn’t that a tale worth the telling, Dizzy?”
“Sure, but did the townsponies ever find those missing horns?”
Trixie smiled and faced forward again. “Hmm. Trixie doesn’t know. They were still missing when Trixie left town. And Trixie hasn’t been back there since ...”
“Oh. That’s too bad.”
“Well, it’s been a few years. Trixie is sure they’ve found all those horns on their own by now. Oh! Here’s a good place to stop.”
She turned to the side and pulled the wagon into a clearing that bordered the road. The grass was thick and tall, reaching up to Trixie’s withers. 
“Um, I don’t think this is such a good idea,” Ditzy said. She lifted into the air, then perched on the wagon’s roof. “All this thick grass is probably full of ticks.”
“What kind of greenhorn do you take Trixie for?” Trixie said as she unyoked herself. “She knows about ticks, thank you very much. Behold!” 
She turned and faced Ditzy. Her horn flared. A wave of telekinesis washed over her body, from her head back to her rump, then down to all four hooves. Then she smiled at Ditzy. 
“Can you brush off those bloodsuckers half as well?”
“No,” Ditzy said. “Probably not.”
“Ha!” Trixie turned and trotted towards the tree line. “Now if you’ll excuse Trixie, she has a great and powerful need to visit the little filly’s room.”
Ditzy turned away from Trixie. She took a few deep breaths, then turned back. Trixie had disappeared into the trees. Ditzy took to the air and followed the trail of trampled grass Trixie left, until she reached the tree line herself. 
“Trixie?” she called out, hovering above the grass. “There’s something I really need to tell you before we travel together any further.”
“Trixie is a little busy! Can it wait?”
“Probably not.”
“Then why didn’t you tell Trixie sooner?”
“I tried, but you wouldn’t let me get a word in edgeways!”
“You’re just jealous that Trixie won the conversation.”
“No, I … What?” Ditzy shook her head. “Conversations are not contests!”
“With that attitude, it’s no wonder Trixie bested you.”
“Whatever! Trixie, I may be putting you in danger just by being with you. I’m ... There are ponies hunting for me.”
“Trixie certainly hopes so! Aside from your weird eyes, you’re not a bad-looking mare.”
Ditzy dropped her face into her forehooves. “Not like that! They want to lock me up, not date me.”
“Their loss! So is that all you were worried about?”
“What do you mean, is that all?”
“Well, Trixie’s rather more familiar than she’d prefer with getting chased out of towns by angry mobs. And angry wives. And angry husbands. Word of advice, Dizzy: don’t mess around with married ponies. It’s just not worth the extra headache.”
“That ... that is beside the point. That isn’t even in the same solar system as the point!”
“Well, then, Dizzy, what did you do or allegedly do to make these ponies want to throw you in the slammer?”
“Not jail. A padded room. They think I’m mentally ill.”
“Really?” Trixie stepped out of the trees and into the clearing. She looked up, studying Ditzy’s face with such intensity that she scrunched her nose. Then she turned away. “Hmmm. Trixie doesn’t think you’re crazy.”
Smirking, Ditzy turned back towards the wagon. “And you know all about crazy.”
“Trixie knows all about a lot of things!”
The tips of the tallest blades of grass whipped Ditzy’s hooves as she sped back to the wagon. She paused upon arriving, glancing back and forth between her prior seat in the wagon’s door, and the reins and yoke, lying on the ground. Ditzy descended and pushed her head through the yoke. 
“Hey!” Even though she was some hundred feet away, Trixie’s shout was still loud enough to make Ditzy flinch. She trotted closer. “Just what do you think you’re doing, Dizzy?”
“Pulling the wagon?”
Trixie was now close enough that Ditzy could make out her scowl. “Are you implying that Trixie can’t pull her own wagon by herself?”
Ditzy lowered her head slightly. “I just wanted to help with—”
“Are you implying that Trixie needs help?” Trixie was now close enough that neither pony needed to raise their voice, and she continued to come closer.
“Mental help, maybe,” Ditzy muttered under her breath. She continued in a normal voice, “I’m just trying to do a favor. ‘A burden shared is a burden lessened,’ right?” 
Trixie leaned forward, breaking the sanctity of Ditzy’s personal space. “On the contrary, ‘If you want something done right, you’ve got to do it yourself.’”
“Darn it, Trixie!” Ditzy raised her head and leaned forward quickly. Her nose mere inches away from Trixie’s, she said, “Normal ponies would appreciate a break from pulling a load like this!”
“Trixie is not a normal pony!”
Ditzy bit her tongue, but a hint of laughter still escaped her nose as a snort. “I’m not touching that one,” she said, smiling.
Furrowing her brow, Trixie took a step back. Then she rolled her eyes and sighed. “Fine, be that way. But you won’t be able to pull it half as far as Trixie could, she’s sure of that.”
She walked halfway to the wagon, then returned to Ditzy, levitating a bundle of rags and towels. “The yoke is too loose on you. You’ll get nasty blisters if you try to pull it like that.” She stuffed the rags and towels between Ditzy’s neck and the yoke, until it fit snugly and rested against her shoulders.
“Ready?” Ditzy said.
Trixie climbed into the wagon and called out, “Hi ho, Dizzy, away!”
Ditzy pushed forward, but nothing happened. 
She adjusted her stance and pushed again, harder, but the wagon still refused to move.
“Problem, Dizzy?”
“Third time’s the charm!” Ditzy called back. She took several deep breaths as she adjusted her stance once more. She pushed again, throwing her entire weight against the yoke. Just as she began to fear that her legs would give out, the wagon creaked and rolled forward. 
Once it was in motion, Ditzy found the wagon much easier to pull. It rolled still more easily when she got it back on the path. The weight was comparable to an overpacked saddlebag—not pleasant, but bearable.
Ditzy’s snoot tingled, a faint sensation she would have ignored if she hadn’t also noticed a pink aura appear at that precise point. Both the light and the tingle swept over her, across her back and down to her hooves. Then the telekinesis dissipated—the entire sweep had lasted one second or so. Ditzy blinked.
Guess I don’t have to worry about ticks now, she thought.
Trixie was turned to the side, humming to herself as she filed one of her forehooves. But when she saw Ditzy looking back at her, she set down the file and faced forward. 
“Dizzy, tell Trixie a story!”
Ditzy sighed. “Now?”
“Of course now! It’s a great way to take your mind off repetitive labor like this.”
“Huh. That’s a good point.”
“Or we could sing a song, if you prefer.” Trixie threw her head back and belted at the top of her lungs, “Don’t turn your back on me, baby! Don’t turn your back on me, baby—”
“That’s okay, that’s okay,” Ditzy interrupted. “I’ll tell a story. Just give me a bit to think of one ... Okay, I know the one.”
“Great!” Trixie sat on the wagon floor, grinning and bouncing slightly.
“So, this one year at band camp, I got to be bunk mates with Carrot Top. Two weeks into camp, she tells me—”
“Who’s Carrot Top?” Trixie interrupted.  
“My best friend back then. We were classmates in Ponyville.”
“What’s she look like?”
Ditzy glanced back. “I’m telling this story.”
“And Trixie is listening to this story. Trixie can’t follow it if she can’t picture it in her mind. So if you don’t give some details, Trixie will assume that Carrot Top was some kind of purple octopus.”
Ditzy chuckled. “No, she was an earth pony. Pale orange-ish. Carrot cutie mark.”
“Got it.”
“Anyway, two weeks into camp, she said to me, ‘Hey, Ditzy, did you hear about the haunted lake outside the north fence?’”
“Where and when did this conversation happen? At night, while you were roasting s’mores? In the middle of band practice? Roasting s’mores in the middle of band practice?”
“It was in the cabin, when we were supposed to be sleeping. So I answered ...”

“... So we burned the canoes.”
“How many?” 
“All of them. Over twenty.”
Trixie shivered. Ditzy smiled, in spite of the soreness in her neck and the aches in all her legs. In between heavy breaths, she continued, “I sifted through the embers and ashes, to make sure all the sigils of Kaza-raa’s eye were truly gone. And, thank Celestia, they were. The nightmare was over.”
“Did anypony ever find those missing saxophones?”
“Nope. Mrs. Keys had to buy replacements. That’s why Carrot Top and I didn’t get bigger medals. Oh, yeah, we earned medals for solving that mystery. I should’ve mentioned that.”
Ditzy trotted on for a few seconds, breathing heavily and saying nothing. 
“That’s it?” Trixie said. “That’s the whole story?”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
“Hmm. Well, Dizzy, that story was adequate. Trixie wasn’t bored by it.”
“Wow, thanks.” Ditzy rolled her eyes, then turned her head to get a better look at her surroundings.
This region of the forest was much older than the one from this morning. The trees were taller and thicker, their canopy denser. The time was only late afternoon, but it felt like twilight with how few of the sun’s rays reached the ground. The only underbrush hugged the sides of the dirt road.
Ditzy looked again to the side of the road, and her eyes widened. “Oh my goodness, oh my goodness ...” She dug her hooves into the ground and flapped backwards with her wings, and the wagon ground to a stop.
“What are you doing?” Trixie said. “Are you stopping for a break?”
“Look at that!” Ditzy pointed into the woods, then pulled her head out of the yoke.
“You realize, of course, that Trixie won? She pulled the wagon twice as long as you did!”
“Whatever.” Ditzy rushed off the road and stopped at the base of a tree. Placing one hoof on its trunk, she turned back to Trixie. “You see this?”
“It’s a tree,” Trixie deadpanned. “We’re in a forest, which has no shortage of trees.” She climbed down from the wagon.
“This is a special tree.” Ditzy gazed up, into the tree’s branches. “We’re in a primarily hardwood forest, but this,” she said, tapping the trunk, “is a pine tree. Specifically, a brushy-brushycone pine.”
“And what’s so special about—” A loud crunch interrupted Trixie. She looked down to the source of the sound: a large pine cone was partly crushed beneath her hoof.
“That’s what’s special.” Ditzy picked up the cone, held it up to her nose, and inhaled. A heady aroma—both woody and nutty at the same time—filled her nostrils. She continued,  “These babies are edible. And not just edible—they’re really healthy, they taste great, and they’ll stay fresh for months!”
She extended her hoof, offering the cone to Trixie, who grabbed it with her telekinesis. Ditzy zipped back to the wagon. Trixie sniffed the pine cone, then scrunched her nose and turned away. Ditzy returned, carrying her saddlebag. 
“Trixie remains unconvinced that these pine cones are really edible.”
“Your loss,” Ditzy said, snatching the cone and stuffing it into her bag.  She then scoured the ground, grabbing every pine cone she could find.
From the corner of one eye, Ditzy saw Trixie standing still, presumably watching her. Then, Trixie levitated one pine cone that Ditzy had somehow missed. Delicately, she broke off a few scales between her teeth, and she chewed. Trixie’s face softened.
Ditzy turned to face her, and their eyes met. Trixie hastily swallowed, and said, “Well, this isn’t the worst thing Trixie’s ever eaten off a forest floor.”
Ditzy smirked, then looked back up into the canopy. When she glanced back, Trixie had taken a second bite.
Ditzy reared and bucked the tree. The trunk swayed from the blow, and a few needles and branches fell.
“Well that’s mean,” Trixie said around a mouthful of pine cone scales. “What did that tree ever do to you, Dizzy?”
“There are a bunch of cones up in the branches, ready to fall off,” Ditzy said. “If I can buck them down like this ...” She struck the tree again, harder. Still, no cones fell. “... it’ll be easier than flying up there and pulling them off, one by one.”
Trixie looked up into the canopy and took another bite of the pine cone. Ditzy trotted to the far side of the road and faced the tree. She lowered her head, snorted, and charged. As she passed Trixie, she lept and spun in midair, to face away from the tree. The crack of her rear hooves against the trunk echoed through the forest for a few seconds. Still, the tree did not yield any cones.
Ditzy muttered to herself, “Stupid tree, if you were a cloud I would just ...” She landed and turned to Trixie. “Hey, you’ve got stronger legs than me, apparently—”
“Of course.”
“Can you try bucking the cones down? Or maybe if we both bucked it at the same time ...”
“Trixie has a better idea.” Her horn flared. Dozens of points in the tree’s canopy glowed pink, and a chorus of snaps sounded and went silent. Ditzy raised a hoof to shield her head as pine cones rained down.
“Now how do you like that, Dizzy?”
“That’s great, thanks!” Ditzy resumed scooping cones into her saddlebag. 
“What?!” Trixie shook her head. “No, don’t you realize? This means Trixie is better than you!”
Ditzy raised one eyebrow at Trixie, but didn’t stop collecting cones.
“You couldn’t knock down the pine cones! Trixie did it on her first try!”
Ditzy stuffed another hoofful of cones into her bag.
Trixie stamped closer as she continued, “Anything you can do, Trixie can do better! Don’t you understand it? Doesn’t it just eat away at you, to realize how outclassed you are?!”
Ditzy didn’t even look at her as she said, “No.”
“Aaaargh!” Trixie kicked and stamped the ground as she vented. “You are the most impossible pony!”
“I’m impossible?” Ditzy whipped around to face Trixie. “I’m impossible?! Why, you—”
“Trixie can pick up these pine cones better than you! Behold!” She flared her horn, and all the remaining pine cones levitated in a field of pink magic. “How do you like them pine cones? Get the bag, Dizzy!” Her eye twitched once as she pressed the cones together, into a ball about five feet in diameter. Then, she pushed the ball against the opening of Ditzy’s saddlebag. “You’re lucky Trixie’s here, otherwise this would have taken so much longer to ... um ...”
The mouth of Ditzy’s bag was only one foot across at its widest point. The five foot ball of pine cones was obviously not going to fit.
“What a pity,” Trixie said. “Your bag is full.”
Ditzy rolled her eyes, grabbed a single pine cone from the mass, and placed it in the bag. Then she grabbed another, then another. 
“You see,” Trixie said, “this just proves that ... that ...” Trixie tilted her head and stared. “How are you doing that?”
Ditzy had already stuffed half the mass of pine cones into her bag, and continued packing them steadily. “It’s just a matter of how you pack them.”
“That bag is only one cubic foot at the most! Putting that many pine cones in there should be impossible!”
“I am impossible. Remember?”
“But ... but ...”
“Really, Trixie, with that attitude, it’s no wonder you can’t do it.”
Trixie groaned and turned away. “It’s Trixie’s turn to pull the wagon! As soon as you’re done playing with pine cones, we’re leaving.”
“Just a minute more.”
Trixie was already yoked by the time Ditzy returned. As she started pulling, she said, “It’s Trixie story time! Which do you want to hear, Dizzy: the tale of how Trixie vanquished the cloud gremlins of Griffin Pass, or the year Trixie saved Hearth’s Warming Eve?”
“Saving Hearth’s Warming? How did that happen?”
“Trixie wouldn’t believe it either, if she hadn’t done it herself! You see, it all started on a dark and stormy Arbor Day, when Trixie came to a lakeside town named Lakeside Town—”
“How big was the lake?”
“Trixie was getting to that! ... Townside Lake was pretty big. Not a great lake, but a pretty good one. Trixie was looking for a place to camp for the night ...”

“... And that’s why amending laws in the Equestrian government is so darn complicated.”
“What?” Ditzy said. “That has nothing to do with the story you were telling!”
“Yes. Trixie was testing to see if you were paying attention.”
“Why?”
“And you passed.”
“That’s just great, Trixie. Meanwhile, back here in Equestria, I’m still wondering—”
“Oh, this looks like a good place to camp for the night!”
Trixie pulled the wagon off the side of the road, behind a thick stand of oak trees and bushes. There was a convenient patch of leaf-covered soil, mostly free of rocks, on the other side. When Trixie stopped the wagon, the burbling of a nearby creek could be heard.
“Yes,” Trixie said as she unyoked herself. “These trees will shield us from any unfriendly eyes on the road. And there’s running water close by. Don’t you agree this is an excellent spot, Dizzy?”
“I guess.”
“You guess? Do you have a better place in mind, then, hmmm?”
Ditzy hopped down. “I dunno. I’m not used to camping with this much stuff,” she said, waving a hoof at the wagon. “Normally I’d just sleep in a tree.”
“Well, you’re lucky to be traveling with the Great and Powerful Trixie, then!” Trixie hooked her foreleg over Ditzy’s shoulder. “There will be no sleeping on tree branches for the duration of this trip, Dizzy! We may be in the wilderness, but we don’t have to leave all the comforts of home behind us.”
“Uh, thanks.”
“Of course,” she said, leaning closer to Ditzy, “the comforts of Trixie’s home are much nicer than the comforts of your home—”
“I’m gonna get some firewood!” Ditzy said. She slid out of Trixie’s grasp so quickly and smoothly that Trixie found herself draping one arm over open air. 
Trixie fell and landed on her side, leaves crunching and twigs snapping beneath her. “Trixie meant to do that!”
Ditzy searched the forest floor, grabbing fallen branches and tucking them under her wings. She happened upon a cottonwood tree and stopped to examine it. Thankfully, the trunk was free of any black marks. And behind it was a dead pear tree that was still standing. Five minutes of bucking later, she had enough wood to keep a fire going several hours. It took her a few trips to get it all back to the campsite, and by then Trixie had already arranged some stones into a fire ring. As Ditzy dropped off the last of the wood, Trixie drove a curved metal stake into the ground just outside the fire circle. 
She hung a cast iron pot from the stake, then turned to Ditzy. “Trixie’s in the mood for stew. How does that sound, Dizzy?”
“I—”
“Glad you agree! Stew it is.”
Ditzy stamped a hoof. “I was trying to say, I haven’t had a warm meal in two weeks.” She stepped closer, staring straight into Trixie’s eyes. “I would be delighted.”
Trixie didn’t blink. “Trixie will chop the vegetables, then.”
“I’ll start the fire.” Ditzy piled up the kindling: first the dry leaves, then the twigs and inedible pine cones, then the thickest branches and logs on top.
“Why are you fussing so much over the logs?” Trixie said, telekinetically chopping a green onion in midair. “It’s just a fire, not an art piece.”
“I’m maximizing the airflow. A good fire needs good airflow.”
Ditzy grabbed the knife and flint from her saddlebag. She held the stone between her forehooves, against the kindling, and grasped the knife in her mouth. But before she could strike the flint, a pink spark appeared from nowhere. The kindling burst into flame, and Ditzy yanked her hooves back just in time to avoid burning them. 
Trixie faced the side, chopping some potatoes and humming to herself. 
Ditzy spat out her knife. “Thanks. Starting a fire with a flint is a real pain.”
Trixie chopped the potatoes faster and hummed slightly louder. 
“So ...” Ditzy said. “Looks like I finished my part first ...”
“Trixie is finished!” The knife in Trixie’s telekinetic grip flew so fast that it practically vaporized the final potato. She spun around and flung the chunks into the pot, hard enough to splash water over the side. “Ha!”
Ditzy extended a hoof to stop the pot’s swaying.
Trixie plopped a ladle into the pot and began stirring. “So, Dizzy,” she said, “you strike Trixie as quite knowledgeable about roughing it. How long have you been doing this?”
“Oh, most of what I know, I learned from my parents. Mom and Dad were big on wilderness survival. We’d go camping several times per year. And when I turned thirteen, we started going on trips where we brought almost nothing. Just living off the wilderness.”
“That sounds miserable.”
“Heh. I guess I wasn’t into it nearly as much as Mom and Dad were.”
“Ah, yes.” Trixie nodded. “Parents not seeing eye-to-eye with their children—a familiar story.”
“Oh, it wasn’t that bad. ... Wait, did you have disagreements with your parents?”
“Of course not! Trixie had the best, most supportive mother in all of Equestria...”

Twenty-three years ago ...

“Your mom loves you more!”
“No, Trixie loves you more!”
The voices carried, even over the idling airship engines. All along the jetty, the other waiting passengers couldn’t help but stare at the two shouting unicorns.
“Your mom loves you ten times more than you could ever love her!” The mother was dark blue, and she wore a tuxedo and top hat.
“No, Trixie loves you a hundred times more!” The daughter, still just a filly, wore a purple wizard hat and matching robe.
“Oh yeah? Well, your mom loves you a hundred thousand million times more!”
“And Trixie loves you infinity times more!”
The mother stepped back and spoke in a stage whisper. “Curses! Infinity times more. Dodger can’t top that!” Affecting an elaborate bow, she said to Trixie, “Well met, daughter of mine!”
Trixie squealed and kicked her front hooves. Dodger spun on her hooves and trotted away. As she ascended the gangplank towards the waiting airship, she called back, “You know what your mom is going to do when she gets home? She’s going to have another daughter, even better than you!”
“Oh yeah?” Trixie replied as she, also, turned away. “Trixie is going to pass all her classes and get even better grades than you ever did!”
She trotted, then galloped, back to Celestia’s School For Gifted Unicorns. She got all the way to her dorm room before any tears formed in her eyes.

“It’s done!” Trixie produced a pair of bowls, ladled soup into them, and hoofed one over to Ditzy. 
Ditzy held the bowl in her forehooves and quirked an eyebrow. “You know I can’t actually use this, right?” she said, nudging the spoon.
“Oh! Let Trixie help!”
The spoon, glowing with Trixie’s magic, scooped a large chunk of potato. Before Ditzy could react, it rammed itself into her mouth.
“I—” Ditzy tried to speak around the mouthful, but Trixie took the opportunity to stuff some carrot and onion slices between her lips. Trixie smiled, and Ditzy glared as she chewed, slowly. 
Finally, Ditzy swallowed and tried to speak once more. This time, she was prepared. “Tri—” Again, the spoon rushed towards her open mouth, but Ditzy swatted it to the side with one forehoof. “Darn it, Trixie, what is wrong with you?!”
“What do you mean, what’s wrong with Trixie? You’re the one who just knocked your spoon into the dirt.”
“Because you were trying to feed me like some kind of baby!”
“Well, Trixie isn’t going to let you use her spoon. Trixie doesn’t think our relationship is that close yet.”
“For Celestia’s sake, I don’t even want to use your stupid unicorn utensils! I can eat by myself!” 
Ditzy lowered her snout into the bowl and grabbed a mouthful of vegetable chunks. “See?” she said. Then she chewed and swallowed. “Wait, what was that you said about—”
“Trixie doesn’t talk with her mouth full!” She scooped a heaping spoonful into her own mouth and chewed in silence. 
Ditzy shrugged and resumed eating her stew.
Around the two travelers, the forest darkened. Thick trees blocked the horizon and hid the setting sun, but signs of the late hour were all around. Outside the fire’s circle, shadows lengthened and deepened. A whine in the ears heralded the arrival of the dusk-feeding mosquitoes. Shortly after, bats began their rounds.
Ditzy finished her last bit of stew. “Hey, Trixie,” she said.
Trixie quickly shoved another spoonful into her own mouth, then shrugged at Ditzy. 
“How do you want to do the sleeping arrangements?”
Trixie waved a hoof while she chewed as fast as she could. Upon swallowing, she answered, “Oh, Trixie has a very comfortable bed. You’re more than welcome to sleep on it.”
“Not what I meant.” Ditzy shook her head. “What about taking watch? I mean, I think these woods are safe. But since there’s two of us, we might as well take turns keeping an eye out.”
“That would be a lovely idea, Dizzy, if you were traveling with anypony besides the Great and Powerful Trixie. However, she has a much better alternative. Behold!” Trixie’s horn lit up, and a wave of magic spread outward as a circle along the ground. It continued spreading until its glow was barely visible in the dark forest.
Trixie turned back to Ditzy, smiling. Then she put a hoof to her forehead and said, “Oh, right. You couldn’t see anything since you’re not a unicorn.”
Ditzy stifled a laugh and raised a hoof to cover her mouth.
Trixie continued, “What you didn’t see was a proximity alarm. If anything larger than a raccoon comes within a hundred yards of us, we will know.”
“Nice!” 
“And the entire forest will know, too.” 
“What?”
“It’s not a very subtle alarm.”
“I see ...” Ditzy said. “And what if we get visited by another unicorn who knows a counter-spell?”
“Then …” Trixie raised her hoof dramatically. “Then, um …” Her hoof wavered a bit, then her face fell. “Stupid logic,” she grumbled, then raised her voice. “Well, Dizzy, how do you normally keep unwanted visitors at bay when you sleep in the woods?”
Ditzy shrugged. “I sleep in a tree.”
“Well.” Trixie turned away and stared into the woods for a few seconds. Then she spun back around. “Dizzy, a crazy thought just occurred to Trixie! Perhaps we should take turns keeping watch tonight.” 
Ditzy rolled her eyes. “Gosh, Trixie, do you really think that’s necessary?”
“Oh, Trixie thinks we’re alone in these woods, but since there’s two of us … You know, better safe than sorry.”
“You talked me into it. Two hour shifts?”
“Trixie gets the first shift!”
“Sounds good to me.” Ditzy lifted up and flew towards the wagon.
“Dizzy, you are still welcome to sleep on Trixie’s bed.”
“Thanks, but no thanks.” Ditzy landed on the wagon’s roof and laid down. Folding her legs beneath her body, she closed her eyes.
“Dizzy!” 
Ditzy’s eyes snapped open. She looked down, and was greeted by a glare that could have bored through granite. 
“Why aren’t you sleeping in Trixie’s bed?!”
Ditzy sighed. “It’s not your bed, it’s me.” At that, Trixie’s expression changed from indignant to puzzled. Ditzy continued, “Look, I’m sure it’s really comfortable. More comfortable than my bed back at home, of course, and definitely more comfortable than this roof. It’s just, I have this mental thing where I can’t get a good night’s rest if I’m in a small space or too close to the ground. I need to be elevated.”
“Oh. Is that some pegasus thing?”
“Twelve percent of all pegasi, maybe.”
“Trixie sees.” She disappeared into the wagon. 
Ditzy laid her head back down and closed her eyes. Something fell on her head, soft but surprisingly heavy. It was a large pillow. 
Trixie called up, “That’s double-stuffed with genuine goose down. Trixie imported it at great expense from the Frozen North. Does that meet your standards, Dizzy?”
The pillowcase was the same shade of blue as Trixie’s coat, and it bore a picture of a magic wand—the same one from Trixie’s cutie mark. Ditzy’s head sank into it quite comfortably as she laid back down.
“Thanks” she said. “This is very nice.”

“Dizzy. Dizzy!” 
Ditzy jerked her head up and looked all around her before she remembered where she was. She looked down at Trixie. 
“Dizzy, it’s your turn to take watch.”
“Okay, okay.” She stood up and grabbed the pillow. “Did you want this back?”
“Trixie certainly does.” She caught the pillow in her telekinesis and climbed into the wagon. As she went, Ditzy noticed for the first time that the other side of the pillow—the one that had faced down while she was sleeping—bore a portrait of Trixie, with the smuggest smile imaginable. Ditzy rolled her eyes.
After the wagon’s door shut, Ditzy lifted into the air as quietly as she could and made a circuit of the camp. The campfire was completely extinguished—the only illumination was the moon’s faint light. Although the pink glow of Trixie’s magical alarm was still visible in the distance, as well.
The cottonwood tree from before was within the alarm’s circle, so Ditzy went to examine it again. She rubbed its trunk with her hoof, then placed her ear to the trunk and listened. 
“I’m not even sure what I should be listening for ...” Ditzy muttered. She slipped her forehoof into the trunk and felt around for about a minute. After pulling back out, she examined the fine powder coating her hoof. The powder was a distinct blorange color. “Very good, very good.”
She passed the rest of her shift alternately circling just inside the magic alarm and perching atop the wagon. Finally, the two hours ended. 
Ditzy gave the wagon door three quick knocks, and the door immediately opened. Trixie’s mane needed a good combing, and she had dark bags under her eyes.
“Is it Trixie’s turn again, already?”
“Afraid so.”
“Good! Trixie couldn’t sleep.”
“Sorry to hear that.”
“Trixie forgives you.”
“What?”
Trixie climbed down from the wagon before turning back to Ditzy. “You had no trouble sleeping when Trixie was on watch. How did you do it?”
“What?”
“Is it because you trust Trixie’s skills as a watchpony enough to banish all worries from your mind ... but Trixie can’t reciprocate?”
Ditzy raised one hoof to her forehead. “I’m not even sure what you’re asking ...”
“But that makes no sense, because you’re clearly a canny outdoorspony, so Trixie should trust you! No, it’s something else ...”
“Have you had problems with insomnia before? There are herbs to help deal with it.”
Trixie stepped forward and grabbed Ditzy’s shoulders. “Never before, Dizzy! Not before Trixie met you.”
“We just met today.”
“No, Trixie thinks she knows. Tell me, Dizzy, how do you put it out of your mind?”
Ditzy flared her wings and pushed Trixie’s hooves away. “Put what?”
“Don’t you remember how much better Trixie is at telling stories? Knocking pine cones out of the tree? Starting fires? Pulling the wagon? Why, half the time you pulled the wagon, Trixie was using her magic to help you—didn’t you notice?!”
“What? Is that all? Is that what this is about?”
“See? See?” Trixie waved one forehoof in the air, gesticulating for the benefit of an audience that only she could see. “Trixie is obviously better than you, but you ... you ... don’t even care! Why don’t you care, Dizzy?”
“Why don’t I care about pulling wagons and shaking pine cones?” Ditzy shook her head, hard, and snorted. “Why do you even care about any of them?”
“Because how else is Trixie supposed to justify her existence, if not by comparing herself to others and coming out on top?”
“Maybe by helping others? Spreading Friendship and Harmony? Raising children?”
Trixie turned to the side, raising her head and closing her eyes. “Please. You sound just like my philosophy teacher.”
“Uurrgh. Fine, here’s another angle. You see this?” Ditzy turned her whole body to the side and pointed one hoof at her haunch. “You see my cutie mark? Does it look like a mark for shaking pine cones or pulling wagons?”
“No. Just bubbles.”
“Right. So—”
“What is that a mark for?”
“That’s not important right now.”
“Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself, Dizzy. Your cutie mark is important to you, and Trixie cares about it as well.”
“Well of course it’s that kind of important.” Ditzy waved one forehoof to the side, as if to swat away the extraneous topic. “It’s just completely irrelevant to this conversation—”
“Trixie thinks it’s relevant!” She punctuated that with a hoof stamp.
“No, I’m not—”
“Trixie’s made her decision. This conversation will not proceed any further until you tell Trixie what your cutie mark means.”
“But—”
“You won’t believe how obstinate Trixie can be.” Trixie’s brow was furrowed, but there was a hint of a smile on her lips.
“Fine! It means I’m really good at blowing bubbles! Happy now?”
“You’re lying.”
Ditzy glared and snorted once more. 
Trixie continued, “If your mark were really that mundane, you wouldn’t have tried to hide its meaning from Trixie in the first place. What does it really mean?”
Ditzy continued glaring. With one hoof, she dug a line in the ground, but her tone was even when she spoke. “The bubbles symbolize fragility. I’m good at protecting fragile things.” Under her breath, she added, “Like your ego.”
“And now you’re being overly vague.” Trixie breathed a dramatic sigh. “But Trixie supposes it will do for now. You may proceed.”
“Anyway …” Ditzy stamped and stopped digging. “I have my special talent and I’m very good at it. Maybe I’m not the best in the world at it, or maybe I’m the only one in the world with this talent, who knows? But I’m good at it, and that makes me happy. So I don’t need to prove myself to anyone, and certainly not by pulling pine cones or shaking wagons.”
“That’s an ... interesting outlook.”
“So how about you, Trixie? What does your cutie mark mean?”
Trixie angled herself, displaying the magic wand on her haunch. “Oh, this old thing?” She waved one forehoof at it, for the benefit of the cognitively impaired ponies in the audience that only she could see. “It represents, Anything you can do, Trixie can do better.”
“For crying out loud, Trixie, were you even listening to me?!”
“Trixie caught the important parts. She’s great at everything, remember, Dizzy?”
Ditzy muttered under her breath, “Not at getting my name right, apparently.” 
“What was that?”
“I said, if you’re so great, Trixie, why can’t you get my name right? It’s Ditzy, not Dizzy!”
“Oh, uh, Trixie knew that. She was deliberately saying it wrong to get on your nerves.”
Ditzy stared, slack-jawed, at Trixie. 
Trixie circled in place, with quick, light steps that were almost, but not quite, a dance. “And apparently it wo-o-orked! Trixie was beginning to worry that you didn’t notice ...”
“For the love of Celestia, I thought us pegasi were supposed to be the annoying, competitive ones! But you are the most competitive pony I’ve ever met!” Ditzy felt the urge to wave her own hooves around for the sake of Trixie’s imaginary audience, but she refrained.
Trixie completed her circle. “Oh, you’re too kind!” she said, batting her eyelashes. 
“That ... wasn’t a ...”
Trixie placed a hoof to Ditzy’s lips and smiled. “Shhhh. Trixie knows exactly what you mean.” 
Ditzy pushed the hoof away. “No, I don’t think you do.” Something about Trixie’s smile made Ditzy’s stomach knot up, but her stomach refused to tell her brain why.
Trixie placed her hoof on the ground, then took one step closer. “So, Dizzy … You’re not married, are you?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“Oh, Trixie likes that answer …”
She kissed Ditzy.
Ditzy’s entire body tensed. Her eyes bugged open, staring into the blue face that was entirely too close. She screwed her eyes shut for a few seconds then reopened them, confirming that she was, indeed, locking lips with this strange unicorn. The wet warmth of Trixie’s lips against her own, the light scratching of Trixie’s hooves on the back of Ditzy’s head: these felt entirely too vivid for a dream. And Ditzy didn’t hallucinate. 
Her lips were completely limp, but Trixie didn’t notice, if the way she slurped Ditzy’s face was any indication. One of Trixie’s hooves crept down Ditzy’s neck, to her shoulder. Then her telekinesis gently squeezed Ditzy’s rump, and Ditzy unfroze.
“Gaaaaaah!” She flared her wings and shoved Trixie away, kicking her forelegs in the air.
Trixie didn’t react to the shove until she fell on her back. “Ooof!” She looked at Ditzy with half-lidded eyes and said, “Wow. Was it good for you, too, Dizzy?”
“What was that? Where did that come from?”
“Oh, there’s plenty more where that came from ...” Trixie said as she stood back up.
“No!” Ditzy snorted and beat her wings a few times. “I barely like you, Trixie, and I sure as hailstones don’t like you like that!”
Trixie continued smiling. “So you admit you do like Trixie ...”
Ditzy buried her face in her forehooves and groaned.
Trixie’s smile wavered but didn’t completely disappear. “Dizzy, dear, you’re sending Trixie some very mixed signals ...”
Ditzy raised her head. “Then maybe this will be clearer: if you ever try to kiss me again, I will buck your teeth out.”
“What?” Trixie’s face fell. “But ... Trixie thought you wanted ... But those things you said to her ...”
“I was arguing, not flirting!”
“There’s a difference?”
Ditzy raised one hoof and opened her mouth, but no words came. She put her hoof down and shook her head. “That’s it. I give up.” She flapped her wings and rose into the air. “Congratulations, oh Great and Powerful Trixie, you won another conversation! Now I need some sleep. Wake me up in two hours.”
Trixie watched, stunned, as Ditzy disappeared into the oak canopy overhead. “But ...” she said quietly, “... it doesn’t feel like Trixie won.”
She grabbed the pillow and waved it in the air as she called up, “Wait, don’t you want Trixie’s pillow?” 
“No!”

The chirping of a bluebird, and the dawn’s light on her eyelids, woke Ditzy. She blinked her eyes a few times before bolting upright, completely awake. She had slept for much longer than two hours.
“Oh sleet oh sleet oh sleet,” she muttered under her breath as she descended to the lowest branch in the canopy and looked down at the camp. “Trixie, if anything happened to you, I’ll never forgive ...”
Nothing seemed out of place in the camp. The wagon stood in the same place, and the fire circle had not been disturbed. Ditzy scanned the area until she saw Trixie, sprawled halfway through the wagon’s open door. From this distance, Ditzy couldn’t tell if she was breathing. 
Ditzy’s mind whirled. Was Trixie merely sleeping ... or knocked unconscious, or worse? Was the undisturbed camp a sign that nothing had happened last night ... or did the perpetrators hope to ensnare their victim’s traveling companion as well? 
Ditzy didn’t enjoy jumping at shadows, but this paranoia was the only thing that had kept her out of ... 
Trixie yawned and rolled to her side.
Ditzy rolled her eyes as she spread her wings. She glided to the ground, her hooves crunching on leaves as she landed, but the sound didn’t wake the sleeper.
“Hey,” Ditzy said. “Trixie.”
Trixie flicked one ear and mumbled, “Whaaa...”
“Trixie!”
“I’m awaaaaake!” But her bleary eyes said otherwise as she turned to face Ditzy.
“Trixie, you were supposed to wake me up after two hours. Shifts, remember?”
“Trixie remembered. Trixie just ...” She yawned. “... wanted to make it up to you.”
Ditzy quirked an eyebrow. 
Trixie continued, “Trixie doesn’t make ... mistakes. But she does occasionally make slip-ups, especially when she’s working off incomplete information. And, Ditzy, what Trixie did last night was certainly a slip-up.” She yawned again. “And to show that she is the moooooost contrite pony, Trixie kept watch the rest of the night so you could sleep.”
“Wow. Umm ...”
“You’re welcome. Besides, Trixie didn’t ...” Once more, she yawned. “... couldn’t get to sleep.” She laid her head back down on the floor and closed her eyes.
Ditzy moved one hoof, and a twig snapped beneath it. Trixie’s head also snapped up. “Time to get moving! We’re wasting daylight ...” Slowly, she climbed down from the wagon, and just as slowly she trotted towards the empty yoke. “Trixie will ... pull the ...” Her head dropped, and she stood still.
“Yeeeeaah ...” Ditzy said. “I’m gonna go wash up first.”
She flew away, in the direction of the stream.
A minute later, she returned. “Um, Trixie?”
“Humunumanuma ...”
“Can you turn off that alarm spell?”

	
		2. The next day I discovered that the fortune teller told me lies. 



Trixie opened her eyes and glanced around the interior of the wagon. Nothing seemed out of place. She closed her eyes again and rolled over in bed. Unfortunately, on this side of the bed, the late-morning light through the open door was much too bright, even with Trixie’s eyes closed. She mumbled and pulled the bed cover over her head.
Trixie’s eyes snapped open. She was not supposed to be sleeping. She kicked off her covers and bolted to the door.
The wagon was parked in a very large clearing. The dirt road was a gash through the clearing’s center. On either side, the breeze pushed ripples and waves across the tops of the tall, yellow-green grass. Trees surrounded the clearing on every side—the youngest of these swayed and rustled in the wind. The sky was cloudless overhead.
On the nearest edge of the clearing, Ditzy leaned against a tree—doing something, but Trixie couldn’t see what.
Trixie climbed down and trotted towards her. She spoke under her breath as she went. “Trixie’s good, Trixie’s great, Trixie’s powerful. Trixie’s good, Trixie’s great, Trixie’s powerful.”
As she got halfway there, she could see what Ditzy was doing: the pegasus was reaching into a hole in the tree’s trunk. Then Ditzy, noticing Trixie’s approach, pulled her foreleg out of the tree and waved.
“Trixie’s good! Trixie’s great! Trixie’s powerful! Anything they can do, Trixie can do better!” As Trixie closed the distance to Ditzy, she raised her voice and said, “Oh, Dizzy! You take Trixie to the nicest places!”
This produced the desired effect: Ditzy stared back and said nothing. Except the look on her face was ambiguous. Was this canny, well-traveled pegasus surprised into silence by Trixie’s words, or had she judged them and found them too stupid to merit an answer? Regardless, it was too late to back down now.
“So,” Trixie continued, “where is this lovely clearing we’ve found ourselves in? ... Actually, is it a clearing or a field? It’s just large enough that it could be either, right?”
Ditzy found her voice. “I dunno.” She spared a glance at the tree, then turned back to Trixie before continuing, “And we’re still heading south. If I read the map right, and we keep the same pace as yesterday, then we should reach Baltimare before sundown.”
“Of course Trixie can keep the same pace!” She flicked her head to the side, to make her mane fall just so. “So, what’s so interesting about this tree, Dizzy?”
“What tree?”
“The one you were hugging while Trixie was walking over here. Trixie isn’t blind.”
“Oh.” Ditzy turned to look back at the tree. “It’s a cottonwood. It’s interesting because you don’t see many of them this far east.”
“Interesting enough to hug?”
Ditzy smirked. “We all appreciate trees in our own way, Trixie.”
Trixie mentally filed that away in her One-Liners to Use Later folder. “You sure know a lot about them,” she said. “Are you some kind of expert?”
“No, not really.”
“Oh, don’t be so modest. What’s that tree?” Trixie pointed at a thick tree to the left.
“Umm ... a ... hardwood tree?”
Trixie blinked. 
Ditzy added, “A big one.”
“Trixie sees. And what about that tree?”
Ditzy stared intently at the tree in question. “Hmm ... I got nothing.”
Trixie harumphed. “Some expert you are.”
“I’m not an expert! I just know a few trees that are relevant to my interests.”
“If you say so. And what, precisely, are your interests?”
Ditzy stared at Trixie for a few seconds. “I need to go.” She lifted up and flew back to the wagon. 
Trixie watched her go, then turned back to the trees. Her gaze fell on the cottonwood tree, and her brows furrowed. She circled the tree, examining every inch of the trunk up to the canopy. When this visual inspection did not find what she was looking for, Trixie cast her telekinesis up and down the trunk. “Hmmm ...” she said as she trotted back to the wagon. 
When she got there, Ditzy was bent over a sheet of paper with a quill in her mouth.
Trixie cleared her throat and asked, “So, what words of wisdom are you leaving for future generations?”
Ditzy looked up, wearing a quizzical expression. “Oh!” she said. “I’m just writing a letter to my parents.”
“Oh, Trixie is the best at writing letters!” She snatched the paper and quill from Ditzy. She wrote as quickly as she could, calling out as she did, “Dear Mrs. and Mr. Dizzy’s Mom!”
“Hey!”
“Your daughter is a great kisser! You should be proud of her!”
Ditzy leaped into Trixie, tackling her to the ground. “Give that back!”
“Oh my goodness, she can’t keep her hooves off Trixie! Trixie must go now! Love, The Great and Powerf—”
Ditzy shoved Trixie’s head into the ground and snatched the paper out of her telekinesis. She zipped into the air, landing on the wagon roof. 
Trixie stood back up and shook the dirt out of her mane. She looked up at Ditzy. 
Ditzy stared at the letter, a slightly confused expression playing across her face as she read Trixie’s additions. She looked down at Trixie. 
Their eyes met, and they both said in unison, “What is wrong with you?”
Neither broke eye contact. Trixie, however, levitated the quill up to Ditzy and placed it behind her ear.
Ditzy quirked an eyebrow. “It’s your turn to pull the wagon,” she said. “It’s the only way we’ll make Baltimare by sundown.”
“Of course!” Trixie spun dramatically and trotted over to yoke herself. “Are you ready, Dizzy?”
Ditzy landed in the doorway. “Hi ho, Trixie, away!” she called.
Trixie turned in her yoke to glare backwards. “You’re not allowed to say that!” But she started trotting anyway.
She kept silent as the wagon pulled onto the road. Ditzy resumed writing her letter. 
When they passed into the shade of the forest, Trixie loudly cleared her throat. “So, Ditzy ...” 
Ditzy’s head snapped up.
Trixie continued, “About that tree from before ... What’s the real reason you were so interested in it?”
Ditzy sighed. “Look, sometimes you just can’t explain—”
“Trixie isn’t blind. She saw you sticking your arm through a hole, up to your shoulder.”
Ditzy’s eyes widened. “Excuse me one second,” she said just before bolting into the wagon. The noises of furious packing came from inside, then she emerged with her saddlebags on her back. “Continue.”
“Going somewhere?”
“Maybe.”
“Anyway, when you left, Trixie looked at that tree again, and realized there was no hole in the trunk.”
“Maybe you—”
“Trixie examined every inch of that trunk. Trixie used magic to look for glamours or any other concealment. If there were any hole, Trixie would have found it. There was nothing.” Trixie looked back, mustering up her most curious and least confrontational face. “How did you do that?”
“Ummm ...” Ditzy tightened her saddlebag straps. One of her eyes pointed to the sky, and the other looked at Trixie. 
Trixie unleashed her puppy dog eyes. Trixie was the best at puppy dog eyes.
Ditzy sighed. “Cottonwood trees can dig outside of normal space, into other dimensions. Unfortunately, this makes the cottonwood a suitable bridge for monsters from those other dimensions to enter Equestria.”
Trixie furrowed her brow. 
Ditzy continued, “But when they do, it leaves distinct signs. So I was sticking my hoof into a higher dimensional hole to look for those signs.”
Trixie trotted a few seconds before saying, “And?”
“What?”
“That’s some great patter—I love the bit about higher dimensions. But how do you actually pull it off?”
“How do you stick your hoof into anything?” Ditzy rolled her eyes at Trixie’s snickering, then continued, “I just kind of ... reach over there, you know?”
Trixie gave a dramatic sigh as she turned forward again. “Fiiiiine. Every illusionist is entitled to her secrets. Trixie won’t pry.”
“What.”
“But why didn’t you tell Trixie you were a prop magician? And a good one, at that! That was a clean solid-through-solid illusion, and you did it like it was nothing!”
“What are you oh! Oooohhh ... Well, I—”
“And you’re so modest! ... Well, Dizzy, Trixie is no stranger to the small stage herself. Would you be interested in joining her show? Perhaps you could even get co-billing, depending on how much material you bring.”
Ditzy unstrapped her bags and set them inside the wagon. “Eh, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I don’t ... no, I barely have any stage experience.”
“Everypony has to start somewhere. What else can you do, besides the leg-through-a-tree illusion?”
“I guess I can ... teleport. And do a vanishing act.”
“Good, good. You’ll have to show Trixie when we get to Baltimare.”
“Yes.” Ditzy pulled the paper and quill out of her bag and resumed writing her letter.
Trixie thought about her unfinished story from yesterday. It was the story about saving Hearth’s Warming, but she couldn’t remember where she left off, no matter how much she racked her brains. But there was a more efficient way to figure it out. She cleared her throat loudly and said, “So, to pick up where Trixie left off yesterday ... There Trixie was, on top of Mt. Brushmore. Sister Winter drew her icicle rapier and said to Trixie—”
“She said,” Ditzy interrupted, “‘Revenge is a dish best served cold! And all shall feast on it, after I’ve had my way with Equestria!’ Yeah, you already told this bit, remember? You left off at the part with you and Uncle Tannenbaum trapped in the sinking submarine.”
“Of course!” Trixie smiled slyly. “Good to see you were paying attention. So, Uncle Tannenbaum turned to Trixie and said ...”

“... and everypony agreed it was easily the third-best Hearth’s Warming, ever!”
“Only third best?” Ditzy said. “What were the best ones?”
“They’re stories for another day. Oh, and before you ask, Nestor the donkey replaced all the missing horn-rimmed glasses.”
“Good to know.”
Trixie said nothing as she continued trotting. After rounding a curve in the road, she telekinetically grabbed her map and examined it. The map said they were very close to Baltimare, but Trixie still had not noticed any signs of civilization. She returned the map to Ditzy’s side, then stopped the wagon.
“Dizzy, dear,” Trixie said as she unyoked herself, “how good is your vision?”
A groan came from behind her. Her heart sinking, Trixie remembered her traveling companion’s eye condition and realized, too late, just how her question must have sounded. She turned around and met Ditzy’s harsh gaze with a smile. “Because Trixie needs some reconnaissance!”
“Oohhh.” Ditzy’s expression softened. 
“Be a dear and fly up to see how much further we have to Baltimare.”
“Got it!” Like a gray bolt, Ditzy took to the sky. She rose and rose, until she was merely a dot, visible between the tree branches. Just as Trixie’s neck began to ache from following her, Ditzy descended. 
“About a mile more to the outskirts,” she said.
“Great!” Trixie said. “It’s your turn to pull the wagon.”
Ditzy squinted. 
Trixie rolled her eyes. “What? Now you decide you can’t pull it?”
“I had to twist your leg to let me pull before, or do it while you were knocked out cold. And now you’re just letting me do it? What’s your angle?”
“Oh, that. It’s better if potential future audiences see the Great and Powerful Trixie being pulled in her carriage, rather than doing the pulling.”
“Why, exactly?”
“Glad you agree!” Trixie pushed past Ditzy, into the wagon, and closed the door.  A second later, the door reopened, and the familiar bundle of rags hovered out, landing on Ditzy’s back. Ditzy shrugged and yoked herself. 

The forests abruptly gave way to flat farmland, with Baltimare’s suburban edges and urban center just visible over the horizon.
By the time the wagon rolled past the first farmhouses, it had been completely transformed. It was decorated on all sides with banners bearing pictures of Trixie’s cutie mark or her smiling face. The four corners all bore industrial-strength, magic sparklers—bright enough to shine visibly in the late afternoon light. And a phonograph cranked away, loudly playing what Trixie had called her theme music. Most of the album was instrumental music, but the song currently playing was the exception. Some stallion crooned—over an electric harp with a marked tremolo—about a fortune teller who may or may not have lied to him.
This transformation had the desired effect: a group of local ponies had already gathered beside the road to watch the wagon roll past. There were a few adults, their faces a mix of surprise and suspicion. But most of the gathered ponies were children, their eyes lit up with wonder.
Trixie, from her seat on the wagon, took all this in, but only from the corner of her eye. She never looked directly at them or acknowledged them in any way. She was in costume, after all. It was a larger version of her favorite outfit from childhood—a pointed hat and cape, both of royal purple with stars glittering in the sun’s light.
Ditzy, oddly enough, lowered her head and quickened her pace. She perspired, even more than she already was from pulling the wagon. It was almost as though the crowd were making her nervous.
As soon as they passed the farmhouses and the crowd, Ditzy stopped the wagon on a deserted patch of road between two wheat fields. “I don’t think I can do this,” she said. “This is not the sort of entrance I like to make.”
“Oh?” Trixie said. “What’s your style, then?”
“The sort of entrance where nopony even notices I’m there.”
“But that’s exactly what you are doing, Dizzy!”
“Oh, really? And all those ponies gawking at us—”
“Gawking at Trixie, not at us. They all think you’re just ... hired help. You might as well be invisible!”
“I’d still rather be invisible for real ...” Ditzy muttered. 
“Wow,” Trixie said. “You weren’t kidding about not having stage experience. Misdirection, hiding in plain sight—why, those are the most basic skills in our line of work. Trixie would have to be ... brainwashed or something before she forgot them.”
“Alright,” Ditzy said as she resumed pulling. “If you say we’re safe then I’ll trust you. But if you like the crowd so much, why don’t you say something to them? Keep their interest, you know.”
“Trixie already has their interest, with her resplendent attire”—she waved her cape dramatically—“and her demeanor. As a very wise philosopher said once, ‘I don’t want to be a member of any club that will have me as a member.’ You see, Dizzy, the only reason these gawkers even care is because Trixie is so aloof! If she were friendly, Celestia forbid, they’d turn on her in a heartbeat.”
“That’s incredibly cynical.”
“Cynical is just another synonym for true, Dizzy.”
“No, that’s stupid. Trixie, I don’t know what you’ve been through, but I actually have been betrayed by somepony I considered a friend. And it happened because I was being too sneaky, not too friendly.”
“Really? That sounds like a story Trixie would like to hear!”
“Ugh, no.” Ditzy snorted. “I don’t think our relationship is that close yet. And that story is all tied up in why everypony thinks I’m crazy.”
“You are crazy, Dizzy! But the good kind of crazy.”
Ditzy stared back at her.
Trixie continued, “If the ponies in white come along to lock you in a padded room, they’ll have to go through The Great and Powerful Trixie first!”
“Thanks.”
“So, Dizzy, what was your prior stage experience, anyway?”
“High school band.”
Trixie facehoofed. 
Ditzy added, “I played tenor saxophone!”

Trixie stepped out of Baltimare City Hall and spared a glance back at the Hall’s imposing Neo-Preclassical façade. Before, she had wondered how Baltimare could afford such a building. Now, as she regarded her new Public Performance Permit and her almost-empty purse, the answer to that question was obvious. Still, Trixie hummed an upbeat melody to herself as she tucked her Permit under her hat. 
She trotted down the road back to her wagon. To her right were a string of picturesque small businesses, tightly packed and well-maintained. To her left was a line of trees bordering a grassy park. A small herd of fillies and colts were loosely organized into a game of hoofball—a few of them paused to stare at Trixie. She permitted herself to smile, but her pace was uninterrupted. 
Adult ponies passed Trixie in the street, nearly all of them smiling and offering some banal greeting as they did. “Hello!” “Good afternoon!” “How ya doin’?” Trixie said nothing, but nodded slightly at each passerby. Excessive impoliteness could be almost as bad as excessive friendliness. 
Then one greeting, spoken in a harsh whisper, brought Trixie to an abrupt halt.
“Psst! Trixie! Hey, Trixie!”
The voice was Ditzy’s, but no matter which way Trixie turned, she couldn’t see her. Then Trixie looked up, just in time to see a gray blur falling on her.
“Augh—” A hoof covered Trixie’s mouth, cutting her cry short. There was a turmoil of flapping wings and wiry pegasus legs, then Trixie suddenly found herself free. She was surrounded by tree branches and leaves, and Ditzy stood in front of her, perched on a branch. Trixie bit back a shout of fright when she realized she was also on a branch, some thirty feet off the ground. 
She willed her legs to stop shaking, and with the most even voice she could muster she said, “My, Di-Dizzy, Trixie didn’t realize you were such a r-romantic.”
“Cut it out. There’s no time for that.” Ditzy pulled a poster from her saddlebag and hoofed it over to Trixie. “Look at this! I found it while I was hanging your posters everywhere.”
Trixie’s eyes widened. “Wow,” she said. “This looks serious. But can we talk it over back at the wagon, rather than in this tree?”
“Oh. Yeah, sorry about that.” Ditzy flitted forward and landed, crouching at Trixie’s hooves. “Climb on, and I’ll give you a lift back down.”
Trixie smirked and opened her mouth, but laughter overcame her before a single word could come out.
Ditzy looked over her shoulder and quirked an eyebrow. “What now?”
“Hahahaaaa … Dizzy, dear, are you quite certain this is how you want to get Trixie down from this tree?”
“Well, either we do it like this, or we do it the hard way.”
Trixie scrunched her eyes shut as she tried to bite back more laughter. “Snrk snrk! ‘Hard way’! Snrk!” 
Ditzy waited for Trixie to regain her composure, then said, “Look, would you rather just stay in this tree for the night?”
“Dizzy, Dizzy, stop and think about what you’re saying to Trixie. You’re waving your butt at her and asking her to climb on … Is that the signal you want to send?”
Ditzy’s eyes widened. Faster than the eye could follow, she spun on her forehooves, landing so she faced Trixie again. A furious blush spread over her face.
Trixie continued, “Because if you’ve changed your mind since last night, Trixie will gladly—”
“Nevermind!” Ditzy shook her head, hard. “Forget it.” She marched forward and grabbed Trixie’s forehoof with one of her own. 
“Oh, my, Dizzy, you’re so—”
Ditzy stepped to the side and pulled Trixie with her. She went to Trixie’s left ... but it was unexplainably wrong, a left that Trixie had somehow never noticed before. The air parted and Trixie was dragged through. 
Bright blue grass brushed against Trixie’s legs and flanks—the two ponies were now in a neon prairie stretching as far as Trixie could see. The sky was dull yellow, with a large black spot where the sun should have been. A metallic odor filled Trixie’s nostrils as she inhaled deeply. But before Trixie could say anything, Ditzy took another of those wrong left turns. The air parted once more, but Ditzy shoved Trixie through first.
Trixie stumbled and regained her footing, then looked around. She was back on that street in Baltimare. Other ponies walked down the street, paying no more attention to Trixie than they would pay to any other well-dressed, incredibly attractive unicorn. And Ditzy was nowhere to be seen, not even in the tree overhead.
Trixie shook her head, then galloped back to the wagon. Ditzy was already inside.
“How did you ...” Trixie closed the door. “What was that thing you did back there?”
“The hard way. It was either that, or let you climb on my back and never hear the end of it.”
“Wait, wait ... Is that the reason for this?” Trixie brandished the poster Ditzy had given her—a poster with a sketchy portrait of Ditzy and the headline Have you seen this mare? Ditzy read aloud the text below: “This mare is mentally disturbed, and poses a danger to herself and others. If seen—”
“‘If seen, do not confront her. Instead contact...’ blah blah blah.” Ditzy paused. “Yeah, I guess they’re connected.”
“Then why don’t you show them? Prove that you’re not crazy!”
“Oh yeah, show them that the pony they think is crazy also has unexplainable magic powers! I’m sure that’ll work.”
“Now who’s the cynical one?”
Ditzy sighed and sat down. “You got me. Still, I can’t stay here. We need to leave, now.”
“What? No, Trixie can’t leave!”
“But ...”
“But nothing!” Trixie pulled out her performance permit and showed it to Ditzy. “Do you know how much this cost Trixie? Too much! Those pin-headed pencil-pushers persist in pumping up the price of paperwork! Trixie ... Trixie ...” She hung her head. “She doesn’t have enough bits to get to the next city.”
“Oh.”
“Trixie needs to put on her show! Just a one-week engagement, then we’ll have enough bits to go anywhere in Equestria. Or maybe we could even book an airship and head overseas! Trixie’s always wanted to perform in Prance or Neighpoli or Saddle Arabia ...”
“But I don’t have a week, Trixie. Some of the locals recognized me, I’m sure of it! They were giving me funny looks as I was hanging up your posters. Not ‘Haha, what’s wrong with her eyes?’ looks, but nervous looks, like they expected me to bite their faces off!”
“Even so, it will take at least a few days for the hospital orderlies to get here from Manehattan. Maybe longer—I swear the Equestrian rail system makes no sense sometimes.”
“They won’t be coming from Manehattan. There’s a sanitarium right here in Baltimare. Those orderlies might be on their way here right now! Or maybe they’ll just liaise with the police to pick me up. That’ll be fun.”
“But there has to be something we can do!” Trixie paced, but the wagon’s interior was so small she could only walk a few paces before needing to turn. “You could hide in here all week! No. You could wait in the woods outside of town, and ... No, no. Trixie could make you a disguise for ... No! Aaargh! Trixie can ... You can ...” 
Trixie’s head lowered, and she sat down.
“Maybe ...” Ditzy said. “Would it be better if I just left?”
“No!” Trixie’s head jerked back up. “No no no no ... no ... maybe?” She sighed and traced a circle on the floor with one hoof. “You’re right, Ditzy. This is more serious than anything Trixie’s ever dealt with. Trixie doesn’t think she can help you where you’re going. She would only drag you down.”
“No, that’s not true. You’re—”
“I’m not good enough for you! You deserve better!”
Ditzy blinked. 
Trixie continued, “You’re somepony truly special. And your destiny ought to be bigger and better than I can give you.”
“But—”
“Go!” Trixie stamped. “Find your destiny! Find that place where you can fulfill your special talent without small-minded ponies questioning your sanity!”
“Alright.” Ditzy slung her saddlebag over her back and tightened the straps. “Trixie, these last ... Oh my goodness, has it only been two days? Still, I wish it didn’t have to end like this. I hope we can meet again, someday.”
“Ditzy! Before you go ...” She scratched at the floor again, then threw off her hat and cape. Stepping forward, she placed both forehooves on Ditzy’s shoulders. “Can we kiss, one last time?”
“Umm …” Ditzy looked away, her eyes independently flitting to every side, then she looked back at Trixie. “Yes.”
Trixie closed her eyes and leaned in towards Ditzy. When their lips met, Ditzy’s were far less limp than they had been during last night’s disastrous snog—but Trixie still felt ice in her stomach. She moved her hooves to massage Ditzy’s withers, and the pegasus squirmed slightly but kept all four hooves on the ground. 
She’s not into this, Trixie thought. She’s trying, Celestia knows why, but she’s just not into it.
Trixie pulled away, stepping backwards, and smiled. Ditzy smiled back at her.
Trixie threw a smoke bomb at the floor.
After about thirty seconds of coughing and wheezing and opening all the wagon’s doors and windows and waiting for the smoke to dissipate, Trixie could finally see again.
“What the—” Another coughing fit interrupted Ditzy. “What the hay was that for?”
Trixie spun to face her. “Why are you still here?! That was your cue to leave, you dummy!”
“Oh. Well, bye then.” She turned and bolted out the door.
“Stupid saxophone player,” Trixie muttered. “Wouldn’t recognize a stage direction if it bit her in the rump ...”
She picked up her hat and cape from where they had fallen and began examining them. Her first show was tomorrow night, so there was no time like the present to make sure her stage attire was spotless. She paused to wipe a tear from her eye—a tear from the smoke, of course. It had to be.
“Stupid pegasus. Stupid Trixie, for caring about you. Stupid mental hospital ponies for, for ...”
As Trixie trailed off, she heard her own voice in her head, repeating words from just a few hours ago: “If the ponies in white come along to lock you in a rubber room, they’ll have to go through The Great and Powerful Trixie first!”
Her hind legs buckled, and her rear dropped, landing on something rough and uneven. It was a burlap sack, and some of its contents cracked under Trixie’s haunches. With a scowl, she looked into the sack. With a harsher scowl, she leaped to the cabin door.
“Ditzy!” she called. “Get back here, you airhead, right now!” She waved the sack in the air. “You left your stupid pine cones back here! Ditzy! Ditzy!”
She called into the darkening twilight for about two minutes before her voice cracked. Trixie coughed, then in a normal volume, she continued, “Fine! Be that way, you dummy. Trixie will just have to eat all these pine cones herself!”
Trixie grabbed one cone and bit off half of it. After a few seconds of chewing, she flipped the burlap sack, dumping all the remaining pine cones onto the street. She stepped back into the wagon, locking the door behind her.

Night fell in the forest just west of Baltimare. Ditzy lay for an hour on a tree branch, tossing and turning. She had to snatch a passing cloud to use as a pillow before sleep came to her.

			Author's Notes: 
"Black Magic Woman/Gypsy Queen." | "Fortune Teller."
Of course, Ditzy did eventually find a place where she could pursue her special talent. See here for the rest of the story.
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