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         Brushing her teeth, and a hole has already been buried deep in her mind; it’s at the tip of her tongue, but her parents certainly did it. Not burying holes in her mind, but the last thing they did together: a tumbling carriage, a landslide by Mount Amplexus, when the rocks never ended; all they could do was shield her. When they found her, their forehooves were fatally wrapped around her, though now she can’t say what that actually was.








Hooves and wheels hit the road, pull a carriage along through the far-off frontier town, fancily named Oroseira. Sparse and dry, rocks and hidden caves everywhere, but what Ma and Pa said about her famous ancestor was that she hailed from such a place: the ever-pink Element of Laughter, eliciting smiles wherever she went, pulling others in for good times all the time.



“Mama, I wanna make ponies smile just like Pinkie!” Party Piece said to her mother just before the second-to-last time the hoof-wrap was committed in the family.



Though she was only ten at the time, it hit her mother like a pile of bricks, enough to make her cry tears of joy.








In the now, before she leaves, a couple can be seen through a cottage window. Cerulean and Stone’s Throw, Mr. and Mrs. Librarian, were said to have a baby just before Piece woke up. Midwife said that the foal had requested for something strange, instinctual yet foreign. Piece laughed when Midwife Scatter Light relayed it to her; babies don’t talk yet, silly. But they can laugh, and this baby does indeed laugh, tickled by a father over the shaking head of a mother too worried about the state of affairs.



Piece pauses to see what she’s waited for every time she leaves home for another village to liven up with her balloons and confetti, what shall pass between the peaceful lovebirds.



All is forgiven in a nudge, a nuzzle. Straight to a kiss, at the drop of a hat.



After such fresh affection, she’s able to share a parting glance with Mr. Librarian. Through the window, it’s the first time he doesn’t smile at her in years.








The griffon holdout of Galerie, usual haunt/first stop for the party-taker, always arranged by an excited outlier waiting by its pearly gates and its death-defying crags of nests against skyscraping rooftops.



“You’ve come to make with the happy magics?!” screams Gabbie.



Piece unlocks and unravels her wagon by the entrance gate: balloons topped up, streamers and confetti about to blow, and a wire array of pastries that stump the local bakers on how they’ve even fit inside that tiny little cart.



If your determination is unlimited, excuses don’t exist. That it isn’t a weekend nor a holiday nor anyone’s birthday nor death anniversary are prime examples of this. Festivities, decorated with the promise of free food and drink, can soften even the stoniest of griffon hearts; such has been Piece’s tried-and-true strategy.



For a while, it works, and frowns indeed turn upside down on those foreign beaks. And yet, a nail pricks in her mind’s hole, upon the hatching of an egg. There is much shaking of hooves and claws (mostly claws, how pointed they can be), thanking her for keeping some pinkened memory alive on an eaglet’s birth, but she’s naked. Feels naked; warmth’s all gone, but the mother and father nestling the newborn, plucking at the little one’s feathered head, swaddled in no clothes but in something much more natural.



Her heart throbs. Mumbles it to herself or attempts to, but it’s the tip of her tongue, always at the tip. Can’t ever say it. But it’s visualized in her head; she can clearly see them doing it to the young one they’re now calling Gabbie in honor of Party Piece (still keeping up the G tradition, she says to herself with an internal chuckle).



Like lightning, her hooves seize the closest victim, and she’ll shout out everything but the tip of her tongue.








Mud flings over her head, everything fortunately all packed up in her assaulted wagon. The dandy gentlegriffon must’ve not been used to sudden neck handling, but then again, so is the average griffon. Sudden grabs are the stuff of assassins’ legend, of cloak and dagger trickery, not… whatever she was supposed to do, to follow in her parents’ last hoofsteps.



Galerie’s down anyway; next up is a little pony town that’s just a bit bigger. Never mind that high-rise, balcony, and courtyard are foreign words to her neighbors; they are in great abundance here, of uptown opulence squeezed in with the rowdy, low-brow downtown crowd.



Piece has always loved a crowd.



Crank out levers, push several buttons, and say the secret password, and the wagon’s back up like nothing. In the middle of a jostling thoroughfare where carriages plow through like clockwork and alleyways as numerous as the stars, there must be thousands of souls present in her cone of vision alone. There must be some lucky birthday for some lucky birthday colt or filly, surely.



“Hey, you!”



And already, there’s some heckler in the nascent crowd, the party already of the tougher, mustachioed sort. This one in particular is muzzled with five-o-clock shadows and enough tattoos to ink a dragon.



A shaky smile creeps up. Never been shaken down before. “Uh, yeah, mister? Would you like a… a group…? A… wait a minute, a bear?”



“Group? Bear? Oh… by the look of your legs, you want a ~~~, don’t you?’



She blinks. That is the word. If the whole circle of scared citizens clump in on her, stretch their hooves out to her, and crush her without killing her, that’ll be it. Can even see some of the more fearful ones hunkering down, friends and family committing the act before her to protect their beloved.



The tongue of her mind is tied.



“Y-yes! I-I’m here to spread ch-cheer, just like Pinkie! I mean… I c-come here every day?! Don’t you know me?”



“Oh, we know you, but word spreads fast ‘round here.” A baseball bat’s taken out of his rugged bags. “Always thought you were a little… touchy, hm? Guess I know why, now… you are obsessed. Sick in the brain.”



“Wh-what?! N-no… th-that’s not what I am! I… I’m just…”



“Telegrams, girl! The griffons spilled out everything you said.” Bap… bap… bap. The bat bounces on his back, under trigger-happy control. “Mom and Dad got the short end of the stick, didn’t they? I got no psych major, but no wonder you’re so clingy. Heh… nothing too special ‘bout it, honestly… funny, though, that you can’t just say ~~~ today, huh?”



Shakes it off her mind, time to get out, pack up everything. “B-but why’re you targeting me?! I-I’m here to s-spread joy, just like my foremother before me!”



“Yeah, and did it look like Pinkie had daddy issues? History books said she never racked up hospital bills with a ~~~ before.”








Away from the angry mob of sticks, stones, and arrows sharpened to the atomic level, Piece only has the vast plains before her, of abandoned mud huts where antediluvians huddled together from predators, ran away, clutching each other for dear life before paws or claws snatch their spirits.



Death’s door. At least the act wasn’t murder, but being stuck on a hospital bed… at least the other half can still move, so the urban usurper told her. Generous for griffons to provide that crumb of knowledge.



But back to home, trudge back to the beginning of the troubles.








A tiny army cuts off her only way in. Pitchforks, torches, and rudimentary alchemy spells that can’t replicate a tenth of unicorn power. Her Earth pony strength should smash through the equine roadblock. But it’s the thought aimed straight at her that counts.



Lying prostrate, she licks the ground beneath them, facing down their helmets of crude iron and stone. Armed with a litany of pleas and promises she’ll never break—“There’s something wrong! I’m forgetting something! C-can you tell me… wh-what I did?! I know I did it to you… everyone one of you, s-so you could…”



“Galerie has informed us of your offense!” yells the chief guard, obscured by a metal mask. There is only its impassive expression, an artificially blank stare. “Party Piece, we didn’t know you could stoop so low!”



“It was… a-an accident! I… I wanted to know what it feels like again—“



“To seriously injure someone?! You gave the scare of their lives! We c-can’t let you endanger those creatures with… w-with your g-grabs! A-and… they said you were doing it to all of us?! That’s what the records showed! Are you mad?!”



“They’re not grabs, and you know it!”



And the rocky nothing-plains resound with her final declaration.



Vision and sanity clearing up, the masks re-appear on the whole roadblock, a stone wall against her entrance. A skip, hop, or jump wouldn’t do; a phalanx of spears guard against all but pegasi, a rare breed around these parts.



But her savior then arrives.



“Out of the way, out of the way!”








A formidable bunker six hooves under familiar dirt, Mr. Librarian’s trench-like shelter is lit up by only candles and a singular oil lamp, all in a semi-circle on his room-wide desk to facilitate navy-blue forelegs shuffling dictionaries and history scrolls around.



“Everyone’s noticed it, but… it’s mental, Party Piece. Given your history, you’d be the only one to know something’s missing.” His glasses reflect the pink inheritor’s teary eyes back at her “Mental, even spiritual… a curse, even…”



“A… a c-curse?!” Yearning to have and to hold, to hold on tight, never let go—“But Ma… Pa! I still remember… b-but do you remember wh-what they did wh-when the whole village found me?”



“Well, I certainly do,” he says, half-snotty; regret hits him square in the face. “But only because the records say so. Which is strange. I can certainly remember the landslide, seeing your caved-in carriage… s-sorry Party, I…”



I know I’m shoveling up some hard memories. Sorry about your mother and father…



“But that’s the thing, Piece. I can recall everything… everything but… b-but, I swear I know… look, just see for yourself!”



He shoves it up to her face, a scroll. It reeks of old-paper smell from ten years ago (so says the date), and it’s marked with crudely colored illustrations of the subjects in question. Data listed on a table on the timeline of her adoption into Oroseira, foster-cared by everyone, along with an incident report on the cause of her adoption:



Along Sourdough Path, by Mount Amplexus’s cliffs, 500 meters away from its peak, a landslide occurred, killing Party Piece’s biological parents, Chalk Cheese & Calcite Trigon. Party Piece survived, however, thanks to her being encased in a ~~~ by both her parents, preventing much of the debris from crushing the foal.








On the rocky road up to the peak of Mount Amplexus, cobwebs clog up her brain, only to disappear once the word’s out of her mind. Concentration’s only on the path ahead, on the artifact Mr. Librarian pinpointed based on some hidden legend. No name was indicated for it, just that the talisman was rumored to be hiding up there. Some stories claimed it had a mere disruption-type spell; others jotted out how it stood at the junction of a dozen alleged ley lines, so that any disturbance would shift local reality to the point that naked letters she would’ve understood just yesterday may as well be gibberish now.



Whatever it is, t must be destroyed. The almost-riot back at home, the revolting against her surprise choke-holds against the civilians, all done in the name of love, does not change that fact.



Passing by the death of two joys and the birth of another does not change that fact, even as her vision is suddenly watered.



“Come on, it’s just up here! I couldn’t believe they accidentally got this close to the cursed thing…”








Rock-climbing, just another thing her parents praised Pinkie about, or something along those lines. At least Piece is good at it, jumping gracefully from one jutting   formation to another, often having to pull her weight with Mr. Librarian in tow, huffing and puffing at the workouts he never got in his prime.



Up one final ledge, and high above a world gone mad, the wind mounting an offensive against their manes and tails, they peer into a pathetically shallow cave.



Fallen from its pedestal by the bones of long-dead guardians from decades or millennia ago, here lies the amethyst-encrusted talisman of her nightmares. Nary a trace of some special magical signature, without the scent of grave robbers or upturned soil or stones, it stands alone, untouched yet not unmoved.



So what, do we break it? It goes unsaid, but Mr. Librarian’s nod reads her mind.



The path to victory, to salvation, is trod. Overstep the bones and their forsaken armor, skulls crumbling into the wind just a meter away from her presence—Just g-go… l-leave before the rocks get to you too! We’ll… we’ll manage…



“Throw, what are you doing?!”



Her ears perk. No one else but Cerulean. Without looking, checking only the vibrations her tired, out-of-shape hooves are creating after daintily jumping from rock to rock, up the nature-born ramp.



She detects another set of hooves.



“Cerulean! Wh-why… why’d you bring Grist Mill?!”



“And leave my baby behind to the riot that our town’s become! Oh… and you, Miss Party Piece! You traitor and a coward!”



A sharp step forward and the talisman’s picked up, to turn around and see the poor soul. She is no monster; her portrait is that of an azure mane parting, the ocean waves leaving for low tide beside a foal’s tearful rivers.



“I can explain!” Piece shouts, holding the artifact high in the air, lungs coughing up for breath, trying to pencil back in the erased. “It’s… I w-want t-to… h-h… what do you do with your foal?! What do parents do with their foals?!”



“Huh?! What is this, preschool?!”



But Grist’s great cry pierces her ears, enough to make his mother wince.



“Honey, please… have you noticed anything odd today?! We… we c-can’t l-love like we used to! None of us can… and it’s because of that talisman!” Eyes bugged out, bloodshot even, indicative of reading nothing but the candle’s light the whole day. “Party Piece, you have to destroy it now! It’s the only way we can figure it out and save everyone!”



“Why, Throw, I oughta’—!”



Clank!








The fight lasts for an eternal minute. Breaking the metal treasure open, then breaking out into… tried to dust her mind, her soul, from the curse, but the moment her forelegs wrapped around Mr. and Mrs. Librarian, down to nuzzling them both, nuzzling them harder, rubbing their heads against each other, trying to feel against hope, warmth unending—



It hasn’t returned.



She foams, spelling it out. Can’t spell it, almost paralyzing herself, breaking down and falling off a cliff. Still hangs on to a ledge, her hoof stuck, unable to trace the letters out to veiled eyes (her own eyes, veiled too).



The final three seconds are a blur. A shouting match for the ages, of blaming the girl for everything wrong—harassing everyone for her own selfish gain, so goes the prosecutor, but Mr. Librarian…



The deed is done. He commits the act for his beloved.








Party Piece, we’ll be going to your tenth-times-removed cousins in Oroseira! There’s some rocks and mountains and mines… but I’m sure, with Pinkie in your blood, you’ll cheer them up just fine! Cupcakes, muffins, some good music and dancing… and ~~~~! ~~~~ are always good, you know?








How far they’ve fallen off the cliff, she doesn’t know. The clouds are still up above, but their bodies fall beneath rare noonday shadows.



Up the ledge, back on solid stone, her heart shatters.



A foal left behind on cold stone. 



A million hushes and pleas to make him stop crying do not work.



Can smell smoke a mile away; to the left, a grand plume of smoke rises from home.



There’s a mane here to caress, and his bulblike eyes only make her coo more at him. Nothing’s going to be alright, but she holds him close, holds him tight even as her mind threatens to break, her nose threatens to bleed, and as her heart skips a beat and dances without a rhythm, burning out in some heavenly ballroom, unable to resolve a new, lesser reality where her parents’ last deed can never be articulated.



She wraps, comforts, embraces the newly born oprhan in a
      

      
   
      Neighbors
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         "What?" Derpy looked up blinking from her attempt to shove the too-large package into the mailbox next door.



Golden Harvest ignored the mean little part of her that wanted to growl at the befuddled mailmare. "Mr. and Mrs. Hug," she said again, gesturing to the little house whose yard shared a picket fence with hers. "They're not home right now. They won't be home for the rest of the week, in fact."



Derpy did some more blinking, and the mean little part of Harvest whispered something about how Derpy's eyelids really ought to move from side to side. Harvest shook the whisper away and focused on Derpy saying, "But I didn't see a 'stop mail' notice at the post office."



All Harvest could do was smile and shrug and remove the sneer that the mean little part of her wanted to put in her voice. "Heartfelt said they'd be gone till next Monday, and I saw Tender loading quite a lot of luggage into their cart before they left yesterday." She sighed, trying to make it sound charmingly wistful instead of teeth-grindingly jealous. "They live such a romantic life, always going off on their trips..."



A grunt pulled her back from her thoughts about the energetic pursuits certain fit young newlyweds might be up to on a fine early evening like this, and she watched Derpy flapping mightily, her face scrunched and her front hooves dug into the sides of the giant package. Her efforts finally popped the crate out of the mailbox, and she collapsed to the sidewalk, sweat dampening her hide as the box dropped beside her with a metallic sort of clatter. "I, uhh..." Derpy gave a big, goofy grin. "I don't suppose you could accept delivery, then?" she asked.



Of course, the mean little part of Harvest immediately started crowing about how taking the Hugs' package would be perfect. It took Harvest a minute to breathe all that away and decide that it actually would be the neighborly thing to do. "Sure, I'll sign for it." She gave Derpy a smile that had her meaner self seething. "That way you won't have to lug it all the way back downtown."



"Hooray!" Derpy somehow got the package airborne again before crashing it onto the sidewalk at Harvest's gate. "Thanks, Carrot Top!"



Halfway down the front path, Harvest almost put a hoof wrong at the name, and the mean little voice inside her asked with a mean little snicker, If she's talking to me, shall I answer her?



"Oh, now, Derpy," Harvest said as cheerily as she could, pushing herself into motion again. "Just call me Harvest." At the gate, she clenched her teeth around the pen Derpy offered her and wrote Golden Harvest in big letters at the bottom of the sheet on the clipboard Derpy held out with her other wing.



"Thanks again, Carrot!" Leaping into the air, Derpy whirled and careened away down the street.



"It's—" Harvest started, then squeezed her muzzle shut rather than shout her name. A featherbrain like Derpy would never remember it anyway, and—



And that was a mean little thought. Harvest shook it away, stepped through the gate, lowered her head against the side of the box, and pushed it up the path to her front door. It rattled the whole way—not like broken glass, she was glad to hear, but with that same metallic clatter she'd noticed earlier. Maybe the Hugs had bought a wind chime for their back patio?



If wind chimes were made of anvils, the Carrot Top part of her muttered, but Harvest shook it away again before rubbing the little ache between her ears: it really was a heavy thing to push with one's head...



Ignoring her inner calls to crack open the crate now and see what was inside, Harvest spent the next several minutes working her hooves under the edge of the box so she could heft it up the little step onto her front porch. That called for a quick breather, then she bent her neck, huffed and puffed and shoved the thing up next to the door.



Which was as far as she was going, she decided. It had already been late in the afternoon when she'd glanced out the window to see Derpy trying to stuff this monstrosity into the Hugs' mailbox. With supper rapidly approaching, she went into the house, dug out the big red and white checked tablecloth she used whenever she and the Flower sisters had a picnic, and tossed it over the box.



"To keep the dew off," she explained quietly to Carrot Top's confused inquiry. That got her a silent but rude response, but she was used to such things after all these years: she shrugged, went indoors, and had a very tasty carrot and beet salad before going to bed.








A thump woke her, everything so dark, she figured the moon must be very low, maybe an hour away from dawn. No reason for things to be thumping and waking her, at any rate.



Silence filled the bedroom, and she was just closing her eyes, deciding that the thump had been the tail end of a dream—



When something else thumped. It was a familiar thump this time, though, the sound she knew from all the times she'd stumbled a hoof over the leg of that end table she liked so much even though it was ever so slightly too big to fit beside her sofa.



Which meant somepony was in her front room.



Shoving her blanket to the side and rolling to her hooves, she was bursting through the bedroom door and galloping down the hallway before the kinder, gentler part of her knew what was happening. Past the bathroom door and the kitchen, she could make out a shadow moving among her furniture, a pony-shaped shadow, the spot of light at its forehead telling her it was a unicorn.



She peeled back her lips, and a monosyllabic word for manure hissed out between her bared teeth. Leaping, she launched herself spinning from the hallway door and scissor kicked her hind legs through the spot where she felt sure unicorn's head would be.



A very satisfactory impact rattled her bones, and the manic joy pumping through her mind, body, and soul peeled her lips back even further into a grin part of her was glad she couldn't see. The unicorn's low grunt told her he was a stallion, and the way he didn't crash instantly to the floor told her he had some training.



The Golden Harvest part of her cringed inside, but outside, she nodded. She liked a little challenge now and again.



Unicorns, though, were trouble: best to put this one down quick. Bending in ways she knew she'd regret in a few hours, she hit the easy chair beside the fireplace with both forehooves, pushed off, and rebounded hard into the still-off-balance unicorn. Her inner self winced at what might've been bones cracking, but there wasn't time to dwell on it. No way was this guy working alone.



Which was when strong fetlocks seized her barrel, pulled her roughly into her hind legs, and squeezed her firmly backwards against a muscular chest. "We don't want any trouble, Ms. Harvest," a low voice growled into her ear. "We just want the box."



An earth pony stallion, the grip, the muscles, and the filthy stink told her. "Call me Carrot Top," she said, and flexing her hind legs, she flipped herself upward before the guy could adjust his grip. Keeping her shoulders fixed, she slammed her withers into his mouth and let gravity do the rest, crashing him heavily back onto the floor with her on top, another crack telling her that the impact had at least dislocated his jaw.



It also loosened his hold on her, and she pushed away, sprang for the front door, sure that a team like this would have a—



She flung the door open just as the expected pegasus was turning away from the nets, ropes, and grappling hooks attached to the gondola of the hot air balloon floating about three yards above the front lawn. This one was a mare, Carrot could see in the light from the street lamp, lashes plainly visible around her eyes, the only part other than her dark-green wings that didn't seem to be covered by her black skin-tight suit.



Those eyes widened, but Carrot was already aiming her front hooves at them, her rear hooves propelling her off the porch with enough force to meet the pegasus halfway. Her first strike rolled those eyes back in the mare's head, but Carrot wasn't willing to leave things to chance at this point: she managed to smack the pegasus four more times in the face before they hit the grass, and she once again made sure that she was on top when they hit.



"Amateurs," she muttered, grabbing the rope coiled at the mare's waist. Lassoing the balloon, she hauled it down, bound the pegasus in the nets under the gondola, then dragged the two from inside and tied them up the same way. Removing a few sandbags got the thing rising, and she watched it drift away into the darkness.



Inside, Harvest's little voice wondered if the three were going to be all right.



"Are any of us?" Carrot asked with a bark of a laugh.



She turned, headed back inside, and while she closed the door, she didn't bother locking it.








Stepping out into the late afternoon sunlight, Harvest smiled at the earth pony couple on her front porch. "Heartfelt! Tender! Welcome back! Do you have a wonderful time?"



Both the Hugs returned Harvest's smile, but the way their eyes kept darting sideways made Carrot give a little inner snort.



"We did," Heartfelt said, a little blush pinkening her dun-colored cheeks, and she almost sounded like a pony who'd actually had a wonderful time somewhere recently.



Harvest nodded. Heartfelt was definitely the better of the two when it came to this nicer part of the job. "Won't you come in?" Harvest asked, and since she truly meant it, she didn't have to fake any of her enthusiasm. "I'd love to hear all about whatever you'd like to tell me!"



Tender shuffled his light-blue hooves. "We don't want to keep you from your supper, Harvest..."



"That's hours away," Harvest answered, aiming the tiniest prod at Carrot to show her how this sort of thing could be done without even the slightest bit of meanness. "Still, I understand. You've just returned, after all, and must be tired. You can tell me all about the trip tomorrow or the next day: whenever you're feeling up to it." The little prod she got back from Carrot made Harvest add an extra layer of sincerity to her words.



"It's just—" Tender did some more hoof shuffling. "We, uhh..."



Heartfelt's mouth tightened, and Harvest sadly subtracted the extra points she'd awarded the mare just a moment ago. "We forgot about the box, all right?" she said quietly, her voice rougher. "We admit it. Is that what you want?"



"Me?" Harvest's shock and confusion, she knew, would've sounded entirely genuine had anypony been passing along the street at that moment. "Why would I want anything other than to hear about the wonderful trip from which my new neighbors have just returned?"



Carrot's grudging admiration for her use of the phrase 'from which' warmed Harvest's kind and gentle heart as did the honest embarrassment on Tender's face. "We screwed up," he said quietly. "We screwed up bad. We'll take whatever punishment you deem appropriate, ma'am, but—"



"Whatever punishment?" Harvest lowered her own voice, let the slightest bit of Carrot's growl come into it. "Did you actually just say that to me?"



Both the Hugs went completely pale, and it took some effort for Harvest to keep Carrot from fully bursting out right then and there.



Tender swallowed. "If that's what you deem appropriate, ma'am." And the real salty stink of his fear told Harvest everything she needed to know.



"Oh, you two!" Harvest giggled, stepped forward, and touched a hoof gently to each of their snouts in turn. "When you have multiple ops in play at once, it's vitally important to remember the little things. Fill out one 'stop mail' form, and you've got the protective power of Equestria's postal system working for you. Because you and I won't always be neighbors, you know." Turning, she grabbed the tablecloth in her teeth and pulled it away to reveal the crate underneath.



The wave of relief that washed over her from the Hugs was more than a scent. It was as if she could feel their tensed muscles relaxing. "Thank Celestia," Tender more breathed than said.



"No," Heartfelt said, and Harvest turned back to see the mare looking at her with her emerald eyes wide. "Thank you, ma'am."



Harvest giggled again. "You two are maybe the best agents I've ever trained," she said, and even Carrot didn't grumble at that. "So mark this down as another lesson learned and tell me you'll join me for lunch tomorrow." She clapped her hooves together. "I can't wait to hear what fun you had on your trip!"



Tender had already wrestled the crate up onto his back. "Wouldn't miss it for the world," he said.



All of Heartfelt's bubbliness had returned. "It's definitely a date!" She spun for the front walk. "Oh! Lemme get the gate, honey!"



As they headed down the sidewalk for their own gate, Harvest saw exactly what she expected to see: two nice young newlyweds. It was what she'd trained them to be, after all.



What Carrot had trained them to be, she hoped never to see...



Carrot silently and grouchily cleared her throat then and wondered about dinner. Harvest smiled and headed inside.
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         Lead Balloon was bored out of her skull. The middle age brown mare would rather been up in the sky flying on her wings, with the wind in her black mane. Instead she was immobilized in a bed, covered in bandages and in a partial body cast. Only thing that kept her sane was a radio playing soft tunes next to the bed.



For the time being Lead Balloon was stuck at home until she was healed. Her mind wandered from thought to thought until there was a knock on her door.



“Ah, who is it? Please come in,” she answered.



A beige color unicorn with a blood red mane and tail walked into the room and looked at Lead Balloon, “Yeah, you're a mess. How did you mummy yourself up this time?”



“It's pleasant to see you too, Rosewood,” answered the smiling older mare.



“Yuper! Ain't I a sight for sore eyes?”



“Yes you are. Despite your flippant attitude, I am quite pleased that you are here to keep me company.”



“No problem Leady. Brought a couple of books on record you might want to listen to. Got 'Daring Do and Watch Where You Land'. Also have brought 'Structural Analysis and Your Face'," she said with a grin.



Lead rolled her eyes, "Oh my. You are the joker are you not?"



"Hey, I know that I'm a barrel of laughs. Got your message and just brought the stories you asked for."



"Thank you my dear."



"How?"



"How what?"



"You know what," Rosewood replied, peeved.



"Oh yes. Well history has this tendency to repeat itself," Lead Balloon replied with a soft smile.



"Are you kidding me?"



"No, of course not. Will admit this time I was just taking my little colt for a ride. My lack of foresight to pay attention to the weather caused me to crash.”



“And burn! Sweet Luna's butt! He's okay I take it?”



“Of course. I made completely sure he had his pads and helmet on. Never went too far above the ground. Nevertheless a wind gust knocked me into a tree, while he landed in some bushes with a few scratches.”



“Yikes.”



“Indeed.”



“Fortunately Copper Tone was with us watching and making sure nothing too bad would happen. I'm not a complete...”



“Screw up?”



Lead Balloon huffed, “... fool, but yes.”



“I guess that stallion you married didn't turn out too bad, right?”



“He's an angel and I'm happy that we had Ruffle Tussle. Haven't seen my colt in a couple of hours. Is the poor dear okay?”



“Don't know. Your hubby just let me in before he went to work.”



“I see.”



Then the two mares spent some time together talking about this and that. Lead talked about her family and hobbies. Rosewood went into details about her life in the next town over. They both compared notes about their significant others. At the end of it they both had a lovely time.



“I'm going to head out now. You stay put and don't get into any more trouble.”



“Rosewood? Before you leave, I would appreciate it if you would see how my little Ruffle is doing.”



“Okay, sure. How is he taking your face flop?”



“I do not believe he is taking it alright. My colt is under the impression that he had some blame to share. He did not of course,” the older sighed.



“Alright, I'll check on him. See you later filly!”



“Be less of a stranger, dear.”



Rosewood put the record on the player, walked out of the bedroom and trotted through the house. The pegasus and her pony husband seemed to be doing well for themselves. The furniture was tasteful and homely. Walls seemed bright and earthy. The unicorn mare saw a couple of colt's toys laying about.



The mare exited to the backyard and spied a colt with yellow skin and a short black mane. He was on his back staring into the deep blue skies.



“Hey there Ruffle. It's me. You remember me?” Rosewood asked.



Sitting up Ruffle Tussle replied, “Oh yeah. You foal sat me a couple of times. Rosethorn?”



“Wood. Rosewood.”



“Okay. Uhm, you're here to look after me?”



“Yes, I mean no. Just wanted to see how you're doing before I leave. Your mom is in pretty high spirits, you know?” 



“Okay. Good.”



“How are you doing there champ?”



“Okay,” he answered after a pause.



“Just okay?”



He shrugged in reply as he laid back down on the ground.



The mare sat down next to him, “Anything in the skies you're looking at?”



He shook his head.



“You know that you had nothing to do with your mom saying hello to the world, right?”



“What?”



“Your mom's crash.”



“That's not true. I'm the reason she got hurt,” he said, annoyed.



“Ball-lone-y. Pretty sure this wasn't the first time she took you flying, right?” she retorted.



“Not in a long time.”



“Knowing her, she insisted in her prissy way. Don't blame her because I know she is pretty strong.”



“Really? I don't know.”



Rosewood gave a hearty laugh, “Please. I'm sure I have seen her fly your dad around and he's not light weight.”



“Oh, okay.”



Ruffle Tussle continued to stare at the sky as the colt seemed to be in thought. Rosewood laid on her back next to him and wondered what it would be like to have wings. She figured she could find a spell for that. She wondered how or what she could do to cheer the pony up.



“You know, your mom always had this reckless side of her.”



“But.. I should have known better!”



“It was some mother and son bonding. You enjoyed it, I bet.”



“Until she hurt herself. Mom is going to be stuck in bed for a month.”



“Yeah! Only a month. Modern medicine and magic are great!”



“I still feel bad.”



“Don't. This isn't the first time this has happened.”



Ruffle sat up a bit, “Really?”



“Oh colt, let me tell you a story...”



 o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~



Lead Balloon, your mom, always was a refined mare but sometimes thoughtless. She was an older teenager when she was tasked to watch me. I was around your age at the time and my parents had issues with me being alone by myself for a long period of time. Rightfully so I might add because I would find trouble without even looking. Would eat too much ice cream, break stuff on accident or start fights with other ponies looking at me wrong. This took awhile for me to grow out of. The mare did an okay job making sure I kept out of trouble.



Your mom would let me do things I wasn't really supposed to, but within reason if she supervised it. In hindsight maybe she shouldn't have let me do some of the things, but she believed that all ponies had to grow up sometime. Plus she was there to say no for the really stupid stuff, which was often. Lead Balloon was like a fun older sister I got to see once in a while.  She was the best of all the sitters.  



As I said, she could be thoughtless and at times she let her... uhm... heart led her. We were going to the park to play, the one near here, when she spotted your dad. Copper Tone wasn't married to your mom at the time and she didn't talk to him too much before then. I was still at the age where colts were still a bit icky to me. You are not icky Ruffle. Lead Balloon really, really wanted to get to know him better.



Cooper Tone was hard at work putting up a new swing set. Lead Balloon had this stupid look on her face. It's the one where all the mares swoon over a good looking stallion. Don't give me that face Ruffle Tussle! You'll find out soon in a couple of years. Your mom started to talk to your dad and it didn't go the way she wanted it.



“Hello there Cooper Tone. Is not a fine day we have here?” she asked, batting her eyes.



Half paying attention he replied, “Oh yeah. Uhm...”



“It is Lead Balloon.”



“Nice name. The sun is shining and I should be done here in an hour.”



“So, do you come here often?”



“Here? No, no. I'm just doing this job for a favor,” as he set up a heavy beam for the set.



“Oh, uhm, of course.”



At this time I chime in and say, “Lead, Lead! I want to go on the slide and launch off of it!”



“This is your daughter?” he asked, paying a little more attention.



“No, she's just a filly I'm watching. This is Rosewood.”



“Good to know,” your dad said as he continued on with his job.



I went and used the slide a few times as your mom tried to chat up your dad more. She wasn't having too much luck. Mostly because your dad is a responsible pony and knew how to focus on his work. Eventually I got bored and wanted Lead to pay attention to me. Got back over there when he decided to take a short break.



“Lead. Lead! Come play with me,” screeched like the little filly I was.



“Oh! Alright, I'll be with you in a couple of minutes.”



“No, now!”



Your dad just shook his head in amusement. Your mom was looking at your dad, and I could see gears start turning in her head. She suddenly had this goofy smile on her face. At this point I knew we were going to have some fun.



“Rosewood dear? How about I take you flying?” she asked.



“Really? Oh great!”



“Cooper Tone. If you allow me to entertain you on your break with my feats, I would be most pleased.”



Cooper just smirked, “Oh okay, that's alright. Just don't go nuts there Lead.”



Your mom gave the biggest goggle eyed smile I've seen in my life up to that point.



So she leads me to the slide and says, “Hop on my back Rose, please.”



Oh colt, I knew what was going to happen next! She was going to slide down the slide and launch herself with me on her back into the air. This wasn't the first time she gave me a ride, but this was the first (and last) time we were going to do it in style. Awesome I tell you.



Don't give me that look. Ponies do stupid things for uhm... love. Yeah love.



Anyhow, it happened as I predicted and we were up in the air flying around. Your mom did a couple of loops and spirals. Lead sped up and did a few tricks too. She was and is very athletic, because with a name like Lead Balloon you have something to prove. I was having a great time and pretty sure your mom and dad were too.



Your mom came in for a close pass, turned sideways and blew a kiss to your dad.  Stop making those gagging noises, colt!  Cooper started to turn beat red, I was rolling my eyes and Lead was laughing happily. 



Then she slammed her face into a random tree.



I was and am a magical unicorn who got into all sorts of trouble, and instantly teleported safely to the ground. Your dad? I'm sure he shit his pants (and maybe your mom too)? Again, awesome I tell you.



 o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~ o~



Ruffle Tussle continued to stare at Rosewood as he was shocked, “Did this really happen that way?”



“Oh yeah. Much I could remember,” the mare replied truthfully to the colt.



He shook his head to clear his thoughts. Ruffle sat up and stood as he stretched his limbs



“Are you feeling better there champ?”



“A little. Now I'm worried my mom is going to hurt herself again. I... don't want that.”



“Nothing you can do about it. Mean, not really. It was an accident and she might have another one. You are old enough to figure out that your old mom isn't perfect.“



Curious, he asked, “What happened afterwards?”



“Your dad and I made sure she was okay. Your mom wasn't really, but nothing permanent was broken. She is not the first pegasus to have a spill like that.”



“Okay, I guess?”



“Cooper Tone felt bad for her, even though this wasn't his fault. Silver lining to this was that he got to know you mom much better, they got together and you came along soon afterwards.”



“Okay. Thanks for the story. Are you coming back sometime?”



“Sure will, next week. What are you going to do in the meantime?”



“Check on mom and see if she needs anything.”



“Think she'll need something pretty soon. Bet her record is done and needs to flip it over.”



Ruffle walked to the back door as Rosewood asked one last question, “Did you learn anything today? Like anything about your mom or yourself? Maybe there are things outside your control?”



“Oh yeah! Think I understand why now she called me her favorite accident. This is because all the other times she messed up were bad, but I wasn't! See you later Rosewood,” he said with a laugh as he went inside.



Rosewood meekly waved and thought out loud to herself, “Not really the moral what I was aiming for, but at least this landing was walk-away-able.”
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