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		Description

Why is the league a secret.  Red hair is becoming increasingly rare in Equestria.  
Is it so wrong that ponies who admire scarlet tresses want to see filles like Apple Bloom thrive?  
Is it so wrong that their similarities cause Strawberry Sunrise to feel an almost maternal connection with Apple Bloom?
Is it so wrong that a few think she should only date colts a with whom her hair colour would be passed on untarnished?
Is it so wrong that there is a secret plot to change the hair colour of all the princesses?
Okay, maybe a few of those are wrong.  
Fine, most to all are wrong.
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		1  In Which She First Learns Of The League



Sweat caused  the sunscreen on her forehead to drip into Apple Bloom’s eyes.  It stung horribly.  She kept her hooves protectively close to her pupils.
Applejack kept warning her, “Don’t touch it.”
“I know, I know.”  Apple Bloom whined.  “Will you please hoof me the water canteen, so I can flush it out.”
“The canteens empty.  I, uh, drank the last of it four shakes back.”
Applejack looked around.  The nearest source of water was a hoof press pump in Strawberry Sunrise's yard.  AJ hesitated slightly, though concern for her sister eventually won out.  That and she didn’t want to be reminded that she passed on the no tears sunscreen in favour of a brand that was on special.
AJ pushed on her little sisters backside, leading her to the pump.  “It’s market day so maybe she’s not home.” 
“Who are you talking about?”  Apple Bloom asked.
Just that moment, Strawberry Sunrise came along from out back.  She was pulling her cart, taking baskets of her wares to market.
Looking her way, Applejack began pumping harder than she had meant to.
“Whaah! sis, that’s ice cold.”
In a moment, Apple Bloom was drenched.
Strawberry ran around her cart and grabbed a towel.  In moments she presented it to Apple Bloom, and even helped her dry herself. 
Applejack, why are you playing pranks on this cute little fily.
It was Apple Bloom that answered.  “This is my sister ma’am.  Sorry we used yer pump without asking.  I had sunscreen in my eye, and it stung.”
“Oh that’s fine sweetness.  I let ponies use my pump all the time.  In fact, the wells out front just incase anyone needs it.”
Strawberry Sunrise looked at Applejack, then at Apple Bloom, then back to Applejack.
“Something the matter!”  AJ drawled.
When next she spoke, Strawberry addressed Apple Bloom instead of Applejack.  “Did you say you were sisters?”
“Yes, ma’am.”  
There was no mistaking that their accents were similar.  
“But you’re so cute….”  Strawberry whispered so low AJ barely heard it.  In the back of her mind, Strawberry figured she must mean half sisters, or adopted sisters, or AJ was a paid ringer at the sister hooves social.
“What was that, you said?”
“Oh never mind; so where are you heading?”  
“We’re going to market.”  AJ answered, proudly displaying her cart filled with bushels of apples.  If Ms. Sunrise even had enough strawberries to fill a cart that big, there is no way she would have been able to haul it.  Stawberry turned up her nose slightly.  She didn’t want to make a scene, she just really didn’t like apples.
“Jealous, I see your harvest is a bit small this week.”
At this Apple Bloom kicked her sister.  It was a type of love tap which told Applejack to behave herself.  AJ understood why she deserved that.  Apple Bloom didn’t know this pony and up to now Strawberry Sunrise had been nothing but hospitable.  If only her sister knew what she thought about apples.  Seriously, how can any pony hate apples.
At this point, Strawberry Sunrise looked a little dejected.  She lowered her nuzzle.  
“No, my harvest is fine.  I usually take more, but I was getting hip pains for a while, and the doctor told me I shouldn’t carry so much.”
“That is such a shame.  Oh look at the time we better be…”
“If I help you then you can haul more.”  Apple Bloom declared.
Applejacks mouth hung agape.  A fly flew in and she didn’t react at all.
“Oh, no sweetness, I couldn’t impose like that.”  Strawberry insisted.
Apple Bloom just laughed.  “Don’t worry about it.  I’m getting real strong, just like my big sis. Why I bet I can put another fifty baskets on and haul it all by myself.”
“That would be amazing.”
“It’s no problem really.”
Applejack tried to argue, but Apple Bloom faced her.  “Aren’t you always saying we should be hospitable to our fellow ponies.”
Again Applejack tried to say something, but Strawberry cut in.  
“Hold on, I can’t just let you do this and get nothing in return.”
At this Applejack relaxed a little.
“So how about I pay you with two baskets of my best strawberries.”
“That would be great.”
Now AJ was pulling her hair.  
“Who doesn’t love strawberries?  They’re so sweet.”

Not much seemed to come of that odd day.  Sometime after Applejack arrived at market, Apple Bloom rejoined her.  She had her two baskets, and a new hair ribbon.  AJ didn’t ask about the hair ribbon.  She didn’t want to feel her family was indebted to an apple hater.
She worried that this might become a weekly thing, but the next market day Apple Bloom stayed with her sister.  Apparently Apple Bloom knew several ponies who would gladly haul a cart for even one quart of her delicious strawberries.  Strawberry Sunrise knew this and had many friends as well.  She was just too proud to ask.
A few days later, Apple Bloom was by herself.  Sweetie Belle had knitting club, Scootaloo was off with Rainbow Dash, and so Apple Bloom had to entertain herself.  
There was a knock on the trap door of the clubhouse.  Apple Bloom used a pulley to open the door from a distance.  That was something Scootaloo came up with, so that they could all sit at a desk like professionals while taking cmc cases.  
Into the tree house came Twist.  Twist had thick purple brimmed glasses, and a tangly mane of red.  She smiled at Apple Bloom.
They were close friends once.  They drifted apart, though not so far apart that Apple Bloom didn’t think she might come over just to play once in a while.  Heck, nowadays, it wasn’t strange for even Diamond Tiara to come play.  Apple Bloom greeted her, and Twist greeted back.
A while later, they were both trotting through town.  
“So what’s this place you want to show me?”
“I told you, it’s a surprise.”
“Well, can you give me a hint?”
“You want a  hint.  Okay.  When I first got my cutie mark, my dad told me I was finally grown up enough to be let in on a little secret.”
“A secret!”  Apple Bloom thought about this.  No secrets were revealed to her when she first got her mark.  The idea that it was tied to a cutie mark just made her feel that she had to know all the more.  They went into the ‘Quills and Sofa’s’ store, then to the far back.  
Twist lifted the mattress on a plaid display sofa, then lifted a trap door underneath, to reveal a secret passage way.
Now Apple Bloom was getting nervous.  She took a whiff of the air, it smelled like strawberries.  Cautiously she followed her friend in descending down the torch lit staircase.
When they reached the bottom, the area was dark.  They took two steps forward, before the lights went on.
There was a banner, which read “Welcome Apple Bloom”.  A bunch of ponies gathered around a table of baked goods called “Surprise.”  Some blew on party streamers.
“Oh my gosh!  Are you throwing me a ‘Cutecenera’?”
Everyone paused for a moment.  It was Strawberry Sunrise who answered her.  “No sweetness, were inviting you to join the Red Mane League.”
“The Red Mane League?  What’s that?”
Now that she thought about it, most of the ponies here did have red manes, not all, but most.  There was the obvious Twist, Strawberry Sunrise, Roseluck, a pony she didn’t recognize, Flim, Flam, Cherry Jubilee, Berry Punch and that pony with the braces.  A few ponies barely qualified, like Fluttershy’s mom, Mrs Cake, and Gloriosa Daisy.  Inexplicably, there was also Derpy, Time Turner, and Mayor Mare.
“Hold on a sec.  If you’re the Red Mane League, then what’s up with those three.”  She pointed to Derpy, Time Turner, and Mayor Mare.
Mayor Mare giggled a little, then lifted her bangs to show Apple Bloom the roots.    “I’m undercover.”
Apple Bloom giggled at that.  It seemed more pink when she exposed the secret as Gabby gums, but no, the Mayors hair was a brilliant titian.
Next Time Turner pulled her aside.  “I’m here because the league is sponsoring me in a scientific endeavour.   Look at this.” He grabbed a Cobb of corn from the buffet table.  “This corn is called peaches and cream.  If you count you’ll find that there is roughly 1 cream kernel for every four peach kernels.  I believe that understanding this is the first step to gaining working understanding of why only certain ponies with a red maned parent have red mane hair.”
Apple Bloom nodded, not quite getting it.
Flam whispered to Apple Bloom, “Don’t get to chummy with the doc.  With crackpot theories like that, his funding could get pulled any day now.”
She turned to Roseluck, who she knew a little better from town.  “So this is a secret club right?”
“Yes it is.”
“And we’re not allowed to tell anypony about it.”
Roseluck nodded.  “First rule of RML is you never talk about RML.  Second rule of RML is you never talk about RML.” 
“So you haven’t even told you’re closest friends about it.”
“Nope.”  Roseluck took a sip of her beverage.
“Not even Lily or Daisy?”
Roseluck did a spit take.  “I’m not joined those girls at the hip you know!”  
At that moment Daisy turned her head and started whistling.  The large red afro wig she was wearing slipped slightly.  She pulled it back on quickly, giving Apple Bloom only the smallest hint of the lime green hair underneath.  Maybe she should have bought a better wig.  The flower mare didn’t want to be seen in a wig store and had opted for the clown wig at a Nightmare Night shop.
Next she turned to Derpy, “Are you undercover too?”  She asked.
Derpy pulled up her bangs to reveal:  moment of suspense  She really is blonde.
“Derpy found our hideout, so we made an exception, and let her join.”  Twist explained.
“Okay” 

In the time that followed, they ate, drank, played twister, and taught Apple Bloom more about the league.  They didn’t answer the questions she really wanted to answers to, like why does the league exist? And do they want anything from her?  They told her what they felt it was appropriate for a child member to know, like the secret password to get discounts at Sugarcube Corner.
The last thing Apple Bloom did was take a dessert from the buffet table.  
“You really put out this big spread just for my welcome party.”
“Not quite sweetness,” Strawberry explained.  “We have buffets all weekend, and hot lunches on regular days.”
“Oh, uh should I pay a club dues?”  This made her a little worried.
“No, It’s free to all members.”
Apple Bloom reached for the apple pie, almost by instinct.
“I made all the baked goods myself.”
“You made an apple pie.”
“Well,” Strawberry Sunrise blushed.  “I woudn’t usually, but I thought you might like it.”

Apple Bloom thanked twist again before she left.  “It’s gonna be hard not telling the girls about this place.”
Once she was gone, Time Turner asked Strawberry Sunrise, “Did you use it?”  He was referring to a drug she had requested.
“Yes, I put it in the apple pie.”
“How did you know that no other pony would eat apple pie?”
“I don’t care if they do.”  She laughed.
Daisy went tense.  She had taken a big bite of apple pie herself just before overhearing those two.
“That drug,” said Time Turner, “will cause ponies to have allergic reactions to apples.”
“Non-lethal allergic reactions, I know what I’m doing here.  Trust me my darling, in a few months that adorable filly will be calling me momma.”

	
		2  In which She Takes A Sick Day



All was peaceful, quiet, and serene.  The most gentle of summer breezes made a slight whistling noise as it passed through the branches, tenderly kissing every leaf.
ACHOO!
The leaves exploded from the tree, as a sneeze of cartoonish magnitude blew a section of it completely bare.
“What in tarnation!”  Applejack declared.
She ran towards the tree, and examined it.  There was a wooden ladder, ascending upward.  A small filly tried to hide when she realized what had happened, but there wasn’t enough foliage to conceal her.
“Dang it Apple Bloom, this is one of our best cider producers.”
“Sorry sis, I didn’t mean to.”
“I know, I know, but if you still have your cold, then you shouldn’t a come to work.”
“This morning you said I had to work.”
“Well, yesterday you were out playing with your friends, and you seemed completely fine.  How come it’s only at work that you keep sneezing, and scratching.”
Apple Bloom scratched her neck as AJ spoke.  
“Stop that!  You’re just making your rash worse by scratching it.  Do you want me to put a doggy cone around your neck.”
“No sis, please no.”  Apple Bloom believed that AJ would really do it.
“Are you still getting those tummy aches.”
“Only…”  She stopped herself.  
“Only what!”  AJ practically demanded.
Big Mac cut in, in an unusual show of verbosity.  “I don’t think it’s a cold.  I reckon it’s some kind of allergy.”
“Allergy.”  
Applejack wasn’t exactly a stranger to allergies.  She’d get an itch from a type of spore that was bad for the trees.  She reckoned it was natures way of telling her to remove that offending fungus.   She examined the tree, but it was at least clear of fungus.  There were signs of a vampire fruit bat family living in the tree.
“I bet it’s the guano from them darn varmints, the vampire fruit bats.”
“You said you was gonna stop blaming every little thing on the vampire fruits bats.”  Big Mac said.
“It’s them I tell you.”
“Nope”
“Eyup.”
“Nope.”
“Eyup.”
While her brother and sister argued a friendly vampire fruit bat flew into the tree and dropped something.  Apple Bloom caught it with her hooves and examined it.  “Where did a fruit bat get a bar of aloe vera soap?”  She wondered.
“It can’t be something she wasn’t allergic to before; can it?”
“Eyup.”
“It can.  I guess fillies bodies do go through a lot of changes at her age, hormones and what not.”
“Eyup.”
“It’s only when she’s in the apple orchard that she sneezes and itches.”
“Nope.”
“That’s right, she got a rash doing the dishes last night.  We had an apple scented dish soap, and she was scraping crust off an apple pie tray.”
“Eyup.”  
“Most of our cooking gives her tummy aches.”
“Eyup.”
“And the thing we always cook with is…”
“Eyup.”
“Wheat!  It grows wild between the trees, and we use flour in all our baked goods.”
Big Macintosh thought for a moment. He scratched his chin.  AJ looked deep into his eyes, “Eyup.”  Said she.  “Eyup.”
“Eyup,” Big Mac finally echoed.
“Good news Apple Bloom, we figured it out.  Tonight you won’t get any tummy aches.  I’ll just have to make one of them gluten free apple pies.”
“Eyup.” 

“So how do you feel?”  Lily asked.
“I’m fine.”
“No tummy ache.”
Daisy shook her head, then took another bite of her fresh baked apple betty.
“See, I told you it would wear off in three days.  Though for a filly it would probably last a week.  That was a pretty mean prank for Strawberry Sunrise to play on Apple Bloom, putting ground pedals from the rare malus sylvestris repulsa plant into her food.  I can’t believe she has it out for Applejack that badly.”
“I don’t know if it was just a prank.  She seems to like Apple Bloom very much.”  
“Besides,” Roseluck added, “wouldn’t it be funnier to play that prank on Applejack herself.”
“It’s not that funny to begin with.”  Daisy changed the subject.  She had a bad habit of sounding like a mom to the other two.  “Gee Lily, you’re so smart, guessing what that drug was just from the symptoms.”
Lily turned up her nose in pride, but Roseluck just laughed.  
“And what’s so funny.”
“Remember last week, I had Time Turner over for tea, and he asked you if there was any way to make a pony hate apples.”
“Huh, I’d totally forgot about that.”
“That didn’t strike you as an odd question?”
“He said it was for his research, didn’t he?”  Lily responded.  “What was it:  Pavlovian responses versus pharmacological reconstitutions?”
“Lily, you helped with their mean prank.”
“What, I’d never!”
“You totally did.  You practically planned it for them.” 
Daisy just sat there and quietly ate her apple betty. 

“I did it.”  Applejack beamed with pride.  “I made a crust from oats and a topping with a honey walnut crumble.  There ain’t no bit of wheat in this here pie, and I’ll bet you it’s still one of my tastiest ever.”  
Applejack looked around.  “Apple Bloom, where are you?”

For a pegasus, she didn’t fly very often.  Strawberry Sunrise was even a little bit unsteady in her landing.  Her descent was slow enough, though she had meant to land on the walkway, and instead ended up on the cloud lawn.  She immediately moved to said walkway to avoid trampling the clouds.  At least it made for a softer landing, though the lawn was very much in need of a trim.  How do ponies let their homes go like that? 
She knocked twice on the door, and Rainbow Dash answered.
“Hello, do you have time to spare for a quick survey?”
“Nope, sorry,” the unapologetic Rainbow Dash started to close the door.
“We have gift certificates for any pony who participates; ten bits off on a hooficure at the Ponyville salon.”
The door creaked open, but Rainbow Dash looked left then right.
“Were you seen?”
Strawberry Sunrise’s brows lifted in confusion.  “Seen doing what?”
Rainbow Dash pulled her inside, then peaked out to see if any of the neighbours were watching them.  Closing the door, she grabbed the gift certificate from Strawberry Sunrise, then checked it to make sure that Lotus Blossom’s, the spa ponies, signature was genuine.
Strawberry took this to mean that Rainbow Dash was participating in her survey.  She looked at her first question, then immediately regretted agreeing to canvas Cloudsdale.  The first question was ‘What is your natural mane colour?’  She could just picture Time Turner opening with that line and getting door after door slammed in his face.  
Naturally, all the questions were about mane colours, the survey was for a heredity study.  
Though red was obviously her favourite single colour, she had to admit that ponies like Rainbow Dash had a certain flare.
Skipping to question number two.  “So who else in your family has the same natural mane colour as you?”
“My Dad,” Rainbow Dash pointed to a family photo.  The photo was in her trophy case.  In it she was holding up best young flyer trophy.  They trophy was broken in a crash years ago, so she put the photo in its former place.
“I see.”  It immediately caught her eye that Rainbow Dashes mother had a lovely red mane.  It was a subdued red, though definitely not pink. It’s almost certain that the polychroma came from her fathers side, which could mean either that red loses to rainbow or that she recieved something recessive from her maternal grandparents.  Knowing things like this would be a big help in Time Turners experiments.  Although, she was beginning to question whether the goals of Time Turners research were simply beyond the scope of their current understanding.  
Your mother has such a lovely mane.
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Do you ever wish you’d inherited her colour.”
“I did inherit it, along with six other colours.”

Time Turner stared into the lens of his invention.  Through the same principles that allow a telescope to look at astral bodies that are far away, he’d been looking at himself up close.  What he found was amazing.
“What you see in there doc.”
Apparently we’re all made out if tiny gooey things that split apart into more tiny gooey things.
“You sure you aren’t just seeing water bubbles on a dirty slide.”  Flim asked.
“Oh your probably right.  Thanks for pointing that out.”
He was ready to toss his magnification o-scope aside, like the waste of time it was.  At that moment, Flam startled everyone by dumping a stack of books on a desk.  
“Here doc, I thought these might help with your research.”
His surprise overcome by his curiosity, Time Turner started glancing through the different titles:  Origin of the Species, DNA Decoded, Human Genome Editing.
“My goodness, however did you get these.”
“Princess Twilight’s been collecting them from that other world she visits.”
“Aren’t the creatures of that world supposed to be rather lacking in intelligence?”
“That’s what everypony thinks because they can’t do magic.  Twilight says they learn other things to compensate, like computers.”
“What the devil is a computer?”
“It’s a box that people stare at all day long.”
This led to an awkward silence.  Changing the subject, Flim asked how Flam managed to obtain all these incredible books.  
“Oh I have my methods.”
Time Turner opened the cover of the first book.  There he saw the stamped card, telling when it was due back at the library.  

It was already dusk, and shades were placed over the windows of the CMC club house.  The inside was dark, the only light was the dim glow of a candle.
“Do you have it?”  Apple Bloom asked.
Twist grabbed a paper bag with her mouth and presented it to Apple Bloom.  The Apple girl examined the contents.  Inside were three strawberry danishes, prepared just hours ago by Strawberry Sunrise.
She reached in to grab one.
“Hold on, do you have mine.”
Apple Bloom passed her a fresh baked apple pie.
Satisfied with the transaction, they each had greedily bitten into their desserts when they heard a creak.
The trap door to the clubhouse opened suddenly.
Startled by the creaking door, Apple Bloom turned toward the direction.  Strawberry filling still dripped from her muzzle.  “No,” she cried, “it’s not what it looks like.”
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