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This was bullshit, and Celestia wasn’t afraid to call it as so. She was a princess of Equestria. A practically divine ruler, with full control of one of the major celestial bodies. Hence the name Celestia! Yet somehow, she was still here like everyone else. Sitting in a waiting room, to see her former student, just like all the other nobility who had come to scrounge and scrape asking for her favor. It was not only humiliating, but the size of the chair she was sitting in at the moment was just flat out degrading. “Note to self,” she thought, “Pass law that states that all government buildings must have at least one Princess sized chair.” She would have just enlarged it with a spell she knew, but wood and raw magic, never mixed well. 
“Twilight always used to have one at the ready, but I guess she got rid of it at some point.” It was slightly disheartened the monarch to think her seat might be gone. When she’d asked the head servant about the existence of such a seat somewhere in the castle, she was told, rather rudely, that if she wanted a seat that fit, she might as well go back to Canterlot and sit on her throne. And if there was such a chair here, it had more than likely been destroyed in one of her highness's fits.
There was a very justified part of Celestia that wanted to fling the little brat out the window. Surprisingly, though, she contained herself. It wouldn’t do to start trouble here, she was in Twilight’s domain now. This was her castle and arguing with her staff, no matter how petulant, wouldn’t do her any favors when she finally got to see her…old friend. Celestia let out a sigh, “And if that means dealing with a chair arm digging into my backside for an hour, it’s worth it.” She grumbled.
What wasn’t worth it though was hearing the constant clatter rising from the nobility around her. Row after row sitting in chairs pulled out for the occasion. Everyone holding a number and waiting to be called on in order to beg and plead their cases. And not a single one of them knew how to shut up. So for the past hour and a half, she’d had to deal with the bickering, the pointless drivel someone was trying to make popular so that they could say they started it. Both of which she could have just stayed in Canterlot for. But worst of all was the gossip, she was right here after all! Or was it hard to notice a princess that’s five feet taller then you. “Excuse me.”
Celestia snapped out of her stupor. In front of her was the pink mare from earlier. Looking no less annoyed to be talking to her, but at least somewhat cognizant of who she was speaking to this time around. “Her highness has requested your presence.”
“Oh,” said Celestia feigning astonishment. “And I thought I had to wait here like all the other royals.” Just because she wasn’t going to physically harm the mare, didn’t mean she couldn’t have a bit of fun t her expense.
“Yes,” the mare grunted, almost as if it was painful for her to admit it. “But her highness has specifically asked for your presence, and it would be terribly impolite to refuse her.”
Celestia shook her head clucking her tongue at the very idea. “Terribly,” she said. The mare didn’t answer. Instead she simply turned and walked off, silently indicating for Celestia to follow her. If it had been any other noble, they probably would have taken that as a sign of defeat from the pink mare, but Celestia had been around the block a few times and was wise enough to know when someone was royally pissed off at her.
Despite the fact she really wouldn’t trust this mare to lead her into a pit of piranha s if given the chance, Celesita still got out of her seat and followed her. Passing by dozens of perturbed noble faces on the way, who—princess or not—weren’t very happy about the idea of someone cutting them in line. And as undignified as it may be, Celestia couldn’t suppress a chuckle when she saw Blueblood's face.  
Her guide on the other hand, had absolutely no intention of slowing and basking in the bitterness. She kept a steady pace, as they marched through the halls and stairways of the castle. It didn’t seem like her companion was in the mood for talking much, and that suited Celestia just fine. That just meant she had more time to examine her surroundings. 
It had been a while since she’d set foot in this place, and my how it had changed. She could remember when it had first risen. Tree of Harmony or not, the castle hadn’t had much in the way of furniture and decoration. It had been so bare, that she’d had to send some from Canterlot. Twilight had natural refused, not wanting to bother her, but Celestia had insisted. She always kept a warehouse or two in Canterlot filled to the brim with furniture just in case she ever felt like redecorating a wing or two of the castle. Sending it all to Twilight would be no trouble all. Twilight relented, but insisted she was only borrowing everything, and that as soon as she got her own furniture she’d return it.  Celestia had laughed back then, it was just like her student to say something like that. “And yet I was still surprised when my guards reported that there was a barricade of sofa chairs and rugs in front of Canterlot castle.
Now, though, the halls were decorated with trophies from her adventures. Even ones, she’d thought lost in Golden Oaks library hung proudly on the walls, revealed after some deeper digging and exploration found that not everything was lost.  But beyond that there was so much more added to the collection, things that brought back good memories of letter’s she’d read. An old magician’s hat locked away in a case, an instrument clearly not from this world strung up with care, both good memories. And a barrage of photos, from her time in Ponyville over the years. No doubt dug out of old photo albums pushed into the back of closets.
But there were other things too, more recent things, even her informants didn’t know about. Like the Giant Ursa Major claw hanging above them like a chandelier. Shining down on them not with the brilliant blaze of a candle, but with the eerie light of the night sky. “Probably got the idea from Luna.” Celestia let out a sigh, her sister always was a bit better at talking to her student on a friendlier level.
“We’re here.” Celestia snapped out of her daze. They were in front of a wooden door. It wasn’t luxurious or ornately decorated like her bedroom door in Canterlot. It was just a plain wooden door, clearly not made for someone her size, but big enough that she could probably fit through. 
Celestia couldn’t help but chuckle again, this was just like Twilight. “To have all that pomp and circumstance outside to impress the people she needs to, but the closer you got the more plain and practical everything becomes.”
The Pink Mare knocked on the door. “My Queen? I’ve brought Princess Celestia as you’ve requested.” There was a brief pause in the air, before a voice barley above a whisper replied with a “Come in.”
Before Celestia could ask any questions, the mare throw open the door, and beckoned for Celestia to enter. She did, and the site before her was expected, but no less unnerving. Lying on the bed in front of her wasn’t the youthful student she knew, but an old mare on her last legs. Twilight lay in her bed, modeled to look more along the lines of her old room in the library, with another Ursa claw casting its starry light down on them. 
Twilight didn’t say anything, just stared at her with those piercing eyes that were no less curious then the first days she’d been taken under her wing. For most the silence would have been unnerving, but the purple alicorn’s shaky breathing seemingly timed with the dripping of her IV was all the message Celestia needed. “That’s not morphine? Is it Twilight?”
The response that came back was expectedly annoyed. “What are you doing here Celstia?” The question came out as more of sigh. The force of which seemed to wrack the smaller alicorn’s body. When she finally got over it though, she glared at her former mentor “Actually, you know what? I retract that question, because I know exactly why you’re here. And I’m going to tell you once and for all that it’s the stupidest idea I’ve ever heard.”
Despite the verbal berating she’d just gone through Celestia remained calm, stoic even. Not rising up to argue her opinion, but not flat out ignoring it either. And perhaps seeing that she wasn’t getting anywhere with this train of dialogue Twilight groaned—which sounded phenomenally more painful coming from her older body. “No,” she said rolling her eyes, “it’s not morphine.”
Celestia took a few steps closer, so that she was hovering over the bed. “It’s that concoction you came up with isn’t?”
To her surprise Twilight chuckled, “Yep, my very own special anti-immortality potion, sure to let even an alicorn die.” A wicked grin split across her wrinkled face, “Want to try it.” Once again Celestia didn’t say anything, but merely shook her head.
Twilight’s face fell, but Celestia mentally grinned. If Twilight was looking for a fight, she would have to find it elsewhere. ”Now that I’ve answered your question, would you be obliged to answer mine?”
Celestia smiled, “I’ve just come to spend time with an old friend in her final moments.
“Bullshit.” Twilight wasn’t afraid to call it when she saw it.
Celestia shook her head again. “It’s true Twilight. I know we’ve had more than a few arguments over these past few decades, but I was hoping that we could make amends, before you decide have to go.”
“And to include me in your bullshit plan.” Twilight tacked on, unmoved by Celestia’s speech.
Celestia’s eyes narrowed. “How do you even know about that?”
“Oh, Ms. Sunny Saddle thinks she’s the only one who has spies.” Twilight mocked.
“I came here to make peace.” She insisted.
“And yet you come in with your bullshit plans, acting just as high and mighty as ever. Tell you what. If you can come up with a single part of your plan that isn’t completely moronic…no I’ll still say it’s stupid.”
Celestia stomped her hoof in frustration. “I used to be your Teacher and your friend. Doesn’t that account for at least a little bit of respect from you?”
“Well,” said Twilight, “You had my respect, then you lost it. And you know, the funniest thing is, I can’t seem to remember you doing anything to get it back.” That stung, it wasn’t wrong, but it still stung. 
“Well I’m trying to now. Doesn’t that count for something?” She pleaded.
Twilight raised an eyebrow, “No, this is the equivalent of trying to give me an umbrella after I’ve already walked out the door into a monsoon. And to top it off, the umbrella has a big fat hole in it.”
Celestia could feel her teeth grinding together. So it was just going to keep coming back was it? There was no hope for this, she’d known that when she came, and yet she was still trying. “Why are you even doing this too yourself? You could rip that cord out of your hoof and you’d be fine. It might take a little work, after all this time poisoning yourself, but I’m sure we could get your body back into a functioning state. All you need to do is ask.”
Pity, that had to be the one emotion she wasn’t expecting on Twilight’s face after she made that outburst. Yet there it was, mocking her the same way the younger alicorn had for the past couple minutes and even more than that the past couple decades. “You’re really going through with this, aren’t you?”
“I could ask the same thing of you?” she hissed.
Another eye roll from Twilight, “Then let me just say you’re going to live to regret it. And should you ever, well,” she eyed her IV, “You know exactly how to end it.”
“Twi-“
“Now get out of here and lower the sun. It’s getting late and it’s about time for me to sleep. Tell Sterling Silver that all the fools down there can go home, there’s no point anymore.” And with that Twilight closed her eyes, and her breathing stopped.
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Dawn 2

Everyone hates Twilight Sparkle. It was a little known fact of Ponyville life, and one that Twilight herself had come to accept a long time ago. Maybe it was the fact she was born with her cutie mark already, or maybe it was how smart she was. Whatever the reason though, the problem weighed on her mind as she fled as fast as her hooves could carry her from the local school house.
She wouldn’t stop, couldn’t stop until she got home. If she let up for even a moment, Orchard and his gang might catch up with her, and if that happened they’d break her wings again. Then she’d have to explain what had happened to her sister, and if this was anything like last time, the small purple filly shivered. Her wings working them into a frenzy, as they tried to propel her forward, even if they couldn’t quite lift her off the ground yet.
She could try asking some of the other adults for help, but they’d just ignore her. Some of them even goaded on their kids, and Twilight couldn’t really understand why. They all looked at her like she was some sort of freak, but if she could just get home her big sister would protect her. No one messed with the town librarian, and the last pony that tried still hadn’t woken up.
“Heck,” she thought, “Maybe I didn’t even need to go that far.” If she could get to Sugar Cube Corner the cakes might let her in. The Cake Twins didn’t like any rough housing in their shop, so they might kick Orchard out if he tried anything. Then again they might kick out Twilight just as fast. They tried to be nice any time she came around, but when they didn’t think she was looking they looked at her the same way anyone else in town did.
“There she is!” Twilight came to a screeching halt. Blocking her path was a green colt with a dull yellow mane, Orchard. Flanked left and right by his two goons, Dusty Gust and Cherry Pie. Twilight wasn’t sure how these idiots had gotten ahead of her. She’d bolted from Mr. Stone’s class before the trio had even left their seats. But looking at their angry muzzles blocking her path, she wasn’t going to stick around to ask.
Banking right she rushed towards the woods diving head first into the brush as the sound of her tormentor’s hoofsteps followed not far behind her, motivating her to pick up the pace. Weaving in and out of trees and over logs. She didn’t stop when branches slashed across her face and body, or when she felt twigs break and snag against her still beating wings. It had been a while since Orchard had managed to catch her, and all that pent up aggression meant that they might not stop at just a beating if they caught her.
Twilight could just imagine her lifeless body, bound in a sack and being heaved into the closest river. And the worse part, was she couldn’t imagine anyone saying anything about it, maybe her sister, but she doubled there’d be much of a fuss from anyone else. The young alicorn flinched away tears. Which turned out to be a big mistake as she tripped over something in her path and was sent tumbling headfirst into a pony in a wheel chair. Sending both of them spiraling to the hard ground below.
Twilight scrambled to her feet, rubbing her head all the way. She looked at what had tripped her and balked, her fur practically turning a strange shade of whitish-purple as she locked onto the ponies cutie mark. It was an apple; she was on Sweet Apple Acres property. She might as well have walked right up to Orchard’s front door and laid down for her beating. She had no idea how to navigate this place, and who knows what Orchard or anyone else might do if they found her here.
Twilight started to panic. “I need to get out of here. I need—“
“There you are.” Twilight turned her head to stare at Orchard. The Earth pony was out of breath, and looked just as bad as Twilight felt the moment, but somehow he’d caught up to her. He’d lost both Gust and Cherry along the way—probably too tired to continue, or just didn’t feel like chasing her anymore. Fueled by pure hate and determination though, their leader had managed to hunt her down.
The colt narrowed his eyes at her, crouching low to the ground as he readied his whole body to pounce on her and give her the beating of a life time. And then he stopped, something else had caught his eye, turning all of the rage boiling in his body into pure shock.  Instead of clobbering her right then and there, he ran past her, over to the old mare she’d knocked down earlier. “Grandma Bloom,” he cried, “Are you okay?”
Twilight stared at the older red maned mare, her eyes widening as comprehension dawned on her. This was Apple Bloom. The head of the Apple family here in Ponyville, and she’d just head-butted her out of her wheel chair. If Orchard didn’t want to kill her before he would now that she’d basically just assaulted his grandma.
Orchard reached out his hoof trying to help his grandmother to her hooves. But she just waved him away. “I’m fine, I’m fine,” she called out. “Don’t know why everyone’s concerned so much about me lately. I’m still not as old as my Granny was when she passed, and I can still walk.” Just to prove it the cream colored mare somewhat shakily picked herself up off the ground. Giving herself a light dusting with her hoof she spoke, “The only reason I’m in that blasted thing is because your Mamma won’t let me leave the house without it.”
Orchard chuckled at his grandma’s joke, the very first Twilight had seen from him that wasn’t directed at something she’d done. This was no time to marvel at her tormentor’s show of emotions though. Using this as a distraction, Twilight slowly start to back her way towards the brush she’d come barreling out of. She’d just back away a bit and then make a break for it.
“Hold it, you.” Twilight froze. Applebloom was glaring down on her. Her attempt at a quick escape hadn’t gone unnoticed. “I believe you owe me an apology.” The old apple huffed.
Twilight fumbled to gather her words. “I-I just-I didn’t know where I was going and-and I was scared and he was chasing me.” Twilight pointed an accusing hoof at Orchard. The jerk had been hiding behind his grandmother, watching and smiling as she got scolded.
That smile quickly turned into a frown as AppleBloom’s fierce gaze found a new subject to torture. Or at least that’s what Twilight was hoping would happen. Instead, the apple matriarch did a quick scan of both Twilight and her grandson and then shook her head with a sigh. “You’ve been listening to your Daddy haven’t you?” She questioned her grandson, letting out a small scoff when he nodded his head in response. “Filling your head with all kinds of nonsense.”
Orchard started to protest, “But Granny, she’s-“
The old mare stomped her hoof a lot more forcefully anypony could expect from a pony her age. It was definitely more than either Twilight or Orchard were expecting, and it was enough to make them both stand a bit straighter in this fierce mare’s presence. “I know who she is.” Apple Bloom barked. “But that’s no excuse for the way I can only guess you’ve been acting. Now apologize and we can get the both of you fixed up at the house.”
Staring at the ground, Orchard muttered a quick and forced, “Sorry” causing Apple Bloom to shake her head again. “I guess that’s about as good as we’re going to get out of you isn’t it?” Orchard blushed, but didn’t lift his gaze from where it had locked in on his hooves or reply. “If that’s the case then you can grab my chair, and wheel it back for us.”
And with that Apple Bloom walked off, Twilight hot on her heels, trying not to chuckle at Orchards shocked expression. Hearing his unhappy grumbling was one of the few comforts she had as their little group walked silently past acre after acre of apple trees. But that was fine to her, she was used to this sort of silence from the ponies around her. So much so that she’d come to enjoy it to some extent. Just Twilight Sparkle and her thoughts alone against the world.
So she didn’t argue when she was led deeper and deeper into the Apple homestead. She didn’t murmur to herself as she was ushered past fields of other crops and into a quaint home made to look like. And even though she had a question digging at her in the back of her mind, she didn’t ask it when Apple Bloom motioned for her sit down on a purple sofa, while she sent Orchard off to get the first aid kit.
Twilight shuffled in her seat, not because it was uncomfortable, but because the old mare had found a seat right across from her on the floor and was burrowing holes two feet deep into Twilight with her eyes. She was waiting for something from her, but a nervous Twilight directed her gaze around the room, she was sitting in. It was nice enough, the ancient apple homestead had been taken care of by its inhabitants keeping it clean and well preserved. Even though, the Apples were decently wealthy there were few signs of it anywhere around her. Everything was designed in amore rustic fashion that she doubted had changed since it was first built during Ponyville’s founding.
“Well?” Apple Bloom spoke up, knocking Twilight out of her own head, and back into her present situation. “Come on, Ms. Smarty Pants. I know you have some questions for me, so spill it already.”
“I-uhm,” Twilight wasn’t really sure what to say, this was a lot more blunt then she was used to from the ponies around her. Her eyes drifted down to her hooves, and conveniently decidd to stay there. It was better than staring at Apple Bloom’s expectant eyes, waiting for her to do who knows what. “I don’t really have a lot of questions, I-I just want to know why you saved me?” 
Apple Blooms eyes widened as something began to dawn on her. “Your big sister didn’t send you here did she?” The filly in front of her shook her head. “Yeah,” she sighed running a hoof through her mane, “Figures. To answer the question though, I saved you for two reasons. One, is because it was just the right thing to do.” A look of pride etched its way onto Apple Bloom’s face as she glanced over at a picture of an orange pony with a hat on her head, “We Apples have always held our integrity above most else. Even if things have declined quite a bit recently.” She added once she saw Twilight pointing a hoof upstairs where her serial tormentor had disappeared to.
“Don’t blame Orchard too much. He looks up to his father more than he probably should, and that fools always ranting about how those idiots up in Canterlot aren’t treating us right, and—well that ties into the second reason I brought you along. Because you see, Missy, it’s about time you and I had a chat.”
Twilight straightened up in her seat. “About what?” She questioned. Applebloom had been expecting her to show up at some point? The more she tried to rack her brain for something the she might want, the lessthis situation made sense. “Maybe she wants to talk more about Orchard.” She thought, but even that didn’t sit quite right.
“Well,” Apple Bloom cocked her head to the side slightly, giving the smile of someone who knows more then she’s letting on “That depends. There’s a lot to go over for just today, and I’m not sure all of it is appropriate for a filly your age to hear.” Apple Bloom chuckled at the filly’s blank expression. “But I don’t plan on doing all the talking here. I know you said you only had one question, but I’m sure you can stir a couple more don’t you think.”
“But what about-” She indicated upstairs again, but Apple Bloom just waved her off.
“Don’t worry about him. That kit is buried under I don’t know how much junk. It’ll be a while before he can find it. So as long as you don’t mind a few scratches and such we can talk. So go ahead, ask away. And depending on what you ask I’ll give you a straight answer.”
Twilight’s brow furrowed. There was only one question she wanted to ask, but she afraid of the answer. Apple Bloom was looking at her as if she already knew what she was going to ask though and that petrified her. It also filled her with a strange sense of confidence. She was sitting with the oldest pony in Ponyville, if anyone could give her an answer it was Apple Bloom.
“Why does everypony hate me?”
Apple Bloom didn’t hesitate to reach out and lay a hoof on the young filly’s head. “Ah, Sweetheart, we don’t hate you. A lot of ponies here just hate what you represent.” Seeing that her young guest was no less confused, Apple Bloom began to clarify. “To a lot of ponies here, you remind them exactly where they stand on the totem pole and how far they’ve fallen in the past decade or two. You see,” she continued. “This town isn’t exactly in the best shape right now, which is strange to say, because even when I was a filly, something was always happening here in Ponyville. Now though, this place is on the fast track to becoming a dead town.”
Apple Bloom bit her lip, unsure if she should really say the next part of the conversation. But some part of her slowly began to relent, and eventually she let out a deep sigh and said. “But most of all you remind them of your mamma.”
Twilight visibly stiffened under Apple Bloom’s hoof. Her sister Sunset never talked about their parents. She knew she had some, just like everypony else had some, but she’d never seen so much as a photo of them. Twilight gulped, “Was-was she a bad pony.”
Seeing the alarm in the purple filly’s eyes, Apple Bloom back peddled. “Oh, no, no, no, in fact she was probably the greatest pony I’ve ever met. She was a hero just like her friend, my big sister” The old Apple leaned a bit closer, smiling wide, “But more than that she was a queen.”
“What’s a queen?” asked Twilight. “Is it anything like a princess?”
Apple Bloom snorted, “Yeah, but only about a hundred times better.” Another smile split across Apple Bloom’s face, but she couldn’t help it. It was just too adorable watching the little purple pony try to take in the idea off something better then Princess Celesta or Luna. 
“Your momma ruled over all of Ponyville, The Everfree forest and quite a bit of the surrounding land, all of which was originally apart of Equestria. Under her rule we all prospered here. She was pushing Ponyville forward into- well I’m not so certain. The only one who could really tell you is her, and I’m not even sure she knew what she was doing all of the time, but it seemed to work.” 
Memories flashed through Apple Blooms mind of late nights spent in the depths of a castle, doing whatever experiments a certain eccentric queen had cooked up during her meetings with foreign nobles. Random explosions coupled with screams to bring the fire extinguisher brought a smile to her muzzle. A smile that disappeared when she thought about how it had all come crashing down.
“When she died, Princess Celestia came and took it all back in the name of Equestria.” Apple Bloom watched as the little filly’s look of wonder turned into one of astonishment. “Almost all of the progress she had made was set back years, and the projects she had been working on were moved to bigger cities like Canterlot and Phillydelphia. Meanwhile, Ponyville was left alone to its own devices. With most ponies choosing to forget we did anything at all.”
Twilight nodded along, trying to wrap her head around everything she was being told. “But I don’t see what that has to do with me.” She insisted.
“Well, like I said, you represent a lot of the bad things that have happened since your mom died.” Seeing the purple filly open her muzzle to ask another question, Apple Bloom decided to cut off this line of questioning. “Don’t ask me why, you just do. Now do you have anything else you wanna ask?”
Choosing to list that as one of the things Apple Bloom would tell her when she was older. Twilight licked her lips trying to think of something else she could ask. “Oh,” her eyes widened as something popped into her head. “Why haven’t I seen you around Ponyville before now?”
Apple Bloom chuckled again. “Oh, that’s an easy one. I can’t leave Sweet Apple Acres.”
“What?” 
“Yep, there’s magic set up all around the perimeter of this place. What Unicorn’s call wards. Anyone else can come and go as they please, but the moment I try to step one hoof off of the property, I come face to face with a wall of pure magic. Same goes for trying to fly over or dig under it. I’m stuck here.”
“Why?” Twilight was confused. For some pony who was a prisoner in her own home Apple Bloom seemed surprisingly upbeat about the fact. 
“Well,” Apple Bloom shrugged. “When we went back to being a part of Equestria, you can bet none of us were happy about it. Some of us fought to be independent again, arguing with Celestia in her court, marching through the streets of Canterlot demanding to be let go.” She huffed sitting back down onto her haunches. “Not that it did any good. But not all of those demonstrations ended peacefully or were peaceful to begin with might I add.”
So if you ask any of those snooty ponies up in Canterlot about me, the first thing they’ll probably tell you is that I’m a terrorist. But if you go to the court room and look up my case number, I’ll be listed as a—and I quote—‘Political prisoner’.” She rolled her eyes at the statement, “Which is just a fancy term for locking up ponies that don’t agree with you. And boy did I not agree.” She let loose another chuckle. Images of a certain spit fire of a younger mare standing on the steps of town hall, shouting at the top of her lungs, trying to convince ponies who’d given up that they could still win brought a certain warmth back to her old bones.
A warmth that was immediately sucked out of the room as her grandson and his foul mood came traipsing down the stairs. His head low and the first aid kit clenched between his teeth. Orchard stomped over to them, placing the kit in front of his grandmother with a sullen, “Here,” and then crawled his way onto the couch to receive treatment. Making sure he was as far removed from Twilight as ponally possible, to the point where it looked as if he was smashing himself into the armrest trying to break it.
“Stop it, Orchard.” said Apple Bloom as she began open up the kit and root throughout the mess of pills and instructions for old herbal remedies eventually pulling out some gauze and rubbing alcohol. The young filly and colt watched in abject horror as the older poured a little more than necessary onto the white piece of cloth, and they realized the truth. 
This was going to really, really hurt. 
Twilight hissed as the wet cloth made contact with one of the larger cuts on her cheek. She tried to jerk her head away from the pain, but a well-placed hoof kept her staring forward. “Just hold still, Darling.” Said Apple Bloom as she started to dab away at the cut. “I’ll try to make this quick, but you two really did a number on yourselves.” True to her word, Apple Bloom went through cleaning all of Twilight’s wounds as fast as possible. But she was also excruciatingly thorough with her cleaning, finding every minor scratch and cut on her body, paying extra attention to the gash running down her side. 
Apple Bloom insisted that it was only skin deep, but that didn’t stop Twilight from biting down on her tongue as Apple Bloom worked on it. She refused to cry out in front of Orchard. No matter, how much he snickered at the faces she made, and she wanted to scream at him to “Shut up.”
Finally, after what felt like an hour’s worth of suffering and small heap of red cloth lying on the floor, Apple Bloom began to wet a cloth for her grandson, who looked less then pleased to receive a repeat performance of the same treatment he’d just witnessed. “You don’t mind taking care of your wings on your own do you, Darling? I know just how sensitive you Pegasus can get when somepony messes with their wings.
Twilight didn’t answer. She was afraid that if she opened her mouth, her voice would give away exactly how much everything stung. Instead, she nodded and silently got to work picking at the stray twigs that had caught in her right wing. A task that was made a lot harder, by her eyes constantly drifting over to Orchard. Watching him cringe and grunt under his grandmother’s hoof was strangely amusing. And it’s not easy to pick and straighten feathers when you can’t stop smiling, no matter how hard somepony’s glaring at you.
“Do you think I can change things?” Asked Twilight Right before she had to pluck a particularly jagged feather that had broken earlier. Apple Bloom stopped torturing orchard to look at the purple filly. “I mean-when I’m older do you think I could do something? Maybe I could talk to Princess Celestia, and convince her to put everything back the way it was.”
Apple Bloom smiled, “That’s what I’m hoping for Sugar Cube. I wouldn’t count on it, though, when your Momma died your sister tried everything she could to convince Celestia to let her take over the throne, but it didn’t work. You might be able to change things though.”
Twilight blinked, “But I don’t get it, if my sister couldn’t do anything then what…”
Apple Bloom held a hoof up to her lips, “But you’re not your sister, are you?” She smiled in that knowing way that let Twilight know there was something she was holding back. “Let’s just say your special Sweetheart and leave it at that.” Twilight frowned, but nodded, letting Apple Bloom go back to tending to her grandson.
It was silent after that, even Orchard’s cries of pain had dimmed significantly. Twilight was no longer laughing at him. Instead she was more focused on what his grandmother had said. How Celestia had taken over Ponyville and how she expected Twilight to be able to do something. It all just seemed so out of her league.
Finally, after or a moment or two more of whimpering from Orchard, Apple Bloom announced she was “Done” and Twilight looked over to see a semi-mummified pony sitting where Orchard had been. She tried not to laugh, but the sight of bandages covering a good portion of Orchard’s face was just too hilarious. If this had been anyone else, it probably would have been pitiful, but after years of putting her in similar situations, the irony was beautiful.
“Twilight’s lucky,” said Apple Bloom as she started place her medical supplies back where she’d gotten them. “She’s a might smaller then you are, so she managed to squeeze past most of those bushes we have out there. But you on the otherhoof are just big enough, that smashing your way through the woods can do some serious damage if you’re not careful.” She waved an accusatory hoof at her grandson as she slammed closed the first-aid kit. Orchard blushed, his head bent as he stared down at his hooves to avoid another accusatory glance from his grandmother.
It wasn’t for long though, as all three ponies jumped to attention at the sound of a door slamming shut. Twilight watched as both of the Apple’s eyes widened at the sound of angry muttering, coming from the kitchen. “Dammnit,” hissed Apple Bloom. “He’s back from Canterlot earlier than I expected.” She turned to her grandson, motioning towards Twilight “Orchard, get her out of here. We can’t let your Pa see her, so take her out the back way. After that I’m counting on you to make sure she gets home alright.”
Orchard pursed his lips and looked away. He wasn’t happy about any of this, especially lying to his Pa. But if it was for Granny he’d do it. After a moment or two he looked up with eyes filled with determination and nodded.
“Momma, those bastards are going through with it.” Came a deep gruff voice from the kitchen.
“Go,” hissed Apple Bloom, as she pushed both the filly and the colt off the couch and towards the back door. Pulling it open, she nudged the pair out the door and onto the porch, slamming it shut behind them.
As soon as they were out though, they began to listen in as a stream of hoofsteps entered the room they’d just left. “They’re building it, Momma. They’re building it and guess who’s paying for it?”
“Quiet,” signaled Orchard and Twilight obliged. She didn’t know a lot about Orchard’s father Cortland, but she knew enough to know to steer clear of him. He hated her enough to have Orchard beat her up on a daily basis, and he was high up in Canterlot to the point he had attended meetings with the Princesses.
“Those horses think that ever since their glorious princess took Ponyville back for Equestria that we’re their personal servants. And this new track for the train is just the tip of the ice berg for what they’ve got planned.”
The young eavesdroppers could practically hear the gears turning in Apple Bloom’s head as she tried to come up with a response to pacify her son. “Don’t worry too much about the track, Cort. We’ll figure out a way to pay for it, and come out clean when it’s all over. It’s what we’ve always done here in Ponyville.
“What we need right now is for you to get back up there, and fight those snooty, stuck up, rich foals. We may be able to take a lot, but even Ponyville has its limits. If things are as bad as you say, then we can’t give them even an inch.” Apple Blom’s voice was stern but practiced. She’d been rehearsing this talk for quite a while apparently
The sound of a hoof crashing through wood, caused Twilight to let out a yelp. She sent a questioning look towards Orchard, but he didn’t look shaken in the slightest. He’d heard this argument before, and all his attention was trained on the door.
Twilight could hear Cortland breathing in and out trying to regain his calm. “I’m-I’m sorry, Momma, I’ll fix that later. But you can only yell at a tree so long before you realize it doesn’t have ears.” He pleaded. “If this town is going to survive what Canterlot has planned for it we need to take more drastic measures.”
Twilight didn’t like the sound of these “drastic measures” whatever they might be. Apparently, neither did Orchard, because the moment he’d heard his father say it, he began to try and pull Twilight away from the doorway.
“Come on,” he begged, as he tugged harder, trying to move her, but to little avail. Twilight was frozen still, listening to the scene play out inside the house.
“Just one, Momma. Just one,” pleaded Cortland, “And we show those snobs up in Canterlot that they can’t fuck with us.”
Twilight flinched at the sound of another hoof stomping on the ground. “I told you to head back to Canterlot and hold back the fort!” Screamed Apple Bloom followed by a deep sigh Dammit, Cort, if you’ll just wait a little while we can fix this. But the way you’re going about things will get us all killed.” Twilight didn’t want to hear any more. Her eyes shut, she finally gave in to Orchard’s ministrations and let her self be led away. 
They rounded the house, and began following the dirt path that Twilight could only assume led back into town. Orchard eyes front and center as he led them down the path. Twilight, trailing behind, her head hung low heavy with the knowledge she’d just acquired.
“Are you really going to change things?” Twilight lifted her head. Orchard had stopped in the middle of the path and was staring her down, looking for even the tiniest sign of her backing out of her promise. “Dad is always talking about changing things and standing up to the princesses and Canterlot, but he never does. Were you serious about what you said back there?
“I-well I…” She didn’t know what to say. She’d meant what she’d said earlier when she was talking to Apple Bloom. She wanted to see the Ponyville her mother had built, the one. She just wasn’t sure what she could do to make it appear. Despite that, she nodded her head to Orchard, her lips slightly puckered with grit and determination.
“Good,” said Orchard. And without another word, he turned back around and continued walking. Leaving a confused and slightly annoyed twilight Sparkle to play catch-up.
“Good?” she questioned, catching up with the yellow-maned colt and trying to match his pace as she walked beside him. “That’s it?”
“Well what do you want me to say?” Demanded Orchard. “Do you want me to say that we’re going to be best friends now and that we should head down to Sugar Cube Corner right this minute and grab a milkshake.” He teased.
Twilight scowled at him. “If it’s alright with you I could do without the sarcasm.”
“You see, that’s it right there.” He pointed a hoof at her, nearly jamming it in her face. “We aren’t friends. We’re fine right where we are as enemies”. He insisted huffing and digging his hoof into the dirt to prove his point. “So why in Tartarus would we want be friends? I mean just think about it. Do you even want to be friends with me?”
Twilight stared at the green colt in front of her. Images of beatings, pranks, and fresh tears falling from her face as her sister wiped at her wounds with anesthetic. Despite that she didn’t’ think being friends with Orchard would be so bad. He seemed nice enough when Apple Bloom was around to keep him in check, and being his friend would almost certainly stop the beatings she received. Still though, the colt in question wasn’t exactly keen on the idea. And so Twilight silently shook her head “No”.
“Exactly,” spouted Orchard giving a bit more emphasis on the word then necessary. “Now come on and let’s get you home so we can get things back to normal.” And the pair continued on their trek towards town.
From the moment they entered Ponyville, though, all eyes were on them. Most ponies tried to be discreet, but some just stopped right in the middle of whatever they were doing to gawk at the town outcast walking with one of its most prominent sons. Twilight was used to it but Orchard wasn’t. Every once and a while she would see the green colt squirm and she would follow his gaze to somepony or other who had their muzzle pressed up against their store window as they were passing by.
By the time they were halfway to the library, he had, had enough. “Tartarus Dammnt! Don’t you ponies have someplace to be?!” He screamed, twisting his body back and forth daring anyone of the peeping voyeurs to come forward and face him if they had a problem with his choice of company.
Satisfied that nopony was looking their way anymore, Orchard huffed and kept walking. “They always like this?” he whispered silently to Twilight, his head still bobbing from side to side, just to make sure they weren’t being watched.
Normally, Twilight would have lied, saying just about anything other than the truth, not anything to give Orchard any more ammo then he had already. Instead, she croaked out a, “Yes,” her voice struggling to make out a response after watching the colt’s outburst.
Orchard didn’t respond. Instead he hummed to himself, keeping up the tempo all the way to the library. Which thankfully for Twilight wasn’t much longer before they were standing in front of the towering Oak tree that served as the town library and her home.
Her sister had told her that the original library had been destroyed a long time ago as a result of a great battler. Princess Celestia had created this library as a memory of that event, planting the seed herself and feeding it with her magic until it grew to three times the size of the original (Or so she’d been told). Shed even gone so far as to model most of the library after the original.
It used to fill Twilight with a sense of pride knowing that her home had been created by one of the Princesses of Equestria. Looking at it now though as she stood in its shadow, the towering structure and its twisted branches reminded her of what Apple Bloom was expecting her to face one day and she shuddered. A deep sense of dread had worked its way up her spine, and had found a home in her rib cage, right above her heart.
It only began to fade as she got closer to the front door and the smell of worn leather bindings and dusty tomes, reminded her that this was home. There was nothing that could hurt her here.  Still, her hoof shook as she reached for the door handle.
Apparently, Orchard had taken notice of the fact she was having trouble entering her own home, because he called out to stop her. “Hold it.” He said.
Grudgingly Twilight turned back around to face her enemy. Twilight stared him down waiting for him to say something, but once again Orchard was more focused on the hooves he was shuffling around in the gravel. He murmured something, but it was too soft for anyone to make out. “What was that?” Asked Twilight.
“I said Truce, I want a truce.” Twilight blinked back the surprise on her face. A quick smirk replacing it once she’d gotten rid of the initial shock. “Stop it,” snarled Orchard. “The only reason I’m doing this is because Granny Bloom trusts ya’.”
His posture straightened itself, his head held high like he was some noble from Canterlot. “And as a confirmation of our truce, I think it’s only appropriate that I warn you. I know what I said earlier, but recently my Pa has been meeting with a lot of ponies around town and-I don’t know it just sounds like he means it this time.” His warning delivered the youngest Apple, ran back down the path they’d just traveled 
Twilight smiled, there was something heartwarming about watching Orchard drop his tough guy facade, even if it was just for a few moments. She was still smiling as she entered the library she called her home, only to come face to face with a wall of books twice her size, stacked so that they cut a path through the foyer. 
“Right, its re-shelving day.” Twilight muttered a curse under her breathe. Her sister had insisted on making sure each and every book in the library as in its proper position after a request had come in for a book roofing and it had taken her nearly an hour to find it. As such, she’d closed down the library and turned her home into a veritable maze in the name of the Dewey Decimal system.
When Twilight had asked, why she was building a maze instead of just stacking them on a table, Sunset had happily replied that it would be more fun this way. And Twilight had to admit she was right. There was something eagerly stirring about walking without a destination, only the occasional romance novel flying overhead, to guide her towards her sister. And there was the fact her sister had magically locked all the books into place to keep her from bulldozing through all of them.
After taking her third left turn and her fourth right (she’d made sure to count; with a minor deviation in her path, she was pretty sure she could find her way to the kitchen) she found her sister holed away in a small alcove she’d built herself out of the same trashy romance novels she’d been flinging across the library with her magic.  A small stack of books pulled straight from the wall beside her, and a pile of labels right next to that. And the purple pegasus filly had to be honest, she was having a tough time deciding whether her sister was reading the books or actually shelving them, but from the looks of it she was making a halfhearted attempt at doing both.
While her horn was busy at work scribbling a set of numbers and letters for each and every book, the rest of her mind however had busied itself in the pages of a book called Blazing Saddles. Twilight wasn’t sure what that innuendo meant, but she knew for certain she wasn’t going to ask.
“Sunset,” chirped Twilight.
The pink alicorn perked her ears, humming slightly. The librarian’s tell-tale sign that you had at least part of her attention. Getting her to actually speak in complete sentences would be a miracle in this state. 
Twilight’s shoulders slumped, but her face still maintained something akin to smile. “Nothing, I-I just wanted to let you know I was home…” No response, her sister had probably hit a juicy part of her book, and once that happened there was no bringing her back. Seeing that, Twilight began to walk back the way she came. She was hungry and she was pretty sure there was still some leftover fruit salad in the fridge from the delivery yesterday. She’d have to fix Sunset some as well though, otherwise who knows how long she’d sit there without eating.
That last thought left Twilight’s hoofsteps feeling a bit heavier. Her sister had always been a bit absentminded when it came to reading, but lately it had just been ridiculous. Part of Twilight didn’t want to blame her; a good book was a good book. But when it got in the way of things like eating and remembering to sleep there’s a good chance you have a problem.
Apparently, he sister had been slacking off a bit when she created her maze of knowledge, because the route she took to the kitchen was nearly identical to the one she walked down to find her. She found the fruit salad bowl buried behind the milk in fridge, and although the sisters had managed to cut their way through most of it, there was still enough left at the bottom for two small bowls. Not exactly a full meal, but enough to hold them over before the next delivery came tomorrow.
Balancing one bowl on her back and another on her head, Twilight retraced her steps back to her sister’s hidey hole. She placed one bowl in front of her still ignorant sister, and the other she placed in front of herself. She plopped back on her hind legs and she started to eat. 
It was only when she was lifting the last bit of Cantaloupe to her muzzle that she heard the unmistakable sound of a book slamming shut. The content look on her sister’s face was all she needed to know about the quality of the book. It was a smile; no doubt, but it was solemn. Sunset always said that there was a certain tragedy in finishing a good book. There was definitely a joy to it that came with the memories of the journey you’d just went on. And a sense of relief and accomplishment that the task was done. But a definite sadness came with its end, and with the realization that it would take time to find a book that invoked the same feeling. “Even a quick re-read just isn’t the same,” she’d say as she ruffled Twilight’s mane. 
That look was gone quickly though, as her stomach made it abundantly clear how long it had been since she’d last eaten. Without even a word, the pink alicorn picked up the fork in her magic and began to dig in.
“I met Apple Bloom, today.” The fork stopped in mid-air. It was barely a twitch, but for a moment her sister’s magic had wavered letting the fork slip, and there had been a flicker of worry across her sister’s face.
“Oh really,” she said. Not a hint of worry on her face as she bit down on a strawberry. “It’s been so long since I’ve last seen her. What did she want?”
“Uhm,” Twilight wasn’t sure what it was, but the way her sister was looking at her had made her more nervous than she ever had been around her. Perhaps it was the stillness in her face, a sort of mask that was just waiting for her to say something so it could spring out and reveal the true terror beneath it. “She told me things about Celestia, and the town, and Mom.”
“Damn it,” Sunset cursed, the mask crumpling to reveal a frown. “Well I was hoping to hold off on this for a good long while, but I guess there’s no stopping it is there?”
Twilight wasn’t sure whether her sister was talking to her or herself, but she nodded anyway. “However, I doubt even Apple Bloom would tell you everything, no matter how desperate she is. Am I right?” Again Twilight nodded.
Sunset let loose a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding in. “Good. Then I’ll cut you a deal.” She leaned down to nuzzle Twilight and whispered. “You don’t mention a word of this again until you’re much older and tomorrow when the Cakes come by with the usual delivery, I’ll let you eat twice as many sweets as usual. Okay.”
The prospect of being given enough sugar to rot out one of her teeth or too at least give her a very bad stomachache excited Twilight. She nodded her head excitedly, and her sister smiled at her. “Good, then come on, it’s time to get you to bed.”
“What!” Twilight spluttered, and then looked towards the nearest window. An effort that was made at least twice as difficult by the barricade of books in her way, but craning her neck to an almost painful position she was able to catch glimpses of a setting sun.
Between her escape from Orchard deep into his own home, her talk with Apple Bloom and her journey back, she’d completely lost track of time as well as what little energy she had left. Confirmed by a small, but adorable yawn.
Seconds later she found herself trapped in a dark pink haze and lifted a few inches off the ground. Her sister levitated her through the maze, unable to destroy her creation even for this. She marched her up the stairs to the second floor and into the bathroom so she could for a quick wash that left her feeling more awake then anything.
It was only a temporary jolt though, as the moment she was placed in her own bed her head lolled back into the pillow, and her eyes began to shut. Not completely though, no, there was no way she’d let her sister escape without reading her a bedtime story. 
A fact Sunset knew well. She also knew the exact book Twilight wanted her to read to her. Walking over to one of the several bookshelves that decorated her room, she pulled a thick green tome labeled Clover the Clever out of its designated place as close to Twilights night stand as possible. It did its trick as it always did, and halfway through reading Clover’s first meeting with the dragons. Her little sister had fallen asleep, dreaming of a crown and a throne.
She awoke however to a foul taste in her mouth, and an even fouler smell digging into her nostrils and pounding away at her head. It was a pounding that refused to let her hear rest on a pillow for even a second more and had her clutching at her head as she sat up. But as she regained consciousness, she also became painfully aware of the voices outside her window, and the flames licking away at the bottom of her door. Neither one was welcome, but neither sounded like they had any intention of leaving.
Twilight cried out for help. “Sunset!” But nopony came. 
A voice did however, and its words and thoughts of the owner sent brought her terror to new heights. “Ha, hear the abomination howl in agony!” The proclamation was followed by cheers and laughter.
Unable to contain her curiosity anymore Twilight threw off the covers and walked over to her open window and peered down. Below her was a crowd containing most of the citizens of Ponyville, not all which should have brought her some relief, but enough to crush any hope of her being saved.
And as if to cement that fact, below her standing directly in front of the library was Cortland Apple. A pile of flaming kindling attacked in the entrance and her sister bound and gagged with the unmistakable glint of a magic suppressor placed on her horn.  Meanwhile, Cortland was working the crowd into a frenzy. 
“You all know how we have suffered under Celestia’s rule. We went from a glorious nation with untapped potential under Queen Sparkle’s rules to a pitiful fiefdom under Celestia’s. Reformed into Equestria’s whipping horse and servants to be stepped upon by the nobles of Caneterlot.” Jeers rang through the crowd. “We’ve been laughed at and degraded, to the point my own mother believes this town is set to die.” More cries of outrage as the flames climbed higher and Sunset struggled on the ground.
In a grand gesture the mighty hung his head. “But she’s right. As hard as it is to admit Ponyville won’t last long the way Canterlot is dealing with it. My mother had her own plan to save our homes, but her plan takes time. Time we don’t have if we’re going to survive the next year or two. So we make our stand here, and we do away with Celestia’s pillars of powers within our town. One of which has stood as a blatant mockery of our defeat for years. I’m sure all of you have felt the pain of having to stare our beloved queen in the face day in and day out, and know that she is nothing more than a cheap copy, a puppet sent by Celestia to keep an eye on us.
Slowly, Twilight backed away from the window. Back towards the flames that been enveloping her room using her book collection and bed as fuel. Part of her wanted to dismiss everything Cortland had said. But another part of her was starting to put the pieces together with what Apple Bloom had said earlier.  “But most of all you remind them of your mamma.”
“It’s not fair” she thought as she began to hack and cough from the smoke. “I’m not a puppet, I’m not a puppet. I’m Twilight Sparkle. If I could just- I could—“

Celestia sat in the Ponyville clinic. Nurses and doctors rushed back and forth, occasionally bumping into her and briskly apologizing to the monarch. They had no time for formalities with the number of patients that had come in tonight. Most of which were in fatal condition and probably wouldn’t last the hour let alone the night.
As a princess, she had to visit this epicenter of tragedy in order to lift spirits. But truthfully she was surrounded by people that hated her guts, and she believed they deserved every bit of what was happening to them. And if they survived she had worse planned for them.
Detecting this, it was no surprise that the small pink alicorn sitting next to her said something. “My mother wouldn’t want this.”
“Oh,” Celestia remarked, “Then what would she want? I’d ask her myself, but if you haven’t noticed, she’s dead. Again!” She screamed, but nopony looked at her. They had more important things to take care of than a perceived dictator throwing a tantrum.
Sunset stood an impressive feat for someone who had half their face bandaged, and a nice pair of broken ribs, with a side of broken wings to go along with it. ‘That was not my mother,” she hissed. “I don’t what you did, or how you did it, but I know one thing for certain, and that’s the fact that you never bought my mother back from the dead.” She chuckled, “You’re not that strong.”
Celestia bristled, “It doesn’t matter what I did. What matters is what happens next, and in this case it’s Ponyville’s punishment.”
Celestia could see the worry in Sunsets good eye, “Punishment?”
“Of course,” she explained. “Not only did they commit a murder, but they also set off a bomb causing thousands of dollars of property damn.” The monarch shook her head in disgust. “Why those poor souls never thought to get out of the way of their own trap is beyond me.”
“A bomb?” Sunset aske din disbelief. “Is that what you’re telling Canterlot?” Celestia didn’t answer her, only smiled. “Because if that is the case I will make damn sure that all of Equestria knows the truth about what happened here. That little filly basically exploded with magical energy
“Sunset clearly you’re not thinking clearly, the attack has addled your brain quite a bit. Tomorrow, I’ll personally put up a new set of wards to protect you. They need to be much stronger than the last ones, considering a two-bit mage from Ponyville was able to break them.  And when that’s done we can start the exec- indictments for all the survivors.”
Celestia began to stand up to walk away, and Sunset made to follow, but her attempts were a squashed by a gentle nudge from Celestia’s magic. “Ah, ah, you’re much too injured to be moving around on your own. I’ll call your doctor to come look at you, then I’ll have one of my guards escort you to your new permanent home.” She smiled, and don’t worry about Twilight, I’ll take care of the next one.
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	“Just take the damn money!”
“NO!”
“Ugh,” Twilight Sparkle was at her wits end arguing with Applejack. The past five hours had been spent negotiating, debating and straight out yelling at each other over the future of Sweet Apple Acres. The alicorn queen could feel her hoof inching ever closer to her face with each passing scream, but she restrained herself. After that unfortunate cake incident she had promised herself she wouldn’t go through the strenuous task of explaining to her subjects why she had given herself a black eye.
Her old friend was testing her patience though. What didn’t help was that Applejack’s brother Big McIntosh was supposed to be supporting her. Instead he’d ducked out the moment the yelling had started and hadn’t been back since. Twilight couldn’t really blame him though, she didn’t really want to be here either, but the collective purse of her new nation relied on convincing the most self-sufficient pony she knew to borrow a large sum of money from her.
To say their new country was struggling would be an understatement. Ever since she’d separated Ponyville and a good deal of the surrounding territory from Equestria, she’d received no short amount of backlash from Equestria. Her former mentor had thankfully been silent about the entire ordeal, but at the same time she hadn’t said a word against the ponies who had taken it upon themselves to try and “punish” Ponyville’s new queen.
She’d yet to make any kind of currency to replace the power of Equestira’s Bit, and the nobles and businessponies of Canterlot knew that. So they were using any means necessary to destroy her new nation’s fledgling economy. A nation she’d yet to properly name now that she thought about it, but that was a problem for later.
At the moment she was securing Ponyville’s key export: apples. Generations of the Apple family securing their place within Equestria had assured that it was one of the few businesses in Ponyville that was still doing fairly well. But nowhere near well enough to support her plans for the next couple years. If she wanted to stop Canterlot from stomping them into the dirt they’d have to become a rising star that was too hot to touch. And at this stage in the process that growth was almost entirely reliant on Sweet Apple Acres bringing in more workers from Equestria for the upcoming season or two and shipping out more products then they had in the past three generations. A seemingly unreasonable request under ordinary circumstances, but considering the amount of money Twilight was offering her, it should be possible.
“A million bits Twilight! Are ya’ out of your mind?” Applejack sat across the kitchen table hooves crossed again. It was the twel-no thirteenth time she’d done that today. Counting was one of the few things that was keeping her sane at the moment, holding her back from straight out ordering for her friend to take the moment. Part of her knew that if she made it a royal order Applejack wouldn’t contest her, but every other part of her mind was screaming that if she was going to rule it couldn’t be like her.
“Look, Applejack, I’ve already got every other part of this deal secured. There are a few ponies that owe me favors in Canterlot and are willing to endorse you. Plus I’m sending Big Mac to Canterlot and Trottingham to secure deals with a few advertising companies.” She smiled a small chuckle escaping her lips. You know how he is with words, he has ways of making you do what he wants.”
Applejack wasn’t smiling, if anything she was just as resolute as when she first showed up on her doorstep in the morning and Applejack had invited her in for coffee. “We Apples don’t take handouts. We either work for something or it’s not ours. If I took that money of yours my family would be in debt working it off for generations.”
“Then how about I don’t charge you for it, consider it an early Hearths warming gift.” Said Twilight, pleading with her friend.
“Still a handout.” Said Applejack.
“Oh, come on, Applejack, what would Granny say?” The words were out of her mouth before she could even really think about what she’d said. Her gaze drifted down to her, now cold coffee, still wrapped in her magic. It was better than facing the cold stare Applejack was fixing her with.
“Well, excuse me, Celestia. But if my Granny weren’t, ya’ know dead, she’d probably say you were crazy.” Twilight glared at the orange apple farmer. What Twilight had said was cruel, but at least it wasn’t intentional. The only reason Applejack had brought up Celestia was to hurt her, and she knew it.
Slowly, both ponies relaxed, ashamed at their actions. “I’m sorry,” said Twilight, and she was. She knew how much her friends pride meant to her, especially when it came to her farm. Twilight was basically asking her to forsake almost everything that made Sweet Apple Acres great, even if it was only temporarily.
“I-I’m sorry too, Twilight. Look let’s just forget about all of this, and tomorrow me and the girls can help you work on something else?” Applejack’s smile was hopeful, but no matter how warm and inviting it was Twilight frowned.
Her friend didn’t understand, this wasn’t just The Plan, it was her only plan. It was the only hoofhold she had at the moment, and Applejack was inadvertently taking it from her. She set her coffee down on the table, and stood up, preparing to leave when suddenly she saw her saving grace.
There was no doubt Applejack would be mad at her about it, she might even buck her in the face later when no one was watching, but it would be worth it. “Hey, Sis, Big Mac was wondering if it’s okay to come back in the house now.”
“Apple Bloom,” Twilight called out. The young trouble making filly had grown into a strong dependable filly. Someone who was still bright eyed and bushy tailed for the future. A fact Twilight wasn’t going to hesitate to take advantage of, and so she smiled. “How would you like a job?”
The young mare blinked, caught off guard by the sudden request. Meanwhile her sister was glaring at her. “What are you up to Twilight?” A deep warning hidden in her voice, that queen or no, she'd beat the ever-living tar out of her friend if she hurt her sister in any way. 
“You said Apple’s don’t take what they don’t work for. Then let Apple Bloom work for it. She’ll come work for me as my new lab assistant to replace Spike, and most of her paycheck will come back to the farm in order to make some “renovations” around here.”
Twilight was smiling, it had only taken all morning and a less than underhanded tactic, but she’d finally gotten the best of Applejack. She could see it in the farm pony’s face that she’d been beaten, she also saw the look of somepony that really wanted to punch something, but that was something she’d have to deal with later. 
“Fine,” said Applejack, “But you’ve got to actually put her to work. I don’t want to hear from Apple Bloom about you having her follow you around town for a couple hours and then sending her home.”
“Fine.”
“Also make it hard work, backbreaking even, as if she never left the farm.”
“Can do,” Twilight nodded.
“Woah, woah, woah, don’t I get a say in this?” Said Apple Bloom finally breaking in on their negotiations. “I mean it feels like your selling me off here.”
“How does fifty thousand bits a month sound?” Apple Bloom’s mouth hung open, her sister nodding at her to confirm what she said was true. “Most of the money would be directed to the farm, your sister has a couple projects to take care of for me in the upcoming year or two. But if you’re still willing to come work for me, meet me first thing in the morning at the castle." 
Her business done, she bounded out of her seat before another word could be said. Out the Apples front door and past a still cowering Big Mac. Running up the path into town and not stopping until she reached home.

The sun began to rise on what would go down as an interesting day in Ponyville history. A minor parasprite infestation would take over the now somewhat redundant city hall closing it down for a week until they could be led out of town. The cake twins created what would go down as the second and most terrifying iteration of The Cutie Mark crusaders. Meanwhile, local town farmer Big McIntosh headed to Canterlot, cementing his families place in Equestrian politics for decades to come. But as most people will attest the real focus of that day should be on the youngest Apple family member, who was standing outside of friendship castle ready to form a duo that would shape the short history of this small nation.
But at the moment Apple Bloom was simply standing in front of the golden doors to the castle, not entirely sure if she should knock or just enter; the last twenty-four hours had been horribly confusing. First, Twilight had shown up at the farm first thing in the morning, and hour later Big Mac had coming out, next thing she knows Twilight is offering her a job and her sister won’t explain why.
She supposed, though, that it didn’t really matter. There was a job to do and for fifty-thousand bits a month she planned on doing it. With a heavy resolve she knocked on the door calling out Twilight’s name and waited.  A second ticked by, then a moment, and finally a full minute with no response.
Slightly, irked Apple Bloom pushed opened the huge golden doors, to reveal nothing but an empty room, no Twilight, no elegant tapestries, not even a candle light to chase away some of the shadows that were just now receding from the light streaming in through one of the windows hanging to her left. The lack of decorations and basic furniture didn’t surprise her though, all of Ponyville had watched their new queen stretch her powers by emptying the entire contents of her home, floating them up and out of town.
Hesitantly, she took a step forward, and then stopped once she felt something crinkle underneath her feet. It was a note, signed by Twilight. Shifting a bit closer into the light with her hoof she bent over and began to read.
Dear, Apple Bloom
I hope you’ve let yourself in by now. I should be down in the dungeon lab working on something. I’ve painted arrows so you won’t lose your way.
Twilight
And true enough there was a freshly painted red arrow, pointing towards one of the halls off to her left, right beside the grand staircase. She followed it, until she came across another arrow at the end of the hall that led her right, then left, then right again through a dining hall, and finally down a set of stairs that spiraled down into the earth.
Part of her felt like she was walking on stone, but the earth pony and the apple in her knew that was false. She was inside of a tree root. A strange, hollow tree root. The occasional lantern, its light magical in nature, hung affixed to the walls, preventing her from being plunged into total darkness. And she couldn’t help but wonder whether the castle itself was creating them or rather, Twilight had cast a spell in order to light the passage. Apple Bloom frowned She knew enough from helping Zecora to know that if this was Twilight’s spell, that would explain the occasional flicker in the lights. An event that would only happen if a unicorn was starting to lose control for whatever reason.
As the lights began to flicker more and more the red maned mare picked up her pace, only untrained unicorn fillies lost control of something so simple looking. There was no telling what could make an alicorn lose control, or even what might happen when she did.
Faster than she was ready for the stairway ended, and Apple Bloom found herself storming into an open room. The ground beneath her feet was, again replaced by paper, and the ever dimming lights of the stairway were abandoned in favor of ember glow of a candle. Set on a nearby table and surrounded by a sea of marked parchment and blueprints.
Also sitting in the middle of that sea of creativity was its creator, wavering in her seat just as wanly as her candle. The way Apple Bloom saw it, Twilight Sparkle looked like Tartarus had run over Discord and decided to use him as a nice welcoming mat. Hunched over on her bench, almost lazily scrawling down notes on a piece of paper, and then pushing it to the side so it can join its brethren on the floor.
“Ah, Apple Bloom, you’re here.” the Alicorn gave a slight wave to acknowledge her existence. Though how she could see anything with how quickly her eyelids were closing and propping themselves open was beyond Apple Bloom.
“Uhm, Twilight, have you been working all night on this?”  She moved closer careful not to tear or rip anything while examining her new bosses’ increasingly sloppy handwriting.”
“Don’t be silly,” Said Twilight, “I’ve been working on all of this the past several nights. Although, I’ll admit tonight’s workload was a real doozy.” She gave a wavering glance to her work and yawned. “Most of its probably useless though, just the ramblings of a very tired mind.” Finishing that sentence stole what little strength the mare had left, her constant wavering finally tipping her over the edge. And she began to fall.
Of course she never hit the floor, the moment Apple Bloom had seen what was happening she had rushed forward, papers be dammed, to catch her.  The alicorn queen landed on her back with a thud, but years of farm work had made sure that the purple alicorns weight was only a slight hindrance. However, that didn’t stop her from making a slight note to herself to check on the queen’s diet along with her sleeping habits.
Apparently, Twilight had planned for this, because pressed into the far right corner, one of the only ones that had been spared from her creative onslaught. And right next to a table holding what Apple Bloom could only guess was a small portion of the mare’s scientific equipment was a small very raw looking bed, complete with dismal bedding.
Apple Bloom sighed, she’d much rather find Twilight somewhere more comfortable to lay her head, but it was either this or trekking back up those stairs and wandering through the castle trying to find Twilight’s bed room. That now that she thought about it was probably empty anyway. 
Seeing as Twilight had devoted, what looked like the minimal amount of tie dragging this thing down here, she might as well honor her wish and let her rest down here with her ideas. Crossing the room with Twilight’s wings smacking into her sides, stopping at the bed and slowly sliding the sleeping monarch off her back and onto it, careful not to wake her.
Not careful enough though as the moment her head hit the pillow, Twilight sprang back to life, her half-lidded eyes glaring at her new worker. “No,” she said, her voice hitting a high pitched whine to make her sound more like a child than the teenager, attempting to tuck her in. “If I don’t give you work, Applejack is gonna be pissed.” Twilight’s lips puckered into a small pout, and despite how incredibly awkward this situation was Apple bloom couldn’t help but smile.
“Applejack is already pissed, she’s barely said a word since you left yesterday.”
Twilight’s frown deepened, “fine, even more pissed. Point is I made a deal, and you need to do something today.”
“Alright how about this,” she bit down on the cover pulling it over Twilight. “I’ll fix this place up, then I’ll get to work sweeping up the rest of the castle.”
“Good,” Twilight nodded letting lose another yawn.
“But, uhm, first, could you tell me why you did all this.” There was having a a good work ethic and then there was using work to torture yourself. Her sister was apt to do it when she was stressed, but when she did it was always Twilight that would talk her down. “I mean it’s great how serious you’re taking all of this, but don’t you think this is a bit, I don’t now overkill?”
And as tired as she was, for a brief instance Twilight’s eyes turned to steel, flaring with anew energy that she might have had at the beginning of the night but for all intents and purposes should have run out a long time ago. “One, I’m the best person suited for this. Two, it’s necessary to get it done soon. Three I’m pressing you sister into a similar situation so I really can’t complain. But fourth, and most importantly, it helps remind me.”
“Reminds you of what?” But that was a question for another time, another time with sulfur mixtures and nice hot coffee to help work late into the night. For now though, Twilight’s features lost their edge, melting back into the dream world she’d entered very briefly before.
Apple Bloom let loose another sigh. With the steady reminder of the paycheck waiting her at the end of the month. She stepped away from the bed, and examined the room. Wondering where in the world she should start to go through everything, but ultimately deciding that it would be best to get what was underhoof and work from there.
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