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Thump. 
The yellow-coated filly's hind legs slammed against the wall, and she let out a low groan of frustration. 
Thump.
Her attempt was weaker this time. Apple Bloom sighed, finally pulling herself up from her upside-down position on her bed, her strawberry hair falling over her eyes. She glanced down at her shiny, old bow, having been ripped angerily from her mane, and crushed it between her hooves. The ribbon fell to her covers, and with a satisfied smirk, Apple Bloom turned to the window. 
Her room wasn't large by any means, in fact, it was quite the opposite. Her cherished books and trinkets lined against the walls and wooden floor, and those lucky enough to be on a shelf nearly tumbled onto her bed. But, she liked to think of it as cozy; a perfect place to curl up on winter nights. 
Pushing aside a cracked flower pot, the filly leaned her head against the open window frame, breathing in the smell of the spring wind. Silhouettes of the whispering apple trees bowed with ripe apples not yet bucked, and tiny stars twinkled from above. 
"Stupid, stupid, stupid," she muttered to herself, gritting her teeth together. She shut her eyes from the night, berating herself for a tear that slipped down her cheek. Submitting to silence, Apple Bloom laid back down. 
She startled at the sight of her elder sister over the threshold. Applejack's sleepiness was apparent in her half-lowered eyelids, and mussy golden hair. Pulled over her ears was a snug nightcap. 
"Applejack?" Apple Bloom murmured in surprise, pushing herself up to a sitting position. "What are you doin' up here?" 
Applejack, despite her tired state, managed to raise a sarcastic eyebrow at her sibling. She motioned with her hoof to the partially dented wallpaper, leaning against the door frame with a yawn. 
"Oh." Apple Bloom blushed, careful to blink her tears away. "That." She looked away, not sure whether or not to speak. She heard Applejack sigh and the older mare stepped into the room with moonlight illuminating her soft smile. 
Applejack sat herself on the edge of the bed, tugging off her nightcap. "Sugarcube," she began. "Why the hay have ya been bangin' on the wall for the last twenty minutes?" There was clear annoyance on her face, but Apple Bloom noticed a hint of amusement beneath it.
Apple Bloom bit her lip. "I'm sorry," she said softly. "You can go now." 
Applejack chuckled and shook her head. "Bloom, ya ain't gettin' me to leave that easily." Her emerald eyes trailed down to the bow on the sheets, and her mouth tugged into a frown. She picked it up and tried to smooth out the wrinkles. "Now, what did ya go and do to your bow?" Applejack asked, reaching out to tie it back her sister's hair. 
Apple Bloom flinched back just a fraction of an inch and Applejack's frown deepened. She placed the bow down, and stared in bewildrement at the filly. "Bloom?" she whispered, her voice growing husky with warmth. 
Apple Bloom took a deep breath, her forehead crinkling, and her lips drawn tight. "I couldn't sleep, Applejack," she told her, swallowing hard. "It was... stupid Diamond Tiara." She leaned back and willed herself not to cry. 
Applejack cocked an ear. "Little Diamond?" she asked. "Why, Ah though y'all were gettin' along just fine!" 
Apple Bloom shook her head vigourously, but then paused and nodded. "Ugh, we are! But-but you know how she, sis. Always havin' a big head, talkin' stuff she shouldn't be talkin' 'bout sometimes. She's tryin' to be a better pony, but every so often a thing will slip by; a word, a comment, a look, and I—" she broke off, her eyes shining.  
"Oh, sugarcube," Applejack drawled. "Ya know that silly filly didn't mean nothin'. Ah'm sure if ya go an' speak ta her, maybe y'all can work it out."
Apple Bloom rubbed her face roughly. "No, no! What if it's actually true this time?" 
Applejack stiffened. After a moment of silence, she continued; "Ah don't think anythin' she says is true, 'cause if it was ya would have figured it out a long time ago, Bloom." She nuzzled against her sister's head comfortingly. 
Apple Bloom didn't return the affection. "Maybe," she mumbled beneath her hair, "or maybe I've just been too thickheaded to notice."  
Applejack scratched her neck, her forehead drawing lines in sympathy. "Oh, come now. If anypony in this house here is thickheaded, it's me." She wetted her lips. "But, Ah'm not gonna let ya slip by like that. Tell me; what happened?" 
Apple Bloom's chin trembled, but she held it in with a scowl. "We were walkin' home today. Me and Diamond, that is. It-it was going fine and all—she was with me 'cause the Crusaders were sick—and Diamond... hey, Applejack?  You-you know that school dance comin' up? The one they've been advertisin' and everythin' for months? It's in a couple days, and..." 
Applejack nudged her forward with what she hoped was a comforting smile. "Go on," she said.
Apple Bloom inhaled shakily. "She brought it up. 'Course, Diamond asked me who I was takin'. Filly's choice this year." A fierce blush overtook her cheeks. "I told her that I was just thinkin' about maybe askin' a nice colt in our class—grey coat—named Rumble. You might know him, sis. I didn't mean much when I said it, heck, I wasn't even sure if I really wanted to go. But... then Diamond just laughed, saying that she was gonna ask him instead. She laughed; made me feel so silly. 
"Then Diamond got this sugary sweet look in her eyes, a fake face, and told me I shouldn't get my hopes up, 'cause he wouldn't want—" She cut her herself off when a lump rose up in her throat, that not even Applejack's concerns could take away. 
Apple Bloom fought her feeling of helplessness, and pushed on through her words. "—said he wouldn't want a simple, rough farm filly like me. That he-he would want someone of graceful beauty like her." With that finally uttered, Apple Bloom collasped in silent tears, her shoulders shaking with each tiny gasp. 
Without a word, Applejack swept her little sister into an embrace, rocking back and forth. "Shh, shh, shh," she breathed, glad that Apple Bloom didn't fight the hug. She brushed her sister's mane from her muzzle, not ceasing her comforting murmuring.  
Apple Bloom stirred in Applejack's grasp and tried in vain to quell her whimpering. Her cheeks shone with tears. "Applejack..." she started quietly,"am I not beautiful?" 
Apple Bloom immediatly tensed up as the words left her lips, and she didn't meet Applejack's gaze. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, that was a horrible question! I..." She trailed off when she realized her sister had lapsed into silence. "Applejack?" she whispered, feeling foolish. 
The orange mare was peering at her with a mix of confusement and sadness. "Are ya kiddin' me?"
Apple Bloom drew back, stuttering out apologies.  
Applejack sighed with a tilt of her head, and took Apple Bloom's trembling face in her hooves. "Ah said; 'are ya kiddin' me?'"
It took a moment for Apple Bloom to muster up the ability to shake her head no. Applejack dropped her hold, letting out a breath. "Golly, Bloom, why would ya ever think that?" 
Apple Bloom swallowed thickly. "Why? 'Cause Diamond Tiara, she—"
"Now, since when did ya start carin' what she said when she was bein' rude?"
Apple Bloom went silent and her eyes cast downwards.
Applejack's ears flicked. "Sugar, come with me," she said suddenly. Applebloom looked up, her mouth forming a small 'o'. Not waiting for a reply, Applejack wrapped her strong arms around the filly's barrel, hoisting her into the air. Apple Bloom squealed as Applejack climbed onto the edge of the bed, placing her through the window onto the roof.
"What are you doin'?" Apple Bloom protested, digging her hooves into the tiles as the gentle wind played with the ends of her mane. 
Applejack just smiled, clambering through behind her. "Trust me." She sat beside Apple Bloom, pulling her close to her side as their legs dangled above the darkened land. She seemed to be relishing in the serene quiet, before turning to her sister. "Ah wanted to bring ya out here," she began wistfully, "because it's a place that always used to help me when Ah was stressed as hay." She pointed a hoof at Apple Bloom. "Even ya used to come out here with me when ya were younger, get that? 'Course, it was without Granny's consent." 
Applejack's shoulder's slumped when Apple Bloom didn't so much as crack a smile. "Listen," she said softly, "you're bein' so dang silly, ya know that?" 
Apple Bloom flinched at her words. "No, I'm not! Sis, why don't you get it?"
Applejack leaned on the roof against her back. "Shoot, Ah never said Ah didn't get it, Bloom. The idea itself isn't silly, naw, it's just the fact that y'all are fussin' 'bout it."
Apple Bloom was taken aback by her lighthearted tone, but, then again, perhaps that was her sister's approach to things she didn't understand. "Why?" was all she could utter.
Applejack pressed her lips together, humming. "It's 'cause ya don't have to worry at all," she said.
Apple Bloom followed the horizon. "Well, a lot of ponies sure seem to care 'bout beauty," she muttered. 
Applejack bowed her head down. "Heck. 'Course they do. But ponies are a fickle bunch, they don't understand much, myself included. Apple Bloom, when ya think of Diamond Tiara, what comes to mind?" she asked. 
Apple Bloom scowled, a look very unbecoming to her features. "Gourgous. Beautiful. Lady-like. Rich. Powerful. Pretty..." 
Applejack raised an eyebrow.
Apple Bloom clenched her jaw. "Selfish. Self-absorbed. Arrogant. Careless. Sometimes cruel."
Applejack nodded. "She's tryin', though, ain't she? Ah suppose that counts." She ruffled her sister's hair with her hoof. "But the point is, Bloom, Ah know she isn't always the most pleasent of ponies. And, yet, Ah have to admit, she is a very eye-catchin' young lady. Did that make any difference when she and Silver Spoon were teasin' y'all?"
Apple Bloom shook her head vigourously. "I couldn't even stand to be around her!" 
"Exactly," Applejack said softly. "It may of made a good first impression, but her looks only took her so far." She pulled her sister against her chest.
"Can Ah tell ya a story?" 
Apple Bloom stretched her forelegs, sniffing. "Sure, AJ."
Applejack shifted on the roof with a farway look overcoming her features. "Ah was silly, too, a little while ago. And it was only a couple years ago, Bloom. Ah was at one of Pinkie's late night parties, gettin' just a bit tipsy, mind ya, but Ah couldn't manage to have a good time. Ah simply couldn't keep mah eyes off of my friend, Rares, dancin' like a filly under the disco ball. With all the flashin' lights hittin' just so, and her mane flyin' everywhere... Ah started to wonder.
"Ah was sittin' in the corner, broodin' into a cup of strong cider, when Rarity grew tired enough to slide onto the seat besides me. Even with all the sweat pourin' off her forehead, she was..." Applejack paused.
"Beautiful?" Apple Bloom finished hestitantly.
Applejack chuckled. "Yeah. She was. Ah'll admit, Ah was jealous. Sickeningly jealous, sugar. Ah'm not proud of that. But, after all, Rarity was the one with the fancy hair and the flutterin' eyes. The one all the stallions looked to. And where did that leave me?" She let her smile fall for a second. 
"And ya know what Rarity told me? She said 'Applejack, sometimes Ah wish Ah could be more like ya.'" Applejack laughed to herself. "Of course, it was so much more than that, at least to me. She just reached over to me with this look in her big eyes, and hugged me, Bloom. Told me that Ah have a certain type of beauty she's always envied." 
Apple Bloom leaned forward, enraptured. 
"And, that got me thinkin' 'bout things. 'Bout values of ponykind," Applejack drawled.
"How long have you been thinkin'?" Apple Bloom asked carefully, her shadowed face tight.
Applejack tapped the tiles underneath her. "Golly, Ah haven't rightly stopped thinkin' yet." She smiled lopsidely in that bittersweet way she smiled. "Now, this might not make much sense, but Ah've got a few things Ah like to believe. 
"There are two sparks for a pony. They're both named beauty," Applejack breathed. "Golden little things, ya get? One on the inside, right inside a pony's heart. It's the largest and most special, but it takes a keen eye to find it hidden away like that. Most ponies foolishly fancy the outside spark, for they don't give a second look. Some forget that the inside beauty is more important than the outside one." Applejack looked down at her sister. "Especially one little mare named Apple Bloom."
Apple Bloom was silent.
Applejack continued, "Some ponies have stronger sparks on the outside, and find others adore them to pieces. Some choose to embrace their beauty, paintin' their bodies and faces in hopes to become even more pretty," she said bitterly. "While a few ponies know not even of their strong outside spark. 
"The best of us have a great inside beauty, though. It's where the pony's love and kindness is. Their personality. That's what counts. Do ya understand?" Applejack asked, her eyes shining. 
Apple Bloom bit her lip, curling her tail around her withers. "Yeah," she murmured, "yeah, I think I do, sis." Her voice was soft.
Applejack nodded. "Ah just wanted to let you know that. It's true. Ah didn't want ya to go out and judge ponies. Ah learned that a little too late." 
Apple Bloom finally managed a wavering smile. "Thanks, Applejack. For tellin' me about... the sparks, as you put it. Diamond Tiara... I think-I think she could learn 'bout beauty, too," she said, laying back onto her sister. "I'm sorry. I'll try to grow the best inside spark, okay?" 
Applejack lifted her chin up. "Okay, Bloom. And ya want to know something? Ya are beautiful. Don't let anyone tell ya different." 
Apple Bloom jerked up. "I am? Even though I'm dirty and small?" 
Applejack wrinkled her nose at the comment. "Of course ya are! Why, along with Rares, Ah've never seen somepony with both sparks so bright!"
Apple Bloom lifted up her ear. "But then why did you say all that?"
Applejack shook her head knowingly. "Ah said that so you'd understand. Outer beauty isn't everythin' Bloom, even if you've got it, too. Ponies need to learn this." 
"They do. I did." Apple Bloom glanced up at the twinkling stars, her hooves swinging over the roof. She looked down when she felt a light pressure on her mane. A shiny, pink bow fell above her forehead. 
"Hold on," Applejack muttered, finally pulling back when she had finished tying in the old ribbon. "There. Perfect."
Apple Bloom furrowed her brow. "You brought this outside?" she asked. 
"Of course Ah did, sugarcube. Ah wouldn't leave the precious thin' behind after ya refused to wear it. What was that 'bout, anyway?" 
Apple Bloom flushed. "I...I just thought that such a nice lookin' bow didn't belon' with not such a..."
Applejack brushed her mane back, hugging her tightly. "Oh, hush, Bloom." The moon had risen over the horizon, bathing the two sisters in silver. Apple Bloom let her eyelids close, listening to the beating heart of her loving sister.
Applejack's beautiful angel slept peacefully. 
"Hush." 
FIN
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