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Down to Brass Tacks
by Present Perfect
"Explain to me again this... 'friendship quest'.  What is it we're supposed to do?"
Twilight gave Tempest a searching look.  Her Captain held her usual stoic demeanor, even while focused on her bowl of breakfast oats.
"When your cutie mark starts glowing," said Twilight, "that means the Cutie Map has summoned you to solve a friendship problem.  Normally, we would look at the map in my castle to find out where to go, but my friends confirmed our problem is somewhere here in Canterlot.  Convenient!" Twilight smiled.  "So once we find two ponies who are in need of having their friendship repaired, we help them out, and another set of glowing cutie marks means we're done!  Finding the problem is usually the hard part, but in my experience, things tend to fall into place afterward."
Tempest was quiet for a few moments, tapping her breakfast spoon against her bowl.
"Forgive me for asking, but what would happen if we simply went back to Ponyville and ignored the quest?"
To Twilight's analytical side, the question was valid, if strange.  The strange part of course was that she herself had never asked the question in the first place.  What would happen if a friendship quest was ignored?  Beyond the obvious, that was.
Would she be punished after a certain period of time had passed?  Well, none of her friends had ever taken more than a day from being summoned to finish a friendship quest, so that was unlikely.  Unless the time period was forgiving, she would have no way to find out.
Would the Cutie Map continually summon her and Tempest, making their cutie marks glow more and more frequently until they finally gave in?  Well, it hadn't done anything to them that morning.  Perhaps because their minds were still on the task?  It was impossible to know.
Would having this one friendship quest 'active' preclude others from ever being summoned?  Could apathy on the part of the wrong two ponies destroy friendship as Equestria knew it?
There were so many variables, so many possibilities.  There was no way to discover anything concrete.    The well of primordial, soul-rending panic that dwelt deep inside Twilight lurched, screaming, into her veins.
She must have been contemplating the question for a while, because Tempest said, "Your Highness?"
So she gave the only logical response she could.
"The ponies won't be able to solve their problem." She put on her teaching face.  "Obviously, ponies have problems with their friendships all the time.  It's part of life!  The Cutie Map only calls us when those problems can't be resolved by the ponies in question.  If we dawdle, well, those ponies will just have to suffer that much longer.  So it's better if we don't wait longer than necessary."
From Tempest's raised eyebrow and lowered gaze, Twilight had to assume she'd never considered the possibility.

"I don't understand," said Rarity as Sassy Saddles trotted back and forth in Canterlot Carousel.  "How could the order not have been placed yet?"
"Rococo and ribbons, Rarity," said Sassy, setting a shelf of fabrics in order and checking off something on a clipboard.  "I am sorry, truly I am, but I never should have promised the armor to you in the first place." She made a frustrated noise in the back of her throat.  "If it isn't too much to put forward, my relationship with my brother has been breaking down over the past few months, and now we are simply no longer on speaking terms."
"Forgive me for asking," said Twilight, who had been inspecting a rack of dresses at the far end of the shop, "but what's your brother's involvement with our armor order?"
Sassy sighed.  "Brass Battles is a Royal Guard," she said, "and more importantly, he works for the Royal Armory.  When Miss Rarity asked if I could arrange to have a custom suit of armor made, I didn't even consider before saying 'yes'.  And now just look at the pickle you're in!" She ground her teeth.  "Ooh, buttons and bobbins, but there is no way I'll apologize to him first!  I'd rather eat a roll of crinoline!"
Rarity turned a dismayed frown to Twilight.  "I'm ever so sorry, Twilight.  Sassy was my contact with the Royal Armory.  It seems poor Tempest may be out a suit of new armor."
Twilight tapped her chin until an idea hit her, and her face lit with a smile that surprised both fashionistas.
"Nevermind the armor, Rarity," she said.  "After all, solving a friendship problem is a lot more important!"
"Oh," said Rarity.  "Oh goodness, are you sure?"
Sassy looked between the two of them, completely confused.

Tempest Shadow heaved the slab of stone onto the cart, then tapped on the back of it.  As the Storm Guard hauled it away to the quarry, the other Guards grunted and grumbled in their version of a hearty cheer.  Wiping the sweat from her brow, she smiled at them.
With no armor in sight and nothing to do while this 'friendship problem' hung over her head, Tempest had decided that helping her former minions with their repair duties would be the best way to spend her morning.  And if it helped her feel a little more forgiving toward herself, then so much the better.
"Bravo, well done!" cried an enthusiastic voice behind her.  She turned to see a lanky unicorn Guard stomping light applause on the marble.
"These gents were miracle workers already," said the stallion, "but watching you lift all that heavy stone yourself?  Barding and badges, honey, you are a sight!"
Tempest already did not like this pony.  Narrowing her eyes at him, she said, "You are...?"
"Brass Battles," he said, removing his helmet and extending a hoof.  "But you can call me Brassy, everypony does."
Once the helmet off, his armor's enchantment broke, revealing him to be light turquoise, with an orange-and-yellow mane cropped short in a military cut.  His horn was rather long for a unicorn, and with his long, lithe legs, he stood nearly eye-to-eye with Tempest.
She shook his hoof warily.  "Tempest Shadow.  Are you the Guard in charge of overseeing this crew?"
"I am indeed!" He stepped back and let out a shrill whistle, the Storm Guards forming into a line in front of him.  "Now, gentlecolts, your attention please!  The Princess has been kind enough to arrange a train to take you back home.  Go back to your rooms and gather your things.  Make sure you don't forget anything!  Meet me at the palace gates in one hour.  Listen for the clock to strike this many, okay?" He thumped his right rear hoof on the marble ten times, and one or two of the Guards nodded.
Tempest waited until the Guards had filed out before addressing the stallion again.
"You must be Celestia's yeti interpreter," she said, voice cagey.
To her surprise, the stallion actually rubbed the back of his head and blushed.
"Ohh, well... I don't do much." He gave a nervous chuckle.  "It's not so much interpreting as... just understanding other ponies.  Or creatures I guess.  Everypony's got the same needs, right?  Companionship and love and all that, I mean.  You just hafta... reach out to their heart and listen to what's there."
Tempest raised an eyebrow.  "Flowery words for a Royal Guard."
Brassy swallowed and gave a nervous giggle.  "Well, maybe don't tell the other Guards, but I might write poetry in my spare time."
"I never would have guessed." Snorting, she moved to the nearby window, Brassy following, and looked out onto the bustling courtyard.  The Storm Guards were happily mobbing their way to whatever barracks housed them.  "Why tell me?"
He took a deep breath.  "I beg your pardon if I'm presuming too much, but I figure there's no pony more trustworthy than one who's really trying to turn her life around from a, shall we say, less than agreeable past?"
She glowered at him but said nothing, and he shrank away from her, just a little.  She couldn't fault his faith, however.  They'd only just met, and here he was, sharing dark secrets?  Perhaps she radiated some kind of invisible trustworthiness now that she was set on turning over a new leaf.  She gave a half chuckle.
"Well, if it makes you feel any better, your technique for talking to the Storm Guards isn't too much different than my own." She turned her gaze back to the window, hiding a smile.  "I used to command them, you know.  If I can... tell you a secret of my own?"
"Go ahead!" He sounded most enthused.
"Half the time, I couldn't understand what they were saying, either, so I'd just pretend I did.  Sometimes I'd get mad at them for no reason.  Kept them on their toes."
He snickered.  "That sounds like a good decision."
"It's the sort of thing a commander learns on the fly." Turning back to him, she leaned against the windowsill.  "As a Guard Captain now, though... Well, I suppose there will be new challenges to learn as I go."
"A Captain?  Well, forgive me for not saluting earlier, ma'am."  His hoof shot to his brow, but she waved it off.
"At ease."
His smile returned.  "Makes me wish everypony were that easy to deal with sometimes."
A tiny something in the back of Tempest's mind gave her a little poke and whispered Friendship quest! in her ear.
"Oh?" She raised an eyebrow and cocked her head.  "Not getting along with someone, are you?"
"Arms and armors, I should say not!" He snorted and jammed his helmet back onto his head, the color draining from his coat and mane.  "My bratty twin sister is absolutely the worst pony in Equestria.  So rude.  So pushy!"
She did her best to hide a smirk.  "Do tell."

"Brassy and I only recently reconnected, Your Highness," Sassy explained as they sat in Canterlot Carousel's backroom.
"Oh goodness!" Rarity's hoof flew to her mouth.  "Were you estranged?"
"Not exactly." Sassy let out a sigh.  "You see, we're fraternal twins, but Brassy was born sickly.  My parents couldn't afford his medical treatments, so he was adopted by a well-to-do family who could.  So we didn't grow up together, and after his new family moved to Manehattan to continue the treatments, we lost touch."

"Because of that," Brassy continued, "we grew up in... very different worlds, you could say."
He let out a sigh, leaning against the edge of the pillar.  They had walked out to some royal garden or other, with white marble columns everywhere the eye could see.
"I followed my family's hoofsteps and went into the Guard, while she's..." He made a face.  "A manager at a fashion closet.  I mean, I like fashion as much as anypony, but manager?  When she could own the place?"

"And like some Guards, he's pushy and inconsiderate, and frankly, I could care less if he was related to me right now."
Sassy tossed her mane, holding her nose primly upward.  "The fact is, we were supposed to be getting together for the three-year anniversary of when we reconnected..." Her face fell, her ears drooped, and she dug at the carpeting with a hooftip.  "And I'd really been looking forward to it, too.  I'd hoped it would mend the rift that's been forming between us over the last year or so."
Rarity and Twilight shared a look.  It was Twilight who placed a hoof gently on Sassy's shoulder and asked, "What happened?"
She sighed.  "Does it even matter?"

"I mean, she had an entire storefront grand opening, followed by a going out of business sale, followed by a grand reopening, and she never even thought to invite me?"
Tempest lay on her back on a bench, watching as Brassy marched up and down the hedgerow, gesticulating wildly as he ranted.
"Maybe she knew you weren't that interested in her business."
"I mean, she could have at least asked.  We're family, for pony's sake." He snorted and stomped a hoof hard enough to make his armor rattle.  "And it was the fifth boutique that year, no less.  Can you believe it?  That mare, I swear, I just don't understand what gets into her!"
Tempest rolled her eyes.  "I'm sure I know what you mean."

"And the next day, he comes down to congratulate me for 'finally holding down a job'!  Can you imagine the nerve?  Condescending to your own sister like that!"
Rarity cradled Sassy's head in her forelegs while the other mare sobbed.  Twilight tried not to stare at the mascara running down her face.
"I'm sure he meant well," she said, though it sounded rather lame to her own ears afterward.
Sassy blew her nose on a silk square and sniffled.  "Well, I don't care.  Darning and denim, I hope I never see that... that lout!  That cad ever again!"
As she went back to her enthusiastic boo-hoo-hooing, Rarity and Twilight exchanged a sympathetic look.
"Well, Sassy," said Twilight, "let me go talk to your brother.  Maybe I can get him to apologize, and then we can see about getting you both to re-reconnect!"
Sassy moaned something about linens, lace and apologies not being enough.

Brassy removed his helmet once more and rubbed at his eyes.  "Sorry for dumping all my baggage on you, Captain.  But, brigades and battlements, I do feel a fair sight better!"
"Think nothing of it."
Brassy gave a high-pitched laugh.
By all the moon's cold radiance, she thought, he's actually tittering.
"As it so happens," she said, "I know someone who might just be able to give you and your sister some help in mending your relationship."
"Oh, well..." He frowned ever so slightly, putting his helmet back on.  "I don't mean to be a burden, now.  Just, y'know, venting helps the old emotional constitution and all that."
What would Princess Twilight do?
Tempest slipped off her bench and threw a leg around Brassy's withers.
"All right, soldier, we'll have none of that talk," she said in as serious and non-shouting a tone as she could muster.  "It's obvious this rift is hurting you, and it's probably hurting her, too.  If I've got the power to help, then I'll do everything I can."
Did she really mean this?
He looked up to her, eyes sparkling.
Her snout wrinkled.
"After all, it's what... egh, friends do."

Twilight and Tempest all but literally ran into each in the middle of the large plaza in front of the Palace.  A grand marble fountain depicting ponies from all three tribes spraying water beneath a rearing alicorn drowned out all but the loudest shouts at a distance.  So it was perhaps no surprise that they simultaneously cried, "I think I found our friendship problem!"
Laughing, Twilight said, "A friend of Rarity's is having trouble relating to her brother.  She wants them to reconnect, but she's completely at her wit's end!"
Tempest raised a skeptical eyebrow.  "This brother wouldn't happen to be a Royal Guard named Brass Battles, would he?"
Twilight's mouth made an O.  "You met him?  That's fantastic!  I was going to try and find him myself to hear his side of the problem."
"I can fill you in on what he told me." Tempest shifted on her hooves.  "Though I cannot help being concerned by this coincidence.  There are how many ponies in Canterlot, and the two of us just happened to run into the pair who most needs our help?"
Twilight scoffed and waved a hoof.  "Cutie marks, Tempest!" At Tempest's repeated eyebrow, she said, "Look, I know you're new to them, so here's the most important thing to remember.  Cutie marks are about destiny.  And the Cutie Map, which uses our cutie marks to tell us about friendship problems, very likely has some ability to manipulate destiny in the name of maintaining harmony!"
"Wait, 'very likely'?" Tempest's eyes went wide.  "Are you saying you don't know for certain?  I may not have known you for long, but that doesn't seem very like you."
"Pssh." Twilight shrugged.  "I learned a long time ago that there are some things it's not worth understanding the full details of.  Besides, now we've got our friendship quest!  It's far more important we turn our attentions to that!"
She pointed behind herself with a wing.  "You go talk to Sassy Saddles, see if you can't get to the root of the problem, and I'll interview her brother.  She's in Canterlot Carousel, it's right that way and you can't miss it.  Good luck, Tempest!"
And with that, she pranced off to the castle, leaving a bewildered Tempest alone in the plaza.

"Welcome to Canterlot Carousel!  How may I help you?"
Tempest winced at the bubbly, strident voice.  The mare who'd greeted her hadn't even looked at her yet, which meant in just a moment, when she turned around...
"Oh my goodness!"
The tall unicorn, sky-blue coat accented by her red and orange mane and mauve skirt, backed away from Tempest until her rear end hit a shelf.  A pair of fabric rolls were knocked loose, thumping softly to the floor behind her.
"Are you Sassy Saddles?" She didn't really have to ask, the mare was obviously a perfect match for Brassy's coloration, but it seemed the polite thing to do.
"Yes?" squeaked Sassy.
"My name is Tempest.  I'm here to help with your..." She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  "Friendship problem."
"Oh." Sassy relaxed, just a little bit, holding her clipboard before her as though it was any sort of shield.  "You're with Princess Twilight?"
Tempest could not stop herself from rolling her eyes.  "Yes."
"Tremulous toile!" cried Sassy.  "Oh, I am so sorry, you... you scared me!  And I've behaved so unprofessionally.  Could I perhaps find you a dress to make up for it?"
The mare scooted back into the shelf at Tempest's glare.  "I don't do dresses.  Just friendship problems."
"W-well, now I absolutely insist that you let me find you something to wear.  Perhaps a tasteful suit?  I could fit you while we... discuss my problem?"
Tempest's had to choke back a reflexive 'no'.  If it would get her closer to the end of this ridiculous quest, Tempest could put up with it.
"Fine."
She was whisked via magic to a raised platform surrounded by mirrors.  A suit was held up to Tempest's front and discarded before she could get a word in edgewise.  Sassy needed little prompting to spill her side of the problem, showing Tempest outfit after outfit and hardly pausing for breath.
"So no," she concluded, "I did not invite him to Canterlot Carousel's grand opening, because I knew he wouldn't appreciate it."
"Mm." Tempest couldn't help admitting that what Sassy had saddled her with at the moment suited her well.  Clean lines, no ornaments; she might actually consider wearing this out of the store!  "He told me he likes fashion, though.  Why snub you?"
Sassy rolled her eyes.  "It's not the fashion, so much, as... Well, you see, he's never had to work for anything in his life.  His family babied him because he was so frail as a colt, and since they're military, he was a horseshoe-in for the Guard.
"Meanwhile, I've spent my life busting my flank.  Trying to get a good education, getting into the fashion industry when I was only a mediocre designer at best, working my way through failed boutique after failed boutique until Miss Rarity deigned to give me a cha--" She cut off with a hiccuped sob.  "I-I'm sorry.  Mother and I didn't have much, growing up, while Brassy got everything.  He just doesn't understand how much that is.  It's upsetting sometimes."
Something deep within Tempest stirred.  Memories flashed through her: jealousy because another foal getting a shiny toy for their birthday when she got wooden ones; dread at the fateful ball disappearing into the cave, not because it might be lost but because she wouldn't be able to replace it.  Unwitting, she laid a hoof softly against Sassy's withers.  The other mare looked at her, shocked.
"He may not understand," said Tempest, "but I do."

"Nice suit!"
Twilight goggled openly as Tempest joined her in the palace garden, wearing a navy blue one-piece suit with golden trim.  Around them, royal staff set up decorations, laid out furniture, or placed bowls and plates of food.
"Sassy Saddles gave it to me," Tempest said.  "What's all this?"
Twilight beamed at her.  "I'm throwing a Canterlot Garden Party!  I can totally do that, you know, princess and all!" Her giggle ended on a snort.  "Brassy told me he's tired of her not inviting him to events.  I, of course, don't believe for a second that's the root of their problems, but I figure an invitation written in her name will be just the excuse to get them together.  They can apologize, and we can sort out the real reason for their rift once they start talking to each other again!"
Tempest took another look around the garden.  Everywhere were topiaries sculpted to look like ponies, large animals, and pieces of fruit.  The silver platters held tiny sandwiches, miniature crackers with dollops of cheese, and microscopic fruit salads.  The cake looked more like a work of art than a confection.  There would be punch.
"She's going to hate it," Tempest said flatly.
Twilight's ears fell.  "Wait, what?"
"This." Tempest waved her hoof at the goings-on.  "It's too upper class.  She's not even the one sending the invitation.  You should stop before this backfires."
She got a strange look from Twilight.  "Since when were you and Sassy Saddles best buddies?"
"Since I talked to her and listened to what she had to say." Tempest raised a dangerous eyebrow, clamping down on the head of steam that she was building.  "Your Highness, I have some ideas of my own to pursue, but they may take time."
"Pfft." Twilight waved her hoof.  "Go for it!  Any extra info we can gather will help us solve this problem.  You go do whatever it is you decided to do, but I'm not calling off this party.  Just you watch, I'll get our problematic pony pals talking all right!"
Casting one last glance at the decorations, Tempest sighed and scuffed her hoof on the ground.  "Well, I can't argue that getting them to talk will be a good first step.  I just don't think this is the best way to go about it."
"Come on, Tempest," Twilight said, laying a hoof against her chest, "I've done friendship problems before.  You can trust that I know what I'm doing, okay?"
Tempest scowled.  "Just so long as you can trust me."

At the large, opulent hall on Canterlot's east side, Tempest met Brassy's father, Bugler Battles, and his mother, Browallia, middle-aged unicorns in luxurious attire who possessed that archetypal Canterlot nose-in-the-air snideness.
She immediately decided she didn't like them.  They in turn were dutifully impressed by her 'official' Friendship Guard badge and didn't notice just how haphazardly designed it was.  It had been a last minute kind of thing.
They ushered her in for tea and biscuits, because of course a Captain of the Royal Guard -- "Was that 'Friendship Guard' you'd said?" -- was a guest of great importance.  They told Tempest all about the hallways Bugler had guarded in his day, how they were the very same hallways his son was guarding now and, oh, wasn't it marvelous that he worked in the Royal Armory as well, what a splendid boy!
Browallia nimbly dodged more personal questions.
Tempest had to draw strength from her princess's name to endure their folderol for what she deemed an appropriate amount of time.  Luckily for her, the meeting was broken up by the appearance of a grey pegasus mare, her eyes clouded milk-white and her frame so thin it was a wonder her legs could propel it.  Indeed, her rear left dragged a bit with every other step, but that didn't seem to slow her down, as she evaded the butler trying to usher her back upstairs and ignored Bugler's cry of, "Oh, grandmama, you really shouldn't be out of bed in your condition!"
Fie to that! the mare, Battlefront, had said.
She nipped at her grandchildren's heels -- quite literally -- until they felt the need to excuse themselves, and won't you show Captain Tempest out, Jarlsberg?  Before Tempest left, though, the old mare took her by the withers with a hoof whose thin power whispered of the steam engine she must have been in her prime.
Battlefront's eyes somehow held Tempest's through the cataracts.  She knew Tempest's look, she said, they were both alike, both military ponies.  That's what had drawn the old mare to her.  She spoke with such gravity, such depth of ageless wisdom, that Tempest found herself unwittingly etching every word into her memory.
"The thing about being military is you have a duty.  Sometimes, a pony forgets where her duty lies."
With that, Tempest was shown out by Jarlsberg, the Battles' other butler.  She wasn't going to complain; she was too busy with Battlefront's words bouncing around in her skull.
On the south side of Canterlot, near the bottom of the mountain city, Tempest Shadow met Sassy's mother Rosette, a frumpy, aging earth pony less impressed by the Guard badge and more afraid Tempest had come to shake her down.
She lived in one of the few actual houses on her street, a bit large for one pony, but with solid foundations and no leaks in the roof.  Most of the district, where many of the city's working earth ponies lived, was cramped apartments or tumble-down shacks.  She could never have afforded it if her daughter didn't send home money every month.
Tempest learned all of this over tea, once the mare's trembling had stopped.  The tea was more watery than what the Battles had served her.  There were no biscuits.
Tempest had never found herself connecting so easily with another pony.
Ms. Rosette -- "I dropped the 'Mrs.' after my husband passed away." -- was retired, living off a small pension from die-punching, and all too happy to expound on her daughter's many accomplishments.  When Tempest mentioned her failures, Rosette simply waved a hoof and replied,
"What she does now is what defines her."
She was less keen to speak about her estranged son, though Tempest got the feeling it was not so much because she didn't want to and more that she simply had nothing to say.  She wouldn't have even known he was in the city if not for Sassy's efforts.  But Rosette volunteered most days at a local shelter for ponies down on their luck -- "After all, I have so much to give" -- and so she felt her life was complete, despite her son's absence.  He hadn't been a part of it for years, so why should she miss him now?
The root of the problem suddenly became clear.
Tempest made her goodbyes, and Rosette bade her return whenever she felt like it.  As thanks for the hospitality, Tempest mended the house's front steps, which had crumbled slightly under her weight as she entered.  Rosette hadn't mentioned them while giving her the tour, and so she would not mention how they got repaired.  She thought Princess Twilight would approve.
Now Tempest could only hope Twilight's garden party had gone as planned.

"The garden party didn't go anything like I planned!"
Tempest stared, feeling awkward as Twilight wept into her donuts.
They had come to Donut Joe's at Twilight's behest, to unwind after her disastrous party and all of Tempest's interviewing work.  The proprietor had greeted Twilight as one would an old friend, and offered Tempest a genuine smile and nod of respect.
She supposed she had to like him, then.  He was about the only pony in this city, or at least its upper echelons, who hadn't cowered at the very sight of her.  Even if she wasn't much of a sweets enthusiast, she could see herself coming here again.  Someday.  Maybe.
"I mean, I got at least two marriage proposals," Twilight continued into the eclair.  "I'm pretty sure I invested in somepony's factory.  I might have become a trustee for a fund of some kind?" She lifted her head, displaying a chocolate icing beard and moustache.  Her lip wibbled for a moment before the waterworks started again.
"I don't even knoooow!" she wailed.  "All I know is that Sassy and Brassy started sniping at each other, and then they started yelling, and then they said they never wanted to talk to each other ever agaaaaain!"
Down went her face back onto the plate.  Tempest gave the shop owner a desperate look.  He responded with an expression that said, I feel for ya, but I ain't gettin' involved.
"Your Highness," Tempest said, doing everything in her power not to say 'I told you so', "if I may, I believe I have a solution to the problem."
Twilight shot bolt upright in her chair.  It even rocked a little with the force.  "Tell me!" she shouted, voice hoarse.
The urge to say 'I told you so' rose.

Sassy Saddles and Brassy Battles stood at opposite ends of the castle courtyard, facing away from one another.  It had been an effort and a half to even get them into the same area, and neither Tempest nor Twilight had any illusions that they would speak to each other without prompting.  Twilight regarded Tempest with worry.
"I hope this works," she said softly.
Tempest's eyes narrowed.  "It will."
She cleared her throat and let out a piercing whistle.  Both twins turned to look at her, shock written across their faces.
"Sassy, Brassy, I am going to make this very simple." Tempest's eyes shifted from one sibling to the other.  "Today, I spoke with both your families.  I understand where you both come from.  Your worlds are very different, but right now, the two of you have a chance to put all of that behind you and be sister and brother."
She turned to Brassy and said, very clearly, "You have to remember where your duty lies."
Turning to Sassy, she said with equal gravitas, "What you have done is not what defines you."
The result was instant.  Each twin's face fell.  Their eyes grew round and wet.  They each took a tentative toward their sibling, then another, and another.
"Bells and baubles, Brassy, I'm sorry I didn't invite you to the boutique opening," Sassy said, her voice soft.  "I told myself you wouldn't care about the boutique, but it was really just an excuse to snub you."
"Ensigns and epaulettes, I'm sorry for all the things I've said about your business," Brassy replied, eyes lowered.  "If I'm being honest, I'm really proud of you for overcoming as much adversity as you have."
Sassy moved toward him.  "Do you... want to get a do-over on our three-year connectiversary?  I know a wonderful little donut store that's open all hours."
"Would I?" He took his helmet off, scrubbing over his eyes.  He laughed.  "Let's be a family again, sis."
She smiled at him.  "Let's."
As the twins embraced, Tempest felt a soft, warm tingle in her hindquarters.  She looked back to see both her cutie mark and Twilight's radiating a glow that pulsed in time to the sensation.  It was strange, yes, but also pleasant.
Twilight looked to her, eyes wide.  "Tempest, you did it.  You did it!"
She wrapped her arms around Tempest's neck in a tight hug.  Tempest only flinched a little.
When Twilight released her grip, she asked, "But how did you do it?"
Tempest gazed across the courtyard, where Sassy and Brassy walked, arm in arm, laughing to each other.  She couldn't help but smile just a little.
"It wasn't easy.  But it was simple." She looked down at Twilight, who was gazing at her in wonder.
"All I did was listen."
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Thanks to MaxKodan and Skylarking the Stargazer for their help in pushing this story out! Great ideas, guys, couldn't have done it without you. :D Apologies to Raging Mouse for not using their excellent idea for a friendship problem. This just kind of happened, and then it kind of got out of control, and I'm sorry it's probably not my best story, either. D: Writing friendship problems is hard! I have a lot more respect for the show writers now!
At least I didn't stick with my original idea of ending it on having the twins bond over being the most annoying ponies in Equestria. <.<
Thanks for reading.
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