
      Day 1, Month 1, 1 AD (After Discord)


      

      
      
         The new kid had guts, I’ll give him that. But it was my responsibility to make sure they stayed in his body. I body-checked him, slamming him to the ground, where he slid a foot along the gillygrass and stopped when his backpack jammed against a giant rotating petunia.



“What the hell, sarge!” he cried as he wiggled his four hooves in the air, trying to right himself.



“Had to stop you. You were about to step in another piemine.” I helped him up, backed off to a safe distance, and tossed a rock right where he'd been about to set his hoof down. There was a squorching noise and an eruption of sickly sweet and fermenting filling popped into the air, spattering the ground with a cherry red.



“That could have gotten all over you, soldier. Stay on guard.”



Most of us were hardened soldiers who had grown up in the worst of the Discordian era. Backpack mounted seltzer spritzers, chewing gum bazookas, we'd seen it all.  Whole villages laid to waste with red-hot cinnamon napalm. Innocent ponies forced to flee, or to live a life of enforced slapstick under a goofy dictator. 



There was a promise of change when the Princesses arose and came into their power. They had engaged him directly, using a top secret weapon that glowed with pretty colors and elicited a “Hoo-raw” from the onlooking troops. Sealed him into stone. and just like that, it was over.  



Shyeah, right. Sure, he wasn’t generating any more broomstick soldiers or hundred-foot ants or jello trenches or Fightin’ Clowns. But that didn't mean life was easy street now. There was still the battle to retake the Candyland where no sane soldier could safely tread. The cleanup detail left for the mooks like us. Dodging the seltzer bottle traps, Spraymores, we called them, we made our way fitfully into the conquered territory, covering over the peppermint oil with regular dirt and grass.



I hauled the kid along as we made our way deeper past the candy floss barricade, threading through craters and past popped jack in the boxes, the residue of grounds that had been comedied out, too much slapstick grinding one's sense of humor down into a thin paste. Pastry shell shock that had claimed so many and left us with the bitter taste and that sneer on your lips when you heard the “Dulce et decorum...”



It was sweet and flitting, to pie for your country.




      

      
   
      Blue to Orange


      

      
      
         Not every cadet in the Wonderbolts has a love of ceremony. Sometimes one meets a phlebotomist who is afraid of needles, or a clown who fears performing in public; actors such as these approach their craft the way a child does that must cross a fearful dog on their bike path to school—by convincing themselves it is they who are the more dangerous of the pairing.



Such was the case for Cloud Chaser, whose distaste for idle pomp was mixed with a sense of duty toward her parents to endure and love it, as she loved them.



The poise required to manage her divided lifestyle made it difficult for her to sleep. At night, she would poke her head outside the dormitory window where she stayed, above Froggy Bottom Bog, where she could hear the musical chatter of the peepers. She would pick out counterpoint in the sound as worries ran through her mind—her mother’s gout; how her younger brother was doing without her; and dreams of property suitable in size to chickens and privacy.    



Her deprivation began to make her feel dizzy during stunts; once, while executing a group dive, she slammed into one of the other wingmen, causing him to careen and scuff his uniform.



In despair, she would nonetheless write to her best friend, Flitter, that everything in the Wonderbolts Academy was going fine, except for the small problem of the swamp peepers that would keep her up at night.



One day she received a reply, scribbled on a piece of parchment paper whose cracks had been used to doodle a swooping military pegasus. It contained advice:



I hear in some cultures, ponies who have entered the second half of life will devote themselves to poetry—or seek those that do. The poems help prepare them so that they are not so unexpressed when they die. As above, so below… right? 



That night, as the peepers chirped through the window, Cloud Chaser composed the following ‘sleep’ poem:



Blue, to orange, wends/

Into the rime of cloud patch/

My wings will repose.



“Not bad,” she thought. And as she considered the connections that formed her imagery, she fell into a deep sleep.



As she had never had a hobby of her own, and relished the usefulness of this one, she went further, as Flitter suggested, into poems about death:



I lay in a bed/

While cursing my existence/

A chill creaks the glass.



“Perfect!”



She found release in articulating her impressions of death; not of her own loss of life, but of the morbid tonic which was a liberation to the pressure of duty, and showmanship, and houses with chickens. With her improved state of mind, her performances in the air field were once again sunny and vigorous.   



After many weeks of this new energy she was called into Sergeant Spitfire’s office. The latter spoke with a voice soft and hoarse from years of giving drills, and said that a cadet had found the death poems left out on a trunk and brought them in for fear of Cloud’s safety. Spitfire observed that she seemed fit; but gosh if the found papers didn’t make her concerned for her mental wellbeing.



Cloud Chaser looked at the sheets sitting on Spitfire’s desk. She thought of her chickens—she didn’t want to be sent off for psychic evaluation, which would be a road bump in her career; nor, however, did she want to startle her parents with her peculiar new therapy, and lose her freedom.



“It’s the peepers,” she said. “My bunk is right over the big bog. There’s nothing you can do about the noise, so I like to give them little personalities to make light of my annoyance. That one that you’re reading met the man of her dreams, but lost him in the crowd,” she concluded, smiling at the execution of her girlish prank.



She was let off without further questioning. Spitfire had never had a complaint about noise in the dormitories in the west wing. But she decided not to move Cloud Chaser. Instead, she would wander over to her room when the cadets were doing exercises, the sun was high, and there was time to divagate. She would open the window and let the sound of the peepers flood in, filling her like the ocean fills the senses with scent and movement and light, to think about the days of old. 


      

      
   