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CHAPTER ONE
THE VULPINE STAR SYSTEM

Space, the final frontier.

No, that's not right. When you get right down to it,
everything, every story, happens in space. It is all
interconnected, after all. It's all apart of the greater whole. Let's
see, how to start.

In a galaxy, far, far away.

No, no. That's not right either. But I suppose it is
correct, actually. After all, this story does take place far, far

away from what you humans would consider your home. Yet,
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we're not that far away at all. We are your neighbours, after all.

Perhaps a better way to describe this would be to start
with the where of the story; where this all takes place. It takes
place on a planet, or at least a planetary system. Right within
what you humans would call The Milky Way. Some of you
may think that what I am about to tell you is the most wondrous
thing ever, others, not so much. It might rail against what they
have come to consider normal. I know this because it happens
on my planet as well.

My planet is a small, blue planet not unlike Earth. It is
the third planet in a system called the Vulpine Star System, fifty
thousand light years from your own world. It's not that far,
especially when you consider that the closest galaxy like the
Milky Way is millions of light years from our own. But my
planet is called Vulpinia Prime, and it shares what scientists call
a habitable zone in orbit around our sun, with another planet
called Pau Theta II. Pau Theta II is the second planet in the
system, and while it does have an atmosphere, and could
support life, we haven't found anything other than microbes.
You see, Pau Theta II takes 265 days to orbit our sun. And one
day on Pau Theta II is 265 days, meaning it takes that long for

the planet to revolve on its axis. Therefore, one side of the
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planet is always facing the sun, and the other side is in perpetual
darkness.

Vulpinia, on the other hand, is very much like Earth. It
takes 364 days to orbit the sun, one day is 28 hours long, and it
contains all the necessary building blocks to maintain a proper
ecosystem; at least a proper ecosystem that would be compatible
with Earth. We have life that is a joy to see; plants and animals
that are distinct and varied, yet very familiar in some regard to
your own.

One might think that with all of those similarities, that
it's possible there are more humans on this planet. My planet. I
am afraid that I must inform you that assumption is incorrect.
Life didn't start the same here as it did on Earth. You see, a
different species rose to become dominant on Vulpinia.
Whereas primates evolved on Earth to become humans, on
Vulpinia, there were two species that rose to dominance. They
began from the simple fox, and the simple cat.

Today, we call ourselves Vulpinians, even though we are
two distinct species. The Vulpine and the Felinar. You might
see us and think we're rather small in comparison to humans, but
to us, we're just right. Our towering heroes and champions

stand at a decent height of five feet tall. Some just a bit taller,
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but not by much. We have retained our fur covering, which
keeps us warm during colder seasons and helps us to recognize
the different clans and tribes that exist on Vulpinia.

While we do walk upright, like you humans, that is
where a lot of the similarities end. Oh, yes. We still have our
curiosities, our adventurous nature, even our intelligence and a
passion for discovery and exploration. When the time comes,
we also have the ability to form our armies to defend our homes.
But, unlike you, we've retained certain aspects of our genetic
ancestors. We still have tails, which, some say, is a Vulpine's
failing. We are quite vain about our tails. It is often said that
the perfect Vulpine will have inner and outer strength, great
intelligence, a passion for the arts and the sciences, and will
have a tail envied by all.

While the Vulpine do put a great deal of emphasis on
tails, the Felinar have varied stances on their own tails. Some
have long, sleek tails, others just a small bob. There is even a
religious sect that believes the hierarchy of their order cuts their
tails off at a young age, leaving only a small bob. Therefore,
when they walk there is a small spring to their steps.

The Vulpine and the Felinar have lived side by side in

peace for over three millennium. We have shared ideas,
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philosophy, art, religion, science and technology. Together, we
began to explore space.

While this may be a tale that takes place far, far away, in
a final frontier of space for you humans, this story actually
begins on the surface of Vulpinia. In a nation state called
Foxburrow, the district of Warrenshire, and the community of

Chattingham.

I suppose that before I detail this lovely little
community, nestled in among the rolling hills and forests of this
district in Foxburrow, that you'll most likely want a bit more
detailed explanation of the star system. Fine, I suppose you
deserve as much. Keep up with me, now.

At the center of our star system is the sun, a star much
like any star. As a matter of fact it's not much different than the
star that supports the Solar System. Her blazing surface roils
with fire, giving of beautiful explosions every so often. She
blows her breath across space to touch the atmosphere of our
planet, and thereby creating all manner of brilliant and beautiful
artwork in the northern and southern regions of Vulpinia.

Right next door to the sun, orbiting her quickly as a

small pet who is far too excited to see its master, is Pau Theta I.
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The planet retained its scientific designation that had been given
to it over a thousand years ago. Pau Theta [ is a completely
uninhabitable world, as all of its water has long since evaporated
thanks to the close proximity to the sun. Yet, Pau Theta I
continues on an orbit that remains steady, and just out of reach
from being devoured by our bright star.

Beyond the orbit of Pau Theta I, is the planet mentioned
before, Pau Theta II. She was erroneously named, as scientists
originally thought that she was a twin of Pau Theta I. Centuries
later, it was discovered that she was not, but by then the name
had stuck and there was no force in the system that could
change the name at all. Pau Theta II has a breathable
atmosphere, though I personally am not certain why anyone
would wish to live there. Beside the millions of micro-
organisms that live on her surface, Pau Theta II has never
registered any native lifeforms. So, for now, all Pau Theta II
serves as 1s a maximum security penitentiary, and headquarters
of the famed Main Authority; a quiet group of bounty hunters
who search the galaxy looking for wanted criminals.

Next is Vulpinia Prime, or, as those native to the system
call it, Vulpinia. I do believe that I mentioned the noted aspects

of this planet, and would only bore you with continued
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information about the agricultural, artistry, scientific, religious,
economic and political aspects of my home world. Let's just say
that Vulpinia has a varied and diverse number of cultures that
criss-cross between the two species that live on this planet.

Fourth in this star system is Vulpinia I[I. When she was
first discovered, it was believed that she was the same size and
mass as Vulpinia Prime, and many of the first star gazers
wondered if there might not be a civilization on that planet like
there was here. As the years went by, it was discovered that not
only was Vulpinia II smaller than our planet, but it also had a
very poisonous atmosphere. If there ever was a civilization
there, it either died out thanks to the poisoning of their
atmosphere, or they were somehow able to breath toxic gases.
Still, Vulpinia II does give one pause to wonder if the planet had
more to it than it gives on at present.

The fifth planet in the system is a large, gaseous planet,
with six moons orbiting it. One of those moons happens to be
of similar size as Vulpinia. So bright was this planet in the
night sky, that early star gazers, the ones who developed our
religious beliefs as a matter of fact, called the planet The Great
Mother. They believed she was a goddess that helped create the

universe and gave her children the Vulpine a place to live.
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We're still waiting for the answer as to why the Great Mother
would make a planet, and put her chosen children on it, then
allow for a completely different species to exist along side them.
Many scholars have taken note that the early texts of the
religious hierarchy have, for lack of a better term, evolved to
match the current state of affairs on Vulpinia.

Though, there is some in the religious sects who believe
there always was something there, we just weren't looking.
Which may have a hand in what the sixth planet in the system is
called; Felinar. When one looks up in the night sky and catches
sight of Felinar winking back, it almost looks like a cat. I
suppose that depends on how you squint your eyes. But, it is
believed by some that The Great Mother and Felinar were
sisters, and they made the universe, star system and the home
that we live on for all of us. To be more precise, The Great
Mother is a gas giant that takes ten years to complete her orbit,
and she is 320 times the size of Vulpinia Prime. Felinar is
slightly smaller than The Great Mother, and takes approximately
nineteen years to orbit the sun. The most distinguishing feature
of Felinar, however, is the rings around the planet, which many
have suggested is the reason why when viewed from Vulpinia

Prime that she appears to look like a cat.
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Beyond the orbit of Felinar there is a field of ice shards
which hold themselves in orbit, several million kilometers away
from Felinar. And beyond that is the rest of the Lupine Sector
of space, which contains the star systems Lupine, Critainia, and
Panthera. Each home to the Lupine and Jackai, the Critainians,
and the Pantherans and the Lionids. But we'll get to those later.
Let's not get ahead of ourselves, shall we.

Now, back to Chattingham.

Chattingham. The community holds a great deal of
history. Built as a lord's castle, to oversee his lands, it was
eventually sacked and taken over by the commoners who tended
to his very lands. Sick of his malice toward their living
conditions, they lifted themselves to freedom and built a new
community upon the ashes of the old castle.

It wasn't just Vulpine, either. There were a good number
of Felinar that lived and worked those lands. The people lived
together in harmony in a new community after they banished the
lord and cemented their own freedom.

As the years past, Chattingham became a quiet place
who's citizens enjoyed simple lives. They had want for nothing

at all. Eventually, one entrepreneurial Vulpine put Chattingham
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on the map with the construction of a grand library, and hall of
learning. Her goal was to make a safe and enjoyable place for
students to learn, nestled in the rolling hills of the Uther Valley.
Vulpine and Felinar came from kilometers around to study the
arts, sciences, philosophy and more.

Time marched on, and a military college was
constructed, allowing the student body of the Rathgar College to
double in size. Chattingham also had a prosperous aeronautics
industry, as some of the parts for many of the early planes were
built right there in Chattingham. Eventually, the military
college added the school for air cadets, and many of the
graduates from the Chattingham Acadamy and Rathgar Military
College went on to join the famed 76™ and 103" Fighter
Squadrons.

As the expanse of space became open to the Vulpine and
Felinar, Chattingham also evolved to meet this change, as the
Academy opened a wing dedicated to space exploration.
Eventually, a space port was opened. During all this time,
however, Chattingham remained tranquil and relaxing.

Centered in Warrenshire, Chattingham is only a few
kilometers from the Lemming Cliffs that border the Fox Tail

Sea. Sometime during the march of history, while Chattingham
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was reaching middle age, the Port of Garwallen was settled, and
overland routes were built to help bring supplies and mercantile
goods to Chattingham. As Chattingham grew, so to did the Port
of Garwallen.

It was decreed by the Foxburrow Parliament that the
lands surrounding Chattingham would remain untouched, as
they were a part of a long history. So while the community
would still find her growth, she would retain a great deal of her
historical charm.

As with any community steeped in history that runs
parallel with military actions, Chattingham has her ceremonies
to honour past, fallen members of such a society. Tucked away
in a small grove of trees sits a memorial, a small clearing made
to erect the structure. There are no bodies there, but the names
of each pilot who's life end came too quickly, or who's service
was one storied in the halls of the local pub. It is here where
Vulpine and Felinar come to give thanks and remember their
honoured dead.

Now you know the planet in the vastness of space, the
people who you will meet, and the community where this all
starts. What's that? How do I factor into this tale? Sad to say, I

am not a player in this story, [ am merely the narrator. The best
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Vulpine novelists don't write about themselves, they chronicle
the lives and events of others. But I do know the players very
well.

Let me introduce them to you.

20
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CHAPTER TWO
ROYAL VULPINE NIR CORPS

As 1 said, this story isn't about me. I will get to those
major players in just a moment, but first you must know a little
about where they are from. Not in the grand sense, but where
they are from at the beginning of this story. Which actually
takes place a long time ago. Over two thousand years ago, in
fact.

You see, we citizens of Vulpinia have been explorers for
some time. At one time we became explorers of our great

oceans, meeting our sisters and brothers from different
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continents, sharing ideas and hopes. Granted, it wasn't always
that way. Both the Felinar and the Vulpine have had our
differences that even went as far as conflict, but in time we
settled those differences. When it came time to explore space,
we took what we learned from the past and used that to help
shape our future.

One of those lessons from the past was that while
exploration was our primary goal, we had to be ready to defend
ourselves should the need arise. This actually never came from
an old sea captain's philosophy, but from an air marshal's
experience. So when the first grand space faring vessels
ventured into the vastness of the unknown, each ship was made
ready with a full squadron of fighter craft.

As the years went on, weapons were improved upon for
larger vessels and even peace negotiations between our people
and the species in the neighbouring systems had occurred. But
having a squadron of fighter pilots had become tradition by that
time. There was no turning back.

The Royal Vulpine Air Corps had gained a reputation
throughout the sector. When the Lupine called for assistance
during the Great Lupinian Land war, two armoured fighter

carriers were dispatched to give them aid. Squadrons were
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known for their titles alone; The Flying 103™. The 76"
Airborne; The Fighting Cats of the 82™. Anyone who joined
the ranks of the Royal Vulpine Armada had their heart set on
commanding or being a part of one of the famed squadrons.
Even those outside of the Vulpine system looked upon the
Royal Vulpine Air Corps with absolute awe and wonder.

Chattingham was just one of eight schools dedicated to
the training of air cadets; from academic right up to low orbit
fighter training simulations. Young Vulpinians from across
Foxburrow knew of the school by the time they were old enough
to crawl. And many of them dreamed of the chance to join such
a prestigious organization.

Before any student can join the academy, they have to
graduate from the military college. Once they have completed
graduation, they are evaluated to see if they are fit to enter the
academy. It is a very strict evaluation, and only a small
percentage of those wishing to become an air cadet are giving
such a prestigious opportunity.

Education does continue as an air cadet. It's more than
just tactical advantages and piloting an aircraft. Each Vulpine
and Felinar must be taught the sciences, diplomacy, etiquette,

battle strategies, tactical planning, even oral presentation. It was
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that latter that gave one of our pilots a bit of difficulty.

Yes, yes. | know, I've doddled on long enough about the
locale and the organization. I suppose it is time to tell you about
the three pilots that you will encounter. The three for whom this

story is all about.

Senia Felix. Clarfax Billings. Hardy Maynard.

Three young, and eager Vulpine with dreams of reaching
the stars and joining the famed 76™ Airborne. All three grew up
together, although their families came from different
backgrounds. Senia and Hardy both had the common markings
of most Vulpine; red fur with white patches on their faces and
muzzle. Hardy, though, did tend to let her hair grow out a little
longer. Some thought that was because she preferred it that
way, but in reality, she most often forgot because she was too
busy with her nose in a mechanics guide or studying the inside
of an engine. Hardy was also a teasing sort, more often so with
her friends or anyone she was particularly close to. While she
rarely got her hair cut, she was particular about her tail, often
times brushing it just before bed time. This wasn't just thanks to
Vulpine vanity about tails; it also helped get out all of the

engine grease after a day in the mechanic shop where she would
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most often be found.

Senia most often had her hair trimmed so it remained
just around her shoulders. She liked the length, but knew that
she would have to have her hair cut when she entered the
academy, so at a young age she began having monthly hair cuts
just so she could get used to it. Just as any other Vulpine, she
tended to her tail, brushing it nightly, but this was more for her
position in the ranks of cadets. A pristine uniform, a well
groomed tail, and a diplomatic attitude were the trademarks of a
fine officer. These were a few of the reasons why Senia saw
fast promotion and reached the rank of Left-tenant so quickly.
Oh, there were other reasons, for certain; keen eye, able to see
the best qualities in a Vulpine or Felinar cadet, tactful responses
at days end debriefings. She managed to do all that while still
having a very bad lisp. Over the years she had tried to control
it, immersing herself in books and reading aloud to help her. In
time, she managed to soften her speech impediment, but she still
had difficulty with her “S” words.

Finally, there was Clarfax. Clarfax, much like Hardy,
was often found with his muzzle in a book, almost absorbing the
information from within. Though, he never had his muzzle in

an engine block, as was the case with Hardy. He was intelligent
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beyond expectations, which often substituted the common
Vulpine trait of vanity. He was never very mindful of his tail,
much to the chagrin of Hardy who would take it upon herself to
ensure that his was kept neat and clean. Which was rather easy,
considering a bookworm didn't have as much engine grease to
contend with. At the academy, Clarfax could always be found
in the physics and exobiology buildings, which were two of his
passions. Even though he had the bookish nature found with
most academics, he was still an accomplished pilot. He took in
all the information he could, and thrilled at the application, to
see the results for his own eyes. Clarfax was also rather
fetching to the eyes, and often would catch the attention of quite
a few young vixens. Which was also, much to the chagrin of
Hardy. Hardy liked him for all his attributes, and that quiet
bookish nature of his. But most of all, she valued their
friendship.

All three were fast friends. All three had made a pact
when they were just kits. They were there the day the train
returned to Chattingham, carrying the last of the fighter pilots
from the long Great Lupine Land War. They appeared so regal
in their eyes. And the stories they told. For these three, it was
love at first sight. They wanted to take to the skies and join the

26
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ranks. It was mostly thanks to the charismatic nature of one
Left-tenant Colonel Artemis Dawkins, one of the most storied
fighter pilots in the history of the Royal Vulpine Air Corps.

They heard how he and the remnants of his famed 76"
squadron, along with a few from the 103", broke through enemy
lines to ensure that supplies were brought to a settlement in the
neutral territories called Dorgotha Ravine. When they arrived,
they found four more pilots from the 82" and together with the
Jackai settlers they managed to stop the advancement of the
enemy.

When these three young Vulpine heard that tale, they
knew right away that they wanted to join the academy, and

eventually become pilots in the 76™ Airborne.

Before we continue on, I must explain one thing to
everyone. That is the ranking system in the academy. All first
years enter with the rank of cadet. Graduation to second year
will ensure that the students will have the rank of private. Third
year, they continue with the rank of private, but by mid-term of
the third year, that's when the senior officers and faculty begin
to pare down the best of the best. Each house within the

academy will have their own commanding officer, who is
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awarded the rank of left-tenant upon graduation from third year.
By mid-term third year, most cadets are promoted to corporal.
In fourth year, all cadets have their ranks set, with a majority
being corporal, some private and the house leaders with the rank
of left-tenant.

Left-tenants have a very important duty. As house
leader, they oversee all drills, inspect barracks, give weekly
evaluations, and conduct training exercises with the cadets.
They also provide conciliatory duties and disciplinary duties.
The former occurs much more than the latter.

I did mention a house system, didn't I. There are eight
houses at the academy in Chattingham. The houses act as
squadrons, but as Vulpine law will not allow anyone under the
age of 19 to become a full squadron member, they cannot call
themselves an official squadron at the school. Unofficially, they
are squadrons, however. The houses do also act as a sort of
competitive spirit to motivate the students. Each house has their
own rough ball team. They have scores from exams, training
exercises and can have points deducted if any cadet receives
disciplinary action. And a house can receive a major blow if a
cadet is expelled for any reason whatsoever.

To be quite complete, the house names are as follows;

28




Rocket Fox

House Ocelot, House Fennec, House Lynx, House Bobcat,
House Swift, House Red, House Falcon and House Kestrel.
House Falcon is the only house that consists entirely of civilian
students.

As for our three young heroes, they are in the House
Ocelot, a prestigious house that many a famed fighter pilot has
been a member of. So let our story fully begin, and allow us to
look in on our three young cadets and meet their friends at the
academy. I believe that what may begin as something rather
mundane might indeed prove to be rather adventurous.

As the saying does sometimes go; a Vulpine pilot never

knows where the winds may take them.
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CHAPTER THREE
LEFT-TENANT SENIA FELIX

Remember how I said before that there are often times
when Senia Felix must oversee disciplinary action to any cadets
that step out of line in her house? Well, it’s rather sad that is
just how we have to begin this tale.  Under normal
circumstances, this would be a simple matter. But, these are not
normal circumstances, for the action that Senia must take
involves a very close friend. That is one thing about Senia that
is part of her charm, but also a failing. She is incredibly loyal to

her friends.

30




Rocket Fox

And there is no greater friend to Senia than Jada
Hawkspur. Jada was an excellent student and would have had a
star filled career as a pilot, with the exception of one small
matter. She had an incredible temper. For the most part, she
kept it in check, but when someone might say something that
would dishonour her family or heritage, well let’s just say the
worst in Jada would come out. Such was the case in this matter.

Jada was a middle continent Vulpine, coming from the
vast plains of the Kanata Territories. She was leaner than her
Foxburrow cousins, and her fur was slightly more beige than the
stark red of those who lived along the coastlines. She grew up
in a family that was tied to the land, and made their living as
farmers. Jada loved her home, but she often talked about
journeying to see the stars. When she arrived in Chattingham,
one of the first people to make her feel at home was Senia. It
wasn’t long before Jada was often seen with Senia, Clarfax and
Hardy, laughing and working together.

For Senia, she tried to push back everything so she could
do her duty without bias. But when she entered the faculty
chambers that were used for such messy purposes, she saw Jada
waiting patiently to be called. She couldn’t stay away, couldn’t

walk past without saying something.

31




Tim Holtorf

Timidly, she approached her dear friend.

“Jada,” she said quietly as she took a seat in the waiting
area beside her friend.

Jada looked up, smiling softly. She was wearing her
uniform, neatly pressed, her hair pinned back in the small pony
tail she often would wear. There was no malice in her eyes
when she looked to Senia, none at all. “I know what I did,
Senia,” she replied quietly. “As soon as Sergeant Willham hit
the ground, I was ready for it.”

“I don’t like these things, you know.”

“I know,” Jada replied with a small nod. “This is only
the third time you’ve had to do something like this.”

“But this is the hardest,” Senia said, almost as though
she were finishing Jada’s sentence. “I know that the members
of our house will vouch for you. Sergeant Willham said
something deplorable. We all heard it, even me. I was there.”

“I know,” Jada replied with a small chuckle. “I
remember you jumping in to pull me back before ... well,
before anything else happened.” They both sighed and fell
silent for a moment before Jada continued. “This needed to be
done, I think. Maybe not this way, meaning, me punching

Willham. But, I’ve heard others say he was harsh to several
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other students.”

“Well, after this is over I am personally filing a
complaint with the board of appeals,” Senia said in a stern
voice. “It’s utter nonsense. That type of attitude should not be
tolerated. Even if it is coming from a superior officer. They
have to set an example, after all.” She sighed as she let a
thousand thoughts fly through her head. “There has to be ways
to let the board of judiciary know that...”

“Senia,” Jada said in a soft voice, knowing that her
friend would stop and pay attention to her. “I want you to tell
the truth. I am willing to face the consequences of my actions,”
she said as she put her hand up to prevent Senia from protesting.
“I know what I did, and I will not have my own actions
jeopardize those of any of my house mates, alright?”

Reluctantly, Senia agreed, nodding to Jada. In a way, it
was like a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders. She
could always tell when Jada was being sincere. This was one of
those times.

“Left-tenant Felix,” a bold voice called out. Senia and
Jada rose to their feet as they recognized the voice of Captain
Rita Mallard, a black furred Felinar. She had been with the

faculty for a long while, and was ever much a paragon of honour
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and duty. She tried to hide it, but there were those who said she
felt for the predicament that Jada was in. “At ease, both of you.
Left-tenant, if you will please come in, the board wishes to ask
you a few questions.” Senia nodded and began to make her way
to the hearing chamber. Mallard turned to Jada and sighed as
she let her shoulders slump just a bit. A wordless gesture, but it
spoke volumes. She was disappointed, but only slightly.
Mallard was one of those in the faculty who looked upon Jada
with promise and hope. “It shouldn’t be long, Private
Hawkspur. We’ll be calling you after we ask Left-tenant Felix
some questions. I suggest you get a beverage while you wait.”
Jada nodded in reply, offering a salute as the captain
began her way back to the chambers. She didn’t know who

would have the more difficult time; herself or Senia.

The inner chambers of the board were rather spartan. A
simple desk where three colonels sat; each with paper work and
data pads in front of them, a console computer off to one side,
recording everything that went on during the proceedings. Two
clerks who would quickly do background checks for
information for the three colonels. And two guards at the

entrance of the room, which stood at the ready as though they
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were part of a parade procession. Large windows allow light
into the room, as the sunlight shone onto the hardwood floors.
Everything seemed to echo in this room, the loudest sound,
however, came from a clock that hung on the wall just above the
entrance.

Senia entered the room, followed closely by Captain
Mallard, and stopped beside a table facing the three colonels.
She saluted, and remained at attention until told to seat. Finally,
she took her seat in one of those uncomfortable auditorium
chairs, behind a utilitarian desk. Captain Mallard joined her,
taking her own seat to Senia’s left. It was Vulpine law that for
any hearing, no matter how small, those who would be
questioned would always have a representative. In the many
years Captain Mallard had served at the school, she had always
acted in such a capacity. Many said it was because she had
some compassion, but also had an air of diplomacy about her.

“Left-tenant Felix,” one of the colonels spoke up as he
looked over the data pad once more. He was an older Vulpine,
and from what the students knew of him, he was a stickler for
tradition. “This hearing is merely being held to clarify a few
points,” he continued as he looked up and took off his glasses.

“We merely wish to ask you a few questions regarding Private
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Hawkspur and that is all. Do you understand?”

“I understand completely, sir,” she replied in a bold
voice, but trying to keep her lisp to a minimum.

“Very good,” the colonel said with a nod, satisfied with
Senia’s answer. “You know Private Hawkspur quite well, I
understand.”

“Yes, sir. Very well, sir,” she replied without hesitation.

“Do you consider her one of your trusted friends?” he
asked as he put down his data pad.

“Yes sir, I do,” Senia stated with a firm nod. “We have
been best friends since we were accepted to the Academy.”

“And during the time you have known Private
Hawkspur, have you ever attempted to mislead anyone
regarding her grading and evaluation?” The question came as a
surprise. Senia believed this to be merely a formality for final
questioning before the ruling was handed down.

“Never, sir,” Senia replied after some hesitation. “I have
treated Private Hawkspur like any other in House Ocelot. And,
if I may, sir, I am most certain the board knows that I have a
close friendship with Corporal Hardy Maynard, Corporal
Clarfax Billings and Left-tenant Philburt Collinsworth.”

“Yes, Left-tenant,” one of the other colonels spoke up,
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waving a dismissive hand. “The difference being that none of
the others you mentioned have ever slugged a superior officer in
the jaw.” She sighed openly and picked up her own data pad.
“I believe there is really only one question which remains, Left-
tenant. What is your own recommendation for what punishment
be handed down to Private Hawkspur.”

Senia took a deep breath, remembering the words Jada
said in the hallway. Speak the truth. “There is no precedent for
her actions. The ruling itself should be clear. Private Hawkspur
should be stripped of rank, and discharged.” The colonels all
nodded, satisfied with Senia’s answer. “However,” she said,
catching the board off guard. “It should be noted that in the
long history of this establishment, an occurrence like this has
happened 283 times. In 200 of those cases, the incident
occurred toward the beginning of the students education. The
remaining cases happened toward the end of their six years.
They were allowed to continue on to graduation, where they
were given a civilian degree. If the board so wishes, I also
recommend that Private Hawkspur be allowed to finish her final
year.”

The three colonels sat back in their chairs and muttered

among themselves for a few moments. Senia had done
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something many others would never do in a situation like this.
Tactfully, she brought up past cases, showing that there was
precedent for Jada to remain until she graduated; albeit in a
civilian capacity.

“Very well,” one of the colonels spoke up and motioned
to the guards. “Please let Private Hawkspur in.” One of the
guards quickly saluted and left the room to carry out his orders.
It was only a few seconds, as he returned followed quickly by
Jada. She came to the same desk where Captain Mallard and
Senia sat and stood on Captain Mallard’s left side. Both
Mallard and Senia rose to their feet, knowing that now was the
moment the board would officially hand down their ruling.

“Private Jada Hawkspur,” the chair said as he rose to his
feet. “It is with great disappointment that I must do this,
considering that you were ranked quite high in your house and
in the school proper. Private Hawkspur, you will be stripped of
rank. You will be barred from service on board any vessel
within the jurisdiction of the Royal Vulpine Armada for at least
ten years. That includes space faring craft as well as sea faring
vessels.” The colonel picked up his data pad and punched in a
few keys. “However, let it be known for the record that this

Academy does not shrug off a student’s education lightly. You
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will be allowed to graduate and given a civilian degree in your
chosen field. While you are allowed to continue your education,
how will be barred from participation in any extra curricular
activities associated with your house, and no achievements
made by you will be added to house points. Do you understand
the ruling of this board?”

“Yes sir, I do,” Jada replied quickly with a firm nod.

“You will have opportunity to appeal, should you so
wish,” the colonel added with some caution. “However, as you
are most likely aware, appeals take time.”

“Understood, sir,” Jada replied. “I have thought it over,
and have felt that whatever decision the board came to, I would
accept it. [ will not be seeking appeal.”

“Very well,” the colonel said as he took his seat and

picked up his gavel. “I declare this hearing officially complete.”

The walk from the main faculty building where such
hearings as this disciplinary hearing take place was not far from
the House Ocelot barracks. A series of buildings which were
well build, but in such a way to prepare each student for life on
a base. It was mid afternoon, and this meant most everyone

would be gathered at the barracks mess for tea. Almost all of
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them knew today was the final ruling for Jada’s hearing.

Captain Mallard walked with Senia and Jada until they
reach the entrance to the barracks grounds. She turned and
offered a small salute to the two Vulpine, and began to walk off
to her own office when she stopped and looked to Jada.

“For what it’s worth, Private Hawkspur,” she stated in an
even voice. “While I understand the consequences and ruling
handed down to you, this academy will be poorer now that you
will barred from the Air Corps.” She offered a nod and turned,
but again stopped and said with a small smile. “And for what
it’s worth, if I had been in your shoes, Willinham would have
gotten it just as good from me.” She didn’t wait for another
word from either Senia or Jada, but just continued on her course.

“Did that sound like an endorsement to you?” Jada asked
with her usual smirk.

“Hard to tell,” Senia replied before steering them toward
the mess hall. “I guess now it’s time to face a different kind of
hearing. No doubt, thanks to our incredible security to keep
things quiet, will ensure that everyone knows today was the day
for your final ruling.”

“A barrage of questions,” Jada said with a sigh. “I don’t

know if I can face that.”
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“They’ll only be voicing frustration,” Senia corrected
her. “Just as I did on the second day of your hearing. And they
have every right. Of the top pilots, you were number five.
We’re losing a good pilot.”

“You know,” Jada said as she lowered her voice, leaning
over to Senia a bit as they walked. “I hope your objections
don’t get yourself into trouble.”

“I’ll handle myself,” Senia reassured her. “But the
ruling board had to know my feelings. It was no different when
Jennings hearing came about, nor when Caliope’s. They were
in our top fifteen. I know there’s discipline, but there’s also a
loyalty to your house. To your comrades.”

They approached the mess hall in a leisurely walk, as
though they were crossing the yard from the barracks like any
other day. But, this was different. They could both see into the
building, the number of faces looking outside, waiting. “Time
to face the music,” Jada said with a sigh.

Inside the mess hall, you could hear a pin drop. It
seemed as though every member of House Ocelot was waiting
to hear word of the outcome. Someone would have to say
something before rumours started. Senia looked to Jada, who

only nodded. Jada knew that Senia had to say something, but
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she also knew Senia would say it in a diplomatic and truthful
way.

“If I could have everyone’s attention,” Senia started,
speaking in as clear a voice as her speech impediment would
allow. “I am certain that you are all waiting to hear the outcome
of the hearing. So I’ll announce it here and now, and that way
any rumours can end with this announcement. The ruling board
has come to the decision that Jada Hawkspur will be stripped of
rank and barred from serving aboard any vessel in the Royal
Vulpine Armada for a period no less than ten years.” There was
a groan of protest that went through the cadets who had
gathered. Senia quickly put up a hand for silence, and then
continued. “However. Because Jada is so close to graduation,
she will continue her studies and once complete, granted a
civilian degree. I don’t think that there will be any difficulty for
her obtaining that.”

“At least we’ll still have her for our rough ball semi final
match,” one young Felinar said with a dejected sigh as he
attempted to find some silver lining in this sow’s ear.

“I wouldn’t hold my breath on that, Sparky,” Jada said
with some reluctance. It was enough of an admission and

confirmation that Jada had been barred from any extracurricular
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activities that most had suspected would have happened. Now it
had been confirmed, and it sent frustration through the room.

“Everyone!” Senia called out as she held up her hand.
When the room settled down once more, Senia looked to the
Felinar who made the comment. “Corporal Sparks, if you have
something to say...”

“Permission to speak freely,” he asked as he tried to hold
back his own anger. Senia nodded and gave him her full
attention. “With all due respect, this is complete bollocks. Jada
was one of our best. And to be honest, I was there when Willy
said what he said. He deserved getting a slap across the jaw.”
He grumbled slightly and took a deep breath before he finished.
“And to top it all off, we’ve lost one of our best strikers.”

“I'm glad that I rank so highly for a match of rough
ball,” Jada said with her usual laugh. “But, I appreciate the
sentiment, Sparky.”

The group began talking among themselves once again,
and Senia began to realize there was something that they could
still do for Jada at the very least. “I think,” Senia called out
over the other voices, letting them know she had something to
say to each of them. “There is still something we can do. It’s

not protocol, but in this instance, protocol be damned. It’s
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tradition for each cadet to be given a send off dinner. And as
Jada ranked so highly in squadron and pilot tests,” she said and
looked to Sparky. “And as her position as striker on the house
rough ball team.” That brought about a small chuckle
throughout the room. “But I think Jada has at least garnered the
respect of all of us to deserve at least that. Perhaps you could
arrange something, Corporal Sparks. Off base, that is.”

“We can probably contact one of the restaurants in the
village proper,” he suggested. “Maybe in a week. After the
semi final.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Senia remarked with a smile and
nodded to Sparky, then looked to Jada. The suggestion was
good enough to bring spirits up with the group for the time
being at least. Senia then looked around the room for a
moment, suddenly taking note of two people that were missing.
“Sparky,” she said as she moved over to the aforementioned
Felinar. “Have you seen either Hardy or Clarfax?”

“Um... Hardy couldn’t stand waiting around,” he
informed Senia. “So she went off to the motor pool to see if
there might be something she could do.”

“Like forget her troubles and worries in an engine

block,” Senia said with a sigh as Sparky nodded in agreement.
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“And Clarfax?”

“Last I heard, he was taking in the guest lecture this
afternoon,” Sparky replied as he shrugged his shoulders.
“Colonel Tyrell had invited Professor Bellton to speak on
quantum mechanics. Last minute booking from what I’ve
heard.” He scratched behind his ear for a moment before
adding. “I could go find them if you want.”

“No, thank you though, Sparky,” Senia replied. “You’ll
have your work cut out for you getting this dinner ready. And
try to keep it quiet, we don’t need the faculty hearing about it.
As far as anyone should know, it’s just a celebratory dinner,
after the semi final.” Sparky nodded quickly and turned around
in his chair to start jotting down some notes. Jada had slid up
beside Senia and nudged her lightly.

“Good way to turn a negative into a positive,” she said
with a smile.

“You’re my best friend,” Senia said in a low voice. “I’'m
not letting you off this base without at least a good send off to
remember us all by.” She sighed, still feeling the weight of the
day on her shoulders. “Keep an eye on Sparky, would you?
Reel him in if you have to, I know he gets overly excited about

assignments, no matter what scale.”
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“And just what are you going to do?” Jada asked.
“I’'m going to find Hardy,” Senia replied with a shrug.
“I’ll try to see if I can’t somehow get her to pull herself away

from an engine block long enough to tell her the news.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
CORPORAL HARDY MAYNARD

The motor pool for the Academy was rather large and
contained all manner of vehicles. Some quite vintage, dating
back over 300 years. More museum pieces, but they were used
to give students an idea just how far we'd come from using a
combustion engine to a vehicle that uses neutrino coils and solar
collectors for fuel.

This was the place where Hardy Maynard could often be
found when she needed to think. Immerse herself in the

simplicity of an engine and she could push back everything else
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in the world, if only for the moment. But so lost did she get in
the depths of an engine block, that she often ignored the world
around her. Other sounds would be completely overlooked
when she was in the process of something as simple as an oil
change. But it was where she liked to be. It was her comfort
zone.

Which really shouldn't have surprised her when she
finally did look up from her work to find one of her tools and
found Senia standing behind her. She didn't jump, didn't scream
out for being startled. Her eyes just blinked and she let out a
breath. “An'just how long were you standin' there?”

“About five minutes,” Senia replied with a grin. “I didn't
wish to disturb you. First time I ever did that, [ remember that a
wrench was hurled in my direction.”

“Except that was a bicycle,” Hardy said with a chuckle
and fully rose from her crouched position by the vehicle's
engine block. “Clarfax's as I recall. An', we were eight.”
Hardy moved across the small garage and sat on a bench as she
looked up to Senia. “I'll assume by yer appearance an' the fact
yer still in yer dress uniform that the hearin' is over.”

“Yes,” Senia said with a nod and sat down beside her.

“Jada's been stripped of rank but she'll be allowed to complete
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her education. Albeit with a cvilian degree.”

“Thank the Great Mother for some small positives,”
Hardy said with a sigh and brushed back her long hair. “I still
don't think it's fair. But then, fairness never did overrule
tradition or military chain o' command.”

“Sadly, no,” Senia said quietly. “I've given Sparky the
task of arranging a dinner. One week from tonight. For Jada, I
think it's the least we can do.”

“That's 'round the time the rough ball semi final is,”
Hardy said with a conspiratorial grin. “I take it that yer gonna
use that as a cover?”

“More or less, yes.”

“Just make sure Sparky doesn't blab to any o' the other
House Left-tenants,” she said as she reached into a satchel and
pulled out a couple of drink boxes. She handed one to Senia.

“I've got Jada making sure he toes the line,” Senia
replied as she took the drink. She fiddled with the straw as she
continued to speak. “One more month and we have our
graduation weekend. I assume you've got your escort all
ready?”

“Of course I do,” Hardy chuckled. “I don't think it's a

secret 'bout me an' Clarfax. Mind you, it does take some prying
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to get him out of the science building. Especially when there's a
guest speaker.”

“Oh, so not much different than coaxing you out of an
engine block,” Senia remarked with a grin. Hardy made a weak
punching motion and hit Senia's shoulder, while the latter
feigned pain and hurt. “But in all seriousness, we aren't that far
away from our final evaluations and placements.”

“I heard the tribunal is going to be on the Omega One
orbital platform,” Hardy said. “That we'll be shuttled there over
a ten day schedule.”

“House Ocelot has three different tribunals that are
overseeing the final evaluations,” Senia said with a nod. They'll
start one week after final exams. And, we still have one more
simulation to go through.”

“That'll be a long day for you,” Hardy chuckled. “You
oversee our simulations, and then Captain Mallard divides the
house Left-tenants up into groups to give them a final
simulation.”

“I know,” Senia said with a sigh. “I just hope I'm paired
with Philly. He's all about teamwork.”

“It's a very House Lynx trait,” Hardy said as she patted

Senia's shoulder. “I suppose I should get cleaned up, and get
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some rest. This waiting actually tired me out.” She looked
directly to Senia and smiled. “Thanks for coming to find me.”
“Of course,” Senia replied as she smiled back. “I
wouldn't want you to hear the news from someone else.” Senia
rose to her feet and offered Hardy a hand up. “Come on. I'll
help you clean this up and put the tools away. You know how
Custodian Ramirez gets when the motor pool is left in a bit of a

mess.”

Even within an institution that carries so much tradition,
students will often times find tradition for themselves. Such is
the case with Senia, Hardy and many of their friends. One night
a week they would gather for a quiet dinner in the village,
partake in quiet conversation and enjoy each others company.
On a night like this, the honour of House was put aside for the
joy of camaraderie and laughter. Even Left-tenant Philburt
Collinsworth had left the comfortable confines of House Fennec
in order to join in the festivities. There were six of them in total
for this night; Senia, Hardy, Jada, Clarfax Billings, Private Aria
Sharpspeer and Philly. This was the main bulk of the group,
though there were often others who joined in.

Philly was a tan coloured Vulpine with larger ears and
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always looked like he was on the brink of telling a good joke.
His mother was Air Marshal of the 103rd, and it was his dream
to join the ranks of that squadron. Aria was a tall, spotted
Felinar, one who was often described as teetering between
dainty and duty bound. She had kept a lot of her own private
life very, well, private. At least her private affairs were kept in
such a manner, and no one badgered her to dig them up. And
then there was Clarfax, a black furred Vulpine who always
seemed to have his snout stuck in a book, even when at dinner.
That is, unless Hardy was present.

On this evening, much to the chagrin of Jada, the
conversation had turned to her recent hearing. For the most
part, they had discussed minor details of the hearing and the
resulting ruling. For her part, Senia was able to at least steer the
conversation to other, more immediate activities.

“One month until graduation,” Senia said at one pause in
the conversation as she sat back and sipped her tea. “And
there's still a great deal we have to do before the final
ceremonies.”

“I heard a rumour,” Philly said in his best conspiratorial
voice as he leaned forward as though hatching some grand

scheme. “Who the guest speaker may be for the ceremonies.”
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He nodded with a grin as he sat back in his chair. It seemed as
though an eternity passed before Aria finally spoke up.

“Philly, it's not polite to say something then sit back like
the cat who caught the canary.” She studied him a moment,
then narrowed her eyes and smirked. “Unless you're wanting us
to guess, which would be odd considering you've always been
bursting at the...”

“Alright,” he finally said with a broad smile as he sat
back up in his chair. Aria was right, he couldn't wait to tell
good news when he'd heard it, even if it was just a rumour.
“Word is that the Barrow's Revenge is making a routine stop at
the Vulpine Trade Commission shipyards toward the end of the
month, and that Left-tenant Colonel Artemis Dawkins has
agreed to speak to the students during the ceremony.” There
was small murmurs that went through the group. Artemis
Dawkins was renowned for his expertise as a fighter pilot, his
tactical genius, and his ability to diffuse a hostile situation
without firing a shot. Many of his tactical patterns were
standard learning tools at the Academy.

“Dawkins,” Senia said with a revered whisper. “He was
the reason why I joined the Academy.”

“He was the reason a lot of us joined the Academy,”
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Hardy said with a smile. “I still remember when you, me, and
Clarry were all kits, waiting at the train station for the pilots to
return. Signaled the end of the Great Lupine Land War.”

“I remember you were more interested in finding out the
engine capacity of the Maverick Mark V,” Clarfax said as he
nudged Hardy lightly. The others chuckled lightly. Hardy
hadn't changed much, she'd always had an interest in mechanics
from a very young age.

“That hasn't changed,” Aria piped up as she poured some
more tea for herself and offered to fill up anyone's cup. “I swear
that I had to video record Hardy at night to prove to her that she
talks about engine combustion and neutronium coils in her
sleep. And I think she moves her hands like she's repairing an
engine, too.”

“That's not unlike the fact it took a while to convince
you that you purr while you sleep,” Hardy retorted with a smile.
Hardy and Aria were roommates for the six years they were at
the Academy, and they had to get used to their small nuances
right away.

“I only do that when I'm happy,” Aria replied, clearing
her throat as though embarrassed by the mention of her

nocturnal habit.
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“You must be happy a lot then,” Hardy chuckled.

“Any word on the semi final game?” Philly said as he
changed subjects. “With Jada out, you're going to need a new
striker.”

“Word travels fast,” Jada said as she looked to Senia.

“Well, we are one of the most secure Academies in the
North Eastern hemisphere, so naturally word of your
predicament would have gotten around,” she explained with a
sigh, then looked to Philly with a smirk. “No talking House
business.  Especially when you consider House Ocelot's
opponent happens to be House Fennec.”

“That's right,” Hardy grinned as she looked across the
table to Philly. “You might get the wrong idea and send word to
your own rough ball team.”

“What!” Philly said with some shock. “No, just making
conversation is...”

“It's Clarry,” Jada said quickly with a grin. “He's taking
my spot on the striker line.”

“What?” Clarfax said with some shock as he looked
from Hardy to Jada. “I'm... what... striker? Pardon.”

“That's right,” Aria said as she picked up her tea cup.

“Clarry is secretly one of the best strikers in Foxburrow, and he
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plans to bring his best to the pitch in the semi final against
House Fennec.”

“Alright,” Philly finally said with a resigned sigh. “No
discussion of House business. For what it's worth, though. I
think Jada should be on that pitch. Make the game more
interesting.”

“There's nine other players on the field, Philly,” Jada
reminded him. “I'm just part of the greater whole when it comes
to it. I'm not the reason why we've done so well in the House
League.”

“Well, how about this, Philly,” Senia said as she
removed her napkin from her lap and set it on the table in a neat
crumple. “We've got four days before the semi final match, you
can find out when the whistle blows to start the game.” She
smiled across the table to Philly who only shrugged in defeat.
Senia took out her pocket watch and shook her head as she
checked the time. “We'd best get back to the barracks. It's late,
and we've still got a lot of class time left.”

The others at the table agreed and slowly made their way
out of the quaint restaurant. Senia and Philly took care of the
bill, then the six began the short walk back to the base. The sun

was setting on the day, a light breeze in the air that moved the
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leaves in the trees ever so gently, and the birds chirped and sang
their evening song.
For the moment, as Hardy walked arm in arm with

Clarfax, everything was right in the world.

As the evening drew to a close, each went their separate
ways. For Hardy and Aria, that meant returning to their
quarters. As mentioned before, the two roomed together, and
had grown used to a nightly routine. Each cadet was paired with
another, and they roomed together during their entire time while
attending classes. This was extended to those who were civilian
students as well, which made up the entirety of House Falcon.
For those of House Ocelot, the sixth year cadets had grown to
know their bunk mate and their House comrades very well.

Though, some still had their secrets.

“One month from finals,” Hardy sighed as she packed
away her clothes into a hamper near the entrance to the small
room. “And we've still got a lot of activities left.”

“I know,” Aria agreed with a nod as she sat on her bed.
“We've still got the last simulation, there's the semi final, and
the final if we win...”

“When we win,” Hardy corrected with a chuckle.
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“Alright, when we win,” Aria said with a small smile.
“And there's the surprise maneuvers that we still need to
accomplish. It's getting to the point where I don't know if that's
going to happen, however.”

“Are you kidding,” Hardy said as she walked into the
small washing room to retrieve her brush. “I'm getting pent up
anticipation with all the waiting. To get a chance to fly those
Maverick Mark VIIIs in a real field test. Not just the holo-
simulations.”

“But those holo-simulations are fun,” Aria grinned. “To
test the controls of the test ship the Nighthawk. That was
something.”

“I noticed something amiss with those controls,” Hardy
said as she returned from the washroom and sat on her bed. “It
seems like they're hiding something. The controls felt... I don't
know. Unfinished.”

“Well, it is an experimental fighter craft.”

“True,” Hardy agreed with a nod as she began brushing
her tail. “Oh, and let's not forget the last thing. The official
graduation ceremonies. The look on Senia's face when Philly
mentioned Dawkins as guest speaker.” She laughed at the

memory. “Senia was always hero struck by that one, I'll tell
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you. I just look forward to seeing Clarfax in a kilt. Always
thought he'd look dashing in one.” Hardy looked over to Aria
for a moment, taking note of the slight apprehension in the
young Felinar woman. She also wasn't purring like she usually
was. “Aria, is something wrong?”

“Just thinking about the graduation ceremonies is all,”
she replied with a sigh. “I still have a date to ask as escort.”

“Anyone in mind?”

“Oh, yes,” Aria replied with a smile and a nod, and for a
moment it seemed to quell the feeling of apprehension. “I've
been meaning to talk to a young Felinar in House Falcon.
Robert Quickfoot. Very bright, he's the one who has those long
discussions with Clarfax.”

“I've seen him before,” Hardy said as she continued to
brush her tail. “He seems quite shy unless he's talking about
quantum mechanics or astrophysics.”

“That's one of the qualities I admire about him,” Aria
said with a nod. “But, there's also...” She paused for a moment,
as though she struggled to find the words. Hardy stopped
brushing her tail and looked directly to Aria as though
encouraging her to continue. “My parents will be coming,

naturally. And, well no one knows who they are...”
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“Yes, | know,” Hardy said with a grin. “You've kept that
very quiet. I always wonder why.”

“My parents are Claude and Maria Sharpspeer,” she said
without hesitation. Hardy blinked as she looked to Aria for a
moment. Sharpspeer was the family name of the ruling class of
the Ocata nation, so it was no secret that Aria was a member of
the royal family. But Claude and Maria Sharpspeer were the
royal monarchs, the king and queen of Ocata.

“That,” Hardy finally managed to say as her mind tried
to put it all together. “Means. You're. Great Mother, my
roommate is the Princess of the Ocata Royal family.”

“Yes, it's true,” Aria said with a nod.

“My goodness, I feel so embarrassed now,” Hardy said
as she looked around her room with some worry.

“Hardy!” Aria cried out as she tried to pull Hardy back
to her senses.

“Well, it's not proper to... do some of the,” she caught
herself for a moment and looked like she was going to
apologize, but Aria managed to catch her before she began.

“Hardy,” she said calmly. “Nothing is different, really.
I didn't want word spreading around because I didn't want to be

given favours or have my status affect others in the House. My
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professors and superior officers knew, but they kept things
quiet.”

“Well, that stands to reason,” Hardy replied with a nod,
now that she was back in full control of her faculties upon
hearing this news. “Wait! You mean Senia knew. Senia can't
keep a secret from me if she tried.”

“She kept this one,” Aria replied with a sly grin.

“And I've been your roommate for six years and not once
did I know.”

“You do have the habit of immersing yourself in your
studies,” Aria reminded her. “Remember fourth year? When
you managed to drag an engine block in here just to cram for a
mechanical engineering exam. You looked like a grease ball.”
The two chuckled with the memory.

“I did get into a bit of trouble for that,” Hardy said with a
sigh. “But, I made some points for managing to replace the
engine and make Custodian Ramirez's jalopy run smoother.”

“That you did,” Aria said as she climbed into bed. “It's
getting late. We've still got one last astrophysics lecture.
Maybe Robert will be there.”

“You never know,” Hardy said as she climbed into her

own bed. “Maybe you'll find an opportunity to talk to him as
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well.” The pair chuckled lightly, then wished each other a good
night. For Hardy, she was like Aria in that she also had
someone that she wished to see at the lecture in the morning.

Clarfax Billings.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CORPORAL CLARFAX 3ILLINGS

The main astronomy building at the Chattingham
campus was often a buzz with activity. Various people from far
across Foxburrow and into the neighbouring Ocata nation came
to view the stars and exchange ideas about the beginning of the
universe. There were tours of school children that would often
come through, guided by the more knowledgeable members of
the Royal Vulpine Armada who had their day exploring the
sector of space that the Vulpine star system lay in. And there
was the students of the Academy who just couldn't steer

themselves away from the vast knowledge that lay in the halls of
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the building.

One such student was Clarfax Billings. A dedicated
scientist, he achieved his rank of corporal through hard work,
top training ability and excellent disciplinary measures. He
managed to advance a great deal of thought on theories that had
come before. But he was also quite humble, because he always
mentioned the support he received from some of the civilian
students who had interests in the same fields he did.

Clarfax was a black furred Vulpine whose family hailed
from the northern regions of Foxburrow. When he was first
born, his family moved to Chattingham, as his mother took on a
career in agricultural science, attempting to find ways to
improve crop growing conditions in some of the harshest
climates. While Clarfax had a curiosity like his mother, his lead
more to the stars.

On this day, he had difficulty containing his excitement.
He moved quickly through the groups of Vulpine and Felinar
that had made their way to the main observatory lounge as he
was going to the building's main library. There, he would find
some of his classmates and friends.

Those friends included Robert Quickfoot, a stout Felinar

whose intelligence and curious nature was only matched by his
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awkward social stature. Robert was always nervous when
talking to large groups of people, but felt comfortable among his
friends. Claudia Whitefur was there as well, who minored in
astrophysics, while she was majoring in marine biology. Gilbert
Shortclaw, a spotted Felinar who wore a large pair of spectacles
and always read books a little too close to his face. All of them
were gathered around a table, discussing quietly some of the
theories they had gone over in class. Just the three Clarfax
wanted to see.

Clarfax approached the table holding a large bundle of
rolled up maps in his arms. He had a very broad grin on his
face. His three friends stopped their chatter immediately,
knowing full well that Clarfax had some very big news.

“It just came in,” he said quickly, feeling the words
coming out a little too fast. Still smiling, he looked to the
bundle in his arms. The three had a small pause, and then
wordlessly and quickly cleared off the table of any books and
such that might be in the way. With excitement, Clarfax rolled
out the maps, placing a large one in the most prominent
position.

It was a star chart, detailing the known object throughout
the galaxy that had been recorded by the Vulpine, Felinar,
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Pantherans and Critainians. This map also had the locations of
several deep space exploration stations highlighted.

“There's nothing new on this map, Clarry,” Gilbert stated
with a somewhat disappointed sound in his voice.

“Just wait for it, Gilly,” Robert said with a sigh. He
knew Clarfax was one for dramatics, and it looked as though
there would be a great deal of information to tell on this day.

“Alright,” Clarfax began as he tried settling himself
down. “The furthest distance we know of is from ancient star
charts the Critainians recorded during the Great Crossing.” He
pointed to one section of the map that was marked 'Uroth
system'. “And, we also know that the joint exploration in deep
space that began twelve years ago has been involved in very
intensive study.” He pointed to another section of the map
which read 'Lupine Deep Space Station 12'. “They just sent
back this,” he said as he took out a smaller map, and proceeded
to overlay it in a section of the map which had no markers at all.

“There's nine planets in that system,” Robert said as he
studied the chart.

“No,” Gilbert spoke up, correcting Robert. “This one
here is just a planetoid. Says it's a small, ice like word.”

“You know what's really fascinating,” Clarfax said as he
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took out another star chart. It looked like a copy of an old map,
and had several Critainian markings on it. The title read 'Uroth’
in bold lettering. “This new system is almost a duplicate of the
system the Critainians came from.” He hurriedly sifted through
his papers until he found a book filled with notes. “Here it is,”
he said as he opened it up to a marked page. “The third planet
of the system lay in the habitable zone of the planetary system.
Study has show that it holds life, and the dominant population
has a social system of government, industry and trade. Though
they have not mastered flight, they have built great ships to
cross the oceans of the world, and it appears as though they are
at the cusp of creating the first steam engines.” He looked up to
the others with the same grin he'd had since he found out the
information.

“Do they have descriptions of the people?” Claudia
asked as she leaned over the table to see the book.

“Oh yes,” Clarfax replied as he sifted through more of

2

his papers. “Here it is.” He laid out a series of papers which
shown an upright, bi-pedal being, slender in form with very
delicate features.

“They look...” Robert began as he studied the images.

“...like simians or primates. Sort of like monkeys.”
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“They don't have any tails,” Claudia said as she took a
close look at one. She smiled as she studied the intricate detail
of the clothing in the picture. “Very impressive work on their
clothing, though.”

“They don't have fur, do they,” Gilbert said as he looked
closely to the images, then back to Clarfax. “Do they?” Clarfax
shook his head in reply. “How in the world do they keep warm,
then?”

“The research findings haven't fully come back,” Clarfax
explained as he took a seat. “This is only the first of the
information that the astrological society has allowed to be
released so far.”

“Look at their ears,” Claudia said, pointing to each of the
images. “On the side of their heads, but long and pointy.” She
took a close look at one of them carefully. “They must have
excellent hearing, I suppose.”

The four continued to pour over the information
contained in the maps and the research notes, completely
oblivious that they were to be joined by a fifth. Little matter
really to Hardy Maynard. She enjoyed watching Clarfax
excitedly go over new research findings.

“Oh hello, Hardy,” Claudia said with a smile as she
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looked up. The three males all jumped slightly as they were
jarred into awareness of someone else.

“Hardy, you gave us a start,” Clarfax said with a nervous
laugh as he caught his breath.

“I didn't mean to sneak up on everyone,” Hardy said
with a sly grin as she leaned over to ruffle Clarfax's hair a bit.

2

“I heard you, Hardy,” Claudia said quietly with a
chuckle, looking to the three males for a moment.

“Well, I just popped by to see if Clarfax was free,” she
said and looked to the table. “Looks like the astrological society
finally released their findings.”

“Yeah, Clarry was just showing us,” Robert said with a
grin as he looked through some of the papers again. “This all so
brilliant.”

“I was just wondering,” Hardy said as she looked to
Clarfax. “If I might be able to steal you away for an hour.
However, I'll completely understand if you have something
more pressing to do.”

“Spend the afternoon with you,” Clarfax said with a

smile as he blushed slightly. “I think I can pull myself away

from this for a bit.”
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The pair walked out into the campus garden, one of the
more quiet spots in the entire village. The Chattingham
gardens, which resided on the campus grounds, were actually
there before the first college was erected. It was a tranquil spot
that had several quiet pathways the wound between flower bed,
bushes, trees and even a small brook that flowed into a central
pond. Here students and villagers alike came to relax and let
their worries ease a bit, or even just to stop and smell the roses.
It was also a place many of the students came to study the flora
that came from all over the region.

For Hardy and Clarfax it was a wonderful spot to spend
some quiet time together. It wasn't unusual to see the pair of
them walking slowly hand in hand down the pathways. This
wasn't an uncommon occurance, as many Vulpine and Felinar
who came to the college would eventually find a mate and fall
in love. But for these two, they shared these feelings since they
were kits. A little healthy competition between them, a lot of
encouragement from each other and a long lasting friendship
that turned into something much more.

“I heard that the deep space observatory had sent in
some information from it's findings,” Hardy said to him with a

small smile. “So I decided I'd better let you tell the others
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before I give you some news.”

Clarfax looked to Hardy with a smile, knowing that
whenever she had some good news she always kept it to herself
until the very end. “Well I know it's not the graduation
ceremonies. We had made our plans months ago. Would it
have anything to do with the upcoming rough ball match?”
Hardy shook her head, a sign that Clarfasx should take another
guess. “Some secret information on the last training exercise?”
Again, Hardy shook her head, leaving Clarfax to ponder just
what it might be. “We haven't gotten our scheduling orders for
the final evaluations, have we?”

Hardy smiled and took out an envelope from inside her
jacket and handed it to Clarfax. As he opened it, she spoke. “I
received my orders this morning. Senia did as well. She's going
to be reporting to Space Port Omega One, exactly one week
after the graduation ceremony.”

“That's only seven weeks away,” Clarfax said as he read
over his letter aloud. “Corporal Clarfax Billings, it is with great
pleasure that we inform you your evaluation will take place in
seven weeks, three days. Report to the ground based space port
in Chattingham and you will be shuttled to Omega One where

you will meet with the Evaluation Tribunal upon arrival.” He
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looked to Hardy with a smile.

“The best news,” Hardy said as she wrapped her arm in
Clarfax's. “I have my evaluation the same day.”

“Do you think...” Clarfax began, but paused almost not
wanting to spoil it, but eventually finding his excitement too
much. “Do you think we'll get accepted for service with the
767

Hardy shrugged lightly. “Not sure, but it is hopeful.
Our evaluations are some of the earliest, and those usually mean
they are the good ones. We'll have the pick of the lot, I'd say.”

“What about Senia?”

“You know as well as I do that senior officers always
have their evaluations first,” Hardy explained.

“Wouldn't that be exciting,” Clarfax said as he thought
of the prospects, his eyes seeming to gloss over. “The three of
us, serving with the 76™. A dream come true.”

“I love it when you get that far away look in your eyes,”
Hardy said as she gave him a hug, nuzzling her muzzle gently
against his. “Reminds me that you're more than just an officer
with the Royal Air Corps.” She backed up just a bit to look him

in the eyes. “You're also a dreamer.”
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Not far from the gardens was a quaint little eatery and
tea house. Like the gardens the Royal Foxburrow Tea House
was in the village long before the college saw the first
groundbreaking ceremony. This tea house also had the
distinction of being in the same family for that entire time. Over
the many centuries, it became a place for the students to
congregate and have a good tea and even a small meal. Clarfax,
along with Hardy, Senia and Jada had partaken in this place
since their arrival six years before. It had become a part of their
daily routine, and a part of their lives while they attneded
college, so today was not unlike any other day for the four of
them.

It had become somewhat a common thing to see Clarfax
and Hardy walk into the tea house arm in arm, and even the
current proprietor of the establishment had thought that it was a
delight to see them. The four always had the same table, and
always came at the same time of day. Today was just like any
other day. The only difference now, Jada was just a regular
civilian.

“Thought you two would be here,” Clarfax said as he
and Hardy approached their usual table.

“I may be stripped of rank,” Jada spoke up. “But I'm not
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planning on breaking some of our traditions. Some, even the
rigid disciplines of the air force cannot break.”

“We were just discussing our plans once graduation,”
Senia comments as Clarfax and Hardy took their seats.

“Hardy delivered my letter,” Clarfax announced. “The
date is set, I'll have my evaluation soon enough.”

“Nervous>" Jada asked.

“No, of course not,” Clarfax said with a wave of his
hand. He took a deep breath and looked to his three friends,
finally admitting the obvious. “Very, if you want the truth.”

“I have every confidence,” Hardy said with a grin. “I
see nothing that can stand in our way. As far as I'm concerned,
76™ here we come.” She looked around the table catching the
looks in the eyes of her friends, and then defended her comment
further. “We have the best scores in the entire group of sixth
year cadets. We have the best records, the most
commendations. We will get the best pick of placement when
the time comes. It's not arrogance. It's confidence.”

“I truly hope so,” Clarfax said with a nod. The
conversation died down a bit as a server came and brought them
all tea and biscuits. Once they had all been taken care of,

Clarfax changed the subject, directing a question to Jada.
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“What are your prospects?”

“I did get a letter, actually,” Jada said with a firm nod.
“I made a few calls to the Vulpine Trade Commission, and I
received a wave this morning from Captain Red Streak of the
Dorgatha. She said she's currently evaluating my skills.”

“A Jackai captain,” Hardy said with a smile. “She'll
probably take that one black mark as a good sign.”

“Well, it'll be a different experience,” Jada said with a
shrug. “But I know the work will be hard, and from what I've
heard, Red Streak runs a tight ship.”

“I take it you received the news from the deep space
observation platform,” Senia said as she looked to Clarfax.

“I did,” he nodded firmly. “I took it straight away to
Robert, Gilbert and Claudia to show them. I promised that if
something came in, they'd be the first to see it. It's very exciting
news.”

“I had to pry him away from the group,” Hardy said with
a chuckle. Clarfax only looked to her and shook his head with a
smile. He knew she was exaggerating the earlier action.

“One thing that I am very certain of,”Clarfax finally said
as he raised his tea cup. The others caught sight of the motion, a

signal that Clarfax had something important to say, and was
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preparing a toast. “Whatever does happen with our evaluations,
and our placements. Whether we get the postings we want, or
we find ourselves someplace else. Let us make certain that we
never stop being friends.”

“To friendship,” the other three said in unison, gently
clinking their tea cups against one another.

Friendship was always the important thing with these
four. It had been tried and tested before many times. They'd
always pulled through and found their friendship was stronger
than ever. And they had always been able to rely and trust each

other more than anyone else.
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CHAPTER SIX
ALL THINGS SCIENTIFIC

The main breakfast hall on the campus was open to all
who attended classes, both civilian and air cadets. It wasn't
unusual for members of House Falcon to intermingle with
members of House Ocelot, House Fennec or House Lynx; and
you could still tell the difference between them. While the main
houses of the campus all wore their cadet uniforms complete
with house colours and stripe ranks on the shoulders, the
members of House Falcon wore shirt and ties with dress slacks

and had a small cloak. While House Falcon members associated
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with any and all other houses, it seemed that they felt more
comfortable with House Ocelot.

Also a usual happenstance was the slightly late arrival of
House Falcon members to the breakfast hall. House Ocelot was
often there first along with members of one or two other houses.
But there was one member of House Falcon who managed to
beat the rest of her house. Claudia Whitefur, a happy and perky
Vulpine named for her fur covering which was pure white.
Smaller than many others, she was actually much younger,
having advanced her education due to her intelligence. Many
thought this would be a detriment to her social skills, but she
proved that was not the case at all.

On this morning, like many other mornings, she happily
skipped into the hall and took a seat at one of the long tables
where members of House Ocelot and House Falcon had
gathered to begin the day. There was many in both houses that
she recognized; Aria Sharpspeer, Clarfax Billings, Hardy
Maynard and Jada Hawkspur of House Ocelot, and Robert
Quickfoot had all gathered for the morning meal and to chat
among themselves. It appeared as though Clarfax and Robert
were both pouring over a few books as they ate, getting in some

final study before the morning lecture. Hardy was finishing
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brushing Clarfax's tail, chastising him for his lack of grooming
etiquette. Robert, a rather short and stout Felinar with tan and
grey fur, was reading over his books diligently. The world
seemed lost to him as he poured over theories on astrophysics.

“Good morning, everyone,” Claudia said cheerily as she
took her seat across from the others. She looked around the hall
for a moment, as though looking for someone “I was hoping
Left-tenant Felix would be about, I had something I was going
to tell her regarding the upcoming rough ball semi final match.”

“Captain Mallard came and requested Senia,” Jada
informed her. “She actually asked that we mention that she was
looking for you as well.”

“Oh!” Claudia said with surprise. It wasn't often that the
Captain asked for her, though not surprising considering she
was the student head of House Falcon. “Did she say what it was
about?”

“No, she didn't,” Hardy replied as she shook her head.
“She asked that you meet her and the other House leaders in the
faculty lounge.”

“I best get going, then,” she said with her usual smile
and trotted off happily toward the faculty lounge.

“You know, her happy attitude can be infectious at
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times,” Aria mentioned once Claudia had skipped out of the
breakfast hall. “I don't mind positive, infectious attitudes.”

“Too bad she wasn't a little older,” Hardy said as she
filled up a glass with orange juice. “She might make a good
pilot.”

“Doubt that,” Clarfax spoke up as he looked up from his
book. “Claudia wants to be a marine biologist. Has no interest
in military matters or even piloting a deep space vessel.”

“She did mention she'd like to travel to the other star
systems,” Robert added. “But only to study marine life. She
really likes fish, for some reason.”

“You two know a great deal about her, it seems,” Aria
said as she finished her morning waftle.

“Well, she is in every single one of our science classes,”
Robert replied. “And, she's also my house leader, so, there is
that.”

“She's also infectiously cheerful,” Clarfax added with a
nod. “Which is something we need with what's happened
lately.” He took out a pocket watch and looked at the time.
“Oh, blimey. We best get going,” he said as he gathered up his
books. Robert looked up at the large clock on the wall and
quickly followed suit, both lads moving as though they were
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going to be late.

“You've still got twenty minutes,” Jada remarked as the
others watched the pair.

“Five minute walk across the yard,” Robert explained as
though he'd calculated this all out previously. “Ten minutes to
get through the facility to the lecture room. And thirty seconds
to find a good seat.” The other three just stared in disbelief, that
someone would actually calculate all of that. “If we hurry, we
can shave some time off the ten minutes.”

“Right then,” Hardy said as she finished her juice and
gathered her things. “Best lead the boys across the yard, then.”
The other two chuckled lightly at the comment, then moved to
join Clarfax and Robert. “Just hope Senia and Claudia aren't

late.”

Clarfax, Robert, Aria, Jada and Hardy made their way
across the yard, soon joined by other students making their way
to the science building on campus. As they walked, they
discussed the upcoming lecture, the previous day's lecture and
speculated on what possibly Captain Mallard would want with
Senia and Claudia. It became painfully clear once the science

building came into view.
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Captain Mallard stood at the entrance to the science
building and appeared to be in a heated conversation with
someone. Behind Captain Mallard, the leaders of the different
houses, including Senia and Claudia, stood silently. As the
group of students drew closer they saw just what it was that was
causing such a fuss.

Six female Vulpine had chained themselves to the
entrance of the science building, while a male stood by with a
stone look on his face. He was dressed in the common trappings
of one of the more religious clans of Foxburrow. He never
flinched as Captain Mallard tried to speak in diplomatic and
even tones, keeping her temper in check.

“Mr. Farnsworth,” she said as the small group was in
earshot. “This is a violation of campus security. I do not care
who you are, this action is illegal. You have not explained
yourself at all, neither to the duty guards who found you, nor
since the arrival of the house leaders and myself. So if you
please, enlighten me as to the reason for your actions that mean
to disrupt the routine of the campus.”

“With all due respect, ma'am,” he said in a loud voice as
he tilted his muzzle in the air. “I do not expect a vixen to

understand, nor do I expect a military official to realize the
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grave disservice that this building is doing to our youth.”

“And just what would that be, Mr. Farnsworth?” Captain
Mallard asked, still keeping her temper in check. She was
nearly at her wits end with this one. Students had heard of this
Vulpine male and his actions from past reports. He had a habit
of dragging a few of his flock onto the base and disrupt daily
routines. Nothing he did was ever seen as violent, but it did
violate security. He and his followers would spend a few days
in detention and then be released.

“We all know what the Great Mother and her sister have
taught us as we have grown in society,” he began, his voice
pitched as though he were reading his sermon. “That we were
born for this land and we are duty bound to stay here. This
building and the... teachings within, is blasphemous to what we
know to be true.”

Captain Mallard took a deep breath and turned to face
the house leaders. They stood at the ready, will to back her up
should she require. Claudia seemed the most ready, as this
interruption affected her directly. She spied the group of
students and looked back to Farnsworth. “Perhaps if I called
upon the base chaplin you might consider moving your people

aside.” Farnsworth gave no indication either way, but that did
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not deter Captain Mallard. “Private Sharpspeer,” she called out.
“Front and centre.”

“Yes ma'am,” Aria said as she stepped forward and
saluted.

“Fetch Chaplin Rosewood and have her meet us at the
entrance,” she said to the young Felinar. “Perhaps if we added
some spiritual guidance to this debate, we might get
somewhere.” Aria saluted quickly and ran off in the direction of
the base chapel. Captain Mallard turned her attention fully on
Farnsworth.

The small group of students stood behind the house
leaders, milling about and whispering among themselves. The
house leaders, Claudia included, stood firm, watching the small
group of Vulpine that blocked the entrance.

“I recognize this group,” Clarfax said quietly.
“Flatlanders. They believe that Vulpinia is one massive plate.
Held up by four rhinos or hippos or something like that.”

“We know that's not true,” Robert replied. “Even I've
been to Space Port Omega 1, I've seen the evidence first hand
that our planet is, well, like a big ball.”

“Why don't they just take them all up in a shuttle and

prove it to them?”” Clarfax said with an exasperated sigh.
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“You can't force people to do something,” Jada replied in
a low voice. “The Flatlanders are very, very stubborn in their
beliefs. Their beliefs may be outdated and backwards, but that
doesn't give us the right to tell them they're stupid.” They
looked to their right as they saw Aria returning, the portly frame
of the base Chaplin quickly following behind.

Chaplin Tania Rosewood was a veteran of the Great
Lupine Land War and many knew that she appreciated her
posting on the base much more than her position with the 82™.
She was a stout Felinar who took no guff from anyone. Even
someone as stubborn as Farnsworth.

“Barnabus Farnsworth,” Tania called out with a sigh as
she stood beside Captain Mallard. Her voice was deep, but had
a soothing sing song accent to it. “Thank you, Private
Sharpspeer, glad 1 was called out.” She looked to Captain
Mallard and nodded. “Remind me to requisition a decent
communication link in the base chapel.”

“I'll make certain that we talk to Colonel Traymore about
that,” Mallard replied with a smile. She was more at ease since
Tania arrived.

The Chaplin turned her full attention to Barnabus. “How

many times is it this year, Barnabus? Four? Five? This has got
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to stop.”

“With all due respect, Reverend,” Barnabus retorted.
“Until the college accepts my proposal that teaches of the truth
of flat land...”

“Theory of flat land,” Tania said quickly, then motioned
for Barnabus to continue.

“Until then, we shall continue to make protest,” he
concluded with a firm nod that was signified with a slight
harrumph.

“Barnabus,” Tania said with a sigh. “If this were a
thousand years ago, you and your lot would have been dragged
to the stocks already. Fortunately, we did away with such
punishments centuries ago. We've had this discussion many
times before, Barnabus. Your theory is a dying one. We have
proof of the way things are. I've tried to show you images...”

“Fabrications!” Barnabus cried out.

Among the throng of students that had gathered, Clarfax
and Robert whispered to each other. “See? Too stubborn and
set in their ways to allow themselves a possible different
theory.” Clarfax said with a sigh. “And I'm sorry, Jada. Yes,
you have to be polite and discreet when dealing with people like

Barnabus, but he and his ilk are spitting on proven theory. Why
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should we be any different to call him out.”

“That's the basis for scientific discovery,” Robert said as
he tried to keep his voice low. “Be presented with a series of
events, try to explain them to a point, revisit the events with
different possibilities. Even question your own findings.”

“Hey!” Clarfax whispered toward Senia, just low enough
to not drown out the small group at the entrance, but loud
enough that Senia might hear him. “Psst! Senia.”

It was Claudia who turned to look and noticed Clarfax.
Claudia reached over and nudged Senia lightly and motioned to
the group of students. Eventually, both Senia and Claudia
stepped back to talk to Clarfax.

“What is it, Clarry?” Senia said in a low voice.

“Maybe if some of us students explained,” he suggested.
“He might give up if we state that this is railing against our
beliefs.”

Senia looked to Claudia who nodded back as though
answering a silent question. Six years at the academy, Senia
learned to value the advice of others, even if it came from small
glances and quiet nods.

“Alright,” Senia replied. “But let us open it up. Mr.

Farnsworth might see an interruption as argumentative and
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become even more stubborn.” Clarfax nodded in agreement and
waited for Senia and Claudia to make their move. “Excuse me,”
Senia called out from behind Captain Mallard and Reverend
Rosewood. “Might I make a suggestion which could end this
stalemate.”

Senia had their attention now, as Captain Mallard,
Reverend Rosewood and Barnabus looked directly to her.
“Falcon House leader Claudia Whitefur and myself have come
to suggest perhaps letting some of the student explain the
necessity for such a building as this. Maybe that will shed a bit
of light on the situation.”

“Oh yes indeed,” Claudia piped up in her usual happy
voice. “If that's alright with all here.” Captain Mallard looked
to Reverend Rosewood, and then both looked to Barnabus. The
latter harrumphed in reply, which was taken as an agreement of
terms. Satisfied, Senia and Claudia motioned toward Clarfax
and Robert.

Clarfax nudged Robert and nodded toward the Chaplin
and Captain Mallard. Robert didn't catch it at first, but began to
understand what Clarfax was doing when he began walking
toward the two superior officers. “Captain Mallard,” he said as

he cleared his throat. “Reverend Rosewood. Mr. Farnsworth.”
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He took a deep breath and looked to Robert, who was just now
starting to realize what Clarfax had in mind. “This is more than
just a military college, Mr. Farnsworth. More than a training
facility for fighter pilots. We're also receiving our education,
and often that means that we take classes that may, how shall I
say...”

“Butt heads with established beliefs,” Robert said
quickly, rather embarrassed with his own sudden outburst. But
he understood what Clarfax was getting at.

“Precisely,” Clarfax replied with a nod to Robert. “Just
because some of these theories may seem foreign and different
than what we grew up with, we still have the right to learn about
them.” He watched Farnsworth's reactions carefully. The older
Vulpine seemed to be listening carefully at the very least. “To
attempt to shut them out or, if [ may be so bold, censor them,
well, it's an affront to the very establishment of higher learning.”

Everyone watched Farnsworth very carefully. He
seemed to be weighing his options, and to Clarfax, it appeared
as though he struck a chord. Without actually saying it, Clarfax
was attempting to show that Farnsworth's actions of attempting
to block the class and shut it down was no better than those who

called the Flatlanders stupid and backward. It was a bit of
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diplomacy that Clarfax had learned from Senia.

“I suppose,” Farnsworth replied as he came to his own
decision. “That I can see your point, young sir. I don't have the
right to oppose your own education as you wish it.” He reached
into his coat pocket and took out the key to the chains that the
Flatlanders had used to chain themselves to the doors.

“Oh by the Great Mother, thank you,” Reverend
Rosewood said as she removed her hand form her jacket,
revealing that she had been holding onto a set of bolt cutters. “I
was hoping that someone would try to reason with you, but if

that failed I wasn't gonna hold back and cut you all out.”

Finally, after all of that, the students began to filter into
the main lecture hall. For many, this was quite the treat; their
professor was quite knowledgeable in the field of astrophysics
and very well respected. Colonel Nelson Tyrell, a former
student who went on to have a storied career with the Air Corps,
but not as a fighter pilot as some might guess. Nelson Tyrell
became quite vocal about allowing young Vulpine and Felinar
who wished to study at Chattingham should be allowed to do so.
Any young student, whether military or not. You see, Nelson

Tyrell was a scientist before he was drafted into the military
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during the Great Lupine Land War. He showed skill as a pilot,
and was enlisted to fly in supplies to the different encampments
during the war. After his service, he petitioned the governments
of Foxburrow and Ocata, where he grew up, and suggested that
air cadets could find value from learning alongside regular
civilian students.

After twenty years, the suggestion has been paying off.
The air cadets are exposed to different view points in a wide
range of fields, and civilian students have the opportunity to see
the rigors of life for Vulpinia's air cadets.

Nelson Tyrell happened to be a well liked individual as
well, and his classes were often filled. A black furred Felinar
who grew up in Ocata, he was one to marvel at the mysteries of
the universe, and spared no breath in sharing his discoveries
with any who would listen. He was also well liked by the entire
faculty.

“Good morning, everyone,” he called out to the students
as they took their seats in the lecture hall. “Little bit of
excitement this morning, as I understand. I'd ask Barnabus to
come in and apologize to you all, but I think some of the decor
would be a bit off putting to him.” The students chuckled as
Tyrell motioned to a model of the Vulpine Star System. “In all
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seriousness, however, this does bring up a point of history that
does need to be discussed, and to show everyone just what we
once thought of our world over a thousand years ago.”

Suffice to say, dear reader, Colonel Tyrell continued a
rather engaging discussion on how the history of star gazing and
space exploration changed the views of everyone on the planet.
With the exception of a few, that is. A well discussed three hour
lecture, which for those in attendance felt was more like an
hour. Tyrell always made certain that his talks were engaging
and encouraged comments from his students during such
lectures.

Once the time had passed, the students began to exit and
prepare for their next class. Senia was called over by Claudia,
who began to talk in excited, yet conspiring tones about the
upcoming rough ball semi final match. A few others began
heading to their dorm areas. As for Clarfax and Robert, they
stayed behind. So too did Hardy and Aria.

“I see the ever present Corporal Billings and Mr.
Quickfoot have remained behind,” Tyrell said with a smile as he
moved over to where they sat. “And Corporal Maynard. I take
it you're waiting for Clarfax to finish.”

“I'm taking him to lunch after,” Hardy said with a broad
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smile and nudged Clarfax. “Thought I'd stay here and make
certain he didn't sneak off to the library or the astronomy
building as he is often want to do.” She chuckled a bit as
Clarfax seemed to blush.

“And Private Sharpspeer,” Tyrell said as he spied the
spotted Felinar. “I know that you and Hardy are roommates,
but...”

“Oh, I wanted to talk with Bobby about something after
the lecture,” she said with confidence and a firm nod then
looked to Robert. Robert only blinked and gave Aria a look like
a deer caught in the headlights. Hardy knew what Aria was
doing.

“I see,” Tyrell said with a knowing smile. He could tell
when a young female had her interests in someone. “Well, now
that we have that information out of the way, what can I do for
you?”

“Need a little confirmation,” Clarfax explained as he sat
up in his seat. “And maybe some support. I've been talking
with Bobby and, well.” Clarfax looked to Robert and gave him
anudge. Robert seemed to jump a bit in his seat with the nudge.
He was still looking at Aria, rather confused with what she had

said. “Tell him, Bobby.”
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“Oh, um, yeah,” Robert said as he regained his
composure. “I know that others can get placements on board
vessels or at research stations. But a lot of them are military
vessels. What are the chances of getting on board a vessel like
the Huntsman?”

“Ah, one of the best scientific vessels of the Vulpine
Armada,” Tyrell said with a nod. “Yes, it's true that the
Huntsman will pick military trained personnel first, but they
also look for skilled civilian scientists as well.”

“That means I'll have to make my mark, I suppose,”
Bobby said with a sigh.

“I wouldn't worry about it too much,” Tyrell replied. “I
know of two ships that are always looking for a good scientist
and usually accept recent graduates.” Tyrell took out a data pad
and punched a few keys. The display showed two ships and
their specifications. “The Dorgatha and the Barrow's Revenge.”

Bobby took a look at the display and read over the specs
for a moment before replying. “I thought the Dorgatha was just
a salvage ship.”

“She is,” Tyrell said with a nod. “But she requires
someone with your type of qualifications. Astrophysics helps

someone like you recognize spacial anomalies, and others on the
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ship will need them identified and informed if they are in danger
and have to change course or if they can continue on without
any change.”

“Well, it is something, I suppose,” Bobby said with a
sigh. “How do you apply to get on board?”

“Captain Red Streak often sends out a wave whenever
she needs new crew,” Tyrell said as he tucked the data pad
away. “Tell you what, I'll keep an ear open and if something
comes up, you'll be the first to know.” Bobby smiled and
nodded his head, excited at the prospect.

“See,” Clarfax said as he patted Bobby's shoulder. I
told you there's other ways to get out there and explore. Just be
on your best behaviour if you get on board with the Dorgatha.
Only Jackai vessel worth her salt in the sector.”

Ah yes, the Jackai. A quick pause here, as these
creatures will become quite prominent later. The Jackai are one
of two races on the planet Lupinia, part of the Lupine Star
System. There are two main tribes; the Hyna and the Jayna.
The Hyna are vicious and barbaric, while the Jayna are much
more friendly. Granted, the Jayna can be just as vicious as their
tribal cousins. For now, let's continue with the small

conversation at hand.
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“So is that all?” Tyrell asked as he looked to the four
students. “I hope that was helpful to you.”

“Yes Professor Tyrell,” Bobby said as he rose to his feet
and gathered his books. He was smiling now, thinking about
star ships and the great beyond.

“Perfect,” Aria said as she also rose to her feet. “Now I
can take you around to the tea house, I wanted to talk to you,
Bobby.” She looked to him with a smile and Bobby only looked
back with a slightly confused look on his face. Eventually, Aria
managed to steer him toward the exit.

“I don't think Bobby has any idea,” Hardy said with a
small chuckle.

“Aria really likes him, doesn't she?” Clarfax asked. He
sighed and shook his head. “She'd have to take the direct route
with him, he's always got his nose in a book.”

“You mean more than you?” Hardy said, playfully
laughing.

“Hey now,” Clarfax replied, unable to contain a small
chuckle. He knew she was only teasing.

“Well, if that's all,” Tyrell said as he walked back to his
desk at the front of the lecture hall. “I have some work to do.”

“Of course, Professor,” Clarfax said as he rose to his feet
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and gathered his things. Hardy followed suit, and eventually the
pair left the lecture hall with the purpose of getting some well
needed food.

97



Tim Holtorf

CHAPTER SEVEN
TRAINING GROUNDS

Claudia Whitefur awoke with a bit of a start. She could
have sworn she heard something, and looked over to her
roommate, a white spotted Felinar named Rita Longclaw. Rita
was sound asleep, purring lightly away. Claudia and Rita had
been roommates since they joined the academy as civilian
students. They were the same age, and had similar interests,
Both were incredibly gifted, but they did have their differences.
Claudia was an extremely light sleeper, while Rita could sleep
through a thunderstorm.

While there was no sound to be heard, as Claudia did
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strain to listen for something other than Rita's soft purring, she
did find a sudden need for a refreshment. The dorm's kitchen
had a wide variety of juices available, and the students of House
Falcon had run of the kitchen at all hours. Unless, that is, the
cook was present. Then the kitchen was his.

Claudia slipped into her bathrobe, retrieved a torch and
quietly ventured out into the hallway. She carefully closed the
door behind her and began to tip toe carefully down the hallway.
Oh, she knew that she could have slammed the door shut and
Rita would have slept through it without a care, but that would
have been extremely rude and thoughtless. So Claudia kept
very quiet, even when in the hallway away from any of her
sleeping housemates. She crept carefully down the stairs to the
main floor and finally turned her torch on so she could see.

But she found she didn't really need it, as she spied some
light coming from the common area. There was definitely light,
and now she could hear voices as well. She strained very
carefully to listen to the conversation and try to make out to
whom the voices belonged.

She heard Carmen Wingbottom and Willard Manfred, a
pair of Vulpine students who were enrolled in the aviation

program. It wasn't uncommon for the pair to be up all hours of
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the night and into the morning talking about ship designs or fuel
capacity. Claudia had caught them many a time. But this time
was different, as Claudia heard them discussing the flight
pattern of a cargo ship.

“Base load can't be too much,” Claudia heard Carmen
say. “'Specially for a craft this size.”

“It's not a cargo ship per say,” Willard corrected. “It's a
passenger ship.”

“And we are going to need passengers,” Claudia heard a
third voice. This stopped her. Carmen and Willard hardly ever
discussed ships or flight patterns with anyone else. But Claudia
recognized the voice. Jada Hawkspur. Had Jada been involved
in some of their discussions since she was stripped of rank?
Claudia had to find out, and so she boldly walked into the
common room.

“I thought I heard Jada...” Claudia stopped talking as she
saw Jada, Willard and Carmen weren't the only ones here.
Colonel Tyrell and Captain Mallard stood beside a small table
where Jada, Willard and Carmen were going over what could
have been schematics for a ship.

“A good morning to you, Miss Whitefur,” Colonel Tyrell

announced with a grin. “Wasn't expecting you to be up this
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early in the morning.”

“I.. um... heard a noise,” Claudia tried to explain, though
felt a little foolish while she did so. “It turned out to be nothing,
so I was coming downstairs to get a drink.”

“Most fortunate that you're here,” Captain Mallard said
as she took out a data pad and examined it closely. “Miss
Whitefur, you volunteered for assistance with any training
exercises that might crop up for the air cadets.” Claudia nodded
as she looked to Captain Mallard, who continued talking once
she received confirmation. “Today is the day, and I know it's
much earlier than usual for many of the students here in House
Falcon, and that there was no warning, but that is all a part of
surprise training runs.”

“What exactly am I supposed to do?”” Claudia asked.

“If I may, Captain,” Jada said as she looked to Captain
Mallard. The captain nodded and allowed Jada to continue.
“This is the last training run for House Ocelot. There is to be
another house taking part, but we don't know which one. All we
do know is we are expecting them to attempt to stop what House
Ocelot has to do.” Jada motioned for Claudia to approach the
table. On it was the design schematic for a Kingfisher class

passenger shuttle. A twelve seater with three pilot stations. The

101



Tim Holtorf

Kingfishers had limited shields and no weapons, and were used
primarily for shuttling those wishing to travel to the Omega One
Space Port.

“That's like the shuttles that fairy into the ground based
port here,” Claudia said, recognizing the design.

“Exactly,” Jada said with a nod. “But in this training
run, we're mounting a rescue operation.”

Claudia's eyes opened wide. She began to understand
the scope of the training session. Pilots from House Ocelot
would be escorting and protecting the Kingfisher.

“Who do you need to fill the passenger list?” Claudia
asked.

“I have that information here,” Captain Mallard said as
she handed Claudia a data pad. “If you, and Colonel Tyrell, of
course,” Mallard said as she turned to the Colonel and nodded
respectfully. “Could wake the students on that list and have
them meet int the common room. Mr. Wingbottom and Mr.
Manfred will escort everyone to the shuttle craft. Private...”
Captain Mallard caught herself, and almost continued by using a
rank to identify Jada, but she couldn't do that in front of a
superior officer, even if she felt Colonel Tyrell had the same

thoughts about Jada as Mallard did. “Miss Hawkspur will act as
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former air force and track communication to the squadron that
will escort you.”

Claudia nodded, then looked to Colonel Tyrell who
smiled and began to escort her back to the main dorm rooms on
the second floor. As they disappeared, Captain Mallard turned
back to the three pilots.

“Game plan, students,” she said in her most commanding
voice. “Once more, then we begin to proceed.”

“I'll prep the shuttle,” Jada stated quickly. “Get her
ready to be airborne.”

“Once the group comes down, I'll help 'em pair off,”
Carmen added.

“When they're ready, I'll keep a watch out on the ground
as we begin headin' to the shuttle,” Willard continued.

“As the group is loading, I'll keep an ear out for comm
traffic,” Jada concluded.

“Excellent,” Captain Mallard said with a firm nod.
“Miss Hawkspur, carry out your part now. I'll head over to the
House Ocelot Dorm and waken the cadets.” Jada nodded
quickly and gave a standard military salute before she
scampered off. Carmen and Willard tried saluting as well, but it

seemed a little bit off compared to Jada's. Nevertheless, Captain
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Mallard smiled and nodded to the pair. “Nice try gentlemen.
Keep practicing, however.” With that, Captain Mallard left the
two, and hurried to her transport.

A two seater hover car, quick vehicles that helped
officers get around the academy grounds with ease. For Captain
Mallard, who had driven these vehicles enough times in her
career, it was only a ten minute drive. She parked the small
vehicle, turned it off and exited before making her way into the
House Ocelot main dorm.

She strode with purpose through the common room, into
the mess hall, up the stairs to the second floor and into the
cadets' barracks. The first room at the top of the stairs was
always reserved for the house leader; in this case, Senia Felix.
As members faculty had master keys to each room, Captain
Mallard opened the door without hesitation, and walked right up
to Senia's bed.

“Time to get up, Left-tenant,” she said as she roughly
shook Senia in her bed. Senia awoke quickly, at first a look of
annoyance on her face, then shock at seeing Captain Mallard.
Her roommate, a white spotted Felinar, stirred in the bed across
the room from Senia. “You may as well get up too, Corporal

Talon.” Captain Mallard moved to the front of the room and
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watched the pair groggily look about. “Get dressed in your
flight uniforms while I rouse the others. Meet in the briefing
room and I'll detail what you'll have to do.”

Senia quickly nodded as the sleep began to ebb from her
eyes and raced to get into her uniform. Her roommate did the
same, and the pair quickly dressed and gathered their gear, then
headed to the main briefing room. They were the first to arrive,
but were soon joined by many of the others in House Ocelot, all
with questioning looks in their eyes. But Senia soon realized
what was going on. This was it, this was the final test.

“We're going up today,” Senia remarked to Corporal
Talon. The Felinar looked to Senia and nodded in reply. “I'll
need a co-pilot, what with Jada ...” She paused a moment, still
not able to bring herself to speak the words aloud. Corporal
Talon only offered a firm nod, an indication to Senia that
nothing more need be said.

Finally, Captain Mallard entered the room and walked to
the front, facing the group of cadets. “At oh two hundred hours
this morning, we received word a transport ship was entering
this area of space,” she announced, treating this test as though it
were a regular detail. “There's a good chance there will be

hostiles that will either want to capture the transport, or shoot it
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down. Our job is to offer protection for the transport until it
gets to its destination.” Mallard turned to a map which
displayed the area of the college campus, the air traffic lanes,
the village, and most of Warrenshire itself. “Which will be right
here,” she added, pointing to a place on the map; the landing
field for House Bobcat. “The transport ship has a passenger
manifest which has been uploaded to each of your data pads.
There will be twelve passengers, three pilots. All design specs
of the ship are also on your pads.”

Captain Mallard said no more, but it didn't take long for
Senia to step forward. “We'll need six aircraft,” she announced,
not allowing her speech impediment to deter her. “Talon is with
me, she'll be my co-pilot. Billings and Fitz, you take second.
Hardy and 