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Captain Torbane read through the charges one more time. Basically, it boiled down to conduct unbecoming. A senior cadet in hospital with concussion, four others with cuts and abrasions received in a brawl. Certainly Lieutenant Herssun was quite correct in meting out discipline, but his recommendation to expel the lad as unfit seemed totally out of proportion, especially when it was Admiral Shivu Ravindra's son. Torbane was beginning to wonder about Herrsun. The man was competent enough, if a little bit too wedded to 'tradition' and 'rules'. Torbane re-read the note at the bottom of the indictment. The fight had been about a tattoo. What in the Goddess's holy name would have possessed the son of a Darya family to get a tattoo?  Herrsun hadn't given any explanation.

He sighed. Only one way to find out.

Holding down the intercom which connected him with his clerk in the reception area, he said, "Send him in."

Torbane sat back in his chair, fists lying on the desk in front of him, his gaze fixed on the door, which slid aside. The cadet marched in, a tall, rangy lad, not yet grown into his height. He performed an immaculate right turn, two steps forward, halted, then pivoted to stand precisely halfway along the length of Torbane's desk, facing the captain. The salute was absolutely regulation.

"Cadet Ravindra, sir."

The cadet's face was devoid of expression, his gaze directed at a point on the wall behind Torbane. The commandant deliberately kept that wall bare so there was nothing to look at, but Ravindra must have found a dust spot or something. High cheekbones, amber eyes, a finely sculpted mouth. His features might have been carved from stone.

Torbane looked down at the report on his desk, then up at the cadet. "You've managed to cause something of a fuss in the few short weeks you've been here."

"With respect, sir, I simply defended myself." 

Deep voice, still no eye contact. Willing to take his punishment.

"Senior Cadet Peshwaran is in hospital with concussion."

A barely perceptible shrug. "I tried not to injure him. If he'd known how to fall, he wouldn't have been hurt."

Arrogant, but an uncontrived arrogance. No regret, a mere statement of fact. This boy had talent with a capital T. But Torbane couldn't avoid the issue of a tattoo. It wasn't in the rule book, but Mirka officers, especially those hoping to become senior officers, did not wear tattoos. More to the point, Ravindra had drawn attention to himself in the worst possible way. Bully boys like Peshwaran probably deserved a dive into a wall but there would be others. Always. 

Still, perhaps Torbane could insist the tattoo be removed, or masked in some way. "Show me this tattoo."

For a moment Ravindra didn't move, his face still, then his lips jerked into a brief, humorless smile. He slid a hand down the fastenings on his long-sleeved shirt, then pulled the garment off and draped it around the back of the visitor's chair beside him. Bare from the waist he pivoted, graceful as a dancer, displaying wide shoulders tapering to a narrow waist. The whole of his right shoulder was covered in lines that trailed down his back. 

Torbane shook his head. Brainless, stupid boy. He'd hoped for something subtle, something he could ignore, or accept with a reprimand. Although he couldn't argue the tattoo was a work of art, some sort of flying beast, its wings raised, a crested, cruel-beaked head looking to the right, the elaborate tail curving around Ravindra's back. The lines almost glowed against the lad's dark skin.

"About face."

Ravindra turned around, his gaze fixed on that spot above Torbane's head again. He stood at attention. No. Many cadets had stood at attention in that spot. Most had been rigid, about as flexible as a metal rod. This man/boy was calm, comfortable with his stance.

"What in the Goddess's holy name possessed you to have something like that done? You're the son of an admiral."

For the first time Ravindra's gaze met his, a deep, penetrating stare. "I know the unwritten rule, sir. But it is a tradition, not a rule."

Torbane leaned forward, his elbows on his desk, his fingers interlaced. He suspected this cadet knew exactly what he'd burdened himself with. But why? He unfolded his hands just long enough to point a finger at his visitor's chair. "Sit."

Ravindra blinked and Torbane suppressed a grin. At last, he'd managed to unsettle the lad. But the cadet did as he was told, seating himself with hands in his lap.

"Tell me about this tattoo. Where did you get it? Why? Because I'm sure you know that you've marked yourself for life as a rebel, somebody who doesn't toe the line."

Amber eyes stared at him. "It's a vulsaur, a beast that lives in —"

Torbane lifted his hand. "I don't care what it is. Why? Clearly after you had the medical for the Fleet Academy, because there's no mention of it."

Ravindra licked his lips.

"Just tell me the story, boy. Start at the beginning."

***
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Ravindra gunned his brand new flitter around the winding river valley, dodging fallen logs and spurs of rock, the adrenalin spiking with each jerk of the steering column. Steady, now. He settled his heart rate and slowed the little vehicle down. Razza had warned him more than once about roaring into the village like a river monster's spawn. When he reached the waterfall he veered right, over the wide expanse of water to the clearing where the Kotara village stood beside the lake, a cluster of squat stone buildings, the melting frost on the slate roofs glinting in the early morning sunlight. 

He landed the flitter in the clearing between the trees, collected his pack from the seat and vaulted onto the grass. The last flowers of springtime littered the ground, a few more drifted in the air from branches thick with bright golden leaves. School was over. Six more weeks and his real life would begin, a cadet at the Fleet Academy. For now, he'd have one last trek with Razza, one last journey up the mountain, a fitting farewell to boyhood.
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