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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, Srimana."

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, Srimana, 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 tattoo spread across both shoulders and down to his waist. 

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 spread, a crested, cruel-beaked head looking to the left, the elaborate tail trailing down Ravindra's back. The golden 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, Srimana. 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.

The grin on his face matching the joy in his heart, he half walked, half jogged into the village. He hadn't quite reached the outskirts when a figured stepped into his path from behind a tree. He had to shuffle through his memories to remember the fellow's name. Jaddu, that was it. The powerfully built young hunter was a year or two older than him, not quite as tall but more than making up for it in bulk and muscle. He stood with his arms folded, his eyes narrowed. 

"What are you doing here? Shouldn't you be at school with the rest of your Mirka princelings?"

Ravindra slowed to a halt. Jaddu wasn't alone. Three smirking youths lounged in the shadows behind him, pretending nonchalance, spoiling for a fight. "I've finished with school." He stepped sideways, intending to move around Jaddu.

The other man mirrored his move, blocking his way. "Here to see Selinel, I expect. I think you should leave our women alone and bugger off back to your manor house."

Selinel. Last summer she'd shared his bed at Razza's house, and then he'd seen her a few times in school breaks. It had been her idea, although he hadn't needed much persuasion. She was pretty, he'd enjoyed himself but she was starting to become too clingy. Even so, it had nothing to do with this young lout. "Your women make their own choices. Get out of my way. I'm here to see Razza."

"Yeah?" Jaddu dropped the casual stance, flicking out a brawny arm to stop Ravindra. Behind him, his three friends straightened. "You get back in your fancy flitter, and I'll tell Razza Daddy called you away."

When you must fight, make your attack fast and meaningful. Ravindra had that lesson banged into him in his self-defense classes at school. Grasping Jaddu's arm with both hands, he pivoted, swinging his opponent over his shoulder and onto the ground. He swung around, blocking a punch from a second attacker, and managed to trip a third but four was one too many. A fist landed in his gut, leaving him winded. A kick to the back of the knee toppled him, ugly laughter ringing in his ears. A boot struck his back, just below the rib cage. He rolled, trying to protect his head.

"Let him be, let him be." Jaddu shouted to be heard. Hands hauled Ravindra to his feet.

Held between the two larger men, tasting blood and grit in his mouth, Ravindra glowered at Jaddu. The Kotaran fisherman's lips were twisted in a snarl, his yellow eyes slitted. "Let the prick go. I'm going to beat his pretty face to a pulp."

The hands holding him fell away. More people had joined the audience, some boys, some older men, even a few girls, forming a ring with him and Jaddu in the middle, circling each other. He needed to end this quickly. His stomach hurt and he was gasping for air.

Jaddu charged, his fist swinging. Ravindra flicked his head aside, but evasion wouldn't be enough. Tire him out, frustrate him and Jaddu would make mistakes. Then Ravindra could use the man's own weight against him. Ravindra dodged, circled, dodged again.

Jaddu whirled, his face purple. "Stand still, you bastard. Fight like a man."

And have my face pulped? No thanks. Ravindra kept moving, deflecting the aimed blows. Shouts rose around him. 'Come on you coward, fight. You show him, Jaddu. Thinks he's better'n us.'

Jaddu lunged, his fists raised but at the last moment he shifted his weight onto one hip. Ravindra danced backwards, caught Jaddu's leg as it kicked and sent the fisherman thudding onto his back.

"Enough." 

Razza walked through the crowd. The old shaman didn't have to shout, or push his way. They parted before him, like water before a ship's prow. Jaddu clambered slowly to his feet. Ravindra swallowed his sigh of relief.

"What is this?" Razza said, looking between the two men.

For a moment Ravindra exchanged a glance with Jaddu. They would never like each other but he wasn't going to tell tales. "A disagreement, Razza. I'm sure it's over."

"He doesn't belong here, Razza," Jaddu said. "He comes here to mess with our women, then when he's had his fun, he disappears back to
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