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JHYOTI
Cadet Jhyoti sen Chandar slapped the grav gel packs onto her calves and slipped the control glove onto her left hand. With a last glance around the deserted, moonlit cemetery, she activated the field emitter and slowly rose three meters above the ground, then five, then six.
Low Town spread out before her like a dark rocky beach, with the desert beyond a vast sea of glowing sand. Another twist of her fingers and she floated over the wall of the bashravi.
To the east, twenty kilometres across the desert, the glow of the spaceport rose above the horizon. As a child, she had felt the deep rumble of each landing, before the Alliance installed the dampening field. A rod of blue light shot up through the air, the guide beam made visible by the dust dancing through it. A shuttle was landing. Perhaps it belonged to the Solar Wind, the Alliance's flagship explorer, rumoured to be in the solar system.
At last she stepped down onto the hard-packed earth of the bashravi's open area. She glanced around the body washers' compound, wishing she could have worn the night lenses as well as the camera. But the Academy, like the rest of Kallista, had to make do with the Alliance's cast-off equipment. She did not dare turn on the light strapped to her wrist.
Kallista's two moons would serve until she got inside the inner walls. Besides, she had been here before, surreptitiously recording the body washers' rituals.
At least, the ones they performed in public.
Six granite "beds" rose from the ground at regular intervals, each ready to receive a coffin. Before them were stone benches where the mourners received the blessing of the yisil and a drink of holy water from the well. Then the acolytes would carry the coffin to the inner compound, that place the yisils, the body washers, held most sacred, as the mourners keened and waited for the body to be returned to them, cleansed of sin and impurities, and ready for burial in consecrated ground.
The inner gate to this mysterious compound now stood before her, closed. Clutching her pack in one hand, Jhyoti moved toward it, keeping her distance from the beds. She would be selective in what she touched. She did not wish an inadvertent touch to immerse her in others' grief.
As with many of the doors and gates in Low Town, this gate was made of sturdy sakhri vines trained to the needed shape. The broad, deep blue leaves formed a wall of privacy, impossible to peer through. The vines clung on either side to posts made of clay bricks.
For such a secretive order, the yisils were very trusting.
She was almost at the inner gate when something tripped her. Without so much as a gasp, she dropped the pack, tucked and rolled into the fall, regaining her feet in one smooth motion. If nothing else, five years at the Academy had taught her how to fall.
Then she bent to retrieve her pack and saw what had tripped her.
The woman slumped against the granite bed, as if someone had dumped her on the ground and walked away.
Jhyoti straightened slowly, gripping the pack. She did not need to touch the woman to know she was dead.
"You there!"
Jhyoti's heart leapt to her throat. Once more the pack flew from her fingers as she sprang into a classic self-defence pose. Then a bright light shot through the darkness, blinding her. When she could see again, she found herself face to face with a very tiny, very angry old woman wearing the traditional white robe of a yisil.
"How dare you?" The old woman glanced at the body then took in Jhyoti's hooded robe, her gloved hand with its controls and the pack on the granite bed, where it had landed. "How dare you dishonor the dead with your foolish pranks?"
Jhyoti blinked.
"Forgive me, yisil, but my trespass seems insignificant compared to the disregard this bashravi shows the dead."
Surely families would protest if they knew how poorly their loved ones were handled in the bashravi. Perhaps the yisil would refrain from turning her in to the Admiral if she were afraid Jhyoti would reveal what she had found.
But the old woman was staring at Jhyoti in dismay. Her waist-length white braid swayed as she shook her head. "Are you implying that you did not bring...?"
"I did not." If the yisil had not left the woman's body there...
They both turned to stare at the body, and then glanced around the empty courtyard. Beneath her thermally regulated uniform, and despite the concealing robe over it, Jhyoti grew cold.
"Who...?"
But the old woman leaned forward, her clasped hands keeping her loose robe from falling forward, and examined the woman. "Oh no," she murmured.
"What is it?" Jhyoti leaned forward in turn, morbidly curious.
Her pack chose that moment to topple off the edge of the granite bed. As she lunged to retrieve it, her gloveless hand grazed the dead woman's cheek.
The jolt was like a supernova in her head. There was nothing but pain and bright light. Her skin crawled with electricity. After a time, she became aware of someone moaning, realized it was her and stopped. She finally opened her eyes, expecting to be blinded by pain, but it was gone.
She was lying on the hard-packed earth a few feet away from the dead woman. The yisil squatted next to her, her green eyes narrow. The old woman's voice was a distant murmur. "Were you born with the gift?"
Jhyoti shook her head and sat up. The dead one's pain still tingled along her arms and legs. "It came soon after my first blood." And it would leave with her last bleeding. At least she had that blessing. Those who were born with it usually became recluses. Most went mad by adolescence.
"I am Suri, the yighsilchi of this bashravi."
The yighsilchi. Jhyoti looked at the old woman, who glared back at her. All the yisil were technically bhoto, low caste, but they were also considered holy. And the yighsilchi was holiest of the body washers.
This was not good.
"And you are?" prompted the yighsilchi testily.
Jhyoti hesitated. She could lie but there would be no honor in that. In any case, the yighsilchi would not know that she was from the Academy.
"My name is Jhyoti, Suri sen."
"Allow me a guess, Cadet Jhyoti. Fifth year? Exoanthropology? Final field assignment?"
It was Jhyoti's turn to stare at the old woman in dismay.
The yighsilchi sighed her disgust. "Did you think you were being original?" She rose to her feet, graceful despite her age. "Every year I turn one or two idiots away."
Jhyoti braced herself on one hand as she looked up at the old woman. "And...?"
Suri sen smiled tightly. "Those who irritate me I turn in to the Guard." She glanced sideways at Jhyoti. "And you all irritate me."
Jhyoti swallowed.
With a dismissive shrug, the yighsilchi reached for the dead woman.
"Suri sen, wait."
The yighsilchi stopped in surprise. Jhyoti scrambled to her feet and squinted, allowing the ocular camera to record the dead woman from different angles while making low notes to her implanted recorder. "You should not move her," she warned as she worked. "The Guard will want to see how she was found."
The yighsilchi snorted, a startling sound coming from a holy person. "Do you want to be expelled?"
The question took Jhyoti aback. The Guard would want to know what Jhyoti was doing at the bashravi. They would inform the Academy. And Admiral Dilan, that devil in a uniform, would love nothing better. He would finally have reason to expel her.
Five years of hard work, wasted...
Suri sen grasped the woman's arm, but it was stiff. Then she took the dead woman by the chin and turned her head. "Rigor mortis is almost gone."
Jhyoti looked away, her stomach clenching.
"Help me bring her inside."
Jhyoti almost stepped back at the thought of touching the dead woman again. Surely the law required that an unexplained body—even one found in a bashravi—be reported. "Suri sen, you must report this to the Guard."
The yighsilchi looked up at her, green eyes fierce and bright. "Do not presume to know my business!" She took a deep breath and visibly calmed herself. "They will not come."
Then she hurried through the inner gate. A light went on inside, reflecting off the glossy leaves of the gate. In a moment she was back with a stretcher floating behind her. She manipulated it into position then touched a button to lower it to the ground.
"Take her feet."
Jhyoti hesitated while the yighsilchi squatted at the woman's head and placed her hands under the shoulders.
The old woman looked at her. "Well?"
This project was over. Should the yighsilchi spare her, Jhyoti would still have to turn to her back-up plan—comparing patterns of grief expression among the different social strata. Not as valuable an addition to the body of work, perhaps, but still valid.
This final assignment terrified most cadets. Here they proved their initiative by choosing an assignment that would add to the body of knowledge of Kallistan culture. If unsuccessful, cadets were held behind for another year.
If she failed, however, Admiral Dilan would deny her the stars.
Her gaze met the yighsilchi's impatient glare and she sighed.
She shrugged out of her robe and wrapped it around the dead woman's slippers and bare legs. Then she nodded at the yighsilchi and they lifted the body to the stretcher. Suri sen was much stronger than she looked. The stretcher rose to the yighsilchi's waist and the old woman guided it back through the inner gate.
Jhyoti fetched her pack and stood outside the open gate, debating the value of requesting her robe back. She peered in but saw only an inner privacy wall, also white.
She wondered what Suri sen would do with the woman. Trace her identity, of course. But then what?
"Don't just stand there, child," came the yighsilchi's voice. "Come in."
As much as she had wanted to see inside, now she wanted nothing more than to escape. "I must go, Suri sen."
"Come!" The peremptory tone reminded Jhyoti of the Admiral and she bristled. She was not Suri sen's acolyte. If the yighsilchi wished to report her for trespassing, so be it.
Then she closed her eyes against a wave of dread.
The dishonor of being expelled would be humiliating. The mahti, or high caste, objectors who had followed her progress would crow that bhoto—even a half-caste like her—were not fit for the Academy. Admiral Dilan would stare at her with those black, expressionless eyes...
Thinking of the Admiral made her stomach roil. In spite of his unbecoming pride in his family name, his bias against bhoto, his arrogance ... in spite of everything she detested in the man, he was not without honor. Her failure would be a blow to him and to the Academy.
And it would destroy any chance she had of reaching the stars as an Alliance exoanth.
Suri sen appeared in the doorway.
"You will make a poor exoanth if you turn away from the hard answers."
Jhyoti stared at her in annoyance.
The yighsilchi raised an eyebrow. "You do want to see inside, do you not?"
After a moment, Jhyoti closed her mouth. The yighsilchi herself was inviting her in. Perhaps she could salvage this assignment after all.
She bowed her acquiescence and followed the old woman.
Once past the privacy wall, she stopped and stared. Where she had expected a temple of worship—incense sticks, candles and marble slabs for washing the bodies—she found steel tables, troughs and sonic cleaners. The room was vast and high-ceilinged, easily six times the size of the courtyard.
It was filled with laboratory equipment and ceiling-hung tools whose functions she did not wish to explore. Within each wall were recessed screens.
Jhyoti looked and squinted, taking picture after picture, sub-vocalizing her observations for later download.
"This is not a temple," she said, almost to herself.
The yighsilchi's voice was sharp. "There are many ways to worship the goddess. She does not require primitive tools to accept our prayers. We deal with dead bodies, Cadet. Often they have died of disease—we still bathe the bodies as the ancients did, but first we disinfect them."
Jhyoti looked around the room again, this time more carefully. The equipment was clean and in good repair, but it was not new and had not been for a long time.
Finally, inevitably, her gaze fell on the dead woman.
She was not as frightening as in the darkness of the courtyard. Yet now Jhyoti could see the greyness of her complexion, the dried blood and bruising on the side of her face, the curious slackness of her limbs. The woman was in her middle years. She was tiny, not as tiny as the yighsilchi but close, and her hair was brown with strands of grey. She was much too thin.
Jhyoti recorded her from head to foot. She looked nothing like the ancient mummified corpses they had been permitted to study at the Academy.
How could anybody abandon a loved one like this?
"Does this happen often?"
"Some families are too poor to pay the bashravi fee and too proud to ask for charity. It does not matter to us—all are the goddess's children and must be purified before they can return to her. We find these poor souls laid out in the courtyard, in their best robes. Not like this." She shook her head and looked away for a moment. To Jhyoti's surprise, she saw the glint of tears in the old woman's eyes.
"Have you any idea who she is?"
Suri sen took a deep breath and looked down at the body.
"She did not come from Low Town. See how tightly the fabric of her robe is woven?" She fingered a sleeve between thumb and forefinger but Jhyoti only nodded. That robe carried too much of the woman's residual energies. She did not dare touch it.
"Yet she is bhoto," she said. The low braid, the traditional tattoo at the temple, the work-chapped hands all pronounced her lower caste.
Suri sen nodded. "Yes, but she worked in High Town."
Jhyoti stared at the dead woman as she tried to work out what the yighsilchi was not saying. The bhoto woman wore a sturdy, clean working robe. Despite the blood caking her hair, the braid was intricate. Tiny amrit loops lined her ears, status symbols among the servant class. This bhoto woman had worked as a valued servant in a High Town mahti household.
The evidence was clear, yet it did not accord with the fact of her presence here.
"Why was she left?" She was speaking more to herself than to Suri sen. Such valued servants held a place of honour in a mahti household. Her death would have been treated almost as that of a family member. A body washer would have been called to the house in High Town, even if the servant was to be buried in a Low Town cemetery.
Yet this woman had been abandoned like a broken toy.
Jhyoti leaned in to take a closer look at the blood on her face. The wound was in the hair around her temple. She had struck something very hard.
Or been struck.
Jhyoti looked up at Suri sen. "Accident or murder?"
The yighsilchi shrugged. "She did not walk here by herself. What did you sense?"
Jhyoti worked at suppressing a shudder. "Pain. Exploding pain and a curious sensation on my skin."
Suri sen pursed her lips, staring at the dead woman. "We must examine her. Help me place her on the slab."
"Suri sen..." Jhyoti spread her arms in an elaborate entreaty. "Should we not report this...?"
For an answer, the yighsilchi slipped her hands under the dead woman's shoulders and looked a challenge at Jhyoti.
Gritting her teeth, Jhyoti grabbed the woman's robe-wrapped legs and together they slid her onto the steel slab. Her body was stiff and unyielding. Jhyoti discreetly pulled her robe out from under the woman's legs, careful to avoid touching flesh.
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