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Seeds in Bone Soil

The fig came apart in Tareh's hand like something that had never been real.

She had plucked it from the lowest branch of the grandfather tree — the oldest in the grove, the one her grandmother had told her was older than the village's own name for itself. The fruit had looked right. Dark, tight-skinned, pressing back when she tested its weight with her thumb. She twisted it free the way she had done ten thousand times before.

When she split it open, there was nothing inside.

Not seeds. Not the dense red flesh that should have been there, sweet and heavy with the summer. Just gray powder that drifted down across her palm and smelled of something she could not name — not rot, not drought, not the clean dark richness of good compost. Something older. Something that had been held beneath the earth for so long it had forgotten what air tasted like.

She stood very still. The grove moved around her in the morning breeze. Light broke through the canopy the way it always did, gold and shifting, and the trees looked — from where she stood — exactly as they had always looked. Full. Strong. The dark figs hanging in clusters like closed fists.

She reached for a second one.

The skin split before she finished pulling it free. The powder fell across her fingers and she was left holding only the stem, which felt wrong in her hand — light as an eyelash, dry as old thread.

"Miret," she called.

Her companion was further along the row, half-hidden by low branches, her dark head bent to something at her feet. Miret looked up. She was the village herbalist and she carried herself with the particular stillness of someone who spent most of her days listening to things that did not speak in words.

"Come and look at this," Tareh said.

Miret came. She took the stem from Tareh's hand and examined the severed end, then looked at the gray dust still drifting across Tareh's palm. She touched it with one finger. She pressed that finger to the tip of her tongue.

"Bitter," she said quietly. "Very old."

"All of them?"

Miret moved to the next tree, and the next. She split figs as she went — quickly, without ceremony, the way you test something when you already half-know the answer — and each one opened into the same gray nothing. By the time she turned back to Tareh, her hands were gray to the wrist.

"Not all of them," she said. "The trees at the southern edge — those still bear. But here, from the grandfather tree back to the north wall of the grove, every fruit I've touched."

"Since when?"

"I don't know. I should have come sooner." Miret said this without accusation, but Tareh heard what was beneath it — the same thing she felt herself: a faint guilt, as if they had missed something they should have caught. As if some early sign had come and gone while they were attending to other things.

The grove had always been the center of the village's life. Generation upon generation of families had planted their dead beneath these trees — grandmothers and grandfathers, children taken by fever, men and women who had worked this soil until the soil claimed them. The belief was old and felt true in the way that old things feel true: that the bodies returned to the earth fed the roots, that the roots fed the trees, that the trees fed the living, and so the dead did not disappear but only changed their shape. Tareh's own grandmother lay twelve steps north of the grandfather tree, beneath a smooth flat stone.

She had sat beside that stone many times. She had eaten the fruit of these trees all her life, and it had seemed — each time she did — like a kind of communion. The dead, passing through wood and skin and sugar, entering the living again.

She looked at the gray dust on her palm. She thought: this is the opposite. This is the cycle refusing.

"We should dig," Tareh said.

Miret looked at her. "Dig what?"

"Whatever is wrong with the soil."

"Tareh. These are graves."

"I know what they are."

Miret held her gaze for a long moment. Then she looked down at her gray-dusted hands, and whatever argument she had been about to make, she left it unspoken. She bent and pulled a short-handled trowel from the bag she carried everywhere, and held it out.

Tareh took it.

She chose the spot closest to the grandfather tree, where the smell of bitter was strongest — a dryness that did not belong to late summer, that did not belong to any season she could name. She knelt and pressed the trowel into the dark earth and turned the first cut.

The soil came up pale. Not the rich near-black she knew from childhood, from helping her father tend this ground, from a life of knowing what healthy earth smelled like. This was ash-gray, almost white, dry as chalk three fingers down. She worked the trowel deeper and her knuckles grazed something hard.

She set the tool aside and used her hands.

The bone was small. A rib, she thought — curved and yellow, lighter than she expected, as if whatever had been inside it had long since dried away. She cradled it in both palms and brought it out of the ground and the smell that rose from the disturbed earth was that old smell intensified, concentrated, the smell of something waiting.

Her grandmother's grave was twelve steps away. The bone in her hands was not her grandmother's. Her grandmother had been given the full rites — washed and spoken over and laid with seeds pressed into her palms and Senek's words guiding her down into the soil's keeping. This bone had none of that about it. It felt — and Tareh understood this was not a sensible thought, but she thought it anyway — alone. It felt alone in a way that living things did not.

She sat back on her heels in the gray dirt and held the bone and the grove went quiet around her, the breeze dropping, the light going flat, and for a moment the only sounds were the dry creak of branches and the far-off sound of the wheat fields and something beneath those sounds that she might have imagined — a low unfinished hum, like a word begun and never completed.

She did not imagine it. She was certain of that.

"Miret," she said, very carefully. "Dig where you're standing."

Miret dropped to her knees without asking why.

The second bone was larger. A long bone — femur, Tareh guessed, though she was no bone-speaker. It came out of the ground dry and yellow, still intact, and beside it Miret's fingers found a third, and a fourth, and then the curve of something unmistakably a skull.

They looked at each other across the trench of disturbed pale earth between them.

"These aren't our dead," Miret said.

Tareh looked at the skull. Its face was turned down into the soil, as if it had not wanted to be found. She thought of what it meant to lie in the earth without having been properly guided into it. She thought of crossing into a place you did not know and having no one there to speak your name.

"No," she said. "They're not."

She stood. She brushed the gray earth from her knees. Around her the
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