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The Last Dancing Leaves


 “Ugh,” Brendon
complained as his shovel hit, hard,
against yet another rock. His arms jolted back from the force and a clear tinging sound rang across the former soccer field. The
summer sun still hung low in the morning sky, casting long shadows from the
trees around the edges of the cleared area. Soon, it would rise high enough to
be blinding and Brandon would be sweating up a storm. For now, it was one less
thing to add to his long, long list
of complaints.


Starting with the dead city of Seattle to the north, just
beyond the trees and hills, shadowed by sun and myst.


“Dad, I swear, this ground is all rocks with just a little bit
of dirt holding them together,” Brendon grumbled as he put his shovel down and
reached for the seven-foot long iron digging bar. He probed the edges of the stone.
It was another huge one. At least the grass was all dead, making the rocks
easier to see.


With a deep breath, Brendon raised the bar over his head and
heaved. The end sank deep into the earth. A small flush of satisfaction ran through
Brendon. He was stronger now than he had been when he’d started working with Dad
in the park just a few weeks before, on his fourteenth birthday. Able to lift
the bar higher, send it into the ground with more force.


As Brendon wiggled the bar back and forth, loosening the
dirt and prying the boulder free from its resting place, he looked critically
at the rock. At least on this side, the stone wasn’t cozied up against a second
one. Which most of the bigger rocks so far had been.


Brendon probed for another edge, then brought the digging
bar down again.


Ting. The end of
the digging bar sent off a puff of smoke as it hit a hidden edge of the rock.


“Dang it,” Brendon cursed under his breath, his arms still
jittery with the force of the blowback. He put down the digging bar and picked
up his shovel, scraping around the dirt to find the other edges of the stone.


“Dad?” Brendon called after he got a better look at the
rock. He waved his father closer.


Dad walked from his end of the old soccer field they were removing
the rocks from. They were each clearing a three foot swath of land, supposed to
meet in the middle. Dad was much further along his patch than Brendon. But he
was a lot older than Brendon’s fourteen years. Plus, he had more experience
clearing this land, as he’d already spent all spring in a different corner of
the park, getting rid of the rocks there so they could plant a larger crop.


The boulder Brendon was trying to remove was oval shaped,
about two feet long and a foot across. Most of it was gray-brown and mottled,
perfectly camouflaged by the surrounding dirt.


However, Brendon had struck one edge of the stone with
enough force to chip off the outer layer of rock.


The gash wasn’t white or gray, or even the orangish red of the iron-ore rocks he sometimes found.


No, under the dirt and the first layer of stone was a
pretty, pale blue layer.


Did it go all the way through the rock?


Dad merely grunted when Brendon showed him the stone. “Saw a
few of these in the far field,” he said, obviously unimpressed.


“What kind of rock are they?” Brendon asked, smoothing his
fingers along the crack.


“Some type of geode,” Dad said. “I split a smaller one apart
by accident. Different colors of blue running all the way through.”


“Do you think they’re worth something?” Brendon asked,
eagerly standing up. Maybe they could make enough to hire workers so he could
go back to school this fall, wouldn’t have to spend all his time in the
fields….


“They’re not worth a thing,” Dad said. He spat in disgust.


Had he tried already? Carted one of these heavy boulders to
the closest town, maybe even all the way to Tukwilla,
only to be laughed at?


At Brendon’s crestfallen look, Dad added, “One of the old men
at the tavern called them dragon eggs. Said if the winter witch blessed them,
they’d hatch into dragons.”


Brendon sighed. “Dad. I’m not ten, you know.” Dragons didn’t
really exist. Any more than fairies. Or witches. Or Santa Clause. And dinosaurs
hadn’t really lived with people, either.


Dad still smiled at Brendon. “Just telling you what was told
to me,” he said. He put his arm over Brendon’s shoulder and looked out at the
empty hulks of houses that surrounded the park, mostly looted, some burned out,
two mysteriously just gone, as if a very precise tornado had stolen them away.


“I know you’d rather be with your books, son,” Dad said
softly. “Hell, I’d rather be working in some kind of office. But since the
war—”


“I know, Dad,” Brendon said. And he did understand. All the kids did. Even when the adults tried to
hide the truth that was all around them.


That since the EMP bombs two years before, nothing worked
like it should. Not the electricity, not the chemistry, not the physics,
nothing. The world had shifted in ways the adults said were impossible. Rifts developed
in odd places, where things best not spoken of thrived in the darkness.


Complaining about it didn’t help.


They would just have to discover the new laws about the
world. Create new order. New ways to do things. Find new laws and math and
physics that allowed for the impossible.


No one had lives like they’d once had. A lot of places where
people had lived weren’t inhabitable anymore, particularly the cities. Sticky
black smog filled them, myst, poisonous and deadly. Rumors claimed the
darkness hid creatures from nightmares.


At least they stayed there in the dark. Brendon knew that
the adults were worried about what happened when,
not if, the creatures started
spilling out.


So everyone made do and cleared areas that had never
supported farms before, like the huge soccer field in the park that Brendon and
his Dad now cleared. The newly formed enclaves had to rely on people like Dad who
had a degree in agriculture but who’d moved to the city after he’d graduated and
had spent most of his adult life away from the land. Who’d escaped the
devastation just by chance, their family visiting cousins out in what Brendon
had always called the sticks, though it really was just a suburb of Seattle.


“Let’s get this rock out, then,” Dad said. He squeezed
Brendon’s shoulders, then picked up the digging bar.


“All right,” Brendon said. He held back his sigh. He still wasn’t
used to such work. But at least he didn’t have the blisters he used to. His
hands had healed and his muscles had built.


Though there weren’t any girls for him to show them to. Not
close by.


There did turn out to be another rock snuggled up against
the blue boulder. They both dinged their shovels on it. But finally, they were
able to remove the boulder.
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