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      Frankie crouched in the mouldering abandoned church, behind a crumbling column and piles of decaying cardboard boxes.

      The vacant building had a partially collapsed ceiling. The foundation stood cracked and heaving. Even the windows had been stolen. The pews burned long ago to keep people warm and dry.

      There was really nothing left that could identify it as a church, not unless you’d been there fifteen years ago when it still was.

      That was before magic had come roaring back into the world.

      Now, the concrete was disintegrating, chipped away from age and abuse. The floor covered with several inches of dust. It almost made him sneeze. He held his nose trying to suppress it. Silence was crucial.

      There’d be hell to pay if they found him.

      A bluejay making its home in one of the rafters screeched at him. Castigating him for his presence.

      Frankie was in trouble.

      Again.

      He hadn’t meant to steal the rich guy’s phone. But it had just been sitting on the bar at Mel’s. The subtle slim shape, clean lines in an unassuming peach color. Just begging Frankie to palm the damn thing and slide it into his pocket. So he did. Then Frankie downed his beer and left.

      With a phone, he had the man’s credits and documentation at his fingertips. And everything else the man possessed. These days a rich person’s phone contained everything. The key to their home, apartment or vehicle. Every password they used.

      All he needed was a cracker. Or a buyer.

      But he hadn’t counted on the man having a security detail.

      They’d chased him. Frankie thought he’d lost them. That’s why he came here. He huddled behind the moldy piles of cardboard and sank to the floor.

      He’d just have to wait this one out.

      They’d go away.

      But all the passwords would be changed soon. The guy would have a new phone by the end of the night.

      His legs felt tired from the exertion of running. The arthritis in his knees made them ache in the cool dampness of the night.

      If he could sell the phone quickly, or crack it and get the money transferred into his account, he could go away somewhere. Far far away. And stop running.

      He was getting too old to live on the run. Seattle wasn’t safe for him anymore. Perhaps not for anyone. The web said the cloud of magic, the Shadow, was headed back this way.

      The last time it came through it took his Jeannie and their little girl, Angela. And half a million other people. The massive Shadow engulfed them. Then it moved on.

      Frankie had been left all alone, heartbroken and grieving. Years later, his grief hadn’t lessened. He still missed them, still waited for them to return.

      But their loss had broken him. He’d fallen into a haze of street drugs, lost his job and his way. He was homeless. What did they have to come back to?

      People did come back out of the cloud, sometimes. Years later, halfway across the world. With wild tales of ambrosial food and drink, strange deity-like beings and even stranger animals. And impossible tales of magic.

      Others tried to get into the Shadow. Tried to follow their loved ones. Frankie had. But if the cloud didn’t want you, you didn’t get in.

      And the people who came out were changed beyond recognition. They never fit back into the world again. Not once the magic had touched them.

      Not that the world fit anything anymore.

      It had begun to fall to pieces even before the Shadow came. Climate change had turned Seattle into a strange habitat. Nonstop rain in the winter and SoCal type drought during the long summer months. Plants died from too much rain in winter and none in summer. Massive trees, unable to adapt, suffered from the shift in weather. The plants left, bloomed profusely causing everyone to develop pollen allergies. There was just so much stuff floating in the air. Pollution from Asia had blown across the ocean, causing breathing problems. At least for the poor. The coastlines were rising as the polar ice caps melted. Large parts of the city were being drowned.

      Then the ‘Big One’ hit the West Coast. Sinking parts of Seattle completely, including the downtown area. A few tottering skyscrapers leaned against each other in comfort, sunk up to their knees in salt water. The quake raised other sections far above the water. Nearly every building was compromised.

      Seattle tried to rebuild. Made of islands now, connected by bridges in some areas. Other parts of the city still waited for a bridge. People used small ferries carrying a dozen or so to get from one district to another.

      The rich huddled in their new high rises and gated communities, far away from the masses. There was the rich, and several levels down, their employees. Then the poor.

      And the poor had yet to rebel against the rich. Every day new rumblings appeared, but nothing ever came of it.

      That was when the Shadow had come streaming through the city of islands. And took everyone he loved.

      Were Jeannie and Angela still alive? Did they even think of him? Remember him? Had the Shadow taken their minds?

      He shifted his weight, sighing. No use going down that road again. It all came to nothing.

      A mist was coming in from the water. Turning the cool evening to fog. He couldn’t see the far wall of the church across the sea of cardboard.

      Frankie heard voices and huddled down into a fetal position, covering his head with the remains of a box. His heart pounded so loudly he could barely hear them. He should’ve kept moving.

      “He’s not here,” said one.

      “Where could he have gone?”

      “If the bastard’s smart, he’s still running. C’mon. Let’s go back.”

      Frankie willed them to leave.

      “Fog’s coming in. We’ll be needed.”

      Their heavy footsteps left, but Frankie didn’t move. It must be a trick. They wouldn’t give up so easily.

      Frankie shifted again slightly, keeping his leg muscles awake in case he needed to run again. He was getting old. He didn’t used to have to do that. His body didn’t respond well any more.

      Music came to his ears. The sounds of drums and cymbals or bells. Chimes bumping up against the pulsing beat.

      Then more noise. Running. Of many feet. Hard feet. It was like a thousand people running in high heels.

      Clack, clack, clack on the broken pavement outside.

      What the hell was going on? It couldn’t be the two security guys. And it sure wasn’t normal. Sounded like one hell of a party though. He couldn’t figure out what it could be.

      Frankie lifted the box slightly, peering out. He couldn’t see the two guys. Couldn’t see the doorway from here either. It stood behind the column. But that’s where the noise came from.

      He gradually eased himself up. Looking around. There was no one in the main room. He didn’t see shadows in the other doorways, but they could be still be there.

      He peered around the column and saw a flood of dark shapes. Not human. Running.

      Fear gripped his heart and his breathing grew rapid.

      Frankie tried to remain calm. He’d never been good at that.

      He moved closer to the door and felt a wave of energy pass over him. It was as if he’d stepped into Puget Sound, thick like salt water. Except it was warm.

      Without his doing anything, his body rose towards the ceiling of the old church. He held his arms out for balance, trying to lower himself. But he had no control over what was happening to him.

      Panic flooded through him and the next thing Frankie knew, he’d leapt through the doorway into the stream of creatures and was running with them.

      He kept pace with the deer-like creatures. They were running slowly. After a time they began to walk. He felt relieved as his panting slowed. They must have gone for a mile or two.

      His clothes felt soaking wet. From sweat and the mist which had turned into sprinkles. The fog still held and he couldn’t see much past the herd of animals. Couldn’t even tell where he was. Maybe an old park. The clacking noise of the animals feet had turned to thudding. They were on grass and weeds, not broken pavement.
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