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      Jyoti bounced on her toes, eyeing the traffic whizzing by. Could she make a run for it? It wasn't that much traffic. Well. No. It was. The cars weren't a solid wall but they were coming fast enough that Jyoti couldn't track them individually. They were a roaring wall of impatient drivers trapped in steel that would smash her to pulp if she ran for it.

      Too many tourists trying to drive down Pike's Place. Because no Seattle resident would ever, no matter how desperate they were, drive on Pike's. Especially on a day when the sun was out and the sky was blue overhead, only a few clouds drifting by to decorate the skies.

      Pity she couldn't get that fresh air down here. The exhaust was near to overwhelming. As was the sound of traffic, people talking, shouting, singing, dancing. Such a busy day today. Jyoti had barely even gotten away from work on time despite having plans for the evening. Cutting through Pike's Place was usually a good way to get uptown but not today.

      Today she was caught in a sea of humanity and cars, all of them trying at once to get somewhere else.

      Darn it. She was late enough already. Being later was going to make Ketut laugh at her. Laugh and point and grin as she swung her hips, making whichever flirty little miniskirt she'd put on today swish beguilingly. How she wore miniskirts no matter what the weather was Jyoti would never know. Granted, it made her long lean legs gleam like bronze but she had to freeze most of the year.

      At least Jyoti got to wear sensible slacks and warm shirts at her job. It was boring, data entry and filing, but it was a job. One that even paid enough for her to rent an apartment in Seattle with just two other girls.

      Not Ketut, of course. Ketut had too many boyfriends to share her apartment with anyone. It would interfere with her endless string of dates coming through. Just the thought of Ketut pursing her full lips and winking at Jyoti made her cheeks go red. Every time. Whether Ketut was there or not.

      Honestly though, Jyoti wouldn't date Ketut, not truly. Ketut's relentlessly social nature would drive Jyoti to distraction in hours, much less days or weeks. If Ketut wasn't talking to someone, texting someone or otherwise interacting she was miserable.

      Jyoti was the opposite.

      There was something to be said for a person you could sit quietly next to, both of you reading or working on the computer. Someone who was happy with such things. Peace and quiet, perhaps with some toast smothered in butter and sprinkled with cinnamon and sugar. With napkins, of course, so you didn't get butter stains on your book pages. Ketut always claimed that she loved to read but Jyoti had yet to see a single book in those perfectly manicured hands.

      Unless she read on her phone?

      Jyoti considered it and then abandoned the thought entirely as the signal changed. Up Pine Street past Westlake Center--If she could just get there in the next few minutes she wouldn't be teased relentlessly by Ketut and her new friend. Sometimes the six blocks from Pike's Place Market up to Pacific Place seemed like thirty miles. Mostly at five o'clock in the afternoon when Seattle was packed to the brim with people.

      Add in spring time with the weather finally going from grey, cold and rainy to warm and beautiful, and three quarters of the world had descended on downtown. Jyoti dodged between pedestrians, trying to jog her way through the crowds as Pine Street sloped upwards.

      Didn't do her much good. There were just too many people for her to make any progress. Jyoti sighed and tugged at her backpack straps. So be it. She was late and that's all there was to it.

      Once Jyoti accepted the lateness, the crowds felt far less smothering. Moving, shifting, dancing along with the street musician with his over-turned bucket-drums, the crowd swept east and west, splitting and joinging at Third Avenue where people dove into Macy's or erupted out from the train station with a great waft of sulfur that wrinkled Jyoti's nose.

      When she hit Forth there were crowds of people with signs protesting something. There were always protesters at Westlake, it seemed. Some seemed to be concerned about the environment. Two had handmade signs decrying the president. Quite a few had a potpourri of signs with rainbows on them. No telling what the protest had been intended for.

      At least no one was smoking pot on the street corners.

      Jyoti really didn't want to lose her job because of accidental exposure to that stuff.

      Once past Westlake, Nordstrom crowds slowed her down but only for a little bit. She dashed around a big clump of Asian tourists with solid-sided suitcases half as tall as they were and then it was a clear run up to Sixth and Pacific Place. The musician playing outside of Pacific was wonderful, an old man with a Chinese stringed instrument he played like a strange sort of violin.

      Someday she would have to learn the name of the thing. She loved it enough to track down musicians that played it besides the old man. The arching glass awning over the entrance to Pacific Place made the best accidental auditorium in downtown Seattle. It almost made up for it being so far away from the hot spots down by Pike's Place.

      Jyoti tossed him a couple dollar coins as she ran past, dashing up the curving escalators on the right side of the atrium up to the third floor. And of course, because that's how Jyoti's luck went, Ketut was already there with her new friend. While Ketut leaned over the railing to point down to the gear-bedecked penguin sculpture on the main floor, her friend just smiled indulgently at Ketut.

      What a friend, though.

      Six foot tall, skin as dark as night, with hair done in a perfect twist out that came down past her shoulders, Ketut's friend was gorgeous. Where Ketut was all in sparkly pink today, even her high heels were sparkly, her friend was in an elegant pair of black slacks with a wine-red vest that came down to her knees. It buttoned in the front with a gorgeous art-glass button that had to be at least a week's worth of Jyoti's wages. Underneath the vest, she had a short sleeved grey turtleneck that made her skin glow.

      "There you are!" Ketut called as Jyoti ran up the final set of escalator steps. "We were wondering if you got lost."

      "No, only trapped by crowds," Jyoti said. Panted. So much for looking good in front of Ketut's new friend. She had to be a wind-blown, sweaty mess. "I came through Pike's Place and its chaos today."

      Both Ketut and her friend winced. As well they should. Really, Jyoti should have known better. She'd just forgotten over the long grey months of winter how bad Pike's Place could be when the weather turned warm.

      "This," Ketut said with a grand wave of her hand to her friend, "is Chikelu Krall. She's a glass artist and a writer who's just moved here from Oregon. Chikelu, this is my friend Jyoti Martel. She's a clerk and the most organized, logical person I've ever met. I have no idea how she keeps her place so neat."

      Jyoti huffed at Ketut, poking her in the shoulder. "The best thing you can say about me is that I'm organized? Ketut!"

      "But it's amazing!" Ketut protested with wide-eyed earnestness. "Really, it stuns me every single time I visit you. Now, I've gotten reservations at the Thai place. It'll be lovely. Unfortunately, I'm not going to be able to join you two. I forgot that I had another appointment I have to keep. But I'll call you both later to see how your date went, okay?"

      As Jyoti's jaw dropped open, Ketut waved, scurried away from them and then all but ran down the escalator towards the first floor. It wasn't a true run. No woman would actually run in four inch heels, especially not on an escalator, but it was the fastest that Jyoti had seen Ketut move in a very long time.

      "Did she just set us up on a blind date?" Chikelu asked.

      "She did," Jyoti agreed with a huff of outrage that of course Ketut wasn't going to hear at all. "That's just ridiculous. I told her to stop doing that a year ago. Seriously, that woman."
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