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      For Uncle Erich who introduced me to my first dragons and flies with them now

      

      Fair winds and following seas until we meet again.
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            WELCOME TO THE AONI

          

          THE TIME OF THE HERALDS HAS COME

        

      

    

    
      Imagine

      
        
        Before there were planets and stars, the Nine Drazoen flew the cosmos. You can call them dragons if you prefer.

      

        

      
        No one knows why, but the Nine faded from our Universe, the Aoni, long ago. They haven’t been seen since, though they did leave nice, vague instructions on how to find them. When the time was right.

      

        

      
        That time is now.

      

        

      
        In a Universe where ancient prophecies can come true...

        Anything is possible.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRESENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Humans learned they were anything but alone in the Universe on a Tuesday morning. Millennia of thinking themselves rulers of their solar system, shining examples of sublime evolution near perfected, gone in an instant. Not only were humans not the best species on offer, they barely cracked the top fifteen. Out of a possible sixteen.

      Given time, much later, to contemplate Earth’s interstellar wake-up call, Katy Phelan decided it was best discovered on a Tuesday rather than a Monday. Mondays were stormy, per the old song. Bleak and scary. Tuesday at least meant most humans had gotten a day of back-to-work normalcy before this sudden and forced confrontation of their cosmic inadequacies.

      Unfortunately, per the same song, Tuesdays were just as bad. As it happened on this Tuesday in May, a massive shape had appeared in dawn’s light over the Puget Sound, almost directly on top of a secret island in the San Juan archipelago. The shape eclipsing sunlight and spreading a shadow over the nearby ocean and ground below her feet was moon-like. Yet nothing like a moon honestly, or a planet, or any other celestial body Katy had studied in school. This new occupant of near-Earth space looked very like a Pac-Man about to gobble, or an open fan spread nearly three hundred sixty degrees? She blinked, trying to comprehend what she was seeing.

      Djilbay jo Bikajo shifted beside her. He was polite, strong, a Mikanjo seeker capable of flight, and decidedly non-human. His species for sure made the top ten. Bay, wings fully spread in a massive thirty-foot span, said, “Now our journey can truly begin.” As he spoke, something small that must have detached from the larger craft shrouding land and sea breached Earth’s atmosphere and headed their way. Fast.

      Katy glanced at him, captivated as always by Bay’s presence. Half-bare frame, covered in tattoos, caramel skin stretched over bone and musculature capable of keeping those ridiculously majestic white wings aloft. She was glad he didn’t have them pulled back in the compact hold. Her breath hitched in awe as she watched them lift slightly in the gentle morning breeze off the strait. She pointed at the ship then back to Bay. “That’s the Eternidad, right? Your ship? We don’t have to worry it’s a surprise visit from someone else?”

      Her gaze lasered in on the literal killer twenty feet behind Bay. That mofo was smirking, and Katy wondered how he would manipulate events to keep his current murder attempt in play. He’d made it clear he wasn’t giving up just because they’d caught a ride off planet. That he’d never cease trying to get them. That man she’d never met, from another world, wanted to kill her, had promised he would with his dying breath if necessary. She shivered.

      Bay eased closer, raising his wings to circle her and block the view of the killer. Her seeker was so much taller it was like a curtain of white feathers cut off the outside world.

      “Yes, it’s them. My people, not his. I can’t wait to show you everything on our way to Centris. My sister will be so eager to meet you. Everyone will. You’re what we’ve been seeking for so long.” Katy shied from his gaze, still unsure of her hero’s journey (alleged) about to begin, despite his conviction. He stepped closer and nudged her chin up with a gentle finger. “You are the one,” he promised her. “The herald, the person who will return Sundancer Orange.” He gave her his nothing-but-trouble smirk and took her hand. “Let’s go wake a dragon, Katy Phelan.”
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        * * *

      

      Back when creation was young, when the Drazoen flew through spacetime, and sentient species numbered only in single digits, They created Centris. The Nine Drazoen, called dragons by many and gods by some, first beings in existence, foresaw how the rapidly increasing numbers of people from varied places and cultures in the Aoni would need a common gathering place. As each of the species conquered space travel, they would require a neutral setting, one where all were safe to meet. Where councils could form to provide guidance, and social interaction might encourage understanding and fellowship. The Nine flew to the center of the Aoni, pooled Their powers, and gave birth to the Wheel of Centris.

      Three circular levels joined by nine spokes, one for each Drazoen. Each dragon’s spirit and traits imbued Their region, lending the whole Wheel its color, vibrancy and disposition. Waterbringer Blue an exuberant cerulean filled with celebratory life, Earthcaller Gold a gilded wonder in combat and strength. Hu Ularu Black cloaked in the inky mysteries of faith, existence and the Aoni itself. Everything bound by the Drazoen to the Wheel as it spun and measured a time standard all species counted. One full rotation comprised a work day and relaxing night: a sal. Eighteen sals a buwan, and fifteen buwans made a tuig.

      Here the greatest political force of the Aoni had been built: the Calling at Centris. Beside it lay the Chorus, sacred to Songmaster Silver. He had crafted it, laid out a blueprint for nine schools of specialized disciplines so that each Drazoen was honored. He then ensured the heads of the Chorus – the voices – formed a Cadre that advised the Calling on all matters. Their first and primary duty, though, was keeping the schools vibrant and filled with talented people from around the Aoni.

      Dindal Orangevoice, current head of Sundancer’s school, was performing that duty now, enjoying a fine meal at Lányok, one of the larger restaurants on Sundancer Orange’s subspoke. On this occasion she’d gathered thirty robes for a celebration of their accomplishments – these students had graduated from tyros to robes by completing testing in their first school. Now they decided if they would continue to another school, or leave the Chorus with a single beaded necklace.

      Each robe before her wore only Sundancer Orange’s beads, and Dindal urged them to seek additional training. Dindal tried to stifle her dismay that, similar to the last several tuigs, distressingly few of these students would progress. Fearing the loss of oral history and talent this disinterest could mean, she resolved to be firmer, harder, call upon the intellectual curiosity and drive Sundancer Orange’s school cultivated. Looking over the expansive table, filled with diverse species, Dindal raised a glass to begin her toast. She would chide, goad and demand their buy-in.

      Without warning every light in Lányok went out, the room plunged into darkness. All candles, chandeliers, every light source had been eliminated, their table surrounded by staff and other customers they could no longer see. A nervous murmur arose, though no one seemed panicked yet, merely confused. Long minutes passed without a change in the darkness surrounding them, voices got louder demanding explanations.

      Dindal readied to lead her robes to an exit when the lights burst on. They pulsed and flared momentarily before settling back to normal. Around her, other diners repeated messages they’d received that the entire orange spoke had briefly gone dark. Nowhere else on the Wheel, only Sundancer’s spoke. Everyone in the restaurant shrugged it off, but Dindal was less sanguine. She’d been on Centris for hundreds of tuigs and nothing like this had ever happened. Raising her glass once more, acting normally for the student’s benefit, she resolved to call a meeting of the Cadre and discuss what kind of portent this could had been.
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          (THREE DAYS EARLIER)

        

      

    

    
      Tea was the proper start to any Sunday, if you asked Katy. Workdays called for coffee’s caffeine jolt, mayhap on Saturday as well to recover from Friday night carousing. Slow weekend waking could be embraced with a gentler approach on a Sunday, though. Catherine McEvoy playing in the background, light morning fog giving way to crisp May sunshine, a slice of lemon breakfast cake, and life was grand.

      Katy considered if toasted oats coated in a glaze then dripped over the top of the cake truly earned the “breakfast” moniker, or if she might be stretching things. Another bite. Definitely breakfast cake. Katy’s doctor could keep her thoughts otherwise to herself, ta.

      Pouring another cuppa before returning to her spot on the couch, Katy resumed gazing out the windows of her Fremont sublet. She didn’t always love the hike to the third floor, but couldn’t argue it made the view nice. Housesitting for a cousin and living here rent-free wasn’t bad either. Three years. Had it really been so long since she’d come home from Limerick? What was happening with her life that so much time could go by without much action, or even notice?

      As a girl she’d thought the world was filled with adventure and magic she would uncover someday. A universe in a dew drop, werewolves, deceiving sprites who traded souls for stories, a sorceress who would set her a task of some terrible danger and importance.

      Her mother had set the scene by naming her so theatrically, in Katy’s opinion. Brianna Phelan grew up on a dairy farm in Antigo, Wisconsin. She said the most precious sight back then was a rare pink katydid. It was beloved by Gamgam Leona, who had passed her affection for the vividly tinted insect down to her daughters. Every spring they tramped through woods and fields, listening, trying to find those pink ones. Ma said they’d had dreams of catching a pair, and making baby pink katydids, but never could. Years later, when Brianna learned she was having a girl at last, she wanted to honor the cherished memory without “saddling you with Gamgam’s name.”

      Her brothers turned Katy-for-katydid into Bug, because obnoxious nicknames are the raison d'être of older brothers, and Katy had four of the bastards to contend with. Despite their teasing, she’d loved being named after a pretty insect, especially because her ma said they were special bugs that made music. Made perfect sense to young Katy, given that as long as she’d had memory she’d been hearing a tune in her brain. One that rejected description and capture of any kind. It was simple and not; it wrapped around her and wove through her, and she knew other people didn’t hear it. Didn’t take more than a couple of strange looks on other people’s faces before Katy figured out not to talk about it anymore.

      Once she’d gotten old enough to use a computer, Katy researched katydids, the cruicéad beag her father nicknamed her (which was kinda just Gaelic for Bug but sounded way better). The katydids she found on the internet were…gross and cool, pretty much in equal measure. She’d found a database of katydid songs and played those short files over and over, cranking the speakers. Oran (twin brother and such a mank) had stormed into the room at one point to threaten her favorite blanket’s impending demise if she didn’t stop making those annoying sounds. Ma had interceded on her behalf and for once her evil twin got a time out. Result!

      Her favorite of all the short chirps, cheeps and whirs was from the common virtuoso katydid. It was named for its complexity of song, and was a word that rolled around Katy’s tongue over and over: virtuoso. It meant being a gifted expert, a creative genius, and that little katydid earned it, singing for all it was worth.

      Then came a fateful day, snuggled in Da’s lap waiting for story time, when she’d heard Irish flute for the first time. It didn’t take long for budding ideas to bloom as her young mind interwove these foundational things: katydid songs; folktales and fairy stories that Da told; the secret music of her soul; a wooden flute playing what sounded like someone taking flight.

      As only a child’s mind could, Katy laid fantasy worlds, adventures and myths onto the backs of rare pink insects, imagining she could be transported to other realms and play her Air (she’d named it that and capitalized it, which is how you knew it was important). Once she realized her dream of becoming a world-famous flautist, Katy knew she would be a virtuoso like that katydid, a wee bug that gave its all with the instruments it had. She, too, was a wee Bug and someday she’d save the world with her music.

      Of course, now she was twenty-eight with an arts degree fourteen shades past liberal that not only didn’t attract employers, but actively repelled them. Katy knew she was good (certainly good enough to get her master’s degree with honors), though one professor had suggested she lacked innovation. Not much call out there for flautists, though. There are only so many traditional Irish flute players the market can handle, a fact she’d realized long after setting her sights on a wooden instrument that to her childhood heart was the best of all worlds: it played music and looked like a magic wand.

      Katy was determined nevertheless. Something called to her, prodded at a deep-seated need to perfect an ability that her large and (one might say) invasive family viewed as a strange quirk. Okay, it was her. Katy was the one who’d say invasive. Chaotic and wild, too. Jesus God above, how the bloomin’ pranks and ransoming of her belongings had defined her childhood. Oran had been a terrorist from the day they left Ma’s womb, and rallied her three other brothers to pile on.

      When they weren’t busy convincing her a poltergeist lived in her room, they were always giving their opinions, shouting her down when she tried to explain her dreams, loving her by attending every recital and concert, behaviors they undermined with backhanded compliments on her proficiency in a “useless pastime”. Katy felt overlooked in a family that loved physical, tactile things. Sports, sculpture, fixing cars, building models, gardening, those were their likes; not some nebulous secret earworm that lived only in her mind.

      They had jokes and things to talk about, athletes and artists, but no one had music like her. Not even Da, whose love of Irish music was deep but didn’t reach far past the well-known groups. It made her feel like the Girl Who Doesn’t Fit, and had driven her to try and be special, heard through the anarchy of their large clan. A feat she never believed she’d accomplished.

      Her phone ringing jolted her from her musing. One glance told her it was her father, and she groaned internally, sure she could recite the conversation to come. “Da. Still gloating over the Kilkenny Cats winning yesterday?”

      “Ah, mo chroí, more the treat they bested your Limerick lads!” Martin Phelan’s voice was giddy. His Irish accent remained as strong as the day he’d come to Seattle.

      “Da,” she smiled as she said, “I don’t care about hurling, much less my team from uni. You’re the one who cares.”

      A dramatic sigh. “Sweet girl, where did we go wrong wit ya?” He chuckled. “Your ma, loves sport. Ian and his Deb, Patrick and his Vasuda. Paul. Oran. Everyone else does, but not my Katy. I’ve failed as an Irishman and parent.”

      Since he couldn’t see her, Katy didn’t bother hiding the wince. She knew he didn’t mean anything. But always, always, she was the odd one out. Different from the rest. Forcing a light tone, she replied “I know, Da. I am your ‘sore trial’ in life.”

      “Never you mind that, now, you’re my heart, the light of my life.”

      “Has Ma forgiven you for the fireworks?”

      “Sparklers, love. Mere sparklers! Why she got so upset is not clear to me at all.”

      When Da had broken out gold sparklers at halftime the day before (“Like the amber our boys wear, bless them!”) he and her brothers amped themselves up jousting with the fireworks-on-a-stick. Katy and Ma stood back and marveled that the five Y-chromos hadn’t set the house on fire. “When did he even get those damn things?” her mother had murmured.

      Katy waited, knowing what was coming next. “Speaking of being my light, I don’t want you driving to session alone tonight, so I’ll come over.”

      “And you’re sure this is about my safety and not having a pint at Conall’s?”

      Da laughed. “Perish the thought, dove. I’ll leave the island ‘round about five, be ready when I text.”
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        * * *

      

      Another week, another new city. Seattle in North America’s Washington State. Djilbay jo Bikajo – gemstone artisan, generally pleasant guy, non-native to Earth – had been losing heart. Genuinely losing it this time. Not almost losing it, like the regrettable years that followed his unintentional aid of Kublai Khan conquering China’s Song Dynasty. That had been a rough period, no doubt – turned out Great Khans were not forgiving men, and Divine Emperors even less so.

      Today, however, Djilbay wandered through Pike Place Market feeling rejuvenated. He’d be spending the next few weeks here, thanks to a friend loaning him a table. His fellow jeweler, Scott, had spoken to Djilbay many times about this market, how it overflowed with food and flowers and flying fish and cheap baubles; leather goods and hemp clothing and tourist claptrap alongside wooden carvings so beautiful a man could weep. Just within eyeshot of the space Scott had loaned him, Djilbay saw such bounty: almonds in tempting flavors both sweet and savory; clogs made of recycled materials; massive bouquets in white buckets waiting to be wrapped in paper and carried away. A healthy inhalation brought traces of brewing coffee and frying foods, and the fainter aroma of briny water running off freshly caught ocean creatures.

      Across the cobblestone street produce stands opened and lovely fruits were arranged in displays that kings of old would have envied. Ovens opened and closed, humid heat fogging glass panes as fresh baked breads were set on window racks to cool and entice early morning passersby. Two tables down a tinkling sound drew his eyes back to his immediate thoroughfare: stained glass window medallions being unpacked and hung, light catching tinted glass and fracturing, momentarily covering surrounding tables in soothingly muted colors. Everything combined to incite a feeling of overwhelmed awe and exultation in Djilbay’s soul. He was exactly where he was meant to be, awaiting the person the Aoni created him to find and anoint.

      A milenyo, roughly a Human millennium, had passed without Djilbay finding his Kawakona. He’d despaired, yes, but something told him this Seattle was going to close his search, give him what he’d sought so long. The Drazoen were coming back. All of them. Sundancer was just the first and She would lead the way. It was as Windweaver White, Hunanjanno jo Bikajo, had told his ancestor, Swailu. When your descendants have uncovered the heralds the Aoni shall ring with your success, and The Nine shall soar again.
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        * * *

      

      After a long Saturday watching hurling with family, Katy looked forward to seeing her session boys. Sundays at Conall’s Pub was her refresh button. Kevin’s bodhrán, Danny and James on fiddles, her flute, the rare treat of Sean’s uilleann pipes, and the craic was grand tonight, as Da would say. Had said so, several times, during the drive down to Pioneer Square.

      Tonight, as ever, they were early to session because her father would neither let her drive downtown herself, nor trust her about how long the drive took from Fremont to Pioneer Square. They’d had a rousing discussion about mapping apps and how they couldn’t be trusted when he’d arrived from Mercer Island, annoyed she wasn’t waiting at the curb.

      Katy argued her father was an engineer, for feck’s sake, and should have faith in the science and tools designed to be accurate and helpful.  Da raised an eyebrow and said being an engineer was how he knew coding was inferior pseudo-science and they’d be leaving now. In the face of logic like that Katy threw up her hands and caved… and they arrived thirty minutes early, just as she’d predicted. Amazing how they had the same argument every week.

      At least she got to nurse a pint, admire the warm and gleaming oak hardwood floors, booths upholstered in County Clare tartan, and the brass accents that gleamed from years of cleaning. Come to think on it, Da probably just wanted time for an extra pint as well. He was over at the bar, talking with the owner who was his supplier for kegs of Kilkenny ale. Katy could start swearing about wasting time, or love him and get over it, “because it’s half a bloody hour, Lady Drama.”

      Her internal music was strong tonight, for no reason she could pinpoint, and it was raising goosepimples along the back of her neck. It generally came as it pleased: while she was awake or slept, when she met someone who became important to her, or when she saw something sacred. Beautiful places, sad events, moments filled with the kind of laughter that strained her abdominal muscles, everything added richness to the Air. For all that it was intertwined with every moment of her life, she wasn’t able to make it whole in her mind, attach the right words to explain it. Which made times like this, when it inexplicably surged inside her, more frustrating.

      “Katy dearest!” Tony called to her from behind the bar. “Planning to dazzle us tonight?”

      She shrugged, sending a sly smile back his way. “Only if you promise to keep the ale flowing.”

      Tony laughed and waved her off, returning to conversation with her father. More people were gathering in the pub, and Katy felt the rising restless hum that built inside her each Sunday night. The desire to entertain and set toes tapping, to raise spirits or break hearts, whatever the song called for. That was her passion, and it was all in pursuit of giving voice to her sneaky personal song, without ever telling anyone that’s what she was doing. Part of her had always been irrationally afraid that talking about her Air would make it go away. Like that science thing with the cat in the box, but her cat would be DOA for sure if she shone a light on it. The challenge of it, she’d believed as a girl, meant she was destined for a quest like no other. Lord of the Rings? Step aside suckah, the Lady of the Air was taking over!

      Except no sorceress came, no Stone of Power was uncovered. Blades of Greatness and Destiny never planted themselves in her path. Years passed and she’d realized she didn’t have a Quest teased out from prophetic riddles on a miraculously exhumed vellum scroll. She had a life. A single Human life, much like any other on a planet of billions of people who also didn’t have Quests or Divine Journeys. Years of dedication to the flute, lessons, recitals, and travel had only built false hopes.

      At twenty-eight, Katy wasn’t in a “my life is over” phase per se. She was a normal, mundane adult woman who just… wasn’t where she’d thought she’d be. She worked as a page at the Seattle Public Library (Aunt Mildred had gotten her in the door), and she played trad Irish music in Sunday night sessions. Not much else of note; no lovers, pets, or significant vacation, and that left her a little melancholy. Sipping the last of her pint, watching tables fill more quickly, she asked the Universe when her life was going to do something more than pass by uneventfully. Predictably, the Universe declined to respond.
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      Djilbay sauntered slowly from the market down to the waterfront. A fresh feeling of hope infused his steps. As a young boy he’d dreamt of finding Sundancer’s herald each night for years. Post-fledging dreams had teased with scents of briny water utterly unlike the lake waters of Bankiri mimicked on the Eternidad. The closer his people had come to this part of the Aoni, the more his dreams intensified and seemed so real he’d felt condensation dripping from rainforest canopies onto his skin; boiling heat of sinuous lava building new lands or reshaping old ones; screams of prey and triumphant roars of predators on vast open plains; calls and songs of brilliantly colored winged animals dancing in air or in underbrush. He’d even heard trumpeting horns of great beasts that echoed strangely over salty waters.

      He blushed now to think of decades spent regaling all seekers with his heroism to be: he, Djilbay jo Bikajo, was the One Who Would Return the Nine! His mamas would just embrace him, smelling of spicy raschai and maluwa flowers, chuckling at his fervor.

      At least, in the earlier times they would. Before laughter ceased, before Djilbay and his sister, Vailillia, stood at an observation screen, watching their family pod detach from the ship, course set for Bankiri. Their mothers inside, faith lost, so eager to escape they hadn’t waited until the Eternidad returned to the home planet, but tearfully fled once Vailillia had taken her seeking mantle.

      He’d had his visions and knew them to be a certainty, though, and he would not give in to despair. For a milenyo he’d camped on this water-heavy planet, knowing in every plumy filament of his hidden wings this was the right world. When he’d uncovered carnelian – a stone only found on this planet – and felt it sing through him, he knew he’d found Her essence, just as prophecy foretold: We shall endow sacred materials with Our essence, the spark to cry out and wake Us when We are needed.

      Her primal spirit flashed through him when his fingertips brushed the deposit of a mineral that hadn’t even been named when he unearthed it. Finding the Kawakona to wield the trigger and wake Sundancer? It was a mere matter of timing, no doubt. But so much time passed without a hint of the herald.

      About three hundred years after his first arrival on Earth – post-Song Dynasty disaster – he’d weakened enough to use his beacon to signal his sister back on the ship. Non-contact was protocol, but Djilbay was desperate for her voice and the comfort of his own species. The AI beacon must have transmitted some of his misery because Vailillia hadn’t just replied, she’d convinced the seekers to return to Earth. Their arrival was fairly easy to hide from Humans of the time, who hadn’t yet invented telescopes. Someone probably noticed, but any records were lost to time.

      Vailillia got him back on track in a few short revolutions of Earth, reinvigorating his sense of duty. His sister reminded him why he was doing this, praised how he’d handled Sundancer’s trigger, and showed how much she’d progressed with her chemistry research when she gave him several drugs she’d concocted for his mission. Healing and harming draughts in equal measure, critical given what was at stake. If anyone tried to slow or stop his assignment, he had the tools to handle it. There were those who didn’t want the Drazoen to return; it might signal an end to their power and darker ambitions.

      This modern age, though… It had begun feeling nearly insurmountable. Humans now reached epic population levels – few in the Aoni were so fruitful, none with such short life-spans – and he’d begun to fear it was impossible to find Sundancer’s herald, when so many of this species were born and died in each of their planet’s minutes.

      But Scott had given him somewhere new to explore, a city possessed of a subaudible hum, one that made his pinions ache with the need to stretch and be free of the suppression suit. Seattle was a splendid opportunity to travel somewhere he’d never been, with the added bonus of a nearby refuge for non-Humans. There was something about this Pacific Northwest that sang out, gave him hope, and Djilbay looked forward to using Sundancer’s carnelian pendant to call Her Kawakona.

      He’d come so far, afraid many times he was lost or wrong about Earth, age upon age culminating in this moment. He needed to focus on the now, open to the possibility he was finally where he should be: standing outside a cheerful Irish bar in a place called Pioneer Square. Live music spilling onto the street while a misting rain tickled his skin. Celtic pipes inside and ferry horns sounding behind him on the bay – trumpeting horns of great beasts that echoed strangely over salty waters. All of it daring Djilbay jo Bikajo to keep his faith, to pray wholeheartedly this was his moment to manifest his dream.
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        * * *

      

      Once the boys arrived and got situated, the group set to and played with gusto, filling the pub with warmth and joy. Regulars called out favorites, the players gave each other good natured ribbing, and one elderly woman sang along to any ballad she knew. Katy let the merry night wash away her stress. Playing her flute Sunday nights muted the anxiety that she’d wasted so much of her parents’ money getting degrees that hadn’t secured a viable future. Other than giving her a good in with the session groupies in Seattle, that is. When she’d first told her parents about getting a degree in Irish Music they’d been less receptive than anticipated.

      “Waste of time and money” was shouted out, as well as “how much of a career can that be”, capped off with “utter boondoggle!” Might not be marketable, but she’d gotten those damn degrees, and the least she could do was play the thing she’d spent her life trying to perfect.

      For Katy life meant music, always had. There was both peace in that, and the goad of her ever-present restless internal hum. The atavistic thing Katy knew she’d been born with. Even now, in the twilight of her second decade and feeling decidedly less than a virtuoso, a fiery mote of belief remained in her. Her time would come, damn it, and she would play the crap out of that Air. Bend it to her will and let the stars themselves reflect the notes back to her.

      Sean nudged her, and her mind returned to the session she’d almost completely zoned out on. Hopefully she hadn’t dropped any notes. “What’s up?”

      “Your turn to call a reel, duck.” Sean was the sweetest guy, a little older than her dad, quintessential Irish American, and Katy loved when he could join their Sunday sessions.

      They went another twenty minutes before taking a break. Danny, James and Sean headed to the bar saying they’d grab pints for Kevin and Katy. The two of them, left in the corner, continued to play softly. Katy followed the other three with her eyes, thankful they’d opened their group to her two years ago. Her eyes tracked left, immediately snared by the sight of a striking man in a plain t-shirt and jeans. Conall’s wasn’t over-crowded, but they had a decent audience filling most tables and a few barstools. This guy stood out from the crowd.

      Literally, because he was tall as a basketball player, one of the ones who could nearly reach the basket without jumping. Sizeable enough to puff the feathers of insecure men, his soft black hair fell over his forehead as he slipped change into his front pocket. Well-worn denim, faded but no visible holes, comfy rather than trendy ripped-up skinny jeans. Her nape tingled yet again, and she had the strangest thought he was watching her despite not looking at her.

      Someone this sexy wouldn’t be looking at her awkward self, anyway. Frankly Katy was often suspicious of people this gorgeous. In her experience they were the most likely to cause shenanigans and instigate fuckery that would get her in trouble, never themselves. Case in point, all her brothers, their friends on every team ever (and in one sort-lived band), and quite a few guys at college. Katy was applying that healthy and hard-earned caution to this guy, because seriously. Who was this flawless and just casually hanging out at an Irish bar in Seattle?

      He twisted to pick up his pint and Katy took advantage to blatantly check him out. Scanning down first to the cracked and scuffed tan hiking boots, then back up past a side-view of his very nice behind, wrapped like a gift in those soft jeans. Up to the simple white t-shirt that showed off his broad, borderline Mr. Universe-level muscled chest. A tee that had been clean if wrinkled, right up until James man-punched Danny’s arm, thereby knocking Danny’s arm into tall guy’s hand, splashing the pint the poor git had just been sipping.

      For the record, the shirt improved when wet if anyone asked Katy.

      Her trio of session gents apologized profusely and she nearly lost her rhythm when tall guy waved them off with a broad smile and rich laugh. Holy Mary, mother of God. Straight gleaming teeth in a mouth designed to drop panties at twenty paces, plump lips surrounded by a short, boxed beard in the same warm black as his hair, the perfect foil against skin that looked as luscious and silky as crème caramel. For a moment Katy’s brain flashed to an image of her own pale Irish skin with his draped over it, just like that sweet dessert. She floated away on a lust cloud briefly.

      Came back to herself right quick when she dropped her flute, something that hadn’t happened since she was a teen, and which drew tall guy’s focused attention. Katy doubled down on her skepticism because he was a smoke show and that sort never looked twice at her. Was there a modeling agency actively hunting him? If not yet, there would be soon. His eyes were what happened when jade and turquoise had a baby, then that baby had a torrid romance with emeralds. A green-blue like exotic oceans, piercing without being electric or creepy. These eyes mesmerized, caught and held you. They had depth. Cobras could use those things to hypnotize prey.

      Tall guy had way too much going for him to be anything but sus – big and tall without being an ass or the agro macho-type (he hadn’t tried to punch James or Danny when they spilled his beer, after all). A striking smile, laughter a deep rumble like rolling thunder, eyes blessed by Beelzebub as a tool of seduction, and what appeared to be an easy-going temperament. And he liked Irish music? Perfection like that couldn’t be trusted, much less when he applauded her clumsiness with the rest of the pub, saluted her with the remains of his beer, and grinned.

      She ignored the Air stirring, raising its head and purring in interest. He was trouble, nothing but trouble.
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      Djilbay eyed the woman playing flute and felt everything in him light up. She was the Kawakona! Sundancer’s herald. The one he’d desperately yearned so, so long to find. Prayed for and cursed in equal measure. Praise to Hunanjanno jo Bikajo, Windweaver White, Mother of his people and She who gave them the prophecy. His search had come to fruition, and he wasn’t letting this woman out of his sight until he could give her the pendant and confirm the trigger bonded with her. Let a Drazoen rise!

      Was he looking lunatic-y? He knew his smile kept getting bigger, his relief and joy a challenge to hold inside. His wings ached to burst free, but they would fill this pub front to back and spill more drinks than the half of one he wore… Perfect. Nothing like meeting the single being you’ve waited a milenyo to behold, reeking of the ale staining your shirt. Not a shining moment.

      No matter. She would be magnetically attracted to the pendant, just as he was drawn to her. He could signal the Eternidad, and regale her with his stories while they waited to be picked up. So many stories. Tale after tale of adventure, some misadventures, her part in the prophecy.  How happy she would surely be when they left this planet and travelled to Centris.

      Djilbay wasn’t terribly clear how they would get from “Hello Drazoen herald!” to “Arise Sundancer Orange!” But he believed someone had to know at Centris. The Cadre of Chorus voices, Calling ambassadors, or the Toledral speakers of his own people. He’d met the most recent one as a child and she seemed the wisest person he’d ever known. She had to be to serve the role, given they mediated for political peace regularly. He would provide them the Kawakona and they would figure out how to combine elements properly to wake Sundancer. If that didn’t work he would just dream a damned answer, since that had been the way since his childhood.

      He gazed at the culmination of his mission, enraptured. She wasn’t quite what he’d imagined. Then again, he’d never known if the herald would be male, female or non-binary, young or aged. This one was adult by Human standards, and average height for her gender in this time. A wealth of deep red hair in corkscrew curls tumbled down her back, a braided coronet around the top to keep it out of her face. Her skin was fresh cream, freckled on her face and the shoulders she’d bared earlier. He’d been more interested than he should have been when she shrugged off her sky-blue sweater as the group played. The skin she’d revealed was dotted as if playful constellations had been sprinkled across her skin. This seemed even more proof to Djilbay that she was the one he sought. He’d voyaged galaxies to meet her, after all, and her skin mapped them in homage.

      Her lips had been thinner before she’d played thirty minutes of enthusiastic flute, now they were puffed and reddened. She didn’t favor heavy face paint, had eyes the color of lovingly burnished rosewood, polished and lit from within. When she walked to the restroom, he noted her figure was one more appreciated on this planet centuries in the past. Her arms were sleek, her waist small, hips and behind curved like a cello.

      Was she in any way “expected”? Not at all, she surpassed expectation. She was in all respects a pleasant surprise and fascinating to him.

      Djilbay headed to the back of the pub, convinced he could win over his Kawakona and begin their journey. Sundancer would rise, the other Drazoen would follow, the Aoni would rebalance, reach for unity and peace. He felt the prophecy egging him on, and his heart filled with determination.
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      Katy came out of the loo to see tall guy hovering in her path back to the main room. She knew it was deliberate because those gemstone eyes were focused on her, a half-smile rounding into a smirk. Lah! That soft black hair she wanted to stroke. One step, then two in his direction. A closer view certainly didn’t disappoint, and from here she saw the hint of a tattoo on his upper arms. Not a tribal armband, but hard to discern what it was in the low light. Besides there was so much else to peruse. His chest was epic, the kind of thing she’d expect to see on a Halloween costume for He-Man.

      Moving in his direction seemed a wise choice, not least because she’d just seen Da look up. He was checking out her stranger now, a practiced fatherly eye measuring him for a smack down. Martin, the Sainted Father of Katy Phelan, Bless Him and All His Travails, had been swatting boys out of her orbit for fifteen years. Was he going to let one sneak by him tonight? Not a chance.

      As Da pushed to his feet, Katy race-walked the last few steps to the handsome stranger. She tilted her head back, gazed goofily up at him, and said “Hi.”

      To her shock he didn’t laugh in her face at her lame opening. He extended his hand and said, “I’m Djilbay. You play flute like you were born to it.”

      No clue how to pronounce that name, he’d said it so fast and soft in an accent unfamiliar to her. Zhilba? Jill Bay? That couldn’t be right… She’d stick with “tall guy” until she could get him to repeat his name a little slower. Maybe right into her ear. She shivered at that thought.

      Letting him enfold her hand in his, she said, “Katy, and thank you.” She used her free hand to grasp a pretend skirt and curtsey, acknowledging his compliment. The hand he held was warming up and her heart was going from moderato to allegro: zero to sixty, his touch and smell combining to give her a full-body shiver now.

      His smile was full, no-holds-barred, and disclosed what she hadn’t seen at a distance: an adorable snaggle-tooth in the front, ever so slightly turned at an angle while the rest of his smile was straight and white enough to glow.  There was a high risk of imminent swooning. Even with the faint whiff of ale coming off his still-damp shirt.

      “And I’m her father, boyo. What on our Lord’s green Earth makes ya think skulking about near the toilets and pouncing on a young woman is acceptable?”

      Mental face-palm emoji. Uncertain if her smile had turned manic or if she was maintaining any kind of poise and grace, Katy tried to calmly face her father rather than whirl on him like a furious harpy. Her tall guy’s face had frozen at “skulking”, he’d dropped her hand, and was now focused on the wall behind her head.

      She heard him clear his throat and rushed to stop him from potentially digging a bigger hole. Stern but calm voice, channeling her Aunt Mildred and Ma, she said. “What did we tell you about this last time, Da?”

      Her father’s face froze, then flushed slightly. “Here now, love, a father must always care for his-”

      Katy made a zipping motion over her mouth and he stopped talking, looking down in mulish shame. “And when Ma and I talked to you about it last time, what did she say you needed to do?”

      Face even redder, her father came far enough around mystery man to look him in the eye. Sighing heavily, he raised his hand to shake and said, “I’m Martin, Katy’s father and it’s a great pleasure ta make your acquaintance.”

      “Djilbay,” hot tall guy replied, cautious smile instead of the glory from before.

      Da tried to stop there, but she raised her index finger and circled it once to tell him to finish it. Another sigh. “I apologize for my poor behavior and realize my daughter is an adult. She will make her own decisions, and I will support her.”

      Katy could see this dude wasn’t sure if he should laugh or run from the insane Irishman still holding his hand. Hell, he was so confused he’d only turned partway to face her father, his feet still pointed back down the hallway behind her. She slipped around him, put her own hand on Da’s arm and gently broke the handshake.

      “Thank you. In a few minutes I’m sure Bay and I will join you at the bar and you can buy him a beer.” She took a shot at his name, pretty sure that had been the back half of it.

      Her father sucked in his objection, nodded once, gave her suspiciously handsome man the hairy eyeball, and walked away. Katy grimaced apologetically. “Sorry. I’m so sorry. He’s sweet and overprotective and stubborn. I promise I’m a viable adult capable of speaking for myself, no matter how that looked.”

      His grin came back and he raised an eyebrow. “All is well. I envy you still having a parent love you that much.” He absently scratched his beard and straightened again. “Bay? I’ve never had anyone call me that.”

      “Never? I’d think it was an easy nickname to get.” Katy flushed a little. “I’ll be honest, I wasn’t sure what the first part of your name was, but I felt pretty solid about Bay.”

      The smile wattage increased a little more. “I guess you’d say we’re more formal where I’m from. Djilbay jo Bikajo is my entire name, but Bay… I like it.”

      Katy laughed. “I’m glad you like it because saying your whole name will take some practice.”

      Bay put his hands in his pockets and shuffled a bit. Katy did too, but way to be a copycat doorknob, so she clasped her hands behind her back. Realized that choice was pushing her breasts out like they wanted selling, so she crossed her arms in front. But maybe that looked hostile? Then she dropped them to her sides and felt stupid, but it beat the other options. Their conversation had completely stopped while she figured out body language complexity, and she scrambled for a topic or a witty comment. Why was she so bloody hopeless at this stuff?

      He beat her to it. “Do you happen to like jewelry, Katy?”

      Random subject change ahoy! Please, please, don’t let this be the lead-in to a weirdo pyramid scheme of direct-to-consumer sales crap. “I’ve only worn these. Family heirlooms,” she said as she pointed to her lobes, touching her small gold Celtic knots. “Otherwise, I’ve never found anything that I couldn’t live without.”

      Bay looked a bit stricken and she felt her bedamned pale skin flush to red. If he had a flirty fun reason for asking, Katy was sinking her chances with dumb statements like that. She hurried to follow up with, “But I don’t dislike it or anything. Just thought it should mean something if I were going to wear it around all the time, you know?”

      James Dean had nothing on this guy when he assumed a sexy, leaning-on-the-wall pose. He fished a business card from his back pocket. “I specialize in meaningful jewelry,” he said as he handed her the card, an eyebrow going up again.

      Katy decided his eyebrows were what swung him from sexy to smexy – those things were acting outright smutty, like darkly seductive wings over his incredible turqjadine eyes. Aquadeoise? She had to find a word to express that color, because it was unique and enthralling.

      She glanced down at his card, gently curved from his perfect behind, and saw “Djilbay ~ Artisan Jewelry, Custom Design, Antique Repurposing and Rebirth”. Not a marketing scam, then, but an independent artist like her brother, Patrick. Suitably impressed, she tried to hand it back, but he folded her fingers over the card and left his hand on top of hers.

      “I’ll be at Pike Place Market this week. I thought perhaps you could come by.” Bay’s eyes seemed to increase in brightness and his voice dropped. “We might find something meant for you. I specialize in making pieces that call to people.” He paused, bit his lower lip, and continued in a deep tone, “I’d also simply like to see you again.” Boyish smile now. Damn him and his cute wonky tooth peeking from behind succulent lips,

      She stood no chance honestly. Forget being nearly thirty, her inner child shouted “A BOY! A BOY LIKES US!” Keeping it cool, Katy took a full second, possibly two before saying “That would be great! I work downtown, so I could try to swing by at lunch tomorrow, or should I come after work? I’m not sure how long you’ll keep your spot open for the day.” Excellent, totally played that cool. Saints preserve me. This was worse than trying to ask Jack Blanchard to the Sadie Hawkins dance when she was in high school.

      Bay’s eyes crinkled. “At the risk of angering your good father, I’ll say the sooner the better. You’re the only customer I’m interested in seeing. Tomorrow midday, then?”

      She nodded, then jerked her head in the direction of the bar and Da. “Speaking of himself, we’d best get over there. There’s only so long the threat of my mother will work against him.” They both chuckled. Katy tucked Bay’s card in her own back pocket, patting it for safety.  Pretty things to look at and lunch with a smexy man were definitely worth the irritation of her father.
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      Unlike her usual Monday blahs, Katy felt excited. Enthusiastic even. Last night had been an unexpected delight and she hoped for more today. Bay and Da had been cracking on by the end of the night. So much so she hadn’t been bothered leaving them alone together, when she went back to playing with the boys. As soon as Martin Phelan found out how much time Bay had spent in Ireland, they were off and talking through hikes in the West Country or north to the Giants Causeway, and debating the best casual dining in the Southern Region.

      She wasn’t a hundred percent sure she’d walk down to see Bay today (morning rationality made her more insecure than last night Katy) but she was pretty drawn to him… it scored in the ninety percent vicinity. Her hair, often a terrifying basket of frizzy un-wrangled snakes, was behaving. The day was shaping up to be a pleasantly warm one, so the walk from the Central Library branch on Fourth to Pike Place might be welcome and invigorating. A late lunch break would avoid any tourist crush, plus she could stop by the market’s private library and try to schmooze her way into an interview.

      Being a page at the Seattle Public Library started as a stop-gap, something to do when she got back from Ireland with a musical degree that qualified her for pretty much nothing useful in life. Art has its place, her ma had said repeatedly, but it doesn’t pay the mortgage.

      Katy had been at SPL long enough, while honestly enjoying it, to contemplate a future in libraries. She genuinely cared for the work, and could see herself following in Aunt Mildred’s footsteps. The very Aunt Mildred who’d gotten her into SPL had recently been talking up the Folio at Pike Place – more formally known as Folio: The Seattle Athenaeum. It was funded by membership and considered a little slice of heaven for librarians. Auntie M had heard a rumor there’d be an entry-level opening soon and thought Katy should apply. She was considering it, but a voice inside Katy whimpered that would be the final death knell of her virtuoso dreams.

      Katy finished her early morning tasks and treated herself to a wander through the Maritz Map Room. Rare maps, exotic maps, regular plain old NOAA charts from 2 years ago, all of it intrigued Katy. It fed into the part of her that had loved her da’s stories; anywhere she hadn’t already been was capable of being fantastical. You might not think a central Canada hiking trail was filled with potential magic…. But you couldn’t prove it wasn’t.

      Today’s detour to the map room brought her face-to-face with her co-worker, Raisa, rapidly dropping her level of enthusiasm. Raisa Leon was Katy’s age, about five foot nine to Katy’s five-six, and bombshell gorgeous. Chestnut hair and shining brown eyes that reminded Katy of a mirror glaze you’d see on competition baking shows. Persian ancestry, gifted with blemish-free skin that had a subtle bronzed glow.

      “Katy, so good to see you. What are you up to?” Raisa asked.

      Could she escape without being roped into coffee, lunch, or a twenty minute “chat”? The true danger with Raisa was her niceness. It made you agree to things you didn’t want to do, since it was unthinkable to make her frown. Katy didn’t know how to refuse without seeming grumpy or anti-social. But every time they were together she later felt like she’d heard a lot about Raisa without learning much. Either her co-worker didn’t have a lot of substance, or she hid what mattered.

      “Hey, Raisa, how are you?” Katy edged toward the door. “I’m meeting my aunt for lunch in a bit so I best move along.” She gave a half-wave and tried to turn away.

      “Are you sure your plans are for today?” Raisa followed Katy, soft voice mild but curious. “I saw Mildred prepping a meeting room for a lecture she’s giving today. Maybe your wires got crossed?”

      Damn it. “Shoot. I probably have a text from her and didn’t see it.” Katy tried to walk faster, but Raisa kept pace.

      “Maybe we could go for lunch? I was interested what you thought about the rumors the First Folio might come back to Seattle.” Raisa’s long, obedient and not at all a bird’s nest hair was slickly braided and slipped over her shoulder as she shrugged. “Sometimes I think we don’t need to worship at the altar of dead white men anymore. But then I think, ‘Shakespeare!’ and get excited all over again.”

      Katy fell on the “can’t be arsed to care” side of that debate, but Raisa was a literary woman to her core. In the simplest terms, Katy loved that people wanted to learn things, and Raisa loved the things people wanted to learn. In her years at SPL Katy had figured out it was a fine distinction, and meant they played in different parts of the scholarly orchestra.

      “You know… I think I’m skipping an actual lunch, now I’m free,” Katy said as they got in the elevator to ride to the employee break room. “Might dash down to Pike Place and look for some jewelry or a new purse.”

      “Oh, how lovely. Do you mind if I tag along? I would love to pick up a bouquet for my mom, and it looks like such a great day for a walk.” Raisa beamed at her, opening the door to the small staff room.

      Katy gave up. Saying no felt like kicking a puppy, and maybe she could lose her shadow by the time she got to Bay’s table. Letting him see how amazing someone else looked wouldn’t help Katy get a date. And Raisa looked gorgeous today; a blush cashmere cardigan over a marzipan blouse. Slacks in a color matching the blouse that fell loosely yet highlighted the curves under the fabric. She looked tall, elegant and warmly approachable.

      Katy, meanwhile, had dark-wash jeans and a lightweight cable-knit sweater in moss green. Not because it highlighted her figure or flattered her eye color, but because it was the clean option. Laundry was Katy’s least favorite chore, the one she left to the last possible minute, and over this morning’s coffee she’d confirmed today was that minute. Wearing clean clothes to work tomorrow meant laundry tonight, because this sweater was the bottom of the barrel.

      She sighed softly. “Sure, ready to head out now? Maybe I’ll find a fun spring top, too.”

      Raisa clapped, bouncing a little in her ballet flats. “I love clothes shopping. Love. It.” She reached into her locker and pulled out her purse. “I just need to use the bathroom first. Meet you out front?”

      Katy, resigned, grabbed her own purse and closed her locker. “See you in a minute.”

      When she got outside she debated just taking off, then had a stern word with herself. She needed to wipe away the churlish attitude and reset. Raisa was kind, thoughtful, maybe a little pushy but overall a genuinely sweet woman. There were far worse things than an unobjectionable person trying to be friendly. Now she had a companion on a sunny walk to the market, not competition for the interest of a man she’d spoken to for thirty minutes all told.

      If his eye was going to wander, it was best known early, and also entirely his right because she had no claim. One more deep breath and Katy had the surprising kernel of jealousy and cattiness under control. Good lord, where had that come from?

      Raisa exited the building and linked arms with Katy. “This will be so fun!” She stepped forward. “Maybe if there’s time we can snag some take away from Café Favahar?”

      Katy matched her stride and replied, “What if you get kabab, I get Piroshky Piroshky, and we split them on the way home?”

      “Perfect.”

      Katy felt her earlier excitement return and smiled at Raisa. No matter what happened at the Folio or with Bay (if he was even there), she was going to have a great break with her co-worker. Her positive attitude even held up as they wound their way past Benaroya Hall. As always, Katy slowed, stopped, and sent a prayer to the Universe that someone in the symphony decided to open up room for her.

      “What is it?” Raisa asked.

      “I play music, and have dreamed of playing here,” Katy said, then let out a gusty sigh. “What I play, the Irish flute, isn’t typically part of the orchestra here, but I still dream it.”

      They’d unlinked arms on their walk, but Raisa took hers again and squeezed. “I think I remember you telling me you got an MFA, right? In Ireland? If you believe, if you do the work, it will happen. I’ve seen your drive and competence at the library,” she paused to wave at Benaroya, “so I can only assume it would be even greater for something you deeply loved.”

      Katy looked at Raisa and realized that, despite all the work events and casual chit chat, she’d never known her co-worker. She couldn’t tell you if Raisa had family in Seattle or pets or a partner. Had she gone to college? Did she live in an apartment or a house? Did she have dreams like Katy? The most she knew was that Raisa drove a sensible four-door sedan in sensible blue, and only because Raisa had once driven them to an off-site conference.

      This woman recalled things about Katy that Katy didn’t remember telling her. Once again she was shamed to realize how easy it was to not ask questions of people who shared themselves less effortlessly. She could say they had nothing in common, but had no real proof of that because she’d never checked. Da had always told her people could surprise you; to be “ever open” and heaven knew her da had never met a stranger. That didn’t come naturally to Katy, but she was determined to do better.

      “I’ll make sure you have front row seats when I debut.”
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      Djilbay was apoplectic. No, wrong word. Euphoric? Yes, better. After a thousand tuig, years, Human languages ran together and
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