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The High Minister Faysol Craterorum stuffed a fistful of fried spider legs in his gaping mouth.  Topher couldn't fully suppress the shudder.  

Good thing he's not my target.

Even if Rabin hadn't suggested Topher focus on Lady Jenny rather than her disgusting husband, he would have done so anyway.  The lady was light on her feet, gliding from partner to partner in the elaborate group dance with practiced ease.  Her exotic, straight blond hair swirled around her when she spun in her people's traditional dance; it made the setting all the more... foreign, for lack of a better word.  She was remarkably pale, even amongst the other native born settlers of this rogue planet, but had a delicate beauty that most of the giant locals lacked due to being raised in the relatively low gravity.  

A smile broke out across her face.  Full lips parting to flash white teeth and an expression of pure joy.  As soon as the smile faded, Topher wanted to make it return. 

From Rabin's dossier, Minister Faysol had married Jenny Vesuviora for political connections and for her reported academic skill in running a noble household. She was his fourth wife and he apparently couldn't be bothered to give her the time of day.  

Faysol is the biggest idiot I've ever come across in my life. 

And there was some stiff competition.  Topher's long, if not illustrious career, in the Clandestine Conflict Office had made him a connoisseur of idiots.  His current situation of being forced out of retirement to try to help his cousin out of her semi-hostage issue was a wonderful case in point.  Years of incompetence at every possible level had led them to pursue a plan that should have been obvious: petition the local court system to release his cousin Alice from Plinian captivity.  Topher had no idea what social blunder Alice had made in the first place, but it couldn't have been that bad.  The Plinians were just ... difficult.  

But the Plinians were only one faction in the complicated web of power structures of Hittibe society.  

An exhausted dancer bowed out of the circle dance.  Topher seized the opportunity to take his place.  Without any social status in this strict hierarchical culture, Topher couldn't simply join in anything so simple as a dance.  But he was a professional at slipping into places he didn't necessarily belong.  He had studied this dance, like everything about the locals, it was intricate and demanded an impressive level of artistic merit.  He concentrated on the steps, and was only able to barely keep up.  He skipped a beat and stumbled on purpose to force his nearest neighbor male dancer to swap places lest the whole circle be ruined.  

The swap lined him up with Lady Jenny.  In this part of dance, the dancers, separated by local gender distinctions, came together.  He was face to face with the Lady.  She wasn't much shorter than him – it made him briefly miss his homeworld where he had been tall.  But one glance into her rich brown, almost sad eyes distracted him from his internal laments.  

What dumb ass husband ignores his wife like this?

She was staring back into his eyes.  

This is an operation.

Topher winked before he got lost in her stare and handed her off to the next partner.  She added one of the optional flourishes in the hand off.  Topher suppressed a smile as he moved onto the next partner and the next.  

I got this.

He wasn't tall on this planet, and he wasn't exactly dashing – but he was handsome enough, at least in his own opinion.  Maybe a touch too pale himself, but his signature Ibarra black hair and gray eyes made sharp contrasts that served his features well.  

He could charm a neglected local Lady.  And at least enough to get her to pass a petition for a court challenge to her husband.  

He fumbled several moves in the circle and forced a couple more swaps to match up with Lady Jenny again. Her eyes widened at the sight of him.  He forced the involuntary smirk into a more seductive, endearing expression; taking an artistic liberty with the dance to give her hand a squeeze as they processed around each other.  

He caught her looking back at him as he released her to the next partner.  

So far so good.  She wasn't even focusing on his left shoulder.  On his lack of social ranking. It wasn't as big of a deal in the Krakatoa region, but here in Atuel, it was definitely a bigger deal than at his home in Koné.  The slow influx of Topher's people to the underground cities had created a substantial diaspora population.  While the local Krakatoan government certainly didn't ‘accept’ them in any way; the local population begrudgingly coexisted.  As long as Topher spoke the local language well and didn't put on too many airs, he was able to slip into society well enough. 

Well enough to charm a noble Lady into submitting a petition.

Back to the circles.  Topher was definitely annoying the group around him – several resting their gazes on his unmarked shoulder – as he purposefully stumbled and forced his way into a position to line up with Lady Jenny again.  He adopted a well practiced smile, looking her straight in the eyes.  

I used to manipulate people for a living...

He focused all his attention on her.  And made it as obvious as he could.  He needed her to feel like she was the most important person in the world to him.  He scanned her face and figure.  He hated to admit it to himself, but he would've been captivated without the mission.  She was on the shorter side for a local, but tall to him; slim and athletic enough to perform the dance well.  But it was more than the physical appearance, it was the way she moved.  People in Topher's world were obsessed with perfection and longevity.  They recorded everything.  And once an art was deemed to have reached the pinnacle – they lost interest.  

Lady Jenny danced to a high degree of practice and training, and there wasn't a camera in sight. Of course these people had long ago lost such recording technology.  But still, they performed an intricate dance that no one would ever see.  They did it for the art of the moment.  

And Lady Jenny embodied that attitude with her entire being.  

She smiled at him.

Topher almost stumbled, he was lost in her expression.

Her smile deepened. 

Topher followed the dance moves but was dumbstruck.  

Like a smitten teenager...

Topher wasn't sure he'd ever been smitten; even in his younger years. 

I'm too old for this.

Then her smile wavered as she did a double take.

Shit. 

She'd noticed the lack of chords.  No optional flourishes from her this time.  She nearly fumbled her moves as they parted again. 

Status is a mindset. 

Not quite true, this was a society that could and would execute someone for speaking the wrong language.  But no matter how much their cultures had diverged, they were still human.  And human hierarchies tended to be self fulfilling prophecies.  Topher worked his way through the circle again to line up with Lady Jenny once more.  Surprise was painted across her face as he brushed hand as he claimed her for a partner.  

The trick to living in a society where he had no status was never act like he had no status.  He had as much right to flirt with a noble lady as a noble lord did.  He didn't glance backward to catch another glimpse of her wayward husband.  But he figured he almost had more of a right given that he didn't take her for granted. 

Topher pulled out all his dancing skills to perform an optional flourish, and a bold one at that.  He side-stepped in close and swept the Lady up in one arm.  The gravity difference made the move relatively easy for him to hold her with one arm through a twirl.  He clutched her close and only reluctantly let her slide against him down to the floor once the 360 degree turn was complete.  A ragged breath escaped him and Topher had to nearly shake himself back to his senses.  

Don't come on too strong...

Her face flushed an exciting pink, but Topher's heart sank just a little when she didn't follow it up with a smile.  They broke apart to perform the last circle of the number.  Topher didn't bother.  Keeping a close eye on Jenny's back he abandoned his circle to rush to the stage with the musicians.  The city-wide festival was spread out over most of Atuel, but this was an exclusive zone – hence the presence of the all important high Minister of the Crater, the Capital of Krakatoa.  The musicians were all of the highest level of their craft, and many had been supported by the philanthropy of Lady Jenny herself.  

When he saw the Lady starting to turn, he slowed to a casual stroll and waved at Rabin past the band.  

Just one more piece to lay in place for today.

“Instructor Ibarra,” the band's lead vocalist said with a start as he realized Topher was there. He cleared his throat and flushed. 

“I did catch that flat note in the third verse,” Topher said absently.  Just because he was embroiled in a mission.  Didn't mean he wasn't acutely aware of his former students flub.  

The vocalist cleared his throat again.

“It happens,” Topher sighed.  “You've been playing all day for people who can't be bothered to properly listen, probably no one else noticed...”

“He wasn't off key, he was off an octave,” Rabin, tall, lean, and imposing boomed as he barreled towards Topher.  

Jenny was looking straight at them. 

Topher waved for Rabin to lean in close, turning their back on the poor performer. 

“What?” Rabin whispered, following Topher's sideways glance towards Jenny.  

“Nothing,” Topher whispered back but moved his lips like they were having some random, jovial small talk.  “Just talk and look like we're having a normal conversation," he went on. 

Jenny was too far away to be able to make out what they were saying.  So appearances were literally everything.  

“Did you give her the petition?” Rabin asked in a whisper, his body language however played the part of intimate friend catching up.

“Of course not,” Topher whispered with a friendly smile.

“You're infuriating,” Rabin whispered, his teeth clenched
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