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JENNY COULDN'T HELP herself from beaming as she danced the well known steps gliding from partner to partner.  Break from the partner and the women made several counter clockwise moving circles whilst the men made a larger circle around them.  Beat, beat, beat – her wide circle-cut skirt with a multitude of petticoats swirled around her, then break the circle and take the hand of the nearest man.  Process around each other, move to the next three times then repeat.  She spared a glance to the table where her fiancé, Faysol, sat with his deputies. Working, planning, scheming, whatever he did to occupy his time.  It was clearly more important than the festival. 

Whatever.  

Not my problem.  

They were a year into the trial marriage and he barely knew her name.  She unconsciously touched her still flat stomach.  While All High Minister Faysol wasn't entirely disinterested in her physically, he had made it clear he was far more interested in her connections and ability to help run his increasingly complex household.  

She watched him stuff a handful of spider legs in his mouth, spilling bits of the crispy fried skin down the front of his tunic as he attempted to chew, talk, and point at ledgers – all at the same time.  Somehow, she figured she would manage to survive his inattention.  

She switched partners, it was a man only a couple inches taller than herself, light skin like hers but with gray-blue eyes and jet black hair.  He looked exotic.  She must have stared too long because he winked at her before handing her off to the next partner.  Jenny smiled more.  Might as well have as much fun as she could.  It was odd, but she was actually happier now that she'd accepted reality.  She was going to marry Faysol, probably have a dozen of his kids and die in childbirth.  

The fate of the high born.  

Well, high born women.

She added one of the optional flourishes in the circle dance.  Faysol was still balls deep in his schemes.  He was a pig, but at least a busy pig.  And he was an important minister, important enough to have to make an appearance at festivals – and busy enough to pass off the social duties to his newest wife to be.  Six hearths with four festivals each year: she was practically living the life of a wandering merchant.  His first two wives even went by themselves to represent him fairly often.  So why not make the most out of a short life?  Indulge in the vices at the various festivals her soon to be husband was too busy to attend– it wasn't like she was going to love long enough to suffer in old age. 

They finished the circle and split off to the waiting mates and ... it was the same pale, blued eyed, black haired man.  Jenny must've done a double take.  She didn't know the calculations off hand, but was fairly certain it wasn't a thing to repeat partners in a group this big.  He gave her hand a squeeze before releasing her to the next partner.  Jenny added another optional flourishes.  Her back was turned before she could see a reaction.  

She loved the music and dancing. It was as close to performance art as she was allowed.  It wasn't much but at least she had something.  

Back to the circles.  

Faysol had moved from the table, probably went to find some local official.  He was already in the highest ranking position of merit in Krakatoa, but if there was some way to move higher, she was relatively certain he'd find a way.  At least that would keep him busy.  Plus, he could always get more wives apparently.  Maybe even higher ranking ones: all the more reason to forget her.

They broke the circle and... the same man a third time?  OK, this definitely wasn't by chance.  He smiled widely, looking her straight in the eyes.  

What did he see?

Jenny smiled back automatically.  

There's a vice to indulge in...

The man was openly admiring more than just her dancing skills.  And she returned the attention.  He was average to below average height and slim, maybe not a full blown masculine hero like the Plinians in her romance stories, but he was still more than handsome enough for a more entertaining few minutes in bed than Faysol offered.  Her smile deepened at the thought: what an adventure that would be– sneaking another man into her chambers, right under her boorish fiancé's nose.

Then the smile wavered as she did another double take: did the man have no chords?

No optional flourishes from her this time.  She barely kept in step with the strong drum beat.  

A hearthless at a festival?

Or at least– a hearthless in the same area of the festival as her?  Maybe it wouldn't have been so out of place in a backwater shithole hearth like Koné, but she'd thought Atuel was fairly advanced for Krakatoa.  Until now.  She glanced around at the other dancers.  No one else seemed bothered by his presence– proving she still had a lot to get used to in her new home.

She was broken out of her thoughts by the hearthless man again meeting up with her.  This time he brushed her hand with his when they broke into the pair dance.  He was definitely flirting.  His unwavering focus on her– as much as his delicate and exotic handsomeness– almost made her want to flirt back.  

He stepped in close with an optional flourish, a bold one: one that usually only experienced, and intimate dancers, tried.  He swept her up in one arm and twirled her around.  She was shocked at his strength– he looked far more lean than Faysol, and barely average height, but he held her against himself easily with the one arm.  She didn't even need to cling to him for balance, but was tempted to nonetheless. 

They risked falling behind the beat as he held her just a little too close, her body sliding against his as he lowered her to the floor.  While Faysol had a bulky, forced athletic build, she feel the definition in this man's lean muscles even through the clothes.  They broke away and returned to the circle.  Jenny felt a thrill like what she'd hoped to feel when Faysol had first taken her to bed.  

With a hearthless?  Really?

She was suddenly embarrassed. She was a noble.  And even though she was barely maintaining that exalted status with this marriage– she was at least marrying into wealth and power.  Granted it wasn't like Faysol was going to notice ten minutes of flirting in a festival dance.  Probably wouldn't notice if she kissed the man right there in the middle of the dance floor.  But if she was going to have an affair, she was certain she had better options than a hearthless.  

The circle was the last one of the song.  As the dancers broke apart, she saw the exotic hearthless man wander off to talk with the musicians – and the Culture Craft singer/priest, Rabindranath? 

He turned back and winked at her again before turning his full attention back to the  Crafters.  She watched him curiously for a moment.  Even by Krakatoan standards, he was a odd man.  

She returned to their table, Faysol was gone but an underling desperately needed her help  to smooth over some churlish remarks Faysol had made which were causing heartburn with the Hearth's assigned Plinians.  

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
/ L L -
// INFIDELITY

bs |





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





