
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A Truth Universally Acknowledged

	Queer Fanworks Inspired by Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice

	 

	[image: Image]

	Duck Prints Press, LLC

	Schenectady, NY

	 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced without written permission from the publisher and the story author and/or art-piece artist. Reviews, blog posts, articles, etc., may use short quotes or teaser images under “fair use” rules.

	The stories and artworks in this anthology are works of fiction. The characters and events portrayed are the products of the authors’ and artists’ imaginations. Businesses, places, people, and incidents pulled from the real world or history are used in a fictional manner. Any resemblance to real people or events is coincidental.

	A Truth Universally Acknowledged © 2025, Duck Prints Press LLC

	Stories:

	“unwound thread and wilted roses” © 2025, Téa Belog

	“Along the Way” © 2025, E. V. Dean

	“Somewhere Other Than Here” © 2025, J. D. Harlock

	“Trousers and Other Oddities” © 2025, Rascal Hartley

	“A Charmed Life” © 2025, A. L. Heard

	“The Parsonage Becomes Her” © 2025, ilgaksu

	“To Her the Pride” © 2025, Lucy K. R.

	“Much Ado (About Quite a Lot)” © 2025, Lyonel Loy

	“The Magnificent Mr. Markham” © 2025, Mikki Madison

	“Must Be in Want of a Wife” © 2025, Genevieve Maxwell

	“It’s Just You” © 2025, Sage Mooreland

	“tell that to my tell-tale heart” © 2025, nottesilhouette

	“Kiss and Tell” © 2025, Taliesin Owens

	“Lyd, Not Lydia” © 2025, Linnea Peterson

	“We Can All Begin Freely” © 2025, Em Rowntree

	“The Iron Rose” © 2025, Vee Sloane

	“A Constant, Fearful Longing” © 2025, Shea Sullivan

	“Orbital Conjunction © 2025, Dei Walker

	“The Triad Plot” © 2025, Terra P. Waters

	“Silk Gloves and Second Chances” © 2025, A. D. Williams

	“In Want of a Horse-Stealing, Troublemaking Swordsman” © 2025, Xianyu Zhou

	Art:

	“Rosa Canina” © 2025, Aceriee

	“Nighttime” and “Token of affection” © 2025, Cris Alborja

	“Gazebo in the Rain” © 2025, May Barros

	“Pas De Deux” and “A Stolen Moment” © 2025, Zel Howland

	“Follies and Nonsense” © 2025, mcdad arts

	“Dueling Darcy” © 2025, Max Jason Peterson

	“Girls’ Night In” © 2025, Flore Picard

	“Do me the honor” © 2025, Kendall Pletcher

	untitled © 2025, radicalhoodie

	“The Meeting At Pemberley” © 2025, J. Radin

	“A Handsome Face” © 2025, Elizabeth Rose

	“Distracted Glances” © 2025, Xanthe P. Russell

	“ ‘If only we had been blessed with a son!’ ” © 2025, Saro / Legendaerie

	“A Moment Ripples Outwards” © 2025, Tomowowo

	“Aroace Mary Living Her Best Life” © 2025, A. A. Weston

	“If only they could see it” © 2025, Amalia Zeichnerin

	“Moonlight” and “Glove” © 2025, Jagoda Zirebiec

	Front cover art © 2025, Aceriee

	Edited by Rhosyn Goodfellow, Catherine E. Green, A. L. Heard, Owl Outerbridge, Nina Waters, and Rachael L. Young. Art advisement by Aceriee and Pallas Perilous. Significant planning contributions made by the many members of the Duck Prints Press advisory team.

	Print manuscript formatting by Hermit Prints and Pallas Perilous

	E-book formatting by Nina Waters

	Published by Duck Prints Press, LLC

	Schenectady, New York

	duckprintspress.com

	ISBN: 978-1-962488-25-9 (reflowable ePub edition)

	ISBN: 978-1-962488-24-2 (PDF edition)

	ISBN: 978-1-962488-26-6 (trade paperback edition)

	 


Table of Contents

	Cover Art by Aceriee

	The Magnificent Mr. Markham by Mikki Madison

	Aroace Mary Living Her Best Life by A. A. Weston

	Orbital Conjunction by Dei Walker

	Token of affection by Cris Alborja

	Silk Gloves and Second Chances by A. D. Williams

	Rosa Canina by Aceriee

	To Her the Pride by Lucy K. R.

	Do me the honor by Kendall Pletcher

	The Triad Plot by Terra P. Waters

	A Handsome Face by Elizabeth Rose

	Somewhere Other Than Here by J. D. Harlock

	Pas De Deux by Zel Howland

	The Parsonage Becomes Her by ilgaksu

	Moonlight by Jagoda Zirebiec

	Glove by Jagoda Zirebiec

	tell that to my tell-tale heart by nottesilhouette

	unwound thread and wilted roses by Téa Belog

	If only they could see it by Amalia Zeichnerin

	A Charmed Life by A. L. Heard

	A Moment Ripples Outwards by Tomowowo

	Much Ado (About Quite a Lot) by Lyonel Loy

	Gazebo in the Rain by May Barros

	Lyd, Not Lydia by Linnea Peterson

	Follies and Nonsenss by mcdad arts

	The Iron Rose by Vee Sloane

	Nighttime Cris Alborja

	It’s Just You by Sage Mooreland

	“If only we had been blessed with a son!” by Saro /Legendaerie

	In Want of a Horse-Stealing, Troublemaking Swordsman by Xianyu Zhou

	[untitled] by radicalhoodie

	A Constant, Fearful Longing by Shea Sullivan

	Dueling Darcy by Max Jason Peterson

	We Can All Begin Freely by Em Rowntree

	A Stolen Moment by Zel Howland

	Trousers and Other Oddities by Rascal Hartley

	Distracted Glances by Xanthe P. Russell

	Must Be in Want of a Wife by Genevieve Maxwell

	The Meeting At Pemberley by J. Radin

	Along the Way by E. V. Dean

	Girls’ Night In by Flore Picard

	Kiss and Tell by Taliesin Owens

	About the Creators

	Backers

	About Duck Prints Press LLC

	

	 


Cover Art

	By Aceriee

	Inspiration: The inspiration for the cover comes from a Gutenberg print of Pride and Prejudice from 1894. The book was illustrated by Hugh Thomson and the cover features a prancing peacock.

	We decided to take the idea of the peacock and do a modern take on it. The original shows a single male peacock displaying his tail feathers, but we wanted to showcase the peahen instead. Though not as colorful and dramatic as their male counterparts, they are beautiful and fabulous none the less.

	 


The Magnificent Mr. Markham

	By Mikki Madison

	Tags: bisexual, coming out, f/f, first kiss, friends to lovers, gender nonconforming, lesbian, love confession, masquerading as a person of a different gender, past tense, pining (mutual), post-canon, third person limited point of view

	 

	Inspiration: There is a scene in the 1995 BBC Pride and Prejudice miniseries when Mary is moralizing to her sisters, but she also specifically speaks much more favorably about women than men. It made me think that perhaps she preferred women, and that little nugget of “maybe” slowly got spun out into the story you see here. (And as for why Georgiana: because Georgiana deserved far better than the way she was treated by Wickham, dang it!)

	 

	Mary strode up the wide stone steps to the Ashworth’s house, mingling with a group of people who had just disembarked from their carriages. At the top of the stairs, the doors were open wide, and with each step, she could see a little more of the ballroom: the three-tiered chandeliers, the massive tapestries, the ladies in their finest dresses, and the gentlemen in their smartest jackets. An airy string melody drifted out into the night air. Her heart fluttered with excitement.

	She hadn’t been certain she’d be able to attend tonight. Up until two days ago, Lizzy had been discussing taking Mary and Georgiana to the ball herself. Then Mr. Darcy had suggested the theater instead, and Mary had been so grateful to him she could have wept.

	It was nothing to claim a headache yet again—she’d done it a dozen other times this Season—and as soon as Lizzy, Mr. Darcy, and Georgiana had left, Mary was out of bed to attend the ball with no chaperone and, more importantly, nobody around to learn her secret.

	She stepped inside and spotted their hostess, Mrs. Ashworth, gliding toward the stairs. Mary angled to meet her, bowed deeply, and pitched her voice lower before she spoke. “Mrs. Ashworth, my deepest thanks for the invitation. Your home is absolutely lovely, as always.”

	Mrs. Ashworth tittered and covered her cheek as though she were blushing. “Truly, Mr. Markham, you’re too much.” She clasped Mary’s hand. “It is so good that you could make it. I know Ariadne was very much hoping that you would come.”

	Mary smiled. “Then I will be certain to claim at least one dance on her card.”

	She bid Mrs. Ashworth farewell and made her way into the ballroom, greeting nearly everyone she passed along the way. She bowed low over the ladies’ hands and claimed a few dances, and the gentlemen, she clapped on the back and extracted promises of a shared drink and a card game later. Everyone was happy to see her.

	Or, well, they were happy to see Mr. Benjamin Markham, which amounted to the same thing.

	“Markham! How’ve you been, old chap?”

	A hand fell heavily on Mary’s shoulder, and she turned to see Mr. Granville, a handsome man who had paid her not the slightest bit of attention last Season when she had come to these balls under her real name.

	Mary grinned and shook his hand firmly. “Better now that I see I’ve another chance to win a few pounds off you in cards.”

	Granville guffawed. “We’ll see about that. Come over and have a drink with us before the dancing starts. I’m sure your name’s already on all the cards in this room.”

	Mary joined him and the other gentlemen readily, accepting the drink they passed to her, although she scarcely did more than taste it. Every one of these gentlemen had seen her during the two previous Seasons, and every one of them had ignored her when she’d been wearing a ballgown rather than breeches. It was delightfully subversive to be holding full conversations with them now.

	She left them once the dancing commenced because, as much as she enjoyed those conversations with the gentlemen, they were nothing compared to her delight at dancing with the ladies. She spun her way through a dozen dances with flirtatious winks and charming words, and exhilaration brimmed within her every time a lady blushed and looked up at Mary—at Mr. Markham, rather.

	On these nights, Mary disappeared into him and loved every minute of it.

	At the first break in dancing, someone called her name. “Mr. Markham!”

	Mary turned toward the older gentleman trying to get her attention. “What can I do for you, Mr. Edwards?”

	Mr. Edwards—a bit portly and a lot gray, with a truly hideous mustache—pulled forward a young lady with a pile of blond curls on her head, her face mostly hidden by her fan. “I’ve a lady here who would love to make your acquaintance.” He beamed. “May I present Miss Georgiana Darcy?”

	Mary froze, her heart pounding like a chased rabbit.

	“Miss Darcy,” Mr. Edwards continued, blithely unaware that he had just done the social equivalent of shoving Mary off a cliff, “this is Mr. Benjamin Markham.”

	Only practice kept Mary’s horror from showing on her face. She took Georgiana’s proffered hand and bowed over it to give herself two seconds to compose herself. “Miss Darcy. How do you do?”

	When Mary raised her head, she met Georgiana’s blue eyes peeking over the edge of her fan. She could read nothing in their gleam.

	She’d fooled everybody else. Maybe Georgiana wouldn’t recognize her.

	Even as she thought the words, she knew it for a dim hope. Georgiana had become one of her closest friends over the past few Seasons—truly, her only friend in London. Of course she’d recognize Mary, no matter what she was wearing.

	Then again, she would not be expecting to see Mary here. Mary had learned she could get away with a lot by playing into what others expected to see.

	“Mr. Markham.” Georgiana fluttered the fan and curtsied. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

	Mary allowed herself to feel the slightest bit of relief. No recognition whatsoever. Her disguise was holding. All she had to do now was make some vaguely polite conversation and then equally politely excuse herself to—

	“Mr. Markham, I do believe Miss Darcy has a few dances available,” Mr. Edwards said, his eyes sparkling.

	Mary wanted to curse. This seemed like the proper time for it, and gentlemen cursed so often when they weren’t aware there was a lady present. “I’m sure Miss Darcy has a dozen interested suitors. I should hate to deprive them of such a lovely lady’s company.”

	She needed to get out of here before Georgiana suspected. It was entirely possible for her to get back to the house and into her nightclothes before anyone else returned. She could claim she’d been somewhere else—anywhere else.

	“You’re far too kind, Mr. Markham,” Georgiana said. “Surely one dance wouldn’t hurt? I’ve heard you do so enjoy dancing.”

	Mary did enjoy dancing, and it would be hard to argue that she didn’t after having spent so much time on the floor. But dancing with Georgiana would be dangerous for far too many reasons to list, and her mind was too scrambled to think of a gracious way to get out of it.

	Drat everything.

	She swept into another bow. “Very well, if my lady insists. May I have the next dance?”

	Georgiana’s eyes lit like the sunrise. “I would be most honored, Mr. Markham.”

	Oh, Mary was going to regret this. She was going to regret this forever. Still, she held out her arm to Georgiana and led her to the dance floor as the next quadrille began. At least it was unlikely they would have time to talk.

	For the first two passes, her hope held. Georgiana continued to meet Mary’s eyes with a soft, bright smile, and Mary allowed herself to think maybe, just maybe, Georgiana hadn’t recognized her. Perhaps they were really Mr. Benjamin Markham and Miss Georgana Darcy, and they would share a lovely dance, and they would flirt, and perhaps Mary could kiss her hand, and then—

	She banished the thought. As much as she was enjoying weaving her way through the ton in disguise, she was well aware that she could not remain Mr. Benjamin Markham forever. She couldn’t even be Miss Mary Bennet in breeches past the end of the evening. And she certainly couldn’t ask for a lady’s hand in marriage.

	The most she could hope for, right now, was making it through the night with her secret intact.

	“You know, your disguise is excellent,” Georgiana said conspiratorially the next time she and Mary were arm in arm.

	Mary choked on nothing and had to wait until they’d completed their turn before she could respond. “I’m sorry? Whatever could you mean?”

	“Oh, truly,” Georgiana scoffed after their next turn. “You’ve been at my brother’s house for three Seasons in a row, Miss Mary Bennet. Don’t think I wouldn’t know you in a jacket and breeches.”

	Blast it. Mary’s mind swirled like Georgiana’s skirt on each turn. Georgiana had recognized her. Her weeks and weeks of careful planning were all for naught in the face of someone who knew her well. And the “don’t think I wouldn’t know you” made something warm tighten in her belly, at odds with the chilly fear of recognition running down her spine.

	She couldn’t find the words to respond.

	She had to find the words to respond.

	A second turn, and then a third, and then she finally said, “Are you claiming I’m a lady in men’s clothes?” Mary gave a disbelieving snort for good measure. “You must be utterly daft, Miss Darcy, if that’s what you think. This is hardly the place or time for such accusations.”

	Mary smiled charmingly at Miss Lexington in the couple opposite them in the quadrille and decided it would be best to ignore anything else Georgiana said. It was foolish to even have this conversation somewhere that they risked being overheard. The string quartet’s jaunty song was certainly helping, and neither she nor Georgiana had spoken loudly, but the fact remained that any of the other couples could hear them if they put their minds to it.

	“Very well,” Georgiana demurred. “Have it your way. I’ll make the rest of my accusations later, then.”

	The dance finally, mercifully, ended, and Georgiana curtsied deeply. “Mr. Markham, I thank you for the wonderful dance.”

	Mary bowed. Her hands were clammy. Thank the good, blessed Lord for gloves. “Miss Darcy. It was a true pleasure.”

	She waited until Georgiana disappeared into the crowd before she made her own escape.

	*

	Mary crept back into the house, the same as she’d done a dozen times before now, and slipped her way back up the stairs. Lizzy and Mr. Darcy were still out, and most of the servants were abed, so she wouldn’t have any difficulty sneaking around.

	She silently slipped back into her room and struck a match to light the candle on the table near the door.

	“Why, Mr. Markham! How lovely to see you here!”

	Mary swallowed a screech and spun to face her accuser. Georgiana lounged in the plush chair by the window in a most unladylike manner, her legs kicked over one of the arms while she leaned against the other.

	“What are you doing in my room?” Mary demanded.

	“You didn’t want to talk at the party, so I thought I would wait until we were somewhere you might be more amenable.” Georgiana gestured to the room. “Somewhere we won’t be overheard, for example.”

	“I haven’t the slightest idea what you’re talking about.”

	Georgiana just raised an eyebrow. “Really, Mary. I was willing to go along with it at the party, but right now you are standing in your own bedroom dressed in breeches and a hat.”

	Blast and damn. “I… am aware of that, yes.” Mary felt sick to her stomach, and she gripped the edge of the table. She could feel every seam of her trousers, the lines of her jacket and waistcoat, the disguise that had once felt like a second skin now laying her secret bare. “There is an explanation.”

	Georgiana tipped her head to one side. “Is there?”

	Perhaps the worst part was that it was a genuine question. Her voice held a hint of skepticism, but it was overshadowed with concern and curiosity. She would listen to Mary, if she had another explanation.

	But she didn’t.

	She took her candle and strode over to the dressing screen so she could change into her nightclothes. She’d rather have this conversation as Mary than as Benjamin.

	Georgiana was still there when she emerged. “Why have you been going about the ton as a man?”

	“Must we discuss this?” Mary lit another lamp and went to sit on her bed. “I’d really rather not talk about it.”

	“Understandable,” Georgiana said, “but I would like to know. We are friends, aren’t we?”

	The confusion and hurt in her voice broke Mary’s heart. In other ladies, it would have sounded false; with Georgiana, it was achingly sincere. They were friends, or at least, Mary would have claimed so—Georgiana had been nothing but kind to her since she’d come to London three years ago for her first Season. They’d spent hours upon hours together, going to parties and the theater, shopping for dresses, perusing bookstores, staying up for another hour or two every time they’d returned home near dawn to talk about everything and everyone they’d seen. More than once, they’d fallen asleep together in the same bed.

	But it couldn’t stay like this, Mary knew. Georgiana had an impressive dowry and had been of the object of no small amount of interest over the past couple of years. Even so, her brother, ever doting, had told her she had no need to pay any mind to anyone who didn’t also capture her heart, and as grateful as Mary was for that, Georgiana would be getting married eventually. If not this year, then the next.

	She would leave, and Mary would be alone.

	Georgiana moved from the chair to join Mary on the bed. “You’ve been so distant these past few months. I simply wanted to know what had happened. It’s been dreadfully lonely at the parties without you. And boring.”

	Mary forced a smile to her face. “You mean there haven’t been dozens of gentlemen clamoring for your attention?”

	Georgiana screwed up her nose and waved the words away. “You know very well that there have been, but who cares about them? They don’t stop it from being lonely and boring without you.” She took Mary’s hand. “They’re not my friend.”

	The warmth of Georgiana’s hand made Mary’s heart beat faster, and she immediately stood, not only to pull her hand away but to pace. “But one of them will be, eventually. You’ll find someone who makes you smile, makes your heart dance, and he’ll ask for your hand. Then you’ll be married and mistress of your own house, and I’ll be sitting at the spinsters’ table.”

	Georgiana gasped, as if there were no more horrific fate. “That’s not true!”

	Bless her loyalty. Mary swallowed the lump in her throat. “It is. You know it is. I haven’t had one single bit of interest from any marriageable gentlemen in three years. And as I get older, more girls will start coming out, and—”

	“That doesn’t mean you’ll end up a spinster,” Georgiana argued.

	“You’re far too optimistic. My chances are dim and getting dimmer.” Mary’s eyes burned, and she dashed her hand across her face before any tears could fall.

	“Is that why…?” Georgiana glanced back to the dressing screen.

	Mary nodded jerkily. “Nobody pays me any mind as a woman. I wondered if it would be the same if I were a man. And I thought…”

	No, she couldn’t say it. Not even to Georgiana.

	“What did you think?” Georgiana prodded gently.

	“I thought it would let me dance with ladies, at least.”

	No sooner were the words out of her mouth than Mary wished she could take them back. Over the past few years, she’d told Georgiana almost everything except for this, the one thing she hadn’t admitted to anyone.

	Georgiana’s eyes widened. “You prefer ladies?”

	Mary’s face heated, and she looked away. “Not… prefer, exactly, but…” Oh, blast it; she might as well tell the truth. “Yes, prefer. Exactly.”

	She held herself still, unsure of what to expect next. Would Georgiana run away? Scream? Burst into tears? Tell her brother? Oh, God forbid that last one. Mary didn’t want to think of what that man would say. He’d probably turn her right out in the street or send her straight home to Longbourn.

	Instead, Georgiana clapped her hands to her mouth, her eyes shining with tears, and she whispered something Mary couldn’t understand.

	“Pardon?” she said, leaning closer.

	Georgiana dropped her hands to her lap. “Me, too.”

	Mary’s jaw dropped. “What? You…”

	Georgiana leapt to her feet and grabbed Mary’s hands. “Oh, I’ve wanted to tell you for ages. I like men, I do, but I’ve always found myself looking at ladies more.”

	Mary could scarcely believe her ears. She had known, logically, that she couldn’t be the only one, but it had never occurred to her that Georgiana might share her partiality for the fairer sex.

	“Were you hoping to marry a lady?” Georgiana asked.

	“Oh, heavens, no.” Mary shook her head. “I didn’t think that far ahead. I just wanted to have at least one Season where I could spend time admiring the people I wanted to admire before I have to go up on the shelf.”

	Georgiana’s pink lips tipped up in a slight smile. “Well, you certainly seem to have made a splash. I’ve heard nothing but good things about Mr. Benjamin Markham. What will you do with him at the end of the Season?”

	Mary blinked. “I…”

	“Didn’t think that far ahead, either?” Georgiana asked gently.

	“Well, I didn’t expect it to actually work!” Mary raked her hand through her hair, only to remember it was still pinned to her scalp within an inch of its life so she could better fit it under a hat. Irritated, she sat back on the bed, closer to the bedside table, to pull the pins out. “I thought for certain they’d throw me out of the first party. Instead, I ended up dancing with every lady there. And it was just…”

	That first night she’d been so nervous she could scarcely swallow her dinner. But by the end of the evening, she was bowing and dancing the man’s part in every dance as if she’d been doing it her whole life. She’d become Mr. Benjamin Markham, if only for the duration of the party.

	“It was wonderful,” she finished.

	Georgiana sat beside her and joined Mary in pulling out the hairpins. Her fingers were swift and precise, and each gentle tug that freed a pin sent a delicious shiver down Mary’s spine.

	“Have you been to call on any ladies?” Georgiana asked.

	“A few. But less to court them and more to keep being invited to parties and balls.” She half turned to Georgiana, the next question burning her tongue. “How did you realize what I was doing?”

	“It took some time,” Georgiana admitted. “At first I believed you really were sick when you begged off from attending parties with me or Fitzwilliam or Lizzy. And then I overheard one of the servants say they’d seen you come in late one night.”

	The servants. And she’d tried so hard to stay out of sight. Mary sighed. “Of course they had. And here I thought I was doing so well at keeping it a secret.”

	“You were!” Georgiana assured her. “As far as I know, Fitzwilliam and Lizzy haven’t noticed a thing. Or if they have, they certainly haven’t mentioned it to me. And the servants knew very little when I asked them about it. Only enough to suggest that you weren’t spending your time cooped up in here nursing a headache.”

	She held out a handful of pins, and Mary accepted them and dropped them onto the bedside table with the others. “So that’s what tipped you off.”

	Georgiana nodded. “And then tonight, when you begged off because you weren’t feeling well, I came back so I could follow you and see where you were going.” She smiled. “I confess, I did not expect Mr. Markham.”

	She wasn’t the only one. “I didn’t expect you, either.” Mary forced one of Markham’s flirtatious grins to her face. “I make a rather nice gentleman, don’t I?”

	“You do!” Georgiana clapped her hands and laughed. “Oh, you looked very fine in your breeches and jacket. I was so surprised. I almost didn’t recognize you.”

	“But you did.” Mary sighed and flopped back onto the bed to stare at the ceiling. “What gave it away?”

	Georgiana was quiet for long enough that Mary wondered if she’d heard her. Then: “Your eyes.”

	Mary sat up on her elbows and frowned. “My eyes? But they’re nothing special. They’re half hidden by glasses, most times, and—”

	“Your eyes,” Georgiana cut in, “are lovely, and I’ve become very fond of them over the past few years. The only way you could’ve fooled me is if you’d found a way to change your eyes.”

	Mary’s stomach fluttered, and she stared at her. Georgiana was staring determinedly into a corner, the edge of her face hidden by the length of her hair, so Mary couldn’t see her expression.

	The room felt so quiet that Mary was positive her pounding heart was audible. Her thoughts were scrambled, grasping for a perfectly innocent meaning to Georgiana’s words, because she surely hadn’t meant what Mary hoped she meant.

	But she was having trouble coming up with any explanation other than the obvious one.

	Which, well… maybe obvious explanations were the order of the evening.

	Mary liked going to parties wearing breeches.

	Mary liked women.

	Georgiana liked women.

	Mary liked Georgiana.

	Georgiana liked Mary?

	Mary sat all the way up, her racing heart making her unsteady, and she caught Georgiana’s hand. “Your eyes are lovely, too,” she said, her voice hoarse. “They’re so blue—it makes my heart ache.”

	Ugh, really? She couldn’t come up with anything more romantic than that? She had been flirting as Benjamin Markham for weeks, why couldn’t—?

	Georgiana whipped around and kissed her soundly.

	Ah. Well, her clumsy confession seemed to have worked, then.

	She closed her eyes and set a trembling hand on Georgiana’s knee. She wasn’t entirely sure what else to do with them.

	Georgiana’s nightgown was soft, as soft as her lips on Mary’s, a sensation that made Mary’s head spin. How strange and silly that something so gentle could have such a strong effect on her.

	“I would ask you to forgive me,” Georgiana whispered, her mouth a hairsbreadth from Mary’s, “but would I be correct in assuming forgiveness is unnecessary?”

	“Completely unnecessary,” Mary croaked—her throat had gone quite dry at some point in the last few minutes. She still hadn’t opened her eyes, afraid to do so and learn this was naught but a dream. “It was welcome. Very welcome.”

	She felt Georgana smile. How was it possible to be so close to someone that you felt them smile? “I’m very glad. I’ve been wanting to do that for some time now.”

	Mary opened her eyes. Georgiana’s face was but a few inches from hers now, her blue eyes sparkling with a happiness Mary didn’t think she’d ever seen in them.

	She swallowed to wet her throat and confessed, “I pretended that so many of the ladies I danced with were you. I fancied that, maybe if my disguise were good enough, I could call on you here.”

	A foolish fancy, to be sure—if Georgiana had been able to recognize her, then Mary never could’ve fooled Lizzy—but Georgiana’s expression lit as if Mary had said she’d hung the stars for her.

	“Do you want to?” Georgiana asked.

	“Pardon?” Mary asked.

	“Do you want to call on me?” Georgiana took her hand. “Take me on walks? Ask my brother for my hand?”

	“I—” More than anything. “Don’t be foolish. I enjoy wearing breeches, but I’m not actually a man. I couldn’t—”

	“My brother knows my preferences,” Georgiana cut in. “I mentioned to him, some time ago, that it might be nice to have a home in the country that I could share with a particular friend. I’ve always preferred the country. He agreed and said if it were amenable to me—and to my friend, of course—he had a couple of properties that would do nicely for two ladies who wished to retire to a quiet life outside the city.” She batted her eyelashes. “Where, I imagine, one would only be considered eccentric if one wished to wear breeches about her own property.”

	Mary’s heart went from thundering in her chest to thundering in her throat. She could hardly breathe at the thought. A house in the country? Just the two of them? And all she needed to do was ask?

	“It sounds too good to be true,” she said, though how she got the words out past her heart was a miracle beyond her ken. “Truly, tell me now if you’re jesting.”

	Georgiana shook her head. “I am not. I wouldn’t jest. Not about this, and not to you. If you…” She closed her eyes, cleared her throat, and wet her lips before she opened her eyes and spoke again. “If you would want that, we could go to Fitzwilliam tomorrow.”

	Tomorrow. They could have a future together settled as soon as tomorrow. It was both too soon and not soon enough.

	“Yes,” Mary said. “I would love that. But not tomorrow.”

	Georgiana frowned. “Not tomorrow? What do you mean?”

	“Because”—Mary drew their hands up so she could kiss Georgiana’s perfect knuckles—“I would like to give Mr. Markham one last night on the town. And I would like to spend it dancing with you.”

	Georgiana flushed and ducked her head. “Well. I imagine that could easily be arranged, Mr. Markham.”

	Mary tugged her gently, and Georgiana came readily to her arms. “You do me the greatest of honors, Miss Darcy.”

	 


Aroace Mary Living Her Best Life

	By A. A. Weston

	Inspiration: Mary Bennett is finally comfortable enough to drop her lifelong mask. Autistic and aroace, she surrounds herself with books and the trappings of her many hobbies. Mary and her husband married out of convenience but soon came to realise they shared a yearning for a platonic kinship, so they live their lives happily alongside each other.

	 

	*Editor’s note: aroace means aromantic and asexual.

	[image: A white woman with brown hair and glasses, wearing a floor-length blue dress, sits in an arm chair in a comfortable-looking old-fashioned room, holding a book up with one hand and offering a treat to an orange cat perched on her shoulder with the other. A white cat sits next to her in the chair, and a black cat licks it’s legs by her feet. She is surrounded by items associated with actively pursuing one’s interests: an easel with a painting, a violin, a ball of knitting, an embroidery hoop. She appears calm and at peace.]

	 


Orbital Conjunction

	By Dei Walker

	Tags: alternate universe, autistic, f/f, has a disability, illness (chronic), meet awkward, nobility, past tense, phobia (space travel), pre-relationship, science fiction, spaceship, third person limited point of view

	 

	Inspiration: Mary and Anne are both given very little page time in Pride and Prejudice, and they both intrigued me: two young women who are told not to do things by their family for the family’s own selfish reasons. I wanted to play around with the idea of the two of them having a chance to make friends—Mary out from her family, away from being compared to her sisters constantly, and Anne with someone who lacks some of the social graces and wouldn’t necessarily assume a form of infirmity would impair her in any way. I wanted to put them in an entirely different setting and see how “P&P in spaaace!” would look, and the related adjustments—including giving Anne a spaceship and the freedom of the stars instead of being cooped up at Rosings.

	 

	Mary Bennet’s stomach swooped, heart racing, pulse rushing in her ears. She’d never felt this way before—and if she were lucky, she never would again. Her fingers clutched at the armrest of the copilot’s chair as centripetal force shoved her into the gel-filled seat while the tiny ship pivoted then shot off in another direction. At least she assumed it was changing trajectory; the sight out the viewport before her was an oppressive matte black dotted with white, every angle looking the same. It made the terrestrial animal in the back of her mind scream for the safety of ground and walls and all that was good and right in the universe.

	In the pilot’s chair, Anne de Bourgh’s laugh of sheer delight filled the small ship. Taking control from the autopilot, she pulled back on sticks and her fingers danced over sliders, sling-shotting the craft around the Rosings Park habitat and off into the stretch of space toward the Pemberley habitat. Colloquially called The Gardens for the elegant views the area gave of the rest of the system, Anne said it was one of the prettiest places she’d ever seen. What was most important, evidently, was that it was clear of any obstructions; without the distortion caused by the habitat domes, every star and nebula visible from this part of space was painfully, petrifyingly clear.

	All of it terrified Mary. She wanted to see this from the safety of a screen, not through a viewport, without the hum of a ship’s engine vibrating through her boots and bones. When she wasn’t wearing a ship-suit that clung to her and was ready to vacuum seal if something went horribly awry. She sucked in a breath of rose-tinted recycled air and tried to ease the pounding of her heart. Turning her eyes from the field of space before her, Mary focused instead on Anne’s profile. Her skin’s flush. Excitement stretched over high cheekbones. Hair pulled away from her face into a pilot’s chignon at the back of her neck. She looked almost entirely unlike the woman Mary had met several weeks ago, with no sign of worry in the corner of her eyes, her motions confident and easy instead of abbreviated and stiff.

	“Isn’t it beautiful?” Anne sighed, smile dancing at the corner of her mouth. She flipped a switch and adjusted the joystick-like throttle with an absolute confidence Mary envied. “There’s nothing like it anywhere.”

	Mary’s choked sound, somewhere between laughter and despair, bounced against the walls of the little ship. “You’re right about that,” she agreed. “It isn’t at all what I expected.”

	Anne rewarded Mary with a stunning smile, impish delight Mary had never anticipated from the de Bourgh heiress. There was a rightness to this moment that Mary had never anticipated. Two months prior, Mary would have been agog at the impossibility of it; even a fortnight past, she would have shaken her head in disbelief—and yet here they sat, spinning amongst the stars.

	*

	They had begun so wrong-footed, circling around each other like a pair of binary stars, neither sure why Catherine de Bourgh had called up the Collinses and invited the visiting Bennet girl to Rosings Park. And if there were one thing true in the world, it was that Mr. Collins would rather die than do anything to disappoint his benefactress. Mary hadn’t been given a choice in the matter. She had been thrust toward Rosings like a peace offering—or a sacrificial lamb.

	Standing at the shuttleport, Mr. Collins had smiled awkwardly at her. “Your parents have approved,” he said as she slung her carisak of belongings over her shoulder, “and Anne is a lovely young woman.”

	“A lovely young woman” could mean many things; was it a polite, pat phrase to avoid offending Lady Catherine? Was Anne de Bourgh really a pleasant person to be around? What precisely would happen once Mary set foot in Rosings Park? There were too many possible interpretations and nothing firm to grasp onto. It reminded Mary of space flight: too many trajectories, too many possibilities.

	Such thoughts consumed her during the shuttle hop from Hunsford to Rosings. Merely twenty minutes, but it was long enough for Mary to get tangled up with hypotheticals and not long enough to work anything through from start to finish. Lizzy’s unexpected marriage to Mr. Darcy hadn’t merely thrown the Bennets and Longbourn into disarray; it had heightened the tension between the Bennets and the Collinses—and the de Bourghs as well. Mary’s visit had been intended to get her away from the sisters the world insisted on comparing her to.

	Rosings had seemed like a whole new world when she stepped out of the shuttle, the gravity not quite the same as home’s. Entering the de Bourgh family suites, the gravity had shifted again. Mary’s firm steps had nearly launched her into the air, and only an indecorous scramble kept her from utter embarrassment. Rosings was an odd place, gilded carvings alongside sleek chrome, mirrors and the soft hum of wallscreens and bots moving through the hallways. Longbourn was shabby by comparison, with only a couple domestic bots and wallscreens which Kitty always wanted set to views of Bath and Mr. Bennet preferred to keep tuned to local and pastoral scenes. Those in Rosings displayed a variety of old art; on closer inspection, Mary discovered some of them weren’t displays at all, but real art, with oil paint and brush strokes and everything.

	Lydia would be beside herself. And probably trying to figure out how she could take advantage of the situation—uncharitable, Mary admitted in her heart, but not inaccurate.

	Anne had been seated when Mary was presented to her; Anne had risen briefly to look warily at the visitor, shaking hands with the bare minimum of necessary politeness before sinking back into her damasked chaise. The way it conformed to her spoke of the latest self-molding furniture and piloting chairs. It should have been Mary’s first sign there was something different about Anne, but she hadn’t thought about it. It hadn’t lined up with her knowledge gleaned off the ’net about the de Bourgh heiress, a young woman usually described as affable if quiet, seen little in public. Reality spoke of an ostentatious wealth Mary envied—and of a secret gone unspoken. Self-molding furniture was painfully expensive, indicative of either great casual wealth or the need for extra support, when pain or gravity or injury required extra assistance. None of the media outlets had ever dared to imply the de Bourgh heiress was anything but in the best of health. But if Mary put the pieces together… it was the edges of a puzzle, shaping up to mean something. She needed to fill the middle in, and time would allow for it.

	Over a lavish spread of tea and sandwiches—“From Rosings’ own hydroponics lab,” Anne said proudly—in the elegantly appointed parlor, they began the delicate dance of first contact. The fish was pink and flaky, the herbs and vegetables fresh, the bread soft—Mary suspected it was made of real wheat.

	“How far have you travelled?” Anne asked, raising a teacup to her lips. Her fingers trembled, which Mary attributed to nervousness: the same thing she was trying to hide.

	“Aside from here? Bath with my family.” Mary suppressed a shudder at the memory of the long flight, how she’d spent most of it in her berth, trying not to think of it as anything more complicated than a tram-car ride within a habitat. “London once,” she added, hoping to establish some degree of credibility with the de Bourgh heiress. She drew her etiquette lessons up from the depths of her mind. Reciprocate. Ask questions. Encourage your conversation partners to talk about themselves. “And yourself?”

	“I don’t travel much,” Anne said tightly, her fingers denting the soft sandwich bread. “Not to other habitats or planetside, at least.”

	Mary raised a brow, shoulders drawing back as she shifted in surprise. “Whyever not?”

	The moment she asked the question, she wished desperately she could take it back, clapping a gloved hand over her mouth in horrified dismay. The salmon and dill sat leaden in her stomach, the tea churning with bitter acidity. Tactless, her mother’s voice whispered in the back of her head.

	Social interactions had never quite made sense to Mary. They were too difficult to qualify and understand, guided by unspoken rules she’d never quite grasped. There was nothing like perfecting a complicated piece of coding for the family business (or her own amusement) or mastering a complicated piece of music on the piano. Reading, memorizing interesting tidbits to tell at parties—all were technical skills, all of them quantifiable. Technical achievements made sense. The more difficult they were, the more satisfaction she took in attaining them, and the more delight in showing them off.

	A look of irritation flashed across Anne’s fine features, a line on her forehead and a delicate frown on her face ghosting away a heartbeat later. “Surely you’re not that out of society in Meryton,” she replied tartly. With her still-gloved hand, Anne gestured at the room around them, the couch she sat on, as though encompassing the entire system with the movement.

	Mary blinked blankly. She set her teacup down harder than she had to, sloshing liquid onto the impeccable white tablecloth and her own gloves. Her skin heated, rising in a blush from her chest to her cheeks in a wave of embarrassment.

	“I’m ill,” Anne said, the frown appearing again. There was something to it Mary couldn’t put a finger on—as though Anne were reminding herself more than Mary. “Kept out of society by my lady mother’s request because I am…” She crinkled her nose. “Unwell. It’s complicated… You must’ve heard the rumors, seen the newsflashes.”

	“You seem perfectly well to me,” Mary replied honestly. Maybe the handshake hadn’t been terribly strong, but then, her eldest sister Jane’s wasn’t either. There was no look of sallowness to Anne’s skin, no bruising beneath the eyes to speak of exhaustion, no ports or unexpected bits of chrome on her skin to hint at medical enhancement.

	Anne’s frustrated look shifted into something verging on confusion. She managed to hide much of it behind raising her delicately painted cup to her lips again and sipping from it. After a moment’s consideration, she set the cup down and levelled Mary with solemn brown eyes.

	“They really do keep you sheltered,” she said with an almost admiring snort of disbelief. “I am possessed of several illnesses, all genetic—nothing you need worry about catching,” Anne added dryly. “They present most commonly as exhaustion and chronic pain. While there are possible medical treatments in testing, my mother has determined her only heir is not to use them until their effects have been more thoroughly studied. In the meantime—surely,” she added with that same hint of disbelief crinkling her nose, “you noticed the gravity here.”

	“Or lack thereof?” Mary nodded. She was certain if she tossed a ball in the air, it would—perhaps not hang, but certainly not drop with the same speed it would at home.

	Anne picked up another of the delicate fish-and-herb sandwiches. “It is to accommodate me. I exercise for muscle tone, but the rest… the lighter the gravity,” she said with a hint of longing in her voice, “the less it all hurts.”

	It made sense; Mary bobbed her head in acquiescence. Why wouldn’t Lady Catherine do everything she could on her daughter’s behalf? If she could adjust grav-ratios in the rooms Anne was in, of course she’d do so.

	“You exercise,” Mary said, “and I’m sure you do other things. What do you enjoy doing? Do you draw or paint?”

	“I think,” Anne said, setting her empty cup down, “I am feeling tired. I should like to have a rest. Someone can show you to your rooms, and you can explore Rosings Park, I suppose.” One shoulder rose and fell in a half-shrug, a gloved hand covering her mouth—ostensibly to hide a yawn. “You must be tired from your travels and wish to refresh yourself. Quinlan can show you what you need to know.”

	Wondering what she’d said that was so offensive, Mary opened her mouth again to refuse but thought better of it. She shouldn’t risk making more of a hash of things. She’d already put her foot in her mouth; time to think about what she’d said, what else she might more appropriately say in the future, would be prudent.

	“I hope you rest well,” she said, trotting out familiar pleasantries and platitudes, “and I apologize for any offense I’ve unintentionally caused. I look forward to speaking with you again.”

	And then, as Anne didn’t move from her couch, Mary took the other young woman’s nod as a dismissal. The moment she stepped out of the parlor, heavier gravity sank onto her shoulders. A young woman in the sleek livery of one of the household attendants—Quinlan, Mary presumed—intercepted her, smiling politely.

	“If you’ll follow me, Miss Bennet, I’ll show you to your rooms. Lady Catherine has left authorizations to hook you into the Rosings Park intranet, and we can prepare and outfit you for your stay with us.” The smile flashed again, a hair too small to be genuine.

	*

	The worst part about Rosings was the gravity—not simply the actual gravity, but the seriousness with which Anne treated everything. She reminded Mary of Jane, or perhaps even Charlotte—now Mrs. Collins—with her tendency toward severity. She did not have the playfulness in her that most of Mary’s sisters did, and it made negotiating the peculiar social norms of the de Bourghs, and Anne in particular, difficult.

	They both read, at least—but neither seemed to have an agreement about a particular book. Where Mary preferred Starlitchka’s literary slant on philosophy and social criticism, Anne unabashedly loved Gyuvany’s travelogues and light humor. Mary had to admit she’d never read them—and then promptly found herself diving into them after dinner that night for the sole purpose of being able to argue her stance with Anne.

	There was something to be said for the conforming furniture, Mary admitted privately as she curled up, her fingers running along the fabric-bound travelogue in her hands. They made curling up with a book far more comfortable than the lumpy stuffed chairs of home did. Over the fortnight she had been staying at Rosings, she’d grown to enjoy them more than felt reasonable, and she would certainly miss them when she had to leave for home. The de Bourgh library boasted real physical bound books, with the smell of paper and glue that accompanied them. Losing herself in a book was far easier this way. The habitat’s lights faded around her, the stars gleaming and hazy in the sky outside the window, as she lost herself in Gyuvany’s humorous stories of the different habitats.

	“What do you think of them?”

	Mary yelped and clapped the book closed, jerking upright. She’d been so caught up in the writing that she hadn’t heard Anne’s footsteps. She looked at the book in her hands and back to Anne standing in the doorway, clad in long, loose trousers and a sweater that looked soft as a cloud.

	“They’re… interesting,” Mary allowed, pressing her lips together, turning away from Anne. “But I haven’t made a decision yet. There’s something about the words Gyuvany uses—so… subjective?”

	Anne plucked a book from one of the shelves and settled herself on a sofa across from Mary. She opened the book, flipping to a ribbon marking a page. “That’s part of the appeal, I should think. As if you’re there, with him, among the people. In the fields and the factories, the markets, the spaceports.” Her voice carried a hint of longing even Mary couldn’t miss.

	Tucking her feet beneath her, Mary returned to the book in her lap, paging through it to find the place where she’d stopped. “I suppose,” she said halfheartedly, not sure why someone would want to imagine themselves in a country market full of noise and clatter, voices shouting and bickering, the hum of transport carts vying with the livestock some people insisted on keeping in more pastoral places. Still, he had a way with words, dialogue especially, that captured what it must be like to hear the conversations and fill one’s lungs with spices and fish and sunshine.

	Quiet settled around them, broken only by the turning of pages and the occasional contemplative sound from one or the other. Mary traced a nail across the page and paused her reading, glancing at Anne—

	—to find Anne quickly averting her gaze, eyes focusing on the book before her.

	Once, Mary could attribute to curiosity, but then it happened again. Catching Anne watching her twice was peculiar. She’d never paid so much attention to Mary before, and Mary couldn’t fathom why she would begin to do so now. The third time it happened, Mary pursed her lips to ask a question and then thought better of it. They were neither arguing nor coldly ignoring one another; it was a delicate bubble that might pop at any moment.

	Mary was terrified. There was no social script for this. Should she say anything, it might be misinterpreted or be inadvertently offensive. It would be safest to keep her mouth shut. Say nothing, let Anne take the lead if she wished.

	“Tell me,” she found her mouth saying despite her best attempts, “which one of these, then, is your favorite?”

	Anne’s eyes lit up like dawn, and she was on her feet with a haste Mary hadn’t believed possible. She stood beside Mary a moment later, smelling of recycled air and a hint of flowers—real ones, without the synthesized undertones. Her fingertips almost brushed Mary’s as she plucked the book from Mary’s hands and thumbed through it with familiarity to a particular passage, then thrust it back at her.

	“This one,” Anne said, eyes still bright. “Read it and tell me what you think.” Her lips kicked up at the side in the hint of a smile. “Please.”

	Mary drew in a deep breath, roses and paper and Anne. With such a look of hope, how could she not?

	*

	Gravity was a fiddly thing at Rosings. Over the following days, she kept a mental map of where it shifted, which doors and hallways led from one place to another, the shifts in gravity enabling her to map out where in Rosings Anne most often went. Most areas had nearly normal gravity; Mary’s familiar slippered steps bounced slightly and she covered a little more ground, her hair hanging for a fraction of a second longer before it settled against her shoulders.

	But when Mary set foot in the parlor as she did now, the place she and Anne had wordlessly arranged as their meeting place, the pressure shifted. No matter how many times she went into the room to admire Lady Catherine’s collection of figurines from across the habitats or to read one of the antique printed books there, the lighter gravity seemed at its peak, intended exclusively to maximally frustrate her.

	Her steps, normally light, were too heavy for the parlor. They sent her bouncing into the air—not quickly nor particularly high, but enough that her feet left the ground like a girl who had never dealt with zero-g before. The weighted slippers which had unobtrusively entered her closet on the second day of her visit had confused her at first, but now had a subtle—though pointed—purpose. If only they didn’t feel like walking around in lead-lined boots in the rest of the habitat.

	Mary bit back a curse she had come across in one of the older books. It was not fair bollocks tripped so neatly off the tongue, the pop of the “B” and the angry sharpness of the “cks” at the end. She settled for muttering it under her breath as she grabbed for the edge of a table with one hand, hoping to hold herself down and collect herself before making any further attempts at movement.

	The grab was too quick, her movement too wide, and by the time she collected herself, the sound of her pulse in her ears was loud as engines. She’d knocked down a handwoven market basket and a gilded figurine of a shepherdess. Tears of frustration hot in her eyes, she lunged, hands outstretched, to catch it before it hit the ground. It was like being a coltish teenager again, her body refusing to obey. When her embarrassment and mental haranguing of herself ended, another sound broke through—restrained and ladylike laughter.

	Mary snapped her head up, mortified. Her body went all-over ice, goosebumps pricking along her skin, as she lifted her head to see Anne de Bourgh tittering in the doorway.

	She might have hated Anne for a moment then, with her long legs shown off by trousers cut in this season’s fashion, so perfectly at ease. She wore the short wrist-length gloves society demanded, though these had nearly risqué cutouts along the back of her hand. Mary’s fierce flush of emotion vanished as quickly as it came.

	“Still struggling with the gravity?” Anne asked, relaxing her expression into something approximating seriousness. Laughter yet lurked in the corners of her eyes.

	There was no malice in her, but oh! How it rankled to be the source of someone’s humor.

	At least Anne was seeing her rather than comparing her to Jane and Elizabeth and Lydia and Kitty. At least it was Mary she was laughing at.

	Anne rolled her eyes in a decidedly unladylike fashion. “If you’d like… I can help you. I’d prefer to discuss books and have tea in a civilized fashion, without you bumping all over the room.” Her mouth twitched in what might have been a smile, the first one Mary had seen on Anne’s face in the days Mary had spent at Rosings. She stepped fully into the room, each step calculated with the ease of long familiarity.

	Mary’s fingers curled around the carved wood back of the couch as she regained her footing. She eyed Anne with some trepidation. “I am used to being able to walk about without fumbling and feeling like a child. I… would appreciate the help.”

	Anne cocked her head, full lips tilting in the shadow of a smile. “It’s all about using a light touch,” she said, voice carrying a lingering hint of humor. She reached for the shepherdess figurine, her gloved fingers brushing against Mary’s. They lingered there almost too long. Deftly, she lifted figurine and set it back on the end table where it belonged. “Gently. Easily. Smoothly. Every action has a reaction. Know what you—and your body—can do.”

	“I know,” Mary muttered, pushing out her jaw. The heat of embarrassment was replaced by years of practiced, cool composure. “It takes—getting used to, with all the transitions in the house.”

	“I suppose,” Anne allowed with a tilt of her head. She took several steps back toward the chaise, nudging a tufted ottoman out of the way and making an open space in the middle of the floor. “Come here.”

	Mary blinked several times. “I—”

	“Come here,” Anne said with a hint of her mother’s demanding tone in her own. “It’s the easiest way to do this. House”—Anne directed the localized system—“begin waltz music. Lanner and Strausses.” She gave Mary a look that dared her to argue. “My mother is always after me about dance practice, even though I never go out to dances. And if you are to be my companion, you should be able to do this.”

	“Dancing?” Mary shuffled forward apprehensively. “I am normally capable of dancing. But given the circumstances—and the weighted slippers…”

	Anne crossed her arms in front of her chest. “I looked into you, you know. I looked into all of you, after Fitzwilliam wed your sister. I wanted to know who had thrown a spanner into my mother’s well-planned life for me. You have any number of certifications and achievements to your name. Is dancing one thing too many for you?”

	Mary gave her a mulish look, admiring the appeal to her pride. “It’s not so much that I can’t, Miss—”

	“Anne.”

	“—Anne,” Mary said grudgingly. “But are you sure dancing is the best way to do this? Every time I turn around here, I nearly break something, or argue with you, or put my foot in my mouth. And now you ask me to dance?” She made a soft sound of disbelief.

	“Light and easy steps. Let me lead,” Anne added with another twitch of an almost-smile.

	Mary lifted her hands into the customary position for a waltz, grateful for her gloves as she settled one on Anne’s shoulder as light as she could. Anne’s warmth was palpable through the fabric of her blouse, the muscle firm but mobile. It was a dance—just a dance, and she had danced many times before, with people she liked far more—and far less—than Anne de Bourgh.

	“I won’t break,” Anne said tartly as the music piped around them, violins and cellos encouraging light steps.

	The need to move filled Mary’s body. But Anne had said to lead, so Mary waited. “You said light and easy,” she said, toes curling in her slippers with the urge to follow the music.

	Anne’s dark-brown eyes flashed; this close, the challenge in them was unmistakable. She settled her own gloved hand on Mary’s waist and pressed her other palm to Mary’s.

	Anne led, her movements slower and more deliberate than Mary’s would have been; though the steps were familiar, there was a delicacy to them Mary would never have used herself. Each step was calculated to address momentum and trajectory, taking into account Mary’s movements and adjusting on the fly. It was difficult, restraining most of her movements, the shifts of her feet and the way her body responded a struggle. She kept catching herself, leading to stumbles and jerky movements that made her seem like a badly programmed bot.

	“You’re being too analytical about it,” Anne said. “Stop thinking about it and just let your body respond. You know the steps, you only need to adapt.”

	Allowing herself to sink into it and trust Anne was one of the harder things Mary had done. The first waltz finished; they let the music carry on into a second of the same composer’s work, then a third.

	“Better,” Anne said with a smile as the music went quiet. A new song started, but Anne—and Mary—made no move to resume dancing.

	Mary forced her hands from Anne, wondering if what she saw flicker in the other woman’s eyes was the same reluctance she felt. “I’m not entirely hopeless,” Mary replied. “I’d like to know what you’re like when you are ready to let loose, though.”

	Anne rested her hands on her hips, clearly considering something. The music crescendoed around them. Suddenly she nodded, the first sharp and decisive movement Mary had ever seen from her.

	“You want to see me let loose? There should be a ship-suit in your wardrobe. Put it on and I’ll show you what it’s like when I don’t let gravity hold me down. May I take you for a drive, Miss Bennet?”

	There was a gleam in Anne’s eyes that hadn’t been there before, and Mary found herself swallowing and inclining her head to accept.

	“Excellent. I shall pick you up from your rooms shortly.”

	*

	And now it was Anne shifting command from the pilot’s seat to the copilot’s as the Phaeton-class two-seater shot through space.

	“You try,” Anne said, her eyes bright with joy. Her lips curved in a smile Mary couldn’t help but echo on her own face. “Come on.”

	Delight was not a common look for Anne, not nearly as common as Mary thought it ought to be.

	“I can’t—” Mary wet her lips nervously, pressing them together until they hurt, heart skittering in her chest. “I don’t know how. I don’t—do well in space.”

	Anne huffed, then made another sound of disbelief that carried a weight heavier than any g-force Mary had ever felt. “My mother brought you over to be my companion, and you can’t pilot? You’re space-shy?”

	“I haven’t ever needed to,” Mary replied, chagrined. “We’ve had someone who can pilot for us when needed. And Jane can, a little bit,” she added grudgingly. “I don’t know where or how I would even begin. I’m—” She swallowed and met Anne’s eyes. “It’s too big. Hard vacuum, inches away? No thank you. I quite like letting someone else take control of this. You’re enjoying this far more than I ever would.”

	“I suppose it’s a good thing we have the Gardens, then.” Anne shuffled the controls back to the pilot’s seat. She turned a true smile on Mary, warm enough to make her heart beat erratically. “I’ll take you for a drive. And then, I think—as long as you still trust me—we should be friends, shouldn’t we?”

	Friends. Mary tasted the word in her mouth, shaped it on her lips.

	“Friends. Yes, I should like that, very much.”

	“Me too.” And with a flick of her wrists, graceful and smooth, the little ship shot off into the spaces between the stars.

	 


Token of affection

	By Cris Alborja

	Inspiration: This artist has chosen not to share the inspiration behind her work.

	[image: Two women, one tall, dark skinned, with dark hair and wearing a long green-blue overcoat, the other pale skinned, her hair in a bun, in a Regency-style pink dress, stand in the rain embracing. They hold each other close and their foreheads touch. The background is a sunshiny yellow and a field of green.]

	 


Silk Gloves and Second Chances

	By A. D. Williams

	Tags: f/f, f/m, first kiss, historical with magic, love confession, past tense, pining (mutual), regency, second chances, story diverges from the original work’s canon, third person limited point of view, time travel

	 

	Inspiration: Every time I read Pride and Prejudice, I like to focus on a different character. When it was Caroline’s turn, I found myself delighted by her. She’s everything you could want in a mean girl—witty and jealous and duplicitous. And I think she’s also genuinely fond of Jane. At least, at first.

	I started to think about her actions as if her jealousy was aimed not at Lizzy, but at Charles. Perhaps she tried to put space between her brother and Jane because of a hidden desire for the latter. Maybe she brought up Darcy’s sister constantly as a way to get a feel for Jane’s true emotions.

	Then I thought… what if Jane held the same quiet affection for Caroline?

	And this story was born.

	 

	Draped in feigned indifference and a gown the eye-catching colour of cerise, Caroline Bingley arrived with the rest of her brother’s small party at the Meryton assembly.

	The announcement of their presence caused conviviality to stutter into silence. The dancing halted. Not a clink of glass could be heard. Dozens of curious faces waited to see what amusement the newcomers might bring. Their attention would be fleeting. In another moment or two, the musicians would begin their aborted song anew and everyone would return to their jovial selves.

	Caroline played with the tassel of her fan. She was in the unique position of knowing exactly how the evening would unfold. Each and every one of the people gathered beneath the warm yellow light of the chandelier, she’d met already. Only she was aware of this fact, being the only one to have lived this fateful night before.

	The night she’d met Jane Bennet.

	The night she’d fallen in love.

	*

	“Regrettably,” Caroline said on the morning that Jane Bennet was to become Mrs. Charles Bingley, “I have been beset by a most terrible headache and cannot make the service. Do send my sincere regards.”

	Before her confused lady’s maid could respond, Caroline shut the door between them. She kept her hands pressed to the wood and waited until soft footsteps hit her ears. Once satisfied she had been left alone, she elegantly pushed aside floral chintz curtains, flopped back onto her four-poster bed, and stuffed a pillow over her face.

	She did not have a headache.

	What she had, instead, was the sincere belief she would never be happy again.

	She was not partaking in theatrics. There were many reasons for her to have such a conviction, and all of them distressed her greatly. She wished never to speak, nor think, of them for worry that if she allowed her mind to wander towards the why of it all, she risked getting lost in kind eyes, a gentle smile, and the lovely hands she would never be allowed to hold. Not in the way she wished to.

	Oh, how marvellous!

	As was the way of things, now she could think of nothing else. Muffled by the pillow, a most unladylike sound of frustration escaped her lips.

	If she were forced to detail her woes in order of least to most unconscionable, the wedding of Jane’s sister Elizabeth to one Fitzwilliam Darcy could not be ignored. It was to occur today, alongside the other couple’s blissful union, despite how tumultuous and unseemly Miss Eliza’s courtship with Mr. Darcy had been.
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