





[image: Cover: Pride and Prejudice in Space by Alexis Lampley]










Pride and Prejudice in Space







[image: ]











[image: ]









[image: ]


UNION SQUARE & CO. and the distinctive Union Square & Co. logo are trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


Union Square & Co., LLC, is a subsidiary of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


© 2024 Alexis Lampley


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


ISBN 978-1-4549-5411-8


ISBN: 978-1-4549-5413-2 (paperback)


ISBN: 978-4549-5412-5 (e-book)


For information about custom editions, special sales, and premium purchases, please contact specialsales@unionsquareandco.com.


unionsquareandco.com


Cover and interior design by Erik Jacobsen


Cover and interior illustrations by Alexis Lampley









[image: ]


To Josh. None of this would have happened without you, in so many ways.
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AS DAYS AND TIMES vary per moon, a standard for inter-lunar commerce within the Londinium system is essential. Londinium has several time zones, but the universal lunar standard (denoted in abbreviation form “LS”) is the only one used outside of the planet itself. Some moons have adopted the lunar standard completely. Most use a dual time system, to better function within the natural rhythms of their days. This is especially true for a populace that doesn’t often, if ever, participate in inter-lunar travel. Dual time systems are most commonly observed on the outer moons, which have larger orbits and suffer the most dissonance from adhering to the lunar standard. While this system has its drawbacks, it is a necessary tool for the complexities of the Londinium System. Nowhere else in the solar system are so many moons equally habitable. While some of this was engineered by the initial inhabitants, the fact remains that Londinium and its moons are a one-of-a-kind phenomenon.
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CHAPTER 01






Flyleaf Starship, Inter-Lunar Travel Route 19-A, Londinium System


It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single, space-faring man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife.


Whatever the intentions of such a man may actually be upon entering the atmosphere, this truth is so fixed in the minds of the land-bound families that he is considered a guaranteed match for one of their daughters.


The Bennets, being one such family, were returning from holiday on Nagalea, the sixth moon of Londinium, when news of this very kind reached them.


“Have you heard?” exclaimed Mrs. Bennet as they boarded the Flyleaf Starship. “Netherfield Landing is finally claimed.”


Mr. Bennet replied that he hadn’t.


“Well, it is,” she continued. “I’ve had a waive from Mrs. Long, and she told me all about it.”


Mr. Bennet beckoned his daughters to keep up rather than answer.


“Are you not interested in who leased it?” Mrs. Bennet’s impatient voice echoed off the metal walls of the Flyleaf’s vestibule, eliciting an offended look from a stately woman at the threshold of her compartment door.


“You are interested, therefore, I am, too,” said her husband.


This was invitation enough. “Well, Mrs. Long says that Netherfield Landing has been claimed by a young man of large fortune—from Kaels, if you can believe it. Such a distance, I must say. He descended on Monday in a Chase-N4 to inspect the land, and was so pleased with it that he ordered his brand-new starcruiser be named the Netherfield in its honor. The ship will be docked on the grounds by the end of next week.”


Mr. and Mrs. Bennet reached the compartment first and the door slid open. This was just enough distraction for Mrs. Bennet to stop talking. Seizing the moment, her daughters chimed in.


“How large a fortune?” Kitty started, as Jane asked, “What’s his name?”


“Bingley,” Mrs. Bennet answered.


Lydia twirled through the door, bumping into Elizabeth and then Mary in the process. “Single?”


“I wouldn’t bother telling you about a married man.” Mrs. Bennet followed the stragglers through the door and elaborated. “A single man with a fortune of something like four or five thousand aurum a year. Such great news for you girls.”


“His fortune can’t affect them,” Mr. Bennet said.


“It will if he marries one of them.”


Elizabeth laughed at her mother’s words as she and her sisters swept through the common area of the suite.


Her father coolly prompted, “That’s his reason for settling on Heoros?”


“Nonsense.” Her mother waved his words away. “But it’s very likely that he may fall in love with one of them, so you must visit him as soon as we return home.”


“I see no occasion for that.” Mr. Bennet pulled his comcard from the pocket of his dusk blue travel jacket, checking the time against projected launch, muttering “fifteen,” before returning his attention to the conversation. “You and the girls may go,” he said, heading toward the stateroom. “Or you can send them by themselves—which would be preferable, since you’re as lovely as any of them. Mr. Bingley might otherwise take a liking to you instead.”


Mrs. Bennet, following him in, said, “My dear, you flatter me. I certainly was beautiful in my youth, but I don’t pretend to be anything extraordinary now.”


The youngest two girls trailed their mother like ducklings, giddy and giggling, with Mary shaking her head in vague disapproval behind them. Elizabeth and Jane, lightly entertained by it all, followed after. Their mother gestured toward them. “When a woman has five grown daughters, she ought to stop caring about her own beauty.”


Their father stood by the bed, examining the luggage in the storage closet, ensuring it was secured properly. “Ah, I see. And in such cases, what little could be left of beauty, after all that effort spent on others?” He caught Elizabeth’s eye as she crowded with her sisters in the doorway, and winked at her.


“You tease,” her mother retorted, “but my dear, you really must go and see Mr. Bingley the moment we re-enter the atmosphere.”


“Ought I not wait till we make landfall?”


Their mother huffed and dismissed him. “You know perfectly well what I mean. You must go the very day we return.”


“That’s more effort than I’d like to exert after a long journey.” Apparently satisfied with the room, he shooed the girls out to the kitchen, his wife trailing him like a plume of exhaust. “Go check your rooms and luggage, girls,” he ordered them, not unkindly.


They obliged, the youngest ones lingering so as not to miss anything. Elizabeth knew they’d still be able to hear their mother, even through the relatively thick walls. She and Jane headed toward the room they’d be sharing with Mary at the back of the sitting area.


“Think of your daughters,” their mother said. “This is such an opportunity for one of them. Sir William and Lady Lucas are determined to go—for the very same reason—and you know they don’t visit anyone new. Oh, you must go. It’ll be impossible for us to visit him if you don’t.”


“I’m sure Mr. Bingley won’t object to the informality of seeing you without me. I’ll send a note along with you to assure him that he’s allowed to marry whichever of the girls he chooses, though I must put in a good word for my little Lizzie.”


Elizabeth smiled and shook her head, catching Lydia sticking her tongue out at her before disappearing through the doorway.


“You’ll do no such thing,” she heard her mother saying. “Lizzie isn’t a bit better than the others. She’s not half so beautiful as Jane, nor half so good-humored as Lydia, but you constantly give her the preference.”


Mary, pulling a book from the luggage secured in the compartment below her in-wall bunk, gave Jane and Elizabeth a long-suffering look, and whispered, “What are Kitty and I? Cousins?”


“None of them are half so like me,” their father replied.


“Yes, so very witty!” Lydia chimed in loudly.


As the girls filtered back to the common area, their father went on. “Elizabeth does certainly have her share of my wit. But you are all still silly little girls in my eyes.”


Their mother tsked. “How can you talk about your children that way?” She sat in the chair beside him, fiddling with the catch that would release the seatbelts for launch. “You take delight in vexing me. You have no compassion for my poor nerves.”


“You’re mistaken, my dear. I have the utmost respect for your nerves. They’ve been my companion for twenty years at least.”


“You don’t know how I suffer,” she declared, raising her voice to be heard as the intercom clicked on to alert passengers of impending takeoff procedures.


Elizabeth found a seat between Jane and Kitty on the couch.


“I hope you’ll survive it, and live to see many young men of great means alight on our little moon,” her father replied.


“It won’t matter if there are twenty who breach our atmosphere, since you refuse to visit them.”


“Depend upon it, my dear, that when there are twenty, I will visit them all.”


Mr. Bennet was such an odd mixture of intelligence, sarcasm, indifference, and fickleness that Elizabeth doubted her mother would ever fully understand his character. They were so different, and her thoughts so bent on her children and social life, that most of his wit went over her head. But it was entertaining to him, nonetheless, and with Elizabeth—and sometimes one or two of her sisters—sharing in his little jokes, he made the most of it.
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OBSERVATIONS BY MARY BENNET


PERSONAL JOURNAL / COMCARD ID: HC-3095.D3.MB TIMESTAMP: 2.9-18:01:33.LS / LOCATION: VOIDSPACE





THOUGHTS UPON LEAVING NAGALEA


This cruise has truly been a once-in-a-lifetime excursion. I know that our moon system is easy enough to traverse, and yet we don’t often travel further from home than to the planet itself. There are six other moons in the system full of people and natural wonders, yet we’ve hardly left our own. Heoros is wonderful. I don’t mean to disparage it. But I think I understand Lizzie’s love of flight more now. There is so much to explore.


We started our trip by visiting Aunt and Uncle Gardiner in St. James City, which I wouldn’t count toward us exploring the system, since we’ve visited Londinium so many times before. It was a lovely visit, though, and a proper easing into the larger journey. This was also a necessary stop, of course, because we boarded the Flyleaf Starship from upper St. James (Cloudtop, colloquially).


We left Londinium and began the tour by heading to Itavia. Though the moon is further out from Londinium than Apollia, with its current position in orbit, it was easier to get to. Apollia’s red hue is nearly as familiar in the Heorosian sky as the teal and emerald Londinium, so I didn’t mind skipping it.


Itavia was a jewel. Bustling cities and large swaths of land. I enjoyed our time there. If you asked any of my sisters, we’d all choose wildly different parts of our stay as our favorite, but mine was of course the bookstores. One thing you can count on wherever you travel, it seems, is finding a building full of books and readers to inhabit it.


Since this trip was mostly a cruise through the void itself, Itavia was one of only two landings we made. This doesn’t count stops on waystations for refueling, but there’s no abundance of activities to be had on most of those. They aren’t much like the Meryton Waystation. It’s unique, I think, in that it’s almost its own little moon to Heoros. Unique due to its proximity to Londinium as well as its access to our Port and Landings districts. One side of Heoros is filled with feats of engineering and machines; the largest lunar port within the inner rings of orbit. The other is idyllic estates and fertile farm lands, dotted with homes and the occasional landing zone for those who wish to have a home that can travel the stars as well as becoming one with the landscape around it. I imagine there’s nothing quite like having a front porch that could look out on acres of golden fields one day and the velvet black of space the next.


But I digress.


From Itavia, we cruised through the void for a time, watching the moons dance with one another along their orbits. Unfortunately, we weren’t able to stop on Dyberion, though it boasts the most beautiful and unique natural sites. I don’t think my father would have enjoyed that sort of exploring as much, so it was no loss to him. But Lizzie, ever curious about the worlds, and Kitty, who has always been a lover of all things in nature, certainly had their share of disappointment. Their feelings were outmatched only by Lydia’s, knowing that she would be but one moon away from Arkulus, which is home to the Alesadran Academy of Arts, a place I know she dreams of seeing one day.


Instead, we made it only as far as Nagalea. (Kaels was on the other side of Londinium, so there was no chance to stop there.) Though Nagalea is one moon shy of the farthest orbit, it was still something special to see the planet from such a distance. I can only begin to imagine what Londinium must look like to those living on our neighboring planet. It must be but a speck to those on Wenhal. Not that many of us will ever know. We’ve kept mostly to ourselves because of the asteroid field. Travel between us is very hazardous. Jane says it’s probably for the best, as there is so much to wonder at in our own little system. If we look beyond it, we may forget to appreciate what we have here. I believe it is human nature to wonder at what lies beyond our grasp, but I agree with her, overall.


Speaking of travel, ours is nearly at an end. Now that we have left Nagalea, it’s a straight shot for home. The only stop will be refueling at the Balico Waystation, which is by far the largest satellite in the inner rings. While the Meryton is a hub of business for the more common populace, the Balico is home to the ship builders’ staging port for the wealthiest buyers. All the big ships are finished there. We ought to keep a sharp eye on Lizzie while we’re docked, or it’s possible she’ll slip away to get a closer look at the ships and never come back. One sleepless night in service of keeping our dear sister from absconding on a StarHawk, and then we’ll be on our way again in the morning.














CHAPTER 02






Flyleaf Starship, Inter-Lunar Travel Route 19-A, Londinium System


Mr. Bennet’s knowledge that the recent ship acquisition by Mr. Bingley would put the man on the Balico Waystation at the same time as the Flyleaf meant that he was among the earliest of Mr. Bingley’s new Heoros connections. He’d always intended to visit Mr. Bingley, but decided it would be a good bit of fun not to mention anything until after he’d made his initial introduction during refueling.


That evening, observing his second daughter as she added notes to some ship schematics, he said, “I believe Mr. Bingley would like the look of that, Lizzie.”


“We don’t know what Mr. Bingley likes,” said his wife resentfully as she sat nibbling on the remnants of their dinner, “since we won’t get to meet him.”


“Oh, Mama, you know that isn’t true,” said Elizabeth. “We’ll meet him at the next ball on the Meryton. Mrs. Long promised to introduce us to him.”


His wife set her fork down to emphasize her words. “She will not. She has two nieces of her own to parade in front of him. She’s a selfish, hypocritical woman, and I have no opinion of her.”


“Nor I,” said Mr. Bennet, leaning in to peer closer at Elizabeth’s notes. She seemed to be labeling a Star Chaser from memory. He was impressed. “It’s best you don’t depend on her.”


Mrs. Bennet didn’t respond, but instead began scolding one of their daughters. “Do quiet that beeping on your comcard, Kitty. Stars around us!—Have a little compassion for my nerves.”


“Kitty has no discretion,” he sighed, “to be getting messages at a time like this.”


“I don’t have a say when the comcard makes noise,” Kitty replied indignantly, looking up from the screen. She turned to Lizzie. “It was Maria Lucas asking to borrow a dress. When’s the next ball?”


“Two weeks.”


“Stars!—It is,” cried his wife, “and Mrs. Long doesn’t return to Heoros until after we have, so it’ll be impossible for her to make introductions, since she won’t know him herself.”


Mr. Bennet rounded the little chaise where Jane and Lydia sat playing a game, the pieces projected in the air between them. He dipped his hand harmlessly into the projection and pretended to knock the pieces off the board. Lydia rolled her eyes in response. He winked at her, then neared the window, feigning interest in the view as he said, “Then, my dear, you’ll have the advantage over your friend by introducing Mr. Bingley to her.”


“Impossible,” she retorted. “Don’t tease me. I won’t be acquainted with him either.”


He nodded solemnly and turned his back to the window. “You’re right. Two weeks’ acquaintance is not much. How can we really know a man in such a short time?”


A couple of the girls narrowed their eyes at him, suspicious. His wife tittered. “Nonsense.”


He inclined his head. “What do you mean, my dear? Do you consider the forms of introduction, as well as the importance of their propriety, nonsense? I must disagree with you there.” He turned to his middle child. “What do you have to say on the subject, Mary? You’re a young lady of deep reflection, read a great many books, and share many thoughts attained from them.”


Mary appeared to have been caught with her mind half-occupied by the book in her hands, and had no answer.


“While Mary is ruminating,” he continued, seating himself in a nearby chair, “let us return to Mr. Bingley.”


“I’m sick of Mr. Bingley,” muttered his wife.


“That’s unfortunate news. Why didn’t you tell me that before? If I’d known you felt that way this morning, I wouldn’t have gone out of my way to make my introductions on the Balico.” He sighed. “But since I’ve already paid the visit, we can’t escape his acquaintance now.”


He smiled slyly as the compartment erupted with exclamations from his family. They were as astonished as he’d hoped; his wife, as usual, surpassing the rest. When the last sounds of their exhilaration and surprise had stopped ringing off the walls, Mrs. Bennet began to insist that she’d suspected such a move all along.


“Oh, you are too good to us, my dear! I knew I’d persuade you. You certainly love your girls too much to ignore such a potential match. Well, I’m pleased. Very pleased, indeed. And what a joke you played on us, to have met him on Balico without saying a word to us about it!”


His jest at an end, Mr. Bennet stood. “Now, Kitty, your comcard can ring without consequence till our journey’s end,” he said, and he strode toward the stateroom, suddenly fatigued by the raptures of his wife.


“What an excellent father you have, girls,” Mrs. Bennet said. “I don’t know how you will ever repay him for his kindness; nor me, for that matter. At our age it’s taxing to be making new acquaintances every day; but for your sakes, we’d do anything.” As the stateroom door hissed open, she said, “Lydia, my love, as you’re the youngest, I can’t guarantee Mr. Bingley will dance with you at the next ball.”


The door slipped shut behind him, but Mr. Bennet could still hear Lydia’s stout reply. “Oh, I’m not worried about that. There’ll be plenty of dance partners for me. I may be the youngest, but I shine the brightest.”





LONDINIUM SAT[SYS


Communications Log—System Storage 30 Days [Planetary]





[LotteLu] 5.9-19:32:44.LS


Can’t wait to see you and hear all about your vacation when you get back!


[LizzieLovesSpace] 5.9-19:43:58.LS


So much to tell you. Did you hear about the new neighbor at Netherfield Landing?


[LotteLu] 5.9-19:57:23.LS


No! What have you heard?


[LizzieLovesSpace] 5.9-20:10:03.LS


An apparently quite rich and very single man leased it. Mr. Bingley. My father met with him at our Balico stop. In typical fashion, he thinks he’s incredibly funny by keeping us in the void about the man.


[LotteLu] 5.9-20:25:34.LS


No doubt riling your mother for sport.


[LizzieLovesSpace] 5.9-20:40:48.LS


Indeed. She’s talked of little else since. Jane isn’t pushy enough to make a dent in his armor, and Mary’s too engrossed in her current book to care for gossip. Kitty and I have tried more subtle and nefarious means of extracting even the barest description, but no such luck. Lydia ambushed him in the corridor and nearly gave him a heart attack, but he wouldn’t budge.


[LizzieLovesSpace] 5.9-20:42:16.LS


We just got an alert that we’re about to lose personal com links for a while. Probably a moon interfering. I’ll let you know if we manage to crack him.


COM INTERRUPTION … REESTABLISHING CONNECTION … COM FAILED-LUNAR INTERFERENCE … APPROXIMATING DELAY LENGTH … RETRYING IN [10] HOURS … COM LINK REPAIRED … REESTABLISHING CONNECTION …


[LotteLu] 6.9-07:08:53.LS


Any luck breaking your father?


[LizzieLovesSpace] 6.9-18:29:17.LS


Mary, believe it or not, managed to get him to admit that Mr. Bingley is Jane’s age. But that’s all we have to show for an entire day’s effort.


[LotteLu] 6.9-18:32:44.LS


I’d say it was better than no intelligence on him at all, except that he actually arrived in port this morning.


[LizzieLovesSpace] 6.9-18:46:13.LS


I should’ve guessed! He’s got a personal ship, after all. He doesn’t have to stay on the Flyleaf’s pace.


[LotteLu] 6.9-18:57:08.LS


Personal ships really do make travel so much more convenient.


[LizzieLovesSpace] 6.9-19:09:12.LS


Truly. It’ll be so nice to sleep in my own bed again. And to see if Mr. Bingley is worth all this fuss.


[LotteLu] 6.9-19:20:53.LS


My father just went to see him. Says he’s a handsome man, and very likable.


[LizzieLovesSpace] 6.9-19:31:35.LS


Rich. Handsome. Single. Likable. All that’s left to tempt the entire district is his willingness to dance.


[LotteLu] 6.9-19:42:29.LS


Then it appears we can expect a brawl for the pleasure of having his first dance. He’s committed to attending the Meryton ball next week.


[LizzieLovesSpace] 6.9-19:59:45.LS


This couldn’t have come at a better time. Kitty and Lydia are beginning to snip at each other for lack of entertainment, and Mama has all but given up hope of hearing news, so she complains about it every quarter hour. I shall win the day with this information!


[LotteLu] 6.9-20:13:47.LS


Glad I could be of service! But I’m off! My own younger siblings are diverting my attentions.


[LizzieLovesSpace] 6.9-20:26:03.LS


I’ll see you the day we touch ground!


… END COM …














CHAPTER 03






Heoros, First Moon of Londinium


Jane pulled her arm into the sleeve of her dress as her mother’s excited, impatient voice traveled up the stairwell. “Hurry, girls! The shuttle departs in less than an hour!”


As squeals of delight emanated from the younger girls’ bedrooms, Jane turned her attention to the closet door, a grin already on her lips in anticipation of Lizzie’s inevitable retort.


“It’s a private shuttle,” her sister said from within its depths. She emerged wearing a floor-length, pale-yellow gown, one hand busy behind her back, the other holding her shoes. “It won’t leave without us.”


Jane chuckled softly. “Still, we need not be late. The Lucases will be waiting, after all.” She beckoned Lizzie over. “Let me help.”


“You mean Mr. Bingley will be kept waiting,” Lizzie said as Jane looped the buttons into place.


“If the ball is not incentive enough to avoid being late, then consider this: the sooner you get into the ship, the sooner you can hover over the pilot’s shoulder and ask him more questions.” Her sister had always been fascinated with the inner workings of ships, and determined to know them all should she ever have the chance to fly one of them. It’d be a special man indeed who could excite her mind the same way space flight did.


Lizzie laughed. “On any other occasion, I’d consider that a winning option. But I’m as eager to satisfy my curiosity about Mr. Bingley as anyone.”


“If only we’d gotten a better look at him when he came to visit the other day.” Jane secured the last button and adjusted the flares on the back of Elizabeth’s dress so the line of buttons followed the length of her spine. “It’s a shame he couldn’t accept Mama’s invitation to dinner.”


Jane turned to the mirror on the opposite wall, looking herself over one last time. She had dressed in a light blue gown to match the color of her eyes. Though fairer than most of her sisters, Jane’s hair was just a shade lighter than Kitty’s. Lydia, who had a talent for fashion, had completed the look with a complicated hairpiece that wove through her upswept curls and draped like a metallic lace curtain down the side of her face. It dripped with delicate chains of blue gemstones along her collarbone and down her back. Lydia had said, “No point in my attempting to snag him, so I’ll do my best to make sure one of you will,” as she’d pinned it in place. Lydia really was a sweet girl, in her own way.


“It might be for the best,” Lizzie said. “What with all the women he’s supposedly bringing tonight.”


Just then, Mary, who’d been crossing the hall, stepped into the room. She wore, as usual, a simpler, darker gown; this one just a step off black and into green, with sheer, shimmering sleeves. Her hair was in a clean, simple updo. She’d clearly not given in to Lydia’s attempts to accessorize every sister. It’d be a feat, indeed, if Lydia had managed that. Mary’s dark eyes shone with a kind of wary excitement. “Maria Lucas says she heard it isn’t twelve like everyone thought. He’s only bringing five sisters and a cousin.”


“In that case, dear sisters,” Lizzie said, “he’s practically ours already.”


Jane huffed a laugh, plucked her comcard from her bedside table, and tucked it in the concealed pocket in her gown. “Come on, Mary, let’s help Lizzie finish getting ready.”


As Jane spoke, she flicked a switch on the wall panel to reveal a case behind the mirror. She carefully extracted a short, cape-like shoulder-piece made of an intricate metallic lace that sparkled when it caught the light. The piece arced slightly to sit around Lizzie’s neck and shoulders, the lace dangling down the bare stretch of her back between her shoulder blades. Mary deftly looped Lizzie’s hair into a Laerian Knot, a loosely braided chignon which walked the line of artful indifference and glamorous elegance that so suited her sister’s personality.


“Time to leave!” their mother shouted. The sisters got to their feet, checked themselves in the mirror once more, and—following behind the brightly colored blurs that were Lydia and Kitty—made their way downstairs and out the door.


Having recently come off a vacation where most of their days lacked the telltale shift of the sun, it felt jarring to be back on Heoros, experiencing a predictable rhythm again.


Their transport sat gleaming on its launchpad, the metal sides painted with multicolored light from the triple-moon sunset. It was a sleek Tailwynd series passenger shuttle, the shape of which, Jane had to admit, always reminded her of the jewelbirds native to Heoros.


Mrs. Bennet was practically bouncing on her heels with impatience. “The Lucases are already inside,” she said, ushering them up the steps.


The Lucases’ eldest daughter, Charlotte, gave Jane a small wave as she and Lizzie situated themselves closest to the pilot; Lizzie, as always, sitting nearest to the command center. Kitty and Lydia found seats in the back row, settling in with Charlotte’s younger sister Maria, three vivid splashes of color, giggling to themselves and comparing comcard screens. The mothers, with just as much excitement—and slightly less giggling—sat beside the younger girls, leaving Mary and Jane to take their seats near the front. Poor Sir William Lucas, devoid of a companion, sat alone beside the empty seat reserved for Mr. Bennet.


“Your father not joining us this evening?” he asked.


“He cited a good book and a house to himself as reason enough to stay behind,” Jane answered.


Sir William laughed heartily. “Can’t say I blame him.”


The Lucases were the Bennets’ closest neighbors and friends, and lived just a short walk from Longbourn. Sir William and Lady Lucas were both friendly and kind, with easy temperaments that were the perfect counterparts to those of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet. It was luck that such friendships were shared with their children. Maria was an eager and willing participant in any of Lydia’s schemes, and Charlotte, who was a dear friend to Jane, was near enough another sister to Lizzie.


As the engines engaged, Jane let her mind wander to what awaited them at the ball. She was glad, when the shuttle’s engine noise dropped away, to hear Sir William talking with her mother and his wife about Mr. Bingley and his guests.


“… said he’s only bringing his two sisters and a couple other gentlemen.”


“One of the men is the older sister’s husband, from what we’ve heard,” added Lady Lucas.


“And the other?” her mother asked.


“A friend. I don’t know much more about him.”


“Oh, it won’t be long into the evening before we’ve learned the details, I’m sure,” her mother said firmly.


Jane quietly agreed. If anyone could be certain to find out every piece of gossip as soon as possible, it was Mrs. Bennet.


The ride was smooth and uneventful, the scene through the viewport shifting from the molten gold sunset clouds of Heoros to the cool dark of space as the shuttle adjusted course. In the center of the square of black, like a rounded cluster of metallic crystals, Meryton Waystation loomed ahead.


In short order, the party docked, disembarked, and quickly bypassed the general public levels—with a scan of their comcards—entering directly into the Grand Ballroom, located at the apex of the waystation’s central sphere.


The group spilled into the ballroom with gasps of delight. The entire ceiling was made of glass, allowing the gold and green light of the moon to cast a soft glow over the dance floor, mixing with the warm yellow strands of lights that crisscrossed above them—held aloft by string or drone, Jane couldn’t tell.


“I think perhaps the organizers heard of Mr. Bingley’s intention to attend,” Lizzie said, just loud enough for Jane and Charlotte to hear.


“They’ve certainly gone beyond their usual efforts,” Charlotte agreed.


Musicians were playing at the far edge of the ballroom, and many pairs were already dancing. Small tables dotted the outer edges of the room, and a banquet was set along the wall nearest their entry. The younger girls bypassed the drinks proffered by the wait staff, in favor of joining a group of their friends from town. Jane and the others gratefully accepted drinks and the rest of their party slowly split up as they wove through the ballroom, talking and laughing, stopping occasionally to procure another drink or a bit of food.


“There are some very fine dresses here this evening,” Jane noted, as a girl Mary’s age swept past them in a vibrant, intricately woven, faceted emerald gown.


“Everyone’s outdone themselves,” Charlotte agreed.


Lizzie flashed a knowing smile. “We have an eligible man to impress.”


As if her words had called him from the ether, Mr. Bingley entered the ballroom, his sisters and friends flanking him.


Their presence swept a stillness out over the room, like stardust in the wake of a comet. Even the music stalled.


Mr. Bingley—for it must be him, so similar in appearance to the women in his company—was fair and handsome in a fitted navy suit, the high collar of his jacket turned low and opened to reveal the white cravat beneath. White armor-like metal pieces adorned his arms, one hip, and legs. The newest fashion from Londinium. The men behind and beside him were similarly dressed—the tall, darker one in black and silver, the stockier one in blue and gold.


The women wore dresses with a shine captured in thousands of threads of silver and gold, far beyond anything the women of Heoros and Meryton had adorned themselves in. Their ornate shoulder-pieces seemed far too impractical for movement, and seemed to indicate that they wouldn’t be dancing among the crowd.


Lydia startled Jane, having drifted behind her and the others with Kitty, as she whispered excitedly, “Astral lace! Oh, it may as well be made of starlight. I bet it’s as delicate as a spider’s web. I’d love to touch it.”


“You will absolutely not,” their mother scolded quietly, also sneaking up on them.


Jane couldn’t deny a slight flutter in her stomach when she looked at Mr. Bingley. Though he didn’t smile as the Netherfield party moved through the ballroom, she couldn’t shake the feeling that he was very kind.


“So, what have you discovered about them?” Kitty asked her mother.


Mrs. Bennet’s eyes gleamed. “Mr. Bingley is the slighter one there in front,” she told them. “The matching man and woman in the blue and gold are most likely Mr. and Mrs. Hurst, who are of no use to us.”


“Mama,” Jane chastised.


“Well, I’m not wrong.”


“And who is Tall, Dark, and Handsome there behind him?” Lydia prompted.


Lizzie stifled a chuckle.


“Mr. Darcy,” Mrs. Bennet answered. “He runs a large estate on Dyberion. Makes something like ten thousand aurum a year.”


“He is very handsome,” Kitty noted.


Lydia nodded sagely, squeezing Jane’s and Elizabeth’s hands. “You should be trying to attract him. Don’t let my hard work go to waste.” Then she was off again, dragging Kitty and Mary with her toward the refreshment tables while everyone else was distracted.


As the ballroom slowly returned to dance and conversation, Sir William Lucas ushered the Bennets over to meet the Netherfield party, having been in conversation with them for several minutes prior.


“Mr. Bingley, let me introduce my wife and daughter,” Sir William said, Lady Lucas and Charlotte bowing slightly in turn. “And here we have Mrs. Bennet and her daughters.”


“These are my two eldest,” her mother said, “Jane and Elizabeth. I have three others. They’re off with the younger crowd.”


Mr. Bingley smiled warmly at Jane. “Very nice to finally meet you all.” Were his eyes lingering on her?


He went on to introduce his own party. Mr. Darcy barely nodded and didn’t smile. Miss Bingley inclined her head as far as her adornments would allow, which wasn’t much. Mr. and Mrs. Hurst were less stiff in their acknowledgment, but seemed more interested in their surroundings than the group in front of them.


“Miss Lucas,” Mr. Bingley said. “I’d be honored to start the evening off with a dance, if you’d oblige?”


Charlotte’s cheeks colored, turning a similar shade to her dress. “Happily,” she said, taking his outstretched hand.


The two groups parted slightly to let them through, and as they passed, Bingley’s eyes caught Jane’s for just a moment, sending a thrill up her spine. And then he was gone.


Mrs. Bennet followed Lady Lucas and her husband as they bowed out of the group to watch Charlotte dance and, no doubt, discuss their thoughts on Mr. Bingley away from his friends.


Jane was immediately thankful for Elizabeth, who wasn’t one to let a conversation slip into awkwardness. Her sister turned to Miss Bingley and Mr. Darcy, the only two of their group still affecting an interest in socializing; the Hursts now talking quietly among themselves, their eyes on the glass dome above them.


“Have you been down to Heoros yet, or is Meryton your first stop?” Lizzie asked.


“We arrived this morning,” Miss Bingley answered.


Jane offered her a smile. “It must’ve been nice to reacquaint yourself with soil after such a journey.”


“Indeed. Though we came only from Londinium.”


“St. James City?” Lizzie asked.


Nods from them both.


“This ball must pale in comparison to the ones you’ve been able to attend in Cloudtop,” Jane noted.


Miss Bingley looked around her, taking in the scene. “They are quite grand, yes.”


“Do you often dance on such evenings?” Lizzie asked. “Your shoulder-piece seems to prohibit much movement.”


“It does,” Miss Bingley replied.


Elizabeth turned to Mr. Darcy. “And do you enjoy dancing?”


“Not particularly, no,” he said stiffly.


Elizabeth gave the appearance of commiseration, but Jane knew by the quirk of her brow that she was holding back a great deal of opinion.


Sensing that her sister was likely to grow politely antagonistic, Jane took advantage of the end of the song. “Oh!—Lizzie, I believe Lydia’s coming this way. Let’s go meet her.”


Elizabeth narrowed her eyes at Jane a moment, then assented.


“Lovely to meet you,” Jane said, before taking her sister’s arm and dragging her away.


They moved nearer to the dance, the sound of the crowd allowing their words some semblance of camouflage.


“Mr. Darcy seems determined not to enjoy his evening, doesn’t he?” Lizzie said. “Did he come to the ball simply to look superior and stare down his nose at everyone?”


“Lizzie, he wasn’t that bad. He’s probably shy.”


“I’d call him forbidding and disagreeable over shy.”


Before Jane could reply, Mr. Bingley was beside them. “Miss Bennet, would you please honor me with a dance?”


Jane could feel the heat rise in her cheeks. “It’d be a pleasure,” she said, as he took both her hands in his and pulled her gently into the line of dancers.


As Jane was swept into the dance, she saw Charlotte step into the space beside Lizzie, and then she had no more attention to spare for her sister.
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CHAPTER 04






Meryton Waystation, Heoros Orbit, First Moon of Londinium


Elizabeth was glad to see Jane enjoying herself so much. Mr. Bingley could hardly keep his eyes off her, and Jane was having no more success avoiding looking at him. He was lively and unreserved in a way that felt promising for her older sister. Compared to his guests, Mr. Bingley was disarmingly charming and downright eager to be acquainted with everyone. At one point Elizabeth heard him mention that the ball closed far too early, and should he have one at his estate, time would be of no consequence.


This elicited varying looks of alarm and annoyance from his companions, especially Mr. Darcy. Unlike Mr. Bingley, his friend had spent the better part of the evening brooding by the windows, and barely speaking to anyone outside his own party. His character was quickly decided. The general consensus was that Mr. Darcy was the proudest, most disagreeable man within the inner rings of the system.


Elizabeth was not the only one to notice Mr. Darcy’s disinterest. Mr. Bingley soon came darting out of the dance and over to him.


“Darcy, come dance,” he said, his voice traveling along the walls to where Elizabeth sat, in that unique way that circular rooms offer. “I insist. You look ridiculous pouting in a corner over here.”


“There are no corners. It’s a dome.”


Bingley laughed and shook his head. “You really ought to dance.”


“I’d rather not dance with people I don’t know well. And who here would be worth knowing well? No, dancing with any of the women here would be a punishment.”


“You couldn’t bribe me with a moon to be so particular,” said Mr. Bingley. “Honestly. I’ve never met so many pleasant girls as I have this evening. There are several who are uncommonly pretty.”


“You’ve been dancing with the only pretty girl in the room,” said Mr. Darcy, his eyes on Jane.


“Oh, she’s more beautiful than a seven-moon sunrise,” he exclaimed.


Elizabeth couldn’t help grinning at his description.


“But her sister Elizabeth is also very pretty, and enjoyable company.”


Her heart skipped as he said this, and Mr. Darcy turned toward her. “Which one?” He caught her eye and quickly withdrew his gaze. “She’s tolerable, but not pretty enough to tempt me. I’m in no mood to elevate the status of any of these women, let alone one already slighted by other men.”


Elizabeth huffed. She hadn’t been slighted. She’d chosen to sit out a few dances.


“You’d better return to your partner and enjoy her smiles,” Mr. Darcy continued. “You’re wasting your time with me.”


Mr. Bingley dismissed his friend’s words with another laugh and rejoined the dance. Mr. Darcy dislodged himself from his sulking place and strode stiffly past her.


She sat in stunned silence for a moment, then stood to find Charlotte and relay what she’d heard. It was too ridiculous a situation to not laugh at it with someone, even if it was at the expense of her pride.


She found Charlotte amid a small party, and told them all the story.


“Lose him in the stars,” Lydia said. “He’s obviously got no taste.”


“Consider it good fortune,” Mary offered. “If he’d shown as much interest in you as Bingley’s showing Jane, you’d be forced to dance with him in silence.”


“Or stand beside him glowering out the windows,” Kitty added.


The group had a good laugh, then Mary changed the subject.


“I actually overheard something quite nice.” Her cheeks colored a little as she continued. “Mrs. Bates told Miss Bingley that I was the most accomplished girl in the district.”


Lydia gave her sister an obnoxious squeeze of a hug. “That’s because you work so very hard at it, Mary, dear.”


Two boys came over then, and enticed Lydia and Kitty back onto the dance floor, leaving the other three to their approaching mothers.


“Stars alight!—what an evening, girls,” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed happily. “Jane has certainly caught the attentions of quite a few.”


“No doubt due to the glow from Mr. Bingley’s particular regard,” Lady Lucas noted.


“The word ‘beautiful’ was uttered,” Mary said.


Mrs. Bennet’s eyes bulged with excitement.


The rest of the evening passed pleasantly. Each member of the Longbourn party left feeling satisfied, even if, in Elizabeth’s case, it was more for her sister’s success than for herself.


The party entered Longbourn house in good spirits, finding that Mr. Bennet was still awake. With a book, he could disregard time—a trait he shared with Elizabeth and Mary—and it was clear that despite his decision not to go, he was very curious about the evening’s events.


“We waved at you from the Meryton, Papa,” Lydia teased as she flounced through the doorway of the sitting room, kissing him on the cheek and dropping into the empty chair next to him. “Did you see us sparkling in the sky?”


“Oh, my dear,” sighed Mrs. Bennet, breezing right past him. “We’ve had a most delightful evening. I wish you’d been there. I know you avoid large gatherings when you can, but you missed out on a most excellent ball. Jane was so admired by everyone, of course, and Mr. Bingley thought her quite beautiful. He danced with her twice!”


“Who could blame him?” Elizabeth added, giving Jane a wink as she gingerly slipped her shoes off her aching feet.


“She seemed the only one in the room to him for a time,” Mrs. Bennet continued, pacing the room excitedly. “When he asked Charlotte Lucas to dance first, I was very displeased. How could she be the one to catch his eye?”


“Mama,” Elizabeth and Jane admonished from the doorway.


Mrs. Bennet ignored them and carried on. “But it was clear he thought very little of her. Especially with Jane just existing beside her.”


“He danced with a few others,” Mary noted.


“Oh, yes. Miss King. And then Maria Lucas. Then again with Jane. And once with Lizzie, and—”


“If he had any regard for me,” cried Mr. Bennet, snapping his book shut, “he’d have sprained his ankle in the first dance.” He added in a mutter, “Land’s sake. Must he dance so much?”


“He was a delight,” their mother said, talking over his muttering as if she hadn’t heard. “Incredibly handsome. Such a gentleman. And his sisters. Beyond elegant. I dare say, the astral lace upon Mrs. Hurst’s gown—”


“Must have cost a fortune!” Lydia added breathlessly. “The remnants of the fabric alone would pay for my entire wardrobe.”


“Yes, yes,” their father said, not at all interested in this line of conversation. “Everyone was beautiful and rich. What else?”


This led Mrs. Bennet to the topic of Elizabeth. With bitterness, and not without exaggeration, she relayed the shocking rudeness of Mr. Darcy.


“I can assure you, Papa,” Elizabeth interjected, as she and Jane stood to leave the sitting room, “it was no great loss on my part.”


She and Jane made their way quickly upstairs to their room and shut the door, muffling any continued conversation from the sitting room.


Elizabeth eyed her sister stealthily as she dropped her shoes beside her bed, waiting. Finally alone with the person she trusted most, Jane admitted to Elizabeth just how taken she was by Mr. Bingley.


“He’s exactly what a man should be,” she said, slowly working her fingers into her hair and removing her adornments. “He’s sensible, good-humored, kind; and I’ve never seen anyone so genuinely content with their circumstances.”


“He’s also handsome,” replied Elizabeth, scooping their sleepwear from a drawer, “which doesn’t hurt.”


Jane laughed. “Indeed. I was so flattered to be given so much of his attention. I didn’t expect such a compliment.” She gave Elizabeth a little twirl gesture.


Elizabeth backed up to her, letting her undo the buttons. “I expected it for you. But that’s the greatest difference between us. Compliments always take you by surprise, and me never.” She turned around, cupping her sister’s face in her hands for a moment. “Why would he not ask you to dance over and over again? It was clear to anyone there that you’re prettier by far than every other woman in the room—or the whole of the waystation, for that matter.” She removed her cape and placed it back in its case. “Well, he does seem to be a good one. I give you permission to like him. You’ve liked far stupider men in the past.”


“Lizzie!”


“You constantly give men—people in general, really—too much credit. You never see a fault in anyone. All the universe is good and agreeable in your eyes.”


Jane began the complicated task of slipping her arms out of her sleeves. “I wouldn’t want to judge unfairly or too soon; but I always say what I think.”


“I know you do,” Elizabeth said, wiggling her way out of her own dress. “And that’s exactly what makes you such a wonder. With your good sense, to be so honestly unaware of other people’s nonsense. Faking sincerity is nothing new—we see it in every city on every moon in the system. But to be so candid without being pretentious—to accept the good in everyone and say nothing of the bad—that is a trait of yours alone.” The dress slipped off and pooled at her feet. She stepped out and flicked the edge with her foot, catching the fabric in her hand. “To that end, what are your thoughts on Mr. Bingley’s sisters? Their manners are … unequal to his.”


Jane’s reply was muffled for a moment as she dragged her sleep shirt over her head. “They’re pleasant enough company once you spend a little time talking with them.” She draped the gown across the dresser top where the staff could remove it without waking them in the morning, then pulled back her bedcovers and climbed in. “Miss Bingley lives with her brother for the time being, helping maintain order aboard the Netherfield. I believe she’ll make a fine addition to the district while they remain docked at Netherfield Landing.”


Elizabeth was not convinced, but she readied her bed in silence as her sister spoke. She was tempted to point out that Mr. Bingley’s sisters didn’t appear interested in making friends with the people of the Landings District. They were all smiles and good humor when it suited them, but they were also proud and conceited. Especially Caroline Bingley. Their family was well respected in the northern hemisphere of Kaels; something impressed more deeply upon their memories than that their brother’s fortune—and their own—had been acquired by trade. Their father had built the manufacturing techniques used in the coms devices, which had allowed them to move up in the world. Wealthy and well educated, they were clearly accustomed to spending their time with the system’s elites. In Elizabeth’s opinion, it made them entitled to think well of themselves and meanly of others.





[image: ]




OBSERVATIONS BY MARY BENNET


PERSONAL JOURNAL / COMCARD ID: HC-3095.D3.MB TIMESTAMP: 16.9-23:58:09.LS / LOCATION: HEOROS





OBSERVATIONS OF PRIDE AND VANITY


The Meryton ball provided us with new acquaintances. The most anticipated, Mr. Bingley, brought a friend—the inspiration for my thoughts tonight. Mr. Darcy was deemed very proud, and I can’t say I disagree. But pride is a common failing. Everything that I’ve read has convinced me so—that human nature is prone to it, regardless of the planet or ship or satellite they call home. Are there any of us who don’t feel some level of pride in at least one aspect or quality of our lives, warranted or not? It’s unsurprising that this great man would succumb to it as well.


I think it’s worth noting, though, that vanity and pride are different things, and the words are too often used synonymously. A person may be proud without being vain. Pride relates more to our opinion of ourselves, whereas vanity is what we’d have others think of us.


I believe the majority of opinions about him that were made at the ball were formed with vanity in mind. Mr. Darcy is certainly as proud as they say. But perhaps that isn’t so offensive as it seems. He has wealth and attractiveness and truly everything in his favor. It’s no wonder he would think highly of himself. He could almost be forgiven for it. I dare say he has a right to be proud.


It’s entirely possible that he (like me) simply does not enjoy social functions in the same way as most, and comes off the worse for it. But we’ll likely never know. And so he’ll be known hereafter as proud, when what they really mean is vain.














CHAPTER 05






The Netherfield Private Transport, Heoros, First Moon of Londinium


As the Netherfield’s private shuttle returned their small party to Heoros, Darcy settled more comfortably into his seat, glad to finally be away from the crowds.


“What an interesting evening,” said Louisa, curled next to her dozing husband.


Caroline, lounging along the private shuttle’s chaise, said, “That’s a word we could use, yes.”


“I’ve never met nicer people or prettier girls in my life,” Bingley offered, his legs sprawled into the aisle, as casual and carefree as ever.


“They were a collection of commonly friendly people and ordinary girls,” Darcy countered, breathing in the scent of the brand-new upholstery as he leaned his head back on his seat and closed his eyes, his hands fiddling idly with his comcard.


Caroline chuckled but said nothing else.


“Oh, come now,” Bingley said. “Everyone was kind and very attentive. It lacked the usual stiffness and formality of these things.”


“They’re meant to be formal, darling,” his older sister added.


He ignored Louisa. “By the end of it I felt as if I knew everyone there.”


Darcy lifted his head and looked at his friend, unable to resist a bit of ribbing. “I rather think the balance of attention was one-sided.”


“Indeed,” said Caroline. “You wouldn’t have cared to know anyone, save Miss Jane Bennet.”


Bingley’s eyes brightened, his expression exaggerated by the glow of the shuttle’s surface as they re-entered the moon’s atmosphere. “Even a galaxy couldn’t outshine her beauty.”


Darcy’s mouth quirked in an indulgent grin, although he hid it quickly. “She’s very pretty. But she smiles too much.” It was too soon for Bingley to be comparing her to the universe, especially when he’d seen so little of it or the people in it.


Bingley had inherited assets which amounted to nearly a hundred thousand aurum from his father, who’d intended to purchase land, but didn’t live to do it. Bingley now had access to a good ship that could transition from land to space, and the freedom to travel Londinium’s entire satellite system. It seemed unlikely he’d settle down anytime soon, and it was important that he made wise decisions.


It was the way of their friendship, which was a strong and lasting one, in spite of their differences in character. Bingley, endearing and easygoing, was the sunlight to Darcy’s dark. Reserved and particular as he was, Darcy always conducted himself with proper manners, but lacked Bingley’s inviting openness. Bingley was well liked wherever they went, and Darcy was content to let him take on the brunt of the socializing. But Bingley trusted and relied upon Darcy, holding his judgment in the highest regard. Darcy knew and understood this for the honor and responsibility that it was.


“But she’s very sweet,” Louisa said, apparently noting the slightly crestfallen look on her brother’s face.


“Yes, I wouldn’t mind getting to know her better,” said Caroline.


“See now,” Darcy said, “approval! Feel free to compare her to the sun itself … in your head.”
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[HurstLady] 25.9-19:39:15.LS


I like Jane better with every visit, but her mother is intolerable.


[Caroline_Bingley] 25.9-19:40:20.LS


How such a woman raised such a daughter, I’ll never know.


[HurstLady] 25.9-19:42:56.LS


She and Eliza do seem to have broken the mold. Perhaps it’s their father’s influence.


[Caroline_Bingley] 25.9-19:43:10.LS


If that’s the case, he seems to have given up after the first two.


[HurstLady] 25.9-19:45:53.LS


Lucky for us, Charles admires Jane, who is not at all like her younger counterparts.


[Caroline_Bingley] 25.9-19:47:02.LS


Oh, can you imagine? … How much longer is this dinner?


[HurstLady] 25.9-19:48:45.LS


If our past visits are any indication, the game tables will be setting up any moment.


[Caroline_Bingley] 25.9-19:50:34.LS


Good. Make sure your husband picks whatever game the mother is playing. He’s too competitive to care how annoying she is.


[HurstLady] 25.9-19:53:10.LS


If we end up playing Circumstance or Press, it won’t matter where she’s sitting. We’ll hear every thought in her head.


[Caroline_Bingley] 25.9-19:55:58.LS


Let’s press for Twist, then. Or Pillars—we can play one another and talk freely.


[HurstLady] 25.9-19:57:22.LS


I’d love to win a rare carak off one of them, though. Finer than any we’ve seen in the St. James circles. It’s rather unfair. They need only to stumble upon one in the garden after jewelbird season.


[Caroline_Bingley] 25.9-20:02:57.LS


One point in favor of this miserable little moon, I suppose.


[Caroline_Bingley] 25.9-20:04:28.LS


Charles gave me a look. He’s on to us.


… END COM …














CHAPTER 06






Lucas Lodge, Heoros, First Moon of Londinium


The Lucases’ annual party for the residents of the Landings District was a perfect place for Elizabeth to discuss her thoughts with Charlotte over the many visits between the Netherfield and Bennet households.


“He appears to be more than partial to her,” Charlotte said, as she and Elizabeth sat sipping a dry, fruity Gleam, watching Jane and Bingley talking quietly nearby. Jane was dressed in shimmering silver, and Bingley—in blue and silver—looked as if he’d matched her on purpose.


“Based on the number of coms she sends to him each night—out of view of our mother’s prying eyes, of course—I’d say she’s feeling the same.”


“They might both be well on their way to love,” Charlotte gathered.


“It seems so. Thankfully,” Elizabeth noted quietly, “Jane is so composed and even-tempered, she’s not likely to be found out by the gossips until she’s ready for everyone to know.”


Charlotte twirled the stem of her glass idly in her fingers, matching the lyrical tempo of the musicians. “In general, not involving the public in your romantic life is ideal.”


“Certainly.”


“But sometimes it can be a disadvantage, being too guarded. If Jane conceals her affections from Mr. Bingley as well as she conceals them from everyone else, she might lose her chance with him. We can all begin freely. A slight preference is natural. But there are very few of us who are brave enough to be really in love without encouragement. She ought to show more affection than she feels. It’s clear to anyone watching that Bingley likes her. But he may never act upon the feeling if she doesn’t offer him the same.”


“She does. In her own way. If I can see it clear as sky, then he’d be the stupidest man in the system not to notice.”


Jane and Bingley had their heads tilted toward one another—Jane smiled warmly as he spoke, their desserts long forgotten in front of them. How could Charlotte not see what was between them?


“Remember, Lizzie, that he doesn’t know Jane the way you do. He’s known her for a few weeks, and you’ve known her your entire life.”


Elizabeth gestured toward them. “She may not have outright told him she likes him, but she’s not hiding it either. He’ll figure it out soon if he hasn’t already.”


“Maybe. If he has enough interactions with her. They meet quite often, but it’s never long; and always in the company of so many others. Even considering their conversations on coms, I can’t see it being enough. She needs to make every moment count when she has his attention. Once she’s secured him, there’ll be plenty of time for her to fall in love.”


Peals of laughter broke through the sounds of many conversations, pulling Elizabeth’s attention to Kitty and Lydia, winding their way through the people and tables. Lydia blew a kiss to Jane and Bingley as she passed them.


Elizabeth shook her head, catching Mr. Darcy’s gaze as their eyes both shifted from her sisters to each other, before looking away quickly. “It’s a good plan, if being well married were all that mattered to Jane. But Jane isn’t favoring him because she wants someone rich. She can’t even be certain at this point how much she cares for him. She’s only known him a few weeks—dancing on the Meryton, a few dinners in company together—and their conversations, though nightly, are not overburdened with depth. She doesn’t know him yet.”


Elizabeth could still feel Darcy’s gaze on her. It made her restless. She turned toward the other side of the long room. Charlotte had done well with the decor. The floral arrangements were a divine concoction of colors in the otherwise muted room. The lighting gave it all a warm, inviting atmosphere.


Charlotte let out a little sigh. “Well, I wish her luck with all my heart. If she were married to him tomorrow, I believe she’d have just as much chance of happiness with him as if she took a lunar year to get to know him first. Being well acquainted or similar in personality when one marries is no real advantage toward happiness. We all still grow after marriage, and that growth is not guaranteed to be the same direction or speed, so issues will show themselves either way. It’s better to know as little as possible about all the annoyances of the person you marry beforehand.”


“Oh, Charlotte,” Elizabeth laughed, “what an argument. I’d like to see you follow your own advice.”


Charlotte just shrugged and tipped her drink back.


“It’s objectively bad advice,” Elizabeth insisted.


“I don’t know the full context of what you’re saying,” Mary offered, sidling up to them, “but I think maybe Charlotte has a point.”


“How so?”


“What is growth if not change? Haven’t you ever read a book you loved as a child and found it held no appeal to you as an adult? Or the opposite? Marriage, I imagine, is like a book. You have to experience it to truly know the story and your feelings about it.”


Sir William Lucas appeared before them with Void Commander Forster at his side.


“Talking of books, are we?” Sir William asked jovially.


“A fine topic,” Void Commander Forster offered. “But I must say I prefer ships to stories.”


“I love them equally,” Elizabeth said, “though one is easier to access than the other. What are you flying these days, Commander?”


“Not much of anything, to tell you the truth,” he said. “We’ve got a new regiment of Star Force reserves in the inner rings.”


“I heard,” she said. “The Meryton is meant to station them, is that right?”


He pursed his lips and sighed. “It is, yes. For the whole winter. It’s a lot more simulation and a lot less time in the black. But once the training has been completed, I do hope to have a shot at flying the new SheerWing.”


“I’ve read the controls on those are quite something,” she began, but her thoughts trailed as Mr. Darcy, to her surprise, entered the little circle they’d formed.


Aware of her sudden slip in conversation, Elizabeth prompted the Void Commander. “How does their training compare to real flight?”


“It’s not dissimilar. Just a slightly different view out the peripheral windows.”


“I imagine it takes some getting used to, considering the hours they must be putting in,” Charlotte noted.


The VC nodded gravely. “We work them hard, but it’s worth the training.”


“Could you not give them a reprieve,” Elizabeth suggested playfully, “so that they might, say, host a ball on the Meryton?”


“Ha! No good could come of it, I assure you,” the VC replied.


Elizabeth shrugged. “Some good, surely. They’d be loose-lipped enough after a few drinks to give me a rundown of their training. And you never know when one might need to know how to fly a ship.”


Sir William laughed heartily at this. “By that you mean you, of course.”


“Of course,” she agreed, catching Darcy’s intent look out of the corner of her eye.


“I can picture it now,” chuckled VC Forster, “a fleet of well-bred ladies, bearing down on a target in those glittering gowns and jeweled contraptions you all wear.”


“What a sight that would be,” Elizabeth said, imagining the scene with some satisfaction.


An officer pulled VC Forster’s attention from the group, and the conversation shifted as the other men were drawn into some dealing or other that was of no concern to Elizabeth or Charlotte.


Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, she pulled her friend close and whispered, “What is Mr. Darcy up to? Why listen in on our conversation with VC Forster?”


“That’s a question only he can answer.”


“If he continues, I’m going to call him out. If I don’t allow myself a slight rudeness here, I might grow too afraid to speak to him at all.”


She didn’t have long to wait before he turned to them again, though not, it seemed, with the intention of speaking.


“Oh, Lizzie, don’t you dare,” Charlotte whispered urgently.


Raising a brow in defiance, Elizabeth whispered back, “I do believe I will.”
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ANNUAL DINNER PARTY PLAN


COLLABORATIVE LIST / CREATOR ID: HC-7988.PI.LL [MOM] TIMESTAMP: 10.9-9:34:10.LS / LOCATION: HEOROS





THE ANNUAL LUCAS LODGE DINNER PARTY IS 20 DAYS AWAY! ADD IN CHECKLIST ITEMS AS NEEDED.


MENU SMART EDITS ADDED BY [MOM] 10.9-10:02:33.LS


Soup—Spicy Heorosian Jewelbird Bisque Main Course—Lagroton, prepared three ways: Stuffed w/lemon, ricotta & oregano • Herb encrusted medallions • Rosemary & garlic w/balsamic glazed carrots over smashed vinegared potatoes Salad—Mixed local greens w/Arkuluan Vinaigrette Second Course—Grouse & truffle mushroom pie, cheese assortment feat. Laerian jelly Dessert—Stardust iced cream, Apollian fruit tarts, tea & coffee


LIBATIONS SMART EDITS ADDED BY [DAD] 20.9-15:45:57.LS


Adults—Gleam (Violet, Sparkling, White) • Whiskey • Port District • Brewery’s Full Tap List All—Tea, Coffee, Imbued Waters, Bubbled Juices


ENTERTAINMENT SMART EDITS ADDED BY [DAD] 13.9-11:02:55.LS Music—Landings District Quartet Game Tables—Rise: 2 tables • Twist: 2 tables • Galaxies: 1 table • Circumstance: 1 table • Press: 1 table


DECORATIONS SMART EDITS ADDED BY [CHARLOTTE] 11.9-7:58:12.LS


Florals—Nagalean Starflowers, Coral Peonies, Blue Tweedia, Solar Protea, Silver Sage Fern, Comet Tails, Londinium Roses (Kitty Bennet suggested adding Nebula Blooms if we can get them) Lighting—Holo-Candelabras for dessert tables, Lodge Lighting System set to “Dinner Party” mode, low floral arrangements w/actual candelabras (use digi-flame candles) for dining table centerpieces *don’t forget to set up drones for dance floor chandelier!


NOTABLE GUEST ACCOMMODATIONS SMART EDITS ADDED BY [MOM] 11.9-13:23:17.LS [DAD] 11.9-14:01:08.LS [CHARLOTTE] 24.9-19:28:34.LS


Seating


—Seat Maria, Kitty, and Lydia together!


—Seat the above closest to children’s table


—Seat Netherfield Party gentlemen near myself and Mr. Bennet


—Seat Jane beside Mr. Bingley, but keep Mrs. Bennet at least 5 seats apart


VOICE NOTE ADDED BY [CHARLOTTE] 30.9-20:18:27.LS


Next time let’s maybe find a way to keep Mr. Darcy and Lizzie from interacting.














CHAPTER 07






Lucas Lodge, Heoros, First Moon of Londinium


Having at first hardly acknowledged Miss Elizabeth Bennet’s existence, Darcy was startled to discover that she was becoming a real object of interest to him. No sooner had he made it clear to his friends that she wasn’t attractive, than he began to notice the mirth that sparkled like the stars in her dark eyes, rendering her rather beautiful. This would have been embarrassing enough, but to his dismay, his criticisms regarding the rest of her appearance crumbled steadily faster with each opportunity he had to study her. She had a pleasing figure, and though her manners weren’t perhaps ideal for high society, he couldn’t deny her intelligence and easy playfulness.


As he turned back from the conversation with Sir William Lucas, Void Commander Forster, and the Lieutenant, Darcy found himself being watched by Miss Bennet and Miss Lucas.


“Do you think, Mr. Darcy,” Miss Elizabeth prompted, “that I was too enthusiastic with Void Commander Forster in teasing him about the officers taking time away to host a ball?”


She certainly didn’t hesitate to speak her mind.


“It’s a subject that always animates ladies, I think.”


She narrowed her eyes. “Such an overgeneralized opinion of us, surely.”


Darcy furrowed his brow.


“It’s her turn now to be teased,” Miss Lucas cut in. “I’m going to open the piano, Eliza, and you know what comes next.”


“You’re a very strange sort of friend,” Miss Bennet replied. “Always wanting me to play and sing in front of everyone. If I had any desire to pursue a performer’s life, you’d be invaluable. As it is, I’d rather not embarrass myself in front of people in the habit of hearing the very best performers on many a world.”


But her friend insisted, and Miss Bennet relented. With a grave glance in his direction, she said, “If it must be so, it must.” Miss Lucas led her off to the piano.


It was a fine piece of craftsmanship, the piano. With a glance, one could see that it was an antique, and a strong accompaniment to Miss Bennet’s simple and unaffected playing. But it was clear after the second song that she was eager to relinquish the spotlight to her sister. Miss Mary Bennet, despite being known as the quiet one, was a much more determined performer. Unfortunately, she lacked the charm necessary to carry her rigid, though otherwise decent, performance.


Miss Elizabeth’s youngest sisters eventually did the party a favor by convincing Miss Mary to play more spirited tunes, but their youthful energy soon overwhelmed as they and two or three officers began dancing at the other end of the room.


Engrossed in his own thoughts, Darcy didn’t realize that Sir William Lucas was beside him again until he spoke.


“Such an amusing way to spend an evening, is it not, Mr. Darcy? There’s nothing like dancing to raise one’s spirits. It’s without doubt one of the better parts of polished society.”


“It’s also quite popular among the less polished societies of the system,” he replied, shaking off his lingering thoughts to focus on the conversation at hand. “Anyone can dance.”


Sir William smiled. “Skill is another matter. Your friend dances well,” he added, seeing Bingley join the group with Miss Jane Bennet. “I have no doubt you are adept in the art as well.”


To this Darcy had no answer. Instead, he watched Miss Bennet smile serenely at his friend as the two of them circled one another in the dance. Bingley matched her smile with a boyish grin.


Miss Elizabeth was returning, her eyes focused on something past them. Sir William shot out a hand and stopped her. “My dear, why are you not dancing?” He reached for her hand and turned to Darcy. “You must allow me to recommend Miss Elizabeth as a most worthy dance partner. You couldn’t refuse with such beauty standing before you, I’m sure.”


Darcy opened his mouth to agree, but was momentarily unable to speak.


Miss Elizabeth pulled her hand back. “Thank you, sir, but I don’t intend to dance. I hadn’t come by this way to beg for a partner.”


Darcy found it quite irresistible to request a dance anyway, but it was of no use. She was determined.


“Mr. Darcy is just being polite,” she said.


“Certainly, but could you blame him for obliging?” Sir William replied, teasingly. “After all, who could object to such a partner?”


Miss Elizabeth arched a brow as she locked eyes with Darcy. “You may find me tolerable, Sir William, but let us not make assumptions for others.” With this, she gave a small nod and excused herself, already walking away when realization struck him.


She’d overheard him on the Meryton.


Her small rebuke did nothing to lessen his growing regard for her. In fact, he was rather impressed. She’d slipped it in so casually, but it must have nettled at her for weeks. Her composure was admirable. A quick strike and then she was gone. She hadn’t even waited to see the shot land. She’d simply turned her back and known it would.


“I can guess what you’re thinking.” Caroline materialized beside him, shattering his reverie.


“I doubt it.”


“You’re imagining the insufferable passage of time that life on a moon such as this, with such society, would afford you. I agree entirely. These people. So vapid. So self-important and yet so insignificant. What I’d give for your thoughts on them.”


Darcy barely glanced at her. “My mind was more pleasantly engaged. I was considering what a pleasure it would be to find myself lost in the eyes of a pretty woman.”


Caroline sharpened her attention on him at once. “A pretty woman, you say! Well, do tell. Who could’ve inspired such a change in you?”


Darcy clenched his teeth a moment, then replied resolutely, “Miss Elizabeth Bennet.”


“Miss Elizabeth Bennet?” Caroline blinked rapidly. “I’m astonished. Stars! How long has she been in your favor—and when might I wish you congratulations?”


Darcy sighed. “This is exactly what I expected you to ask, Caroline. Such a rapid imagination, jumping from admiration to marriage in the flash of a booster.”


“Oh, no,” she laughed. “If you’re serious I’ll consider this matter absolutely settled. You’ll have the most charming mother-in-law. She’ll always be at Pemberley and have ever so much to say.”


As she carried on entertaining herself with more grand suppositions and wild fancies, he listened to her with perfect indifference, his eyes trained on Miss Elizabeth.




[image: ]




OEBPS/images/pgiii.jpg
PRIDE AND
PREJUDICE
IN SPACE

ALEXIS LAMPLEY

Y
£





OEBPS/images/pgiv.jpg
UNION
SQUARE
&CO.

NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/pgv-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/pgv-4.jpg





OEBPS/images/pgv.jpg





OEBPS/images/pgvii.jpg
NACGALEA L() INIUM ARKULUS

ITAVIA

DYBERION

APOLLIA A COMPLEX SYSTEM OF HABITABLE MOONS

HEOROS






OEBPS/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter 01



		Chapter 02



		Chapter 03



		Chapter 04



		Chapter 05



		Chapter 06



		Chapter 07



		Chapter 08



		Chapter 09



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52



		Chapter 53



		Chapter 54



		Chapter 55



		Chapter 56



		Chapter 57



		Chapter 58



		Chapter 59



		Chapter 60



		Chapter 61



		Chapter 62



		Chapter 63



		Chapter 64



		Chapter 65



		Chapter 66



		Chapter 67



		Acknowledgments











Guide





		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter 01



		Acknowledgments



		Start of Content











Pagebreaks of the Print Version





		Cover Page



		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		480



		481



		482



		483



		484



		485



		486



		487



		488



		489



		490



		491



		492



		493



		494











OEBPS/images/pgviii.jpg
Heoros is the closest moon to
the planet of Londinium. It is
orbited by two waystations; the
Meryton is heavily used by
those who live on the surface
of the moon, as well as
those visiting the
moon or void-
space near
its orbit.

Landings
District

Much of
the commerce
between the
planet and its moon
is due to the bountiful
food products grown in Heorosian
soil. The Meryton Waystation is oft
used as a co-op for farmers looking
to sell to those on Londinium.

ISIDOINON

HEOROSIAN SATELLITE SYSTEM

Heoros consists of various
districts, peppered between
vast swaths of fertile farmland
and countryside. The most
famously known of these is
the Port District, being
tied directly to the
main business of

the Meryton
N
N
Y
Meryton N
Waystation

Waystation.
N
\-
N

3 Juelle
\ Wiaystation o

Due to
the nature of
the moon’s orbit
around Londinium,
along with its rotation,
full days (as counted by the
Londinium standard) are therefore
twenty-eight hours long, fourteen
in sunlight, fourteen in the light of
its sister moons.

ARC OF THE SUN DURING DAYS 114

TYPICAL ARC OF MOONS DURING NIGHTS 114

Heorosian
orbit rotation angle

6
—--
i

is
Timing of rotation of Heoros

SR

Solar and
Lunar eclipses






OEBPS/images/9781454954125.jpg
“A dazzling additioh‘to tﬁe*Austen-verse.” —JULIA QUINN,
#1 New York Times bestselling author of the Bridgerton series

ALEXIS LAMPLEY





OEBPS/images/pg49.jpg
SHERWNG B 12
Figher space plane /\ (
\ Single occupant

TN THANSPORT
 Stort range atm transition passnger st
: ‘Mlll;t_lﬁl@?m{ﬂ*antsllﬂlmx]' asid &

AL

i 0 it WAk
P






OEBPS/images/pg25.jpg





OEBPS/images/pgii.jpg





