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      [image: heart with arrow] A Valentine’s Day Pride and Prejudice Variation: Who knew the master of Pemberley could be so adorably awful at romance? [image: heart with arrow]

      When Elizabeth Bennet catches Mr. Darcy criticizing her romantic book choices at the Meryton bookshop, she dismisses him as hopelessly unromantic. But after a toy arrow knocks him into her arms at a Valentine’s Day ball, something shifts. Now, the master of Pemberley is determined to prove he can be romantic—even if he hasn’t the faintest idea how.

      What follows is a comedy of errors as the logical Mr. Darcy attempts increasingly dramatic gestures to prove his love for Elizabeth: midnight serenades in the rain, elaborate treasure hunts at Pemberley, and poetry that would make Shakespeare cringe.

      When Elizabeth’s father shatters what he believes is a farce, Darcy is forced to confront his deepest fears while Elizabeth must face a startling truth: the most unromantic man in England might just have written himself into her heart. But with their pride in pieces and a mysterious book of love poems holding secrets in Pemberley’s library, can these two stubborn souls find their way back to each other?
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      This enchanting Pride and Prejudice variation proves that true romance isn’t found in practice or pretense—it’s found in a heart brave enough to risk everything for love. With Jane Austen’s signature wit and an extra helping of yearning, this love story might well tempt Lady Catherine to reenter the marriage mart herself.
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      Historical liberties concerning Valentine’s traditions were taken. The time period is somewhere in the generic past, although not strictly Regency England.
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      A collection of heartfelt Pride and Prejudice holiday variations where Elizabeth and Darcy discover the magic of romance amongst the season’s most enchanted moments—when tradition, magic, and possibility converge. Through holiday cheer and whimsical antics, their hearts always find a way home together. Stories can be read in any order.

      The characters you love from Pride and Prejudice appear true to form in familiar settings, though certain historical traditions and timelines may vary. Stories can be read in any order.
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            OF BOOKS, BEARS, AND BITING WIT

          

        

      

    

    
      It is a truth universally acknowledged that a young lady of letters in a bookshop should tread carefully lest she attract a brooding gentleman lurking nearby.

      The bell above the door of Meryton’s only bookshop tinkled merrily as Elizabeth Bennet and her elder sister Jane stepped inside. While Meryton Books was a refuge to Elizabeth, she had had to prevail upon her garden-minded sister to skirt Mrs. Lambert’s flower stall, where Elizabeth’s sharp eyes had spotted a contingent of red-coated militia members perusing the blooms for unsuspecting young ladies.

      “Lizzy, must we spend the entire afternoon here?” Jane asked. “The flower market will close soon, and I had hoped to purchase some new blooms for Mama’s sitting room.”

      “My dearest Jane, how can you think of fleeting blossoms when there are entire worlds waiting to be discovered on these shelves?” She gestured dramatically at the towering bookcases surrounding them. “Besides, I promised you we would not tarry overlong. I simply wish to find a new novel to keep me company during those dreadfully dull evenings when Mama insists on discussing lace and ribbons.”

      Jane’s laughter filled the air. “Very well, but do try to be quick about it. I fear if we linger too long, Lydia and Kitty will have purchased every ribbon in Meryton, leaving none for the rest of us.”

      “Heaven forbid,” Elizabeth replied with a roll of her eyes. “Though I daresay they would be doing us a favor. One can only endure so many frills before longing for the simplicity of a monk’s habit.”

      As if an impish spirit tapped her on the shoulder, Elizabeth’s attention was caught by a display of slim and colorful volumes arranged in a heart-shaped pattern. They were gaily decorated with pink and gold leafing—a curiosity she’d never beheld before.

      “Oh, look at these!” She snatched up the closest booklet. “‘Cupid’s Guide to Capturing a Gentleman’s Heart.’ How perfectly ridiculous.” She flipped through the pages, her eyebrows rising higher with each turn. “Listen to this: ‘To ensnare the object of your desires, one must master the art of the coy glance. Practice in the mirror until you can flutter your eyelashes with the delicacy of a butterfly’s wings.’”

      “Lizzy, you shouldn’t mock,” Jane admonished, though her slight smile betrayed her amusement. “I’m sure the author had only the best intentions.”

      “Oh, indeed. The best intentions of separating foolish young ladies from their pin money, no doubt.” Elizabeth cleared her throat and adopted a dramatically breathy voice that would have made their mother proud. “‘Chapter Three: The Art of the Swoon. A properly executed faint can turn even the most indifferent gentleman into your ardent protector.’”

      Jane covered her mouth in consternation. “Oh dear, perhaps we should leave before someone sees you with such a … provocative publication. What would Mr. Meadowbrook think?”

      “He would bewail the loss of my purchase. Any man worth having would surely prefer a woman of sense and conversation to one who spends her days perfecting her swooning technique.”

      With a flourish worthy of the most accomplished actress, she spun on her heel to return the offensive pamphlet to its gaudy display. Her theatrical gesture was cut short by an immovable object—or rather, an immovable gentleman—who somehow appeared from the corner of the poetry section.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, stumbling backward. The pamphlet slipped from her fingers, its pages fluttering open in a mortifying display, and it landed at the stranger’s polished boots. The illustration of a swooning maiden mocked her from its resting place on the wooden floor.

      Time stretched like pulled taffy as the gentleman—tall, dark, and radiating disapproval—bent to retrieve the fallen booklet. His long fingers closed around it with all the enthusiasm of a butler disposing of yesterday’s fish wrappings. The slight curl of his upper lip spoke volumes about his opinion of both the literature and, Elizabeth suspected, its recent reader.

      Elizabeth’s apology died on her lips as she met the gaze of quite possibly the most handsome man she had ever encountered. He was broad-shouldered, impeccably dressed, with dark hair that curled ever so slightly at his temples. But it was his eyes that captured her attention—a steely gray that seemed to pierce right through her.

      Those very mesmerizing eyes flicked from the title to Elizabeth’s face with an expression that made her wish, for the first time in her life, that she had indeed mastered the art of the swoon—if only to escape this particularly mortifying moment.

      “I see you have an interest in … lighter reading,” he remarked, handing the book back to her with a slight bow.

      Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed even as she curtsied, ever so slightly. A hint of condescension in his tone set her teeth on edge.

      “But of course, sir,” she replied. “It is far better to purchase books solely for the gravitas their spine lends your sitting room shelves.”

      The gentleman’s eyebrows rose fractionally, surprise flashing in his eyes before his expression settled back into one of studied indifference. “I assure you, madam, I meant no judgment. I merely observed that your choice of literature seemed diverting.”

      “And I assure you, sir, that all literature is diverting when approached with an open mind.” Elizabeth’s chin tilted up. “Though I suppose some find it easier to dismiss that which they do not understand rather than risk expanding their horizons.”

      A tense silence fell between them, broken only by the soft rustle of pages being turned by other patrons and the crackle of the fire in the hearth. Elizabeth could feel Jane’s presence at her elbow, no doubt ready to smooth over any ruffled feathers, but she was too caught up in the silent battle of wills to pay her sister much mind.

      The gentleman opened his mouth to reply, but before he could utter a word, another voice rang out, cheerful and oblivious to the tension in the air.

      “Darcy! There you are, old chap. I was beginning to think you’d been swallowed up by a particularly riveting volume of … oh!” The newcomer, a fair-haired man with an open, friendly countenance, stopped short as he noticed Elizabeth and Jane. His eyes widened appreciatively as they fell upon the elder Miss Bennet. “I do beg your pardon, ladies. I had no idea my friend was in such charming company.”

      Elizabeth watched with no small amount of amusement as Jane’s cheeks bloomed to a rosy pink under the gentleman’s admiring gaze.

      “Not at all, sir. We were just …” Jane trailed off, glancing uncertainly between Elizabeth and the man called Darcy.

      “Discussing the merits of various forms of literature,” Elizabeth supplied smoothly, her eyes never leaving Darcy’s face. “Your friend seems to have some rather strong opinions on the subject.”

      The fair-haired gentleman laughed. “Oh, don’t let his dour expression fool you. Darcy here is an absolute romantic at heart. Why, I once caught him sighing over a volume of Shakespearean sonnets.”

      “Bingley …” The dour man’s darkened gaze matched his low, warning voice.

      “Come now, Darcy, there’s no shame in it,” Bingley declared heartily. “A man of your standing should be well-versed in matters of the heart. How else will you woo that future Mrs. Darcy we’re all so eagerly awaiting?”

      Elizabeth bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing at the look of abject horror that flashed across Darcy’s face.

      “Perhaps Mr. Darcy might benefit from perusing some of the more instructive literature available.” She gestured toward the table of pamphlets. “I believe I saw a particularly illuminating guide on the art of kissing a lady’s hand. Though I fear it may be a bit too frivolous for a man of such serious disposition.”

      Darcy’s eyes narrowed. “I assure you, madam, I have no need for such guidance. My education in matters of courtship has been quite thorough.”

      “Has it, indeed? How fascinating. And pray tell, Mr. Darcy, what pearls of wisdom have this education bestowed upon you? The proper angle at which to bow when requesting a dance? The exact number of compliments one must pay to a lady’s bonnet before proposing marriage?”

      Jane made a small, distressed sound, but Elizabeth paid her no mind.

      Darcy drew himself up to his full height, looking down his nose at Elizabeth with an expression that might have cowed a lesser woman. “I have found, Miss …?”

      “Bennet,” Elizabeth said archly. “Elizabeth Bennet, at your service.”

      “Miss Bennet,” Darcy continued in a clipped tone. “I have found that true refinement needs no artifice. A gentleman of breeding and education should be able to conduct himself appropriately in any social situation without resorting to tricks.”

      “How fortunate for you, Mr. Darcy, that your breeding and education have rendered you immune to the charms of flutter and swoon. Though I cannot help but wonder if perhaps a touch of artifice might not go amiss in certain company. After all, even the most polished gem can benefit from a bit of additional luster now and then.”

      Bingley’s laughter rang out as he clapped his friend on the shoulder. “By Jove, Darcy, I do believe you’ve met your match. Miss Bennet, you must allow me to introduce myself properly. Charles Bingley, at your service.” He bowed with a flourish, then turned to Jane warmly. “And you must be …?”

      “Jane Bennet,” her sister replied. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Bingley.”

      As Bingley engaged Jane in conversation, his charm and easy manner drawing her out of her shell, Elizabeth found herself once again locked in a silent battle of wills with Mr. Darcy.

      “Well, Mr. Darcy,” she said at last, breaking the silence. “I fear I have taken up quite enough of your valuable time. I’m sure you have many important matters to attend to—ledgers to balance, horizons to narrow, that sort of thing.”

      Darcy’s jaw tightened, but before he could respond, Elizabeth dropped into an exaggerated curtsy that would have scandalized any dancing master worth their salt. “I bid you a good day, sir. Do try not to let the frivolity of this establishment overwhelm your sensibilities. I hear fainting couches are dreadfully out of fashion this season.”

      With that parting shot, Elizabeth turned on her heel and made her way toward the shop’s exit, pausing only to collect Jane from her animated conversation with Mr. Bingley. As they stepped out into the bustling street, Elizabeth could feel Darcy’s gaze burning between her shoulder blades, but she resisted the urge to look back.

      “Must you always bait the hounds, Lizzy?” Jane chided gently.

      Elizabeth laughed. “Hounds? Surely you over-credit Mr. Darcy. A great bear, perhaps, but not a hound. Though I daresay, he would look quite at home hibernating in a particularly gloomy cave.”

      Jane hummed thoughtfully before confessing: “I found Mr. Bingley very agreeable.”

      “Agreeable?” Elizabeth teased, linking her arm through her sister’s. “Well, my dear, try not to faint now.”

      Jane’s expression softened into a knowing smile. “How fortunate it was that we encountered Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy today. They seem to be newcomers to the area. Mr. Bingley mentioned something about leasing Netherfield Park.”

      “Did he indeed?” Elizabeth mused, her interest piqued despite herself. “Well, Mama will be thrilled to have fresh meat for her matchmaking schemes. Though I pity any young lady who finds herself in Mr. Darcy’s crosshairs. Can you imagine being married to such a pompous, disagreeable man?”

      “Oh, Lizzy.” Jane pinched her arm. “You judge too hastily. Who knows? Perhaps one day, your imagination will not need to work so hard to picture it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            CUPID’S FEVERED NIGHTMARE

          

        

      

    

    
      It is a truth universally acknowledged that the prospect of eligible gentlemen in the neighborhood can transform even the most languid of households into a hive of frenzied activity.

      After Jane had dutifully reported their making an acquaintance with Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy, Mrs. Bennet prevailed upon Mr. Bennet to allow her to host a grand Valentine’s Day Ball at Longbourn. Oh, it had entailed three days of headaches, two attacks of nerves, and one rather dramatic swooning spell as well as the enlistment of four out of five Bennet girls to rally their father to loosen his pursestrings—Mary being the lone conscientious objector, citing the moral dangers of dancing.

      With preparations for the grand lover’s ball underway, their mother barked orders to the maids with all the fervor of a general commanding troops into battle.

      “Wealth and heartbreak!” she cried, gesticulating wildly at a vase of flowers.”These roses must speak of both wealth and heartbreak, Sally, or how else shall we convince Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy of our family’s consequence? No, no—the white ones must droop more elegantly. They must suggest prosperity tinged with sweet sorrow!”

      Elizabeth raised an eyebrow at this proclamation, wondering idly how a flower could possibly convey both opulence and despair simultaneously. Perhaps her mother believed that wealth inevitably led to sorrow—a notion that, given the state of their finances, seemed rather ironic.

      “Lizzy!” Her mother’s voice cut through her wry musings. “Don’t just sit there making sport of our efforts. Come help me arrange these decorations. The entire future happiness of this family may depend upon the proper placement of these paper hearts.”

      Elizabeth surveyed the explosion of Valentine’s Day décor that had already transformed their normally sedate home into what could only be described as Cupid’s fevered nightmare. Paper hearts in varying shades of pink and red had been strung across every available surface, interspersed with what appeared to be cherubs fashioned from doilies—their chubby paper faces bearing expressions less of celestial joy and more of mild indigestion.

      “I see Cupid has been rather violently ill all over our home,” Elizabeth murmured, earning a barely suppressed chuckle from her father.

      “Oh! How you plague me with your wit, Lizzy.” Mrs. Bennet pressed a hand to her breast. “When I think of all I do for you girls, and you can do nothing but mock. Well, we shall see who laughs when your sisters are all happily married, and you are left to comfort my poor nerves in my old age.”

      “Lizzy!” Jane wrung her hands, not quite as serene as her usual demeanor. “Do come help me convince Mama that we don’t need quite so many hearts in the dining room. I fear our guests won’t be able to see their dinner plates through the forest of paper decorations.”

      To her left, Lydia and Kitty were engaged in what could only be described as a ribbon-based skirmish. The two youngest Bennet sisters tugged and pulled at a length of silk, accompanied by their shrill voices rising above the general din.

      “It’s mine!” Lydia insisted, her cheeks pink with indignation. “I saw it first, and it’s perfectly flirtatious. It’s guaranteed to turn the officers into lovesick puppies.”

      Kitty, not to be outdone, yanked harder on her end of the ribbon. “You always get the best ribbons. This one suits my complexion far better than yours.”

      The ribbon warfare reached a crescendo as Lydia executed what could only be described as a tactical maneuver, spinning away from Kitty with such force that she nearly toppled a vase of Mrs. Bennet’s carefully arranged roses—the ones meant to speak so eloquently of their family’s wealth and heartbreak.

      “Girls! Girls!” Mrs. Bennet’s voice achieved the piercing pitch of an indignant cock. “This behavior is most unbecoming. How are you to catch the eye of any gentleman if you insist on acting like common street urchins?”

      Mary, who had sequestered herself in the corner with what appeared to be a quill and several strips of banner paper, looked up from her task with an expression of profound superiority. “Perhaps if they devoted more time to spiritual matters and less to temporal vanities⁠—”

      “Mary!” Mrs. Bennet’s attention swiveled to her middle daughter with the precision of a hunting hawk. “What in heaven’s name are you doing to those decorations?”

      Elizabeth craned her neck to see that Mary had indeed been industriously copying what appeared to be particularly stern Biblical warnings about the dangers of earthly pleasure onto the festive banners. The effect was rather like finding a sermon tucked inside a box of sugar plums.

      “I merely thought,” Mary began with an air of martyred dignity, “that amidst all this frivolity, someone ought to consider the state of our guests’ immortal souls.”

      “The only state I’m concerned with at present is the state of this house,” Mrs. Bennet declared, her lace cap quivering. She turned to Elizabeth, who had been attempting to fade into the wallpaper—a technique she had perfected over years of similar domestic spectacles. “Oh, Lizzy, you simply must help Jane arrange the drawing room. Everything must be perfect. Mr. Bingley will be sure to notice how well we live, and Mr. Darcy …” She paused, her eyes taking on a calculating gleam that made Elizabeth distinctly uncomfortable. “Well, even he must appreciate a well-appointed home.”

      Elizabeth exchanged a glance with Jane, noting the faint blush that crept up her sister’s cheeks at the mention of Mr. Bingley. Despite her misgivings, Elizabeth couldn’t help but feel a twinge of hope for Jane’s happiness. If anyone deserved a fairytale romance, it was her sweet, kindhearted sister.

      Mrs. Bennet, seemingly gaining strength like a tropical storm over boiling waters, crowed rapturously. “This isn’t just any celebration. This is our chance to showcase our lovely home and ensure that all five of my girls are seen in the best possible light. Who knows what matches might be made? We could have you all married off by Easter!”

      “Good heavens,” Mr. Bennet interjected. “Easter? But my dear, whatever shall we do with ourselves once all our daughters are wed? Perhaps we should space out the marriages a bit. Say, one daughter every other year? That way, we’ll have something to look forward to well into our dotage.”

      “Oh, my nerves,” Mrs. Bennet exclaimed. “Would you rather your daughters be turned out to the hedgerows than be well settled and secure?”

      “Speaking of matrimonial prospects, my dear,” Mr. Bennet said in an oozing manner. “I received a most illuminating letter from my esteemed cousin, Mr. Collins. It seems he intends to grace us with his presence at the ball.”

      The effect of this announcement on Mrs. Bennet was immediate and profound. Her face, which had glowed with matchmaking fervor, now took on the pallid hue of old parchment.

      “Mr. Collins?” she repeated as if the name itself left a bitter taste. “The odious man who means to inherit everything? The one who will cast us into the hedgerows the moment you are cold in your grave?”

      “The very same,” Mr. Bennet replied, clearly savoring his wife’s distress like a fine wine. “Though I must point out, my dear, that my demise seems a rather harsh prerequisite for an evening’s entertainment. He writes that he is, and I quote, ‘most earnestly seeking a suitable partner with whom to share the bounty of his patroness’s generosity.’”

      Elizabeth watched the emotions play across her mother’s face like clouds before a storm. Here was the very definition of being caught between Scylla and Charybdis—the desire to see her daughters well-married warring with her deep-seated resentment of the man who stood to inherit Longbourn.

      “Well,” Mrs. Bennet huffed, her fingers plucking anxiously at her handkerchief. “I suppose we must make the best of it. Lizzy, you’ll assist me with planning the evening’s activities. We must ensure that our guests are thoroughly entertained and that there are ample opportunities for … shall we say, romantic encounters?”

      Elizabeth’s heart sank faster than a stone in a well.

      “Mama, don’t you think it’s a bit … forward to be orchestrating romantic encounters? Surely, true affection should develop naturally, without the aid of party games and strategically placed mistletoe. Unless you’re planning to hit unsuspecting gentlemen with Cupid’s club and drag them to the altar while they’re still dazed?”

      Mrs. Bennet clicked her tongue impatiently, missing the sarcasm entirely. “Oh, Lizzy, you’re far too idealistic. In this day and age, a girl must seize every opportunity to secure a good match. Why, when I was your age⁠—”

      “—you had already secured Papa through a masterful deployment of strategically placed mistletoe and carefully orchestrated quadrilles?” Elizabeth suggested innocently.

      “I seem to recall it was more a matter of your mother tripping over her hem and falling directly into my arms during the Michaelmas assembly,” Mr. Bennet contributed helpfully. “Whether that was strategy or simply good fortune, I’ve never quite determined.”

      Mrs. Bennet’s cheeks colored to match the ribbons Kitty and Lydia so adored. “Well, it doesn’t matter how it happened. The point is, we ended up married, and that’s precisely what I want for my girls. Now, Lizzy, come with me to the kitchen. We must discuss the menu with Mrs. Hill. I’m thinking oysters, chocolate, and perhaps that dreadful-smelling cheese your father is so fond of. I’ve heard they all have … stimulating properties.”

      Elizabeth reluctantly followed her mother out of the room, feeling like a condemned prisoner being led to the gallows.

      “Perhaps,” Mama suggested as she bustled around the kitchen, “we’ll position the punch bowl strategically near the most eligible gentlemen’s seating area. That way, they’ll have no excuse to wander off or be left unattended by my lovely daughters.”

      Elizabeth smothered a laugh. “Are you suggesting we use refreshments as a romantic trap? Shall we coat the rim of the glasses with glue to ensure the gentlemen can’t set them down and escape?”

      “Don’t be silly, Lizzy,” Mrs. Bennet chided. “It’s not a trap. It’s simply … a gentle encouragement. After all, a gentleman with a full glass is a gentleman more likely to engage in pleasant conversation, don’t you think? And if that conversation happens to lead to declarations of undying love and proposals of marriage, well, who are we to stand in the way of fate?”

      Before Elizabeth could formulate a suitably sarcastic response—perhaps something about the famous love story of Romeo and Juliet, and how it all began with a strategically placed goblet of wine—they were interrupted by the sound of raised voices from the drawing room. Curious and grateful for any distraction from her mother’s plotting, Elizabeth hurried back, only to find a new addition to the family gathering.

      Mr. Collins, their cousin and the heir to Longbourn, stood in the center of the room, his portly figure puffed up with self-importance. He was mid-speech, apparently having walked in on the tail end of the ball discussion, and had taken it upon himself to offer his unsolicited opinion on the matter. Elizabeth groaned inwardly. It was like watching a ship approach rocks in a storm—you knew disaster was imminent but couldn’t look away.

      “—and I must say, dear cousins, that while I appreciate the spirit of celebration, we must be ever mindful of the moral implications of such frivolous events.” His nasal voice grated on Elizabeth’s nerves like nails on a chalkboard. “For as my esteemed patroness, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, often says, ‘Modesty is the best policy, especially when it comes to young ladies seeking matrimony.’”

      Mr. Bennet, looking thoroughly amused and not at all concerned about the moral implications of anything, piped up. “Pray tell, Mr. Collins, what moral implications do you foresee from a simple country dance? Are we in danger of corrupting the youth with our quadrilles? Perhaps you fear our allemande will lead to anarchy in the streets?”

      Mr. Collins turned to Mr. Bennet. His face took on the earnest, slightly constipated expression of a man about to launch into a lengthy and unwanted sermon. “My dear sir, it is not the dancing itself that concerns me, but rather the potential for … unseemly behavior that such events might encourage. Lady Catherine de Bourgh often speaks of the importance of maintaining proper decorum at all times. Why, just last month, she canceled the servants’ hall Twelfth Night celebrations because she overheard the footman practicing a particularly lively jig. She said it sounded like the very anthem of debauchery.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t resist jumping into the fray. “And does Lady Catherine often host balls where the punch bowl is used as a lure for unsuspecting gentlemen? Or is that particular brand of debauchery reserved for us lesser mortals?”

      Mr. Collins blinked like a particularly dim-witted owl. “I … I’m not sure I understand your meaning, Cousin Elizabeth. Lady Catherine would never stoop to such underhanded tactics. Her balls are models of propriety and refinement. Why, the last one she hosted was attended by no less than three viscounts and a marquess. Though I must admit, they did seem rather eager to leave early. No doubt they were overwhelmed by the sheer elegance of the affair.”

      “Never mind, Mr. Collins,” Mrs. Bennet interjected hastily, shooting Elizabeth a warning look. “We’re delighted to have you join us. Will you be staying for the ball? It’s to be held on Valentine’s Day, you know. Perhaps you might even find a suitable partner among our guests?”

      At the mention of Valentine’s Day, Mr. Collins drew himself up even taller, if that were possible. He somewhat resembled a preening cockerel, all puffed-up feathers and misplaced confidence. “Ah, yes, Saint Valentine’s Day. A day that, in its original intent, was meant to honor the martyrdom of a great saint. How it has been perverted by modern society into an excuse for licentious behavior and inappropriate displays of affection! Did you know, my dear cousins, that Saint Valentine was actually beheaded for his beliefs? Hardly a romantic notion, I should think.”

      Mary, who had been silently observing until now, perked up at Mr. Collins’s words. It was the most animated Elizabeth had seen her sister look in weeks, save for that time she’d discovered a particularly dense volume on the virtues of abstinence. “I quite agree, Cousin Collins. In fact, I’ve been composing a sermon on that very topic. Would you care to hear it? I’ve set it to music, of course. A dirge in E minor, to really capture the somber mood.”

      The collective groan from the rest of the family was most audible. Elizabeth, seeing an opportunity to escape what promised to be an evening of unparalleled tedium, quickly spoke up. “As fascinating as that sounds, Mary, perhaps you and Mr. Collins could discuss your mutual interests in the library? I’m sure the rest of us would only hinder such an intellectual conversation. We wouldn’t want our frivolous thoughts about romance and dancing to taint your lofty discourse.”

      Mr. Collins’s smile was so wide that Elizabeth half-expected to hear his face crack from the strain. “My dear Cousin Elizabeth, how thoughtful of you to consider our scholarly pursuits. But I assure you, your presence could only enhance our discussion. In fact, I would be most pleased if you were to join us. I have some particularly insightful thoughts on the correlation between a lady’s choice of dance partners and her moral fiber. I’m sure you’d find it most illuminating.”

      Panic seized Elizabeth as her plan had backfired spectacularly. She sputtered and pushed Mary forward. “Show him those Bible verses you were copying. Perhaps you can have a meeting of the minds on the theme of moral rectitude and the frivolity of romance.”

      Mrs. Bennet, displaying the tactical acumen of a seasoned general, immediately seized the opportunity. “Yes, yes! Do go to the library, Mary dear. Mr. Collins must hear your most proper conversation. Such elevated discourse deserves privacy.” She all but shooed them from the room, her lace cap quivering with barely contained relief.

      As the sound of Mary’s earnest dissertations on grace and moral law faded down the hallway, Elizabeth found herself caught between amusement and guilt. She had effectively sacrificed her sister to spare herself from Mr. Collins’s attentions—a strategy worthy of Wellington himself, perhaps, but hardly sisterly.

      “I suppose I shall have to do penance for that bit of manipulation.” She watched as Mr. Collins’s tall figure disappeared around the corner, still pontificating about the proper observance of saints’ days. “Though Mary seems happy enough to have found a kindred spirit.”

      Jane, ever the voice of gentle reason, touched her sister’s arm. “You shouldn’t blame yourself. Mary truly does enjoy these discussions. And Mr. Collins …” She paused, searching for a diplomatic way to describe their cousin’s particular brand of tedium.

      “Is about as romantic as a sermon on fasting?” Elizabeth supplied helpfully. “Well, I hereby declare my intention to avoid any and all attempts at matchmaking during this ball. No dancing, no flirting, and absolutely no standing beneath suspicious arrangements of greenery.”

      “Not even with Mr. Darcy?” Jane’s question was innocent enough, but there was a knowing quality to her smile that made Elizabeth narrow her eyes.

      “Especially not with Mr. Darcy,” Elizabeth declared, though she couldn’t quite account for the way her heart performed a peculiar little skip at the mention of his name. “I’d sooner expect to find Mama taking up serious theological debate than discover any romantic inclinations in that quarter. No, I shall station myself by the punch bowl and observe the proceedings with the detached interest of a natural philosopher studying particularly amusing specimens.”
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