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      Halloween at Pemberley: a perfect setting for romance, right? Not when there’s a centuries-old curse threatening to doom any woman who dares love a Darcy.

      Enter Elizabeth Bennet, whose curiosity about the family secrets leads her into the arms of the enigmatic Mr. Darcy. But with sisters chasing officers in monster costumes and a mother on a husband-hunting mission, Elizabeth’s got her hands full.

      Why is Darcy hosting this spooky soiree if he claims no interest in the guests? Is he trying to break the curse or hide something sinister?

      As they uncover hidden crypts and long-lost lockets, Elizabeth and Darcy find themselves drawn ever closer. Can they overcome pride, prejudice, and an ancient family curse to find their happily ever after?
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        * * *

      

      Historical liberties were taken concerning Halloween or All Hallows’ Eve traditions. 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 variations where Elizabeth and Darcy’s love story takes unexpected turns but always finds its way home.

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            A HAUNTING INVITATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Bennet family’s elegant carriage shuddered unevenly on the cobblestone driveway that led to the majestic, looming structure known as Pemberley. Elizabeth Bennet swallowed a nervous cough as she gazed out the carriage window at the unsettling sight that greeted her. What was Mr. Darcy thinking to invite all the families in the surrounding county to a grand Halloween celebration?

      Of course, her parents could not resist the temptation of visiting Pemberley, and from the crowd of carriages lining up on the drive, neither could all the other curiosity seekers.

      The once lush lawns and flowery gardens now lay shrouded in a macabre cloak of bizarre Halloween decorations underneath the gray autumnal sky. Skeletal branches of ancient trees swayed in the chilling breeze, and the usually tranquil pond reflected an eerie glow over its misty surface.

      As Elizabeth tried to compose herself, her youngest sister Lydia chattered on, her words tumbling out in giggles and gasps. “Oh, Jane. Do you think we’ll meet any ghosts tonight? I heard that Pemberley is haunted by the spirits of long-dead lovers.”

      Jane, ever the voice of reason, attempted to calm her. “I highly doubt we’ll encounter any ghosts. And as for romantic prospects, let’s not get carried away. We’re here to enjoy the festivities, not to find husbands.”

      This was exactly Mrs. Bennet’s all-consuming goal. In fact, she was twitching at the prospect of her daughters finding husbands amongst the gloom and graveyards decorating the expansive lawn.

      “Oh, Mr. Bennet. Just look at the splendor,” their mother exclaimed, her eyes wide with excitement as she scanned the well-appointed grounds decorated with tombstones and skeletons. “To think our girls have been invited to such an affair. Why, there must be a hundred candles in the windows alone.”

      Mr. Bennet, as usual, offered his response. “Indeed, my dear. And all those candles must have cost a pretty penny. Remind me to inquire about the price of wax. I’m sure it’s the only thing that’ll interest me more than a bottle of port.”

      The wheels of their carriage groaned to a stop, and the footmen approached to open the doors. Mrs. Bennet, ever eager to be the first one to alight, nearly tripped over her skirts.

      In her too-loud voice, she blared, “Mr. Bennet, indeed. Our Lizzy might one day be mistress of such a place.”

      Elizabeth felt her cheeks flush, partly from embarrassment at her mother’s loud proclamation but also from a strange mix of excitement and trepidation that had been building since they received Mr. Darcy’s unexpected invitation to his Halloween soiree.

      Something was not quite right. Despite the festive decorations—pumpkins carved into grinning faces, garlands of autumn leaves draped across the stonework, and flickering candles casting dancing shadows—an undeniable air of mystery clung to the place, a whisper of something ancient and perhaps a little unsettling.

      “This is so thrilling!” Lydia exclaimed, her eyes wide with excitement. “I do hope Mr. Darcy has arranged for some ghostly entertainment. Wouldn’t it be marvelous to dance with a spirit?”

      “Lydia, dear,” Jane gently admonished. “I’m sure Mr. Darcy has planned a perfectly respectable evening. These decorations are merely for amusement, not to summon the supernatural.”

      Kitty stuck her tongue out at their eldest sister from behind her back, and Elizabeth stifled a giggle as she stepped down from the carriage.

      The crunch of desiccated leaves under her feet chilled Elizabeth’s spine. She couldn’t help but ponder what had possessed the usually reserved Mr. Darcy to indulge in such whimsical decorations. Ethereal figures appeared to hover between the trees, and the distant howl of a wolf (or was it merely the wind?) echoed across the expansive grounds. The air was saturated with the scent of woodsmoke and something else—something darker and more mysterious that Elizabeth couldn’t quite place.

      “You’re no fun at all, Jane.” Lydia giggled. “I hope the haunted ball will be full of dashing, costumed men. English dances are so formal and boring, but with this spooky theme, it may be more exciting.”

      Kitty, always eager to agree, chimed in. “And I’ve heard Mr. Darcy’s younger sister, Georgiana, is an amazing musician. Maybe she’ll play for us.”

      Jane smiled indulgently at their enthusiasm while Elizabeth maintained her skeptical stance. As they made their way toward the grand entrance, the air of excitement and anticipation only grew stronger. Garlands of golden leaves and berries framed the massive oak doors while carved pumpkins with candles grinned eerily from their perches on either side of the steps.

      “It would appear that Mr. Darcy has wholeheartedly embraced his grandmother’s American customs,” Elizabeth remarked dryly at the sinister atmosphere that contrasted sharply with Pemberley’s usual tranquility.

      Jane offered a soft smile. “Everything is so beautiful, Lizzy. How generous of Mr. Darcy to open the doors of Pemberley for such a festive occasion.”

      Their quiet exchange was interrupted by Mrs. Bennet’s exuberant exclamation. “Oh, my dears! What grandeur! What elegance! I declare I have never seen anything like it in all my life!”

      Mr. Bennet, following his wife with a resigned air, muttered, “Nor are you likely to again, my dear. Let us hope the inside is as welcoming as the outside is … illuminating.”

      As they ascended the steps, the great doors swung open, revealing the Grand Entrance Hall in all its bewitching splendor. Elizabeth’s breath caught at the sight. Towering ceilings stretched above them while the portraits of Darcy’s ancestors seemed to watch the newcomers with heightened interest, their eyes gleaming in the wavering light. Elaborate floral arrangements featuring deep red roses, orange lilies, and blackened corncobs adorned every surface, filling the air with a heady perfume.

      Flickering candles cast dancing shadows across the marble floor, and the scent of beeswax mingled with the earthy aroma of autumn leaves. At the far end of the hall, Mr. Fitzwilliam Darcy’s tall figure cut an impressive silhouette against the warm glow of the fireplace.

      “Welcome to Pemberley,” he intoned in the solemn baritone of a funereal spirit. “I trust you will find our Halloween festivities … enchanting.”

      Elizabeth couldn’t help but notice the slight tension in his bearing, and a tightness around his eyes belied his cordial tone.

      “Mr. Darcy.” She curtsied without lowering her gaze. “I must compliment you on the remarkable decorations. I had no idea you were so fond of the Halloween tradition.”

      A flicker of something—discomfort?—passed across Darcy’s face before he schooled his features into a polite smile. “The credit must go to my grandmother, Miss Bennet. It was her tradition. I find myself … obliged to continue it.”

      “Oh, Mr. Darcy, how perfectly delightful to see you embracing the … rustic charm of this … peculiar celebration.” A silken voice cut through the air as Caroline Bingley glided toward them, practically glowing in an orange and black gown. “You simply must tell me all about these quaint traditions.”

      She placed a possessive hand on his arm, casting a triumphant glance towards Elizabeth.

      “Of course, Miss Bingley. Perhaps later in the evening when all the guests have arrived.” Darcy’s smile became somewhat fixed, but he inclined his head courteously while his dark eyes darted restlessly around the room as if searching for an escape.

      “He looks like a man forced to endure a particularly unpleasant toothache,” Elizabeth murmured to Jane.

      “Perhaps he simply finds the Halloween customs a little … unconventional,” Jane offered, always willing to find the best in everyone, even the aloof Mr. Darcy.

      “Oh, la!” Lydia exclaimed. Her shrill giggle pierced the air as she fanned herself dramatically. “I vow I’ve never seen such handsome gentlemen gathered in one place. La!”

      Kitty, ever the copycat, shrieked while pointing to what appeared to be a wispy apparition floating amongst the chandeliers. “Oh, la, la, la. I spy with my little eyes, men of renown and distinction. Officers and gentlemen of both the bodily and spectral variety.”

      “Where, where!?” Lydia exclaimed at a fair-haired officer walking by and made as if she would swoon into his arms. “A real ghost, you say? I should faint dead away if I were to see one.”

      Elizabeth moved to intervene, but a familiar figure entering the hall stopped her in her tracks. George Wickham, looking as handsome and roguish as ever, sauntered in as if he owned the place, cutting the oxygen out of Lydia and Kitty’s lungs as they simpered with faint admiring sounds.

      He, however, strode by them without nary a glance as he homed in on Elizabeth.

      “Miss Elizabeth.” His slithery smile strayed far from his eyes as he bowed slightly. “What a pleasure to see you here. I do hope we’ll have a chance to … talk later. There are so many fascinating stories about Pemberley, especially at this time of year.”

      A hush fell over the gathering, and Elizabeth saw Darcy stiffen, his face darkening at the sight of the unexpected guest. “Mr. Wickham. I wasn’t aware you had been invited.”

      “Oh, come now, Darcy, my boy. Surely, on a night when the veil between worlds is thin, old grievances can be set aside? Besides,” he added, his eyes glittering with mischief. “I have so been looking forward to hearing the famous Darcy family ghost stories. They say All Hallows’ Eve is when the spirits are most restless, do they not?”

      The mention of ghosts and the supernatural sent a shiver of unease coursing through the entrance foyer. Guests, once engaged in lively conversation, now exchanged uncertain glances, their laughter and chatter fading into an uncomfortable silence. It was as if the very air had become electrified and charged with a force that went beyond the usual excitement of a grand party.

      “Enjoy the party, Mr. Wickham.” Darcy’s voice was low and intense with each word carefully measured. “But remember, some stories are best left untold.”

      Darcy’s tone intrigued and unnerved Elizabeth. The whispers, the strange decorations, and the palpable tension in the air all contributed to the growing sense that Pemberley held secrets—secrets that lay hidden beneath the veneer of elegance and grandeur.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            THE BEWITCHING BALL

          

        

      

    

    
      Pemberley’s grand ballroom unfurled before the Bennet family like a fever dream, awash in flickering candlelight and gossamer shadows. Mrs. Bennet herded her brood of daughters through the doorway with the subtlety of a stampeding herd of sheep.

      “Oh, my lord, Mr. Bennet!” she exclaimed, her voice bellowed across the room. “We’ve attended many a masquerade ball, but never one as bewitching as this.”

      Her gaze darted from the crystal chandeliers suspended from the lofty ceilings like celestial bodies to the black draperies intricately embroidered with silver threads, resembling the wings of a monstrous nocturnal creature.

      Elizabeth flushed with embarrassment as her mother leaned close to Mr. Bennet, stage-whispering loud enough for half the room to hear, “How will we recognize the distinguished gentlemen when everyone’s hiding behind those dreadful masks?”

      Mr. Bennet, his eyes twinkling with mirth behind his own simple domino mask, replied dryly, “I daresay, my dear, that might be precisely the point.”

      Elizabeth was glad that the elegant silver-filigreed mask she wore concealed her wrinkled nose. Ordinarily, she was not one given to pride, but even a lowly country girl could see that the Darcies had gone precariously overboard.

      Did they need to be so ghoulish? The air was already thick with humidity, but the addition of beeswax candles and crimson rose petals strewn across the polished marble floor like droplets of blood only served to create an atmosphere of cloying and macabre opulence. It was as if good taste had fled Pemberley, chased away by an excess of black crepe and fake cobwebs.

      “Look at all those ghostly soldiers,” Lydia squealed, dragging Kitty toward a group of men dressed as otherworldly figures. “Oh, I do hope they ask us to dance.”

      Kitty, not to be outdone in enthusiasm, pointed at a figure wearing an elaborate costume of swirling skirts in deep purple and gold, adorned with mystical symbols and a turban festooned with sparkling jewels.

      “Perhaps we should visit the fortune teller and learn our fate,” she suggested. “Mary, since you’re already dressed as a ghost, can you channel the gentlemen’s spirits and tell us which one will ask us to dance?”

      Mary, swathed in diaphanous white fabric that made her resemble disgruntled bed linen, merely rolled her eyes and muttered something about the frivolity of such superstitions.

      Jane, ever the voice of sweet reason, smiled indulgently at her younger sisters. “Remember, dears, it’s all in good fun.”

      But that was not at all Mrs. Bennet’s objective. Oh no. She vibrated with a zealous energy, clasping her hands together and declared in a voice that carried to every corner of the ballroom, “Oh, my daughters, this is the perfect opportunity to find your future husbands.”

      Several nearby guests turned to stare curiously at the Bennet sisters, who collectively wished for the ability to disappear like the ghosts they were meant to be impersonating.

      Mr. Bennet raised a quizzing glass to his eye. “Indeed, my dear. I’m sure the gentlemen present are quaking in their boots at the prospect of such determined pursuit.”

      Elizabeth bit back a laugh and shared a conspiratorial grin with her older sister. Their parents were such opposites when it came to their matrimonial prospects.

      As they approached the fortune teller, the mysterious woman beckoned, “Ah, the sisters five. Step closer, my dears, and let us peer into the mists of your futures.”

      Lydia, barely able to contain her excitement, blurted out, “Will I meet a handsome officer tonight?”

      “My dear, you shall indeed encounter a man in uniform this very eve. But remember, not all who wear brass buttons have hearts of gold.”

      Kitty, not to be outdone, leaned forward eagerly. “And what of me? Shall I find my true love?”

      The mystic woman’s fingers danced over a set of tarot cards. “You, sweet child, shall discover that love often hides in the most unexpected of places. Look not to the ballroom but to the garden path.”

      “And I?” Mary asked. “What does my future hold?”

      The fortune teller’s smile grew knowing. “For you, wise one, the greatest romance shall be found not in the arms of a man but in the pages of a book. Your destiny lies in wisdom and learning.”

      Elizabeth could tell that Jane was intrigued, so she gave her sister a nudge.

      “If you please, madam,” Jane asked in a trembling voice. “What do you see in my future?”

      The woman’s eyes softened as she gazed at Jane. “Gentle soul, your heart’s desire stands closer than you think. But beware, for misunderstandings may cloud the path to true happiness.”

      The woman then pointed her finger at Elizabeth. Her gaze seemed to pierce through her mask and into the depths of her soul. “Ah, spirited one. Your path is perhaps the most difficult. You shall find that which you do not seek … and hold dear that which you do not desire.”

      A gust of wind, inexplicable in the enclosed ballroom, rustled the draperies and caused the candles to flicker. For a breath, Elizabeth could have sworn she saw another face superimposed over the fortune teller’s—proud, handsome, with dark, burning eyes that seemed achingly familiar.

      She blinked, reeling, and the figure was gone, evaporated. She felt oddly unsettled as if the very ground beneath her feet had shifted. She barely noticed Jane’s concerned touch on her arm or Lydia’s excited chatter about handsome officers.

      Instead, her mind whirled with possibilities. What could the fortune teller have meant? What was it she didn’t seek? And why would she desire what she disdained?

      Elizabeth’s keen eyes darted from one elaborate disguise to another as she navigated the sea of costumed revelers, trying not to see what she didn’t seek. A sudden guffaw escaped her lips when her gaze landed on a portly figure struggling to navigate the dance floor in a Roman toga that left little to the imagination. Despite the poorly fitted mask, the clumsy demeanor, the general air of perspiration pointed unmistakably to Mr. Collins, their father’s distant cousin and presumptive heir to the Bennet estate.
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