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Dear Reader,


This novella is part of my Dash of Darcy and Companions Collection. These Pride and Prejudice inspired stories are quick, sweet reads designed to fit perfectly into a busy life.
Dash of Darcy titles in this collection will focus on Darcy and Elizabeth, while each Companion Story will focus on characters from Pride and Prejudice other than Darcy and Elizabeth and will be a sequel to a Dash of Darcy story.
The books in this collection are numbered in the order in which they were published and contain a complete HEA (happily ever after) for the hero and heroine. However, you may wish to know that all Companion Stories will reference events in the Dash of Darcy story to which they are a sequel, so reading those stories together will provide the greatest enjoyment.
Thank you for selecting to spend time with this story. It is my desire that you will find a sweet escape within its pages.
Happy Reading!








  
  [image: ]
Prologue


Mr. Bennet settled back in his chair and studied the lady who sat in front of his desk. It was not their first meeting. They had spent several hours in various conversations during his latest stay at Pemberley. 
“You are still of the belief that Colonel Fitzwilliam holds a tendre for my Mary?”
Lady Catherine de Bourgh liked Mr. Bennet. He did not dance around a subject — one could be direct with the man. He was also not the sort of gentleman to dismiss a lady simply because she wore a dress and was capable of bearing children. “I am certain. My brother, Lord Matlock, informs me that his son Richard has spent the best part of the season attempting to find a wife.”
“That does not signify that he holds my Mary in regard.”
Lady Catherine smiled. “Perhaps, but I find it curious that each lady has been found lacking despite her beauty and fortune.”
Mr. Bennet shrugged. “He has simply not found that for which he is looking. It is not so unusual.”
“Mr. Bennet, I must disagree. He has found the one he needs to marry. He is just unwilling to accept her because she does not yet have a fortune.” She saw Mr. Bennet’s head begin to shake, but she was not about to allow him to contradict her. She had adequate proof that her supposition was correct, so she shared a sampling. “His father heard him asking one very well dowered young lady whether she read Fordyce, and when she replied in the negative, he thanked her for the dance and departed. He never approached her again.”
Mr. Bennet’s eyes had grown wide, and he had leaned forward eagerly interested.
“My nephew has also grumbled loudly that most of the ladies he has taken for a picnic or a drive do not consider it their place to care for the children. They would prefer a nurse or governess see to the task of raising the next generation of offspring, which you know is not unusual, but it is the opposite of how your daughter views the responsibilities of a mother.”
Mr. Bennet nodded. Mary had always spoken firmly in defense of a mother’s role in caring for her children. And that defense often contained a quote from the scriptures such as that bit about Timothy’s mother. Mr. Bennet scratched just below his ear. He should be able to remember it as oft as he had heard it.
“Those ladies also were never approached again.” Lady Catherine straightened the hem of her sleeve. “Mark my words, Mr. Bennet, my nephew was comparing them to Miss Mary and has found them wanting.”
It was logic that Mr. Bennet could not deny. “So, you have devised a way to make my Mary acceptable to him?”
Lady Catherine inclined her head and gave a half shrug. “I should like him to accept her regardless of what those documents say.” She pointed to the packet of papers lying before Mr. Bennet. Then with a last fidget of straightening her sleeve, she held his gaze. “However, I intend to force the issue much as I did with Darcy.”
A sparkle of amusement shone in Mr. Bennet’s eyes. She had hoped his wish to be amused by the folly of others might assist her in her scheme, and it appeared it would.
“I am not opposed to a compromise,” he said, “as long as it is evident that both will be happy with the results.”
“I could not agree more. I should not wish either unhappy, for I shall, after all, be forced to live with that happiness or lack thereof.”
Mr. Bennet nodded slowly. “Then I give my permission to arrange the match however you see fit.” He touched the place where he had signed the documents to ensure the ink had dried before he folded them and pushed them across the desk toward Lady Catherine. “The second son of an earl is not a bad catch for my Mary.”
Lady Catherine allowed it to be so as she picked up the papers from the desk and placed them in the bag she had brought with her. “I should very much like to have you and your family visit Rosings in one month from today.”
Mr. Bennet’s brows furrowed.
Lady Catherine rose. “Your wife will not be opposed to a wedding breakfast in Kent, will she?” It was such fun to see a man’s eyes pop open wide and his mouth drop open. She had enjoyed creating that expression when just a girl, and it seemed the pleasure did not fade as one aged. She waited while Mary’s father mentally gathered himself.
“I should think she will be delighted,” Mr. Bennet finally managed to reply.
“The earl and countess will also be in attendance.” Her lips pursed as she struggled to keep a grin in check. “I would advise you to bring whatever documents are needed for all to be settled quickly. I shall see that a license is secured.” She extended her hand to Mr. Bennet. “I do so like doing business with a man who knows how to come to the point quickly.”
Mr. Bennet gave her hand a firm shake to seal their deal. “You will ensure she is happy?” he asked, still holding Lady Catherine’s hand.
She nodded. Lady Catherine could understand his hesitance. Parents of any true worth always worried for the happiness of their children. “I would not accept any less than pure delight.” She smiled as he lifted her hand and kissed it. “I shall see you in one month?”
“One month,” he assured her.
She moved to exit the room but then stopped just short of the door. “You will not mention the need for the visit, will you? I should hate for the surprise to be ruined for Miss Mary.” Indeed, her plans would likely come to naught if word reached Mary before they could be put into action.
“Not a word until three weeks hence.” He chuckled. “I can only endure the raptures of my wife in minuscule amounts, and the mere thought of being invited to an estate such as Rosings and being in the presence of a real lady will send her soaring.”
Lady Catherine chuckled as she reached for the door handle. She had witnessed some of Mrs. Bennet’s raptures over the past three years, and she did not envy Mr. Bennet’s place in having to endure them as often as she suspected he did. “You are a wise man, Mr. Bennet.” She pulled the door open. “One month,” she repeated and waited to get a nod of acceptance before exiting his study.
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Chapter 1


Mary Bennet tucked the book she had just finished reading back on the shelf and pulled out another. The selection of books at Rosings was not small, but — she sighed, there were just not enough books of substance, at least, not the substance she sought. She flipped through the pages covered in verse. 
There was only so much poetry she could read, and she was certain she had surpassed her limit. In her opinion, poetry did nothing to secure the mind in the realities of propriety. In fact, lately, it had done the exact opposite. It had her dreaming of walks in the forest and along streams with her hand in that of a very handsome gentleman — a gentleman who was not within her reach.
She shoved the book back onto the shelf. Poetry was not what she needed. He would be here soon. She needed to have something more serious to read. Something that would keep her mind from wandering to his wide shoulders and muscular calves. Young ladies should not have such thoughts, especially young ladies who were determined to be an example of propriety to one and all. However, no matter how she tried, Colonel Richard Fitzwilliam could not be thought of as serenely as other men. It was really quite vexing how he tormented her with thoughts that caused her to smile at impropriety. A sermon was needed and the sooner, the better.
“If Lady Catherine is looking for me, I will be at the parsonage,” Mary told Fletcher, Rosings’ butler, as she tied on her bonnet in preparation for her walk. “I will not be long.”
“The parsonage?” Lady Catherine de Bourgh stood in the doorway to her sitting room just down the hall from where Mary was attempting her escape. “We have guests arriving. It would not do for you to be gone when they arrive, and if I know my nephews, they will be early just to vex me.”
“I will not be long,” Mary tried to keep the pleading tone from her voice. “I only wish to borrow a book from my cousin.”
Lady Catherine’s eyebrows rose. “Are there not enough books in the library?” She knew precisely the sort of book Mary sought, but it was better to not let the young lady know.
“It is lacking in sermons.” Mary looked at Lady Catherine’s toes. Lady Catherine was not pleased to have her library or any part of her home criticized, nor was she particularly fond of Mary’s choice of reading material. Mary had endured more than one lecture on broadening her repertoire.
“It is lacking in nothing that a young woman should need.” Lady Catherine had taken a liking to Mary when she met the young lady at Pemberley the second summer after Lady Catherine’s nephew Fitzwilliam Darcy and Mary’s sister Elizabeth had married.
Mary was the most likely of the three youngest Bennet sisters, who were in residence that summer, to need improvement and need it the earliest. Lydia and Kitty did not seem to lack an interest in society the way Mary did, nor were Lydia or Kitty in as great a need of a husband since they were younger than Mary.
However, there was something else that endeared the young lady to Lady Catherine — nothing that could be quantified beyond a spirit of gentleness mingled with a will of iron. She smiled. It would be lovely to have such a lady added to her collection of relatives in a closer fashion. It had not escaped her notice how often she found the young lady watching Richard nor how often Richard found reason to be in the presence of Mary.
Mary’s shoulders drooped. “I have faithfully read the novels you gave me and the book of poems. May I not read just one book of sermons?”
Lady Catherine pursed her lips. “One book?”
Mary nodded.
Lady Catherine sighed. “Very well, but be quick.”
Mary dipped a curtsey. “I will, my lady.”
Lady Catherine watched her scurry out the door. It might be best if Mary were gone when the others arrived. It would make discussing her with Darcy and Elizabeth a good deal easier.
“Have the tea things brought in in half an hour,” she said to Fletcher before returning to her sitting room. She sighed. The house was so empty these days without Anne and Mrs. Jenkinson to keep her company. It was partially why she had requested of Mr. Bennet that Mary come to stay with her.
She chuckled. Her meeting with the gentleman had been very productive. Not only had she gotten permission for Mary to come stay at Rosings, but she had also received his blessing to play at matchmaking for the one whom he considered his least-likely-to-marry daughter.
She settled into a chair that stood in just the right place to see the drive and took up her stitching. She would not be caught unawares. Her nephews might attempt to ruffle her feathers by thwarting her carefully scheduled life, but they would not succeed. The thought of ruining their fun with a bit of her own pleased her excessively. She would know when her guests had arrived well before they had stepped one foot from their carriage.
She did not have to wait very long. The tea service was just being laid out when she spotted them. Darcy’s fine carriage appeared first, and then Richard followed, seated high on his horse.
He was a fine specimen of a gentleman. Even she could see that. For all the detractors that found him less handsome than his cousin — which he was since there were few as handsome as Darcy — there were an equal number who found him enticing, especially when he was riding his horse or causing a general stir with some fascinating tale. Mary would be a very fortunate young lady to have such a husband.
And he would do well to have a sensible and devoted
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