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Meryton was a town the same as many others, a town the likes of which George Wickham had seen many times. It was a small cluster of dull wood structures housing drab shops and dwellings peopled by townsfolk equally colorless, easy marks for one as adept at taking advantage of every situation as Wickham fancied himself. There was much promise in such locations, promise that Wickham helped himself to as often as he could, not only for pecuniary advantage but also for . . . other amusements.

It was those other amusements that were forefront in Wickham’s mind that morning as he sauntered through the main street of the town in the company of his friend Denny. Denny was a good sort, Wickham supposed, though too much of his company was irksome. He was a little too green for Wickham’s taste, his manners a little too gullible, too trusting. A man such as Denny was nothing more than putty in Wickham’s hands, should he put his mind to it. Experience had taught Wickham, however, that it was best to cultivate such friendships, for not only did Denny have little to give, but such men could also become the most determined to exact revenge when crossed. Wickham had no intention of turning the men of the regiment against him and even intended to take care when at the gaming tables, for there was much profit to be had should he refrain from making such enemies for the nonce.

Of almost as much interest to Wickham as the potential advantages of a monetary sort was the opportunity for favors from the fairer sex. In fact, Wickham could not say which he liked better. Women or money? Both were as necessary as air, and each brought their own pleasures. Of course, if he had money such as a certain proud gentleman of his past, Wickham could have all the women he wanted. Regardless, Wickham enjoyed the chase as much as he enjoyed profit.

But even there, Wickham had his standards. When he pursued a woman, he did not much care if she was servant or gentlewoman, and he had occasionally had opportunities to make himself agreeable to ladies who inhabited even higher spheres. What he did not like was a stupid woman. No, it was much more satisfying to pursue a woman who had more than a bit of fluff in her head, for the danger of her seeing through his façade was in some indefinable way a thrill. It led to more rejections than those who possessed less discernment, but the exhilaration of the chase more than made up for that lack.

It had often been Wickham’s observation that one could find a wide variety of women in a limited society, and the differences, even between siblings, were often striking. A case in point were the Bennet sisters. The youngest two, he noted, were silly flirts, the very definition of girls with not a serious thought in their heads. Wickham was certain he could induce either of them to acts of which society would not approve, but it hardly seemed worth the bother. Their next eldest sister was quite different, a girl not nearly so handsome, whatever beauty she might have possessed ruined by the disapproving scowl that seemed painted on her face. Even if he could persuade her to part with her virtue, the possibility of frostbite was too likely to ignore.

The eldest sister, on the contrary, was a beautiful woman, and Wickham could well imagine the delights she would provide if he seduced her. Then again, Wickham sensed she was a woman of virtue, one who would not part with what he wished to procure easily. From experience, Wickham had learned her kind of woman was just not interesting, one too placid to provide a genuine challenge. She, too, hardly seemed worth the effort. Now, her next youngest sister, on the other hand . . .

As Wickham bowed and favored the Bennet sisters with his most charming smile, his gaze was drawn again to the second Bennet sister. She was as pretty as her elder sister, possessed a pleasing archness that bespoke intelligence and wit in equal measure. More compact than her sister, she nevertheless possessed the same womanly curves, the same pleasing allure that Wickham found himself desperate to sample. The familiar stirring again invaded his body, making it difficult to refrain from salivating at the very notion of making her his in every way.

But then, disaster! What could Darcy, of all people, be doing in a society such as Meryton? Thoughts of whether he should depart for greener pastures raced through Wickham’s mind as he tipped his hat to the man’s surprised disdain. Darcy, prick that he was, did not even deign to respond, turning his horse instead and urging it away. It was what he did before he departed that caught Wickham’s attention, gave him some hint that all might not be lost. Not wishing to go bumbling in and make a further mess of things, Wickham determined to ask his fellow officers if they could shed any light on the long look Darcy directed at Miss Elizabeth before he departed.

“Mr. Darcy and Miss Elizabeth?” asked Denny when Wickham made some mention of the matter to him. “There does not seem to be much commonality of thought between them, for the few times I have seen them together in company, they avoided each other.”

“You have not heard?” asked another, a red-faced boy named Sanderson.

“Heard what?” asked Denny.

Sanderson laughed. “As intimate as you are with the youngest Miss Bennets, I am surprised you have not heard of the infamous insult. Darcy insulted Miss Elizabeth in some fashion the first night of their meeting, though I do not remember the particulars.”

“He called her ‘not handsome enough to tempt him’ in her hearing,” added another by the name of Chamberlayne.

Denny did not hide his surprise. “I might never have expected it of him. Mr. Darcy has always seemed like a gentlemanly man to me, though perhaps a little severe.”

For Wickham’s part, it was exactly what he might have expected from a man such as Darcy. It was fortunate for him that he had all the wealth of Pemberley and the prestige of his ancient family name to recommend him, for Darcy was as adept at giving offense as any man Wickham had ever met, his ability to charm ladies nonexistent. A part of him longed to inform the men of the regiment of Darcy’s offenses, but he knew now was not the time. Eventually, Darcy would depart, leaving townsfolk with no reason to think well of him in his wake. When he left Meryton, Wickham could make his move. For now, he was content to bide his time.

Fortune seemed to smile on him, for the card party of which the youngest Bennets had spoken during their meeting was the destination of most of the officers of the regiment the following evening. Mrs. Phillips was, Wickham noted, a woman as vulgar as any he had ever met, and while he charmed her as was his wont, it was by the force of habit. The opportunity to get to Miss Elizabeth presented itself not long into the evening, as Wickham found himself at liberty to speak to her alone, or as close as he could manage in a room crowded with people.

“I had not thought Mr. Darcy as bad as all this!” exclaimed Miss Elizabeth when Wickham related his tale to her, showing a delightful naïveté and willingness to believe him implicitly. “Your response is far more temperate than I might have expected in the face of such betrayal.”

Wickham suppressed a grin, for she had given him the opening he needed to portray himself as a man of virtue. “It is not in my nature to seek vengeance, Miss Elizabeth,” said he, allowing a note of piety to enter his tone. “Darcy, by his behavior, will eventually provoke someone to retaliate, where I expect he will reap the whirlwind of his behavior. But I shall not cause it, for I respected his father far too much to be the means of the son’s humbling.”

“Then you are to be commended, Mr. Wickham,” said the girl. “I hope Mr. Darcy’s presence does not affect your plans to stay.”

“No, Miss Elizabeth,” said Wickham, gratified to see the admiration in her eyes. “It is not for me to allow Darcy to chase me away when I have as much right to be here as he. If he wishes to avoid me, then he must go. For myself, I am perfectly willing to be in his company and affect a demeanor of polite indifference.”

It was those words that gave Wickham a measure of grief in the following days. Word soon arrived that Darcy’s friend, a Mr. Bingley, had determined to hold a ball for the local society, and the man had issued a general invitation to the regiment. While Wickham knew there was much potential for various sorts of profit at such an event, he was uncertain it would be at all wise to attend, notwithstanding the promise he had made to Miss Elizabeth. Darcy had the power to make his life miserable and curtail his activities in Meryton, which had already begun to bear fruit.

Wickham had decided on a tale of his determination to avoid provoking unpleasantness when the returning thought of his first meeting with her struck him. The memory of Darcy giving a long look to Miss Elizabeth before he rode away spoke to possibilities he might not have considered. Darcy’s taste in women, so close to his own, had never been in question, only his ability to woo anyone without resorting to his wealth and standing. Was he enamored of Miss Elizabeth?

Uncertain, Wickham pondered the matter for some time. It would be just like Darcy to like a woman giving no consideration to whether she liked him in return. To Darcy, his advantages would be all that mattered should he deign to make an offer as impossible as such a notion sounded.

The possibilities opened before Wickham, and he reconsidered his decision to avoid the ball. If he kept away from Darcy, there should be little danger of Darcy exposing him to the people of the neighborhood. Not only was there an opportunity to enjoy himself at Darcy’s expense, but it may be profitable too. And he may just revenge himself on his old friend if his conjectures about Darcy liking Miss Elizabeth were in any way accurate. It was shaping up to be the chance of a lifetime.

––––––––
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AS MUCH AS WICKHAM’S thoughts dwelt on Darcy the following days, Darcy’s thoughts were equally on the bounder who had been a thorn in his side most of his life. But while Wickham’s thoughts centered on revenge, Darcy’s were more pensive, wondering what had brought Wickham to this small neighborhood, of all places.

Very little about Wickham’s actions were by chance, he knew, and yet Darcy had told no one other than his sister and his uncle and aunt of his decision to join Bingley in Hertfordshire. While it was conceivable that Wickham might still have some acquaintance from whom he could learn of Darcy’s movements, Georgiana’s recent experience with her rendered her impossible, and his aunt and uncle would prefer to see Wickham in prison than deal with him. That left the cruelest of chance leading to his presence here.

What Darcy did not know was what to make of it. Wickham could turn the entire village away from him, and Darcy knew his ability to stay in one place for more than a few months was nonexistent. What, then, should he say to the local populace concerning Wickham’s proclivities? If Darcy had his way, the answer would be nothing, for he was tired of cleaning up after Wickham’s messes and wished to be rid of the man’s leech-like desire to profit from the Darcy family.

He also remembered the man being introduced to the Bennets the day before, and he knew their lack of dowry was no protection against Wickham’s excesses. Miss Elizabeth, he was confident, would be proof against anything Wickham might try, but the younger girls would have no protection against him, ignorant and silly as they were.

Though he told himself these things, Darcy still felt uneasy and did not wish the Bennets to remain undefended against him. Which was what likely led to his position in the Bennets’ sitting-room two days after the unfortunate meeting with Wickham in the streets of Meryton.

“Must we take the Bennets’ invitation to them?” Miss Bingley had whined when Bingley had informed her of his intention earlier that morning. “It is customary to send the invitation along with a footman, the same as we shall for the rest of the neighborhood.”

Miss Bingley, he noted, understood the meaning of such a gesture, and Darcy did not think Mrs. Bennet, as mercenary a mother as he had ever met, would misunderstand it herself. But Bingley was unmoved.

“Yes, I believe we must, Caroline. The Bennets have become our particular friends these past weeks, and I wish them to know of my particular desire for their company.”

It was more likely that Bingley wished Miss Bennet to know of his desire for her company. While he was certain his suspicion was accurate, Darcy decided against commenting. Miss Bingley’s desperate glance in his direction did not move Darcy in the slightest.

“Might I ask, Mr. Bingley,” said Mrs. Bennet, after she displayed her excitable nature, “whether your kind invitation also includes my husband’s cousin?”

The parson, who Darcy had noted as being a ridiculous sort of man the moment they were introduced, bowed low in Bingley’s direction. Bingley, whose attention had already turned to Miss Bennet, grinned and nodded.

“Of course, Mrs. Bennet. We should be happy to host Mr. Bennet’s cousin along with you all.”

Beaming, the man proved his verbosity. “Thank you, Mr. Bingley, for your warmest regard to me, though previously unknown to you. While some might worry that a ball is not an appropriate amusement for a parson, I am convinced that as you are a man of excellent character, there can be no evil tendency. I am sure I shall favor every woman in the room with my hand for a set, for I am quite enraptured by the combined beauty of you all!”

Bingley, good-natured as he was, looked on the parson with some amusement before he seemed to decide he had little desire to provoke his continued effusions. Thus, he contented himself with a nod and turned back to Miss Bennet. Darcy became the unfortunate recipient of the parson’s next soliloquy.

“Mr. Darcy,” said the man, bowing even lower than he had to Bingley, if that was even possible, “we share a connection of which you are unaware.”

Darcy considered the silly man, reflecting that while he was a born sycophant, Darcy did not suspect him of claiming a false connection. Considering his level of society, Darcy could imagine knowing no one Mr. Collins could also call an acquaintance. It was unfortunate that Darcy paused to consider him, for it allowed the man to proceed with his fawning.

“For, you see, I have recently received my ordination last Easter, and by fortunate happenstance, I came to the notice of your aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, who has graciously preferred me to the rectorship of Hunsford, a parish with which I am certain you must be intimately familiar.”

“You are Aunt Catherine’s new parson?” asked Darcy, recalling that Mr. Chambers had been in poor health when he had visited with Colonel Fitzwilliam the previous spring. Come to think of it, he remembered reading something of the old man’s passing in one of Lady Catherine’s ubiquitous letters, most of which he skimmed through, as reading them was far too tedious.

“I am,” replied Mr. Collins, again favoring Darcy with a low bow. “As such, I am in the fortunate position of informing you that your lady aunt, and her excellent daughter,” Mr. Collins paused and gave him a knowing grin, “were in the best of health only four days ago.”

As the parson continued to drone on about nothing, Darcy realized that the parson’s manner had been familiar from the moment he had spoken. There was a particular brand of deference Lady Catherine preferred, one that infected all her underlings. Had he been at leisure to think on the matter, he might almost have guessed Mr. Collins’s connection to his aunt before the man had opened his mouth.

While Mr. Collins was speaking, other conversations had continued about the room, and Darcy soon put Mr. Collins from his mind, focusing on what he might find there. Miss Bingley, he noted, had put herself close to Bingley and Miss Bennet, no doubt attempting to lessen their comfort with each other, Miss Elizabeth looking on with a knowing smile. No doubt she understood the woman’s desire to interfere. Mrs. Bennet watched them, a lazy spider spinning her webs and hoping to catch the fat fly that Bingley represented. Miss Mary was a little apart from them all, seeming bored with the proceedings. And the two youngest were speaking in low voices and giggling between themselves. It was to them that Darcy directed his attention after hearing the name of his detested enemy on their lips.

“Shall the officers attend your ball, Mr. Bingley?” asked Miss Lydia with far more brazen courage than sense. “It would be shocking if you did not invite them, for they are such excellent fellows.”

“And they would even out the numbers too,” added Miss Kitty, “for there is always such a scarcity of gentlemen that many young ladies must sit out without partners.”

“Like Mary,” said Miss Lydia, directing a nasty glare at her elder sister. “Mary never dances at all if there is anyone else for gentlemen to ask.”

It was a paltry attack and one that might invite a reprimand from one of her elder siblings, if not her mother. Mary Bennet sat ramrod straight and ignored the dig, and the rest of her family—those who heard—either glared at the girl or shook their heads, indicating this was not unusual behavior for her. Bingley, it seemed, either did not hear her last comment or chose to ignore her, for he responded readily enough and with his usual cheer.

“Have no fear, Miss Lydia, for I have issued a general invitation to all the officers. There shall be more than enough partners to even accommodate your prodigious appetite for dancing.”

“There, girls!” exclaimed Mrs. Bennet. “You shall not be without those handsome men after all!”

“And more especially Mr. Wickham,” said Miss Lydia. “For he is frightfully handsome; I declare I shall die if he asks me for my first sets of the evening!”

Spirits falling in dismay, Darcy looked on the youngest Bennets as they laughed and carried on, and more than once Darcy heard the words “officers” and “Wickham” repeated between them. It was as it ever was, for Wickham was adept at ingratiating himself with the populace of whatever neighborhood he intended to defraud. More was the pity that he was not nearly so adept at retaining their friendship, not when he unleashed the true measure of his character upon them.

Thoughts of what was happening around him left Darcy’s mind to be replaced with a pensive consideration of what he should do. Darcy had never possessed the ability to charm as Wickham did. His position in society and character had always ensured that others would listen if he spoke, guaranteeing others considered his words if they did not believe him outright.

Since coming to Meryton, however, Darcy had not attempted to endear himself to the population—not that he ever did—and had not even put himself forward to come to know anyone. Part of that he could blame on Wickham for the mood he had put Darcy in the previous summer, and part of it was because of how he hated to hear others gossip of his income and his position.

If he spoke now, would others give consequence to his account? Darcy could not be certain. Bingley, it seemed, was well regarded, and if he could court the good opinion of someone of the neighborhood—such as Mr. Bennet—it was possible the locals would listen. But it was also clear it would have to be soon, if he did anything, for to give Wickham a week was to ensure no one would hear anything against him.

As Darcy considered these matters, his eyes drifted of their own accord to Miss Elizabeth. Again, forcing himself to be truthful, if only with himself, Darcy knew the desire to protect her from Wickham’s ways far exceeded any interest he had in protecting the community. Miss Elizabeth was a jewel among the dross, a sparkling woman who did not fit amongst the others who resided in this neighborhood. The only woman in the district who could hope to compare with her was her elder sister, and even she was only beautiful, not interesting.

The notion of an alliance with Miss Elizabeth was one that Darcy knew he could not contemplate, for she had nothing of the sort of advantages that a man of his stature could expect. But Darcy knew he wished to pay her his addresses, could readily admit he might have already had she possessed any hint of dowry or connection. Then was warning her against Wickham not enough?

It would never be enough; this Darcy knew with an instinct borne of his esteem for her. But it would need to be enough. Now he just had to decide how to go about exposing the bounder. His thoughts were in a muddle, such that Darcy was uncertain what he should do.

Darcy’s indecision remained until the party readied itself to leave, for even if he knew for a fact that he wished to speak to her, he was not certain how to go about it. Then, just as they were leaving, a few words he exchanged
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