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      I am in the kitchen garden when they bring him in.

      It is raining properly now, the kind of October rain that means it, and I have been trying to rescue the last of the rosemary before the ground turns, which is a task that rewards attention but also involves kneeling in wet soil, and I am not in the best temper and my sleeves are ruined when I hear the commotion at the front of the house. My first thought is that Lydia has done something. My second, when I come around the corner and see two men I do not recognise carrying a third between them, is that something has happened on the road.

      The third man is unconscious. His head falls at the angle that heads fall when there is nothing holding them up, and there is blood at his temple, and his right arm hangs in a way that suggests something is wrong with the shoulder. He is tall and well-dressed and completely insensible, and I am already moving toward him before I have decided to move.

      This is the first thing you should know about the gift: it is not a decision. It is more like a reflex, the way a hand reaches out when something falls before the mind has been consulted. I do not choose it any more than I choose to flinch.

      I do not know who he is yet. That comes later. What I know in this moment is that there is pain coming off him in the way that badly injured people radiate pain, which is not something most people can perceive but which I have always been able to perceive, and that the rain is still falling, and that he needs to be inside immediately, and that whatever else is happening I am already moving toward him and my hands are already finding the shape of what is needed.

      "Bring him in," I say, to the men who are standing in something like bewilderment at the front door. "The parlour, or the study if my father's not in it. Carefully with that shoulder."

      They bring him in. My mother, who has appeared from somewhere, is producing sound at a volume that suggests she believes the sound itself is useful. Jane is behind her, already practical: she has sent for Hill, and Hill is sending someone for Mr. Jones, and the household is beginning to function as it functions in a crisis, which is adequately.

      I walk beside him as they carry him to the study, because my father is in the parlour and will require management, and because walking beside him means I can do what I am doing, which is: easing the worst of it.

      This is what the gift does. It reduces the acute edge of pain: not cures it, not removes it, but takes the sharpest quality off it, the way a cool cloth on a burn takes the burning quality off without fixing the burn. I do not know why it works. I have never asked anyone who might know. I produce it through proximity and attention, and it costs me something I cannot adequately name, and I have been doing it since I was eight years old when our old hound was dying and I sat with him and something happened that I have never talked about.

      I use it now because I cannot not use it. This is the other thing you should know: I have limited self-control where real pain is concerned. I can hold it in reserve when the pain is moderate, when someone has a headache or a sore knee. When the pain is the kind this man is carrying, bone-deep and spreading, I find my capacity for self-control considerably reduced.

      They put him in the study. He has not regained consciousness. His breathing is regular, which is something. His colour is not good, which is something else. I sit beside him and continue doing what I am doing and wait for Mr. Jones.

      It is in this waiting that I learn who he is.

      One of the men who carried him in tells me his name. A groom from Netherfield, terribly apologetic: the horse shied on the road in the thunder, he came off at speed. Mr. Darcy, he says. Mr. Bingley's friend. From Pemberley in Derbyshire.

      I receive this information. Mr. Darcy. The man from the Meryton assembly last autumn, the one Bingley tried to introduce me to and who declined with a remark that carried further than he probably intended. The neighbourhood had opinions about his opinions for three days. I was not overly concerned by it at the time and I am less concerned now, because the man who is in my father's study is not the opinion he expressed at an assembly. He is a person who is badly hurt, and I have been easing his pain for twelve minutes, and the opinion is not a relevant variable.

      I consider this for a moment.

      The pain has not become more or less painful to ease upon this discovery. The reflex does not distinguish between deserving cases and undeserving ones. Whatever I think of Mr. Darcy of Pemberley in Derbyshire as a person, what is in this room is a man who is badly hurt, and the badly hurt is what I am responding to.

      I keep my hands near him and keep doing what I am doing. The specific information I have about him from the assembly does not change the equation. Pain is pain and the person carrying it does not require my approval to deserve relief.

      Mr. Jones arrives within the half hour. He is brisk and practical and does not make things larger than they are, which is what I require from an apothecary in a crisis. He examines the shoulder, which is wrenched badly rather than fully dislocated; the ribs, two or possibly three cracked; the head, which has taken a significant blow but whose pupils respond as they should. He says: he will recover. He says: he needs rest and quiet and several weeks of it. He says: the shoulder will take longest.

      He also pauses, when he has finished with his examination and I have sat with the patient through all of it. He looks at me with the expression of a man who has noticed something he is not going to explain and says: "You have a quality with sick people, Miss Bennet. I have noticed it before."

      I say something modest and unrevealing, as I always do. This is the third time in my life someone has said this to me and I have never found a response that is both honest and acceptable, so I have settled on modest and unrevealing as the least problematic option.

      Mr. Jones gives his instructions and takes his leave. He is a good apothecary in that he tells you the true thing without requiring you to produce the appropriate distress upon hearing it. Several weeks, he said. The shoulder will take longest. I appreciated the specificity.   I sit alone with Mr. Darcy in the study while the household settles around me. He has not regained consciousness. His breathing is better than it was, which Mr. Jones attributed to the ribs being cracked rather than broken through, and the colour is improving. The pain is still there, still spreading, still requiring my attention.

      I give it my attention. The headache is the worst right now, a sharp specific pressure behind the right temple that I ease with the steadiness of long practice. The ribs I leave mostly to time; they respond poorly to the gift's direct application and I have learned not to push at what the gift slides off of.

      I do the accounting in the corridor afterward, when Jane has come to sit with him and I am finally free to stand in a quiet passage and think clearly. The accounting. I have used the gift on this man for nearly an hour at the acute level, which is more than I have ever sustained at once, and I can feel the cost of it in the specific way that the gift's cost presents, which is not like tiredness, not like hunger, but something adjacent to both and underneath them, the feeling of having given something that does not replenish quickly.

      I will need to be more careful. I will need to be measured about how much I give and how often. The gift is not infinite and I have not tested its limits before and this is not the situation in which I want to discover them.

      I believe this, in the corridor, with the full sincerity of someone who intends to do exactly what they are saying.

      By the following morning I am back at his bedside and I am not being careful at all, and I know this, and I stay anyway.
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      The first week has a quality I did not expect, which is the quality of privacy.

      He is not conscious enough to be aware of me. The household is occupied with the management of an unexpected situation: meals adjusted, rooms reorganised, Mrs. Bennet directing operations at a volume that is impressive even by her standards, Jane and Hill handling the practical matters with their usual competence. I am, in this context, invisible in the way that someone quietly useful in a sickroom is invisible. Nobody is watching me carefully enough to see what I am doing.

      I am doing a great deal.

      I learn the geography of his pain the way you learn any complex subject: by attending to it carefully over time. The ribs are the worst in terms of functional limitation; he cannot breathe deeply without them announcing themselves, and in the first days when the fever comes they are the source of the sharp specific pain that makes him restless even in unconsciousness. The shoulder is the most resistant to what I can give it, which I expected from experience, joint injuries responding poorly to the gift's direct attention. The headache is intermittent and acute when it arrives and responds best of all: a few minutes of focused attention and it retreats to a manageable background quality.

      I organise my time accordingly. Morning visits for the ribs, which are worse when he has been still all night and which benefit from the sustained proximity I can give when the household is occupied with breakfast and not asking where I am. Afternoon for the headache, when the light through the south window seems to bring it on regardless of anything else. Evening briefly, because the evenings are when the fever climbs and I can take the acute edge off it without being able to address the fever itself. The fever is the body's business and not mine to interfere with. I have tried interfering with fevers before and the results suggested firmly that this is a boundary I should respect.

      He is not entirely unconscious all week. There are intervals of something lighter than sleep, moments when his breathing changes and his face produces expressions that suggest he is present in some partial way, receiving stimuli without being able to respond to them. In these moments I am very quiet and very still, the way you are quiet and still around someone sleeping, except that what I am attending to has nothing to do with noise.

      I notice things in these intervals, the way you notice things about a room you are in alone for a long time. The quality of his face at rest, which is less guarded than I would have expected from the assembly, where what I saw of him was the face of someone who had decided what he thought about everything and was not inviting revision. This face is different: younger, more open, the specific expression of someone who is not performing anything
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