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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			This novel is based on a series of fragments written between 1964 and 1966; ten (including some by Craig Mackintosh) were patched up in April 1965 to form a novelette called “Beyond Time’s Aegis,” which was published in the November 1965 issue of Science-Fantasy under the pseudonym “Brian Craig.” It was my first sale, and the one which con­vinced me—despite the evidence of much subsequent failure—that it was worth continuing to write. The novelette was rewritten and the second part patched together as a continuation in January and February of 1971; I had sold five novels by then, but had failed to sell two more, and felt that I had lost all creative impetus. The revision was not a serious at­tempt to produce something salable; I suppose it was an eccentric exer­cise in personal reappraisal.

			Now, at over forty years of age, I have succeeded in erasing al­most entirely the memories of my miserable teenage years, which proved too embarrassing and humiliating to be tolerable. One of the few I have held on to is a memory of sitting in the ground floor lab of the Old Rectory, in the grounds of Manchester Grammar School, during a zoology class. Francis Minns was making one of his ever-heroic attempts to dramatize the wisdom that he was trying to impart to mostly-uncaring ears.

			“The cells in your body,” he said, “are constantly being replaced. In eight years, the noses on your faces will not be the ones which are there now, although you will not have noticed the change.”

			I already knew—by virtue of having read a science fiction story which cited it—that the kind of process to which my teacher referred had earlier been dra­matized as “the paradox of Achilles’ ship.”

			It is true. We are constantly being remade, molecule by molecule, cell by cell, memory by memory, understanding by understanding; the continuity of our personal history is an illusion. The person who carried out the 1971 revision of this material was not the same person who wrote the original fragments, although he still felt an intimate connection with the old person; that is presumably why Matthew (who did not exist prior to the revision process) is so closely and perversely akin to the “Firefly” who was the protagonist of “Beyond Time’s Aegis.” The person who wrote this “Author’s Note” in 1992 is so far removed from either of them as to find this book utterly strange and alien. It does not come re­motely close to making sense, and exhibits certain tendencies of which the present author thoroughly disap­proves. Nevertheless, it retains—for the present author, at least—a certain naive charm and psychological fas­cination. The ridiculous, incompetent, and introverted child who wrote the bits of this book, and the alienated, incompetent, bitter young man who patched the bits together, both wanted to write something different from anything that had ever been written before. Through the process of writing, they wanted to transport themselves away from the horrific awkwardness of their every­day existence; to go “anywhere out of the world,” the further the better. They wanted to write, to produce, and to experience something deep and strange and comforting. I still try, time and time again, after my own more calculated and hopefully more effec­tive fashion, to do the same thing.

			—Brian Stableford

			Reading, Berkshire, England

			9 December 1992

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Time is not simply a dimension measuring the passage of days and nights. Time is a property and a function of the minds of men. And because the human race is finite—merely a passing phase of an evolutionary procession—so too, in a sense, is Time. The present seems ever to be moving to the future, but one day there will come a time when it has run its course. It is, after all, only a sensory perception.

			When that time comes, for Mankind there will be no more future. There will still be days and nights, but for the human race, Time will have stopped. There will be no more progress, no more hope for the future—only aging and dying.

			The flow of time will become an erratic, arbitrary current, easily modified by interference with the mind.

			Time will, by then, have exhausted the spirit which makes men build. Cities will decay. Dreams only half-realized will crumble into nothingness. Man will cease to live—he will only exist, in a meaningless, animal-like fashion.

			But there are forces other than Time...and there will always be dreams.

			

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			UNDER TIME’S SPELL

		

	
		
			CHAPTER I.

			“The Red Wolf”

			Dewy sunlight barely filtered through the heavy clouds that moved pon­derously across the sky. Fine rain descended in uneven sheets, but we were already completely drenched, and we ignored it. Our black mare trudged along with a mis­erable gait, which suggested that she was hauling the whole world behind her rather than an old wagon and two men.

			The man who sat beside me was my brother, John. He was hardly more than a boy. He wore a large, thick fur coat buttoned tightly about his neck, which widened his slim shoulders to impressive but unconvincing dimensions. His legs were protected by sodden leather trousers, which must have clung like a second skin by now, leaden and abrasive if he tried to move. He didn’t move. He sat very still. His head was bare, and rivulets of water ran down his face, so that pools accumu­lated in the corners of his eyes. Water dripped unsteadily from his pointed chin onto his knees.

			Clutched between his delicate hands was the stock of a crossbow, elegant and powerful, whose gross size gave the impression that it would require stronger arms than its owner’s to wind back the string with the clumsy cross-key. On his back was a quiver full of bolts. So far as I was aware, he had never been called upon to make serious use of the weapon, and to judge by what I had seen of his practicing, it was, perhaps, as well. But he hardly ever laid the weapon down, as though he thought his life to be perennially under some mysterious threat. He was not a coward or a madman, but he thought in strange ways.

			His eyes clung to the ill-defined strip of bare earth that served as a road. Once there had been stone there, but the even surface had accumulated a thick coat of mud and dust, which had hardened into a hard carapace. Grass grew wherever it could, and clumps of the springy sphagnum moss that covered the nearby hills were beginning to encroach from either side. Carts and caravans rarely passed this way these days, and the road would eventually devolve into a pathway etched only by hoofmarks and footprints.

			Far away, I could see a yellow light, which I hoped was shelter and a chance to get dry. John had not yet seen it, and I did not trouble to point it out. When he was like this, he did not listen. While he sat so still his head was occupied with words and ideas. He was constantly reflecting on tales he had heard of a man who had said that he could walk through time. We were following now in what we thought to be his footsteps. Which is not to say that I, personally, was in any way interested in such a man, or even in such fantasies. But we had no family, save for each other, and no friends either. Wherever John went, I would follow. Wherever he wanted to go, I’d take him. I’d looked after him since he was a child, and though he was grown now, I still fancied that he needed a certain amount of looking after.

			The yellow light drew closer and closer, and when the black mare, whose name was Darling, noticed it, her tread became a little more enthusiastic.

			It was an inn called “The Red Wolf.” It was old, but possessed a solidity which promised much warmth and comfort within. We dismounted, and I left John to lead Darling round the back in search of a stable, while I inquired as to our chances of staying for a while.

			The huge door creaked noisily as I shoved it open and slid round it without opening it far enough to let the cold wind blow into the room.

			It was gloriously hot inside. Smoke from numerous pipes swirled gently into the eddying air, making patterns in many shades of blue and grey. There were four long tables in the room, one of them listing badly because of a broken leg propped up by an inadequate block of wood. Along the tables was arranged a mis­cellany of old and middle-aged men—all farmers by the look of them—and the oc­casional hawk-faced woman who was unmistakably not a farmer’s wife. Some of them turned to stare at me, but most continued talking in heavy murmurs in between sips of dark beer, without even a glance in my direction.

			At the far end of the large room was a crackling, spitting fire, in front of which sat a greasy-haired, round-faced woman of the type which does not age but merely suggests antiquity. Her eyes were fixed on me, flicking up and down to as­sess my nature and the contents of my wallet.

			I threaded my way between the close-set tables without disturbing any of the sitting men, and addressed the woman.

			“You own this house?”

			“I’m its mistress, aye. I’m Queen. And you?”

			“My name is Matthew. I have a brother named John, who is trying to find accommodation for our horse and wagon.”

			“There’s a stable,” she said, “but no feed.”

			“He’ll find something in the wagon,” I assured her.

			“And where be you travelling to?”

			“South.” I gestured vaguely with an arm whose sleeve was already steam­ing. “We have no proper destination. We travel.” By that, she probably took us for gypsies, which would at least persuade her that our wagon wasn’t worth loot­ing. In point of fact, it wasn’t.

			John came in, less careful of the draught than I had been, and some of those nearest the door grumbled. He ignored them, with his characteristic lack of tact, and came to join me.

			“My brother John,” I introduced him.

			“I call myself the Firefly,” he added. It was an annoying affectation of his.

			“Why?” she asked. Everybody did.

			“Because I reject this torpid world and cast a light of my own. We want a room for the night. Our horse is in the stable, and I’ve fed him from our own pro­visions.”

			She had begun to laugh, but returned to seriousness as his speech continued into its second, more prosaic half.

			“Four pieces for two rooms. Two for one,” she said carefully. I gave her two pieces.

			“And one for the horse,” she added, although I had been careful to give her no indication that my pocket contained more than the two pieces. I handed over an­other.

			“I’d like a word with you, mistress,” said John.

			She looked at him, surprised. I shrugged, and moved off sideways toward the fire, rejoicing in the fierce heat which pained my face and hands. It was some seconds before I moved to a more reasonable and comfortable distance.

			Meanwhile, John’s words, thought spoken in a low tone, drifted across to me. “I’ve heard you called a seeress,” said John.

			That was news to me. We’d certainly never been this way before. But John talked to a lot of people. Possibly one had mentioned Queen of “The Red Wolf.”

			“Well?” she asked, warily. I looked round, and saw her eyes darting to the nearest of her customers. But the man either had not heard or did not care. He was talking to the man by his side about the weather.

			“I’ve heard some of what you say,” John continued.

			“What’s it to you?” she demanded. “It’ll cost you if you want your fortune told.”

			“I’m not interested in fortunes,” he replied scornfully. “Only in strange stories. They might resemble others that I’ve heard. I believe you got them from a man that I know, and I’d like to know where he is now.”

			She thought for a moment. “You shouldn’t talk that way to one with the sight,” she said, glaring coldly. He remained completely unimpressed. When he was sure of his ground, he was practically unshakable. “Things you don’t under­stand,” she went on, “aren’t all lies.”

			“I’m not interested in lies either,” said John, which was a good deal more diplomatic than some things he might have said. I reflected that he might be learn­ing at last. “I’d like it if you just told me where the man went,” he said patiently.

			“Away,” she replied evasively. “If rejecting this world means that you want his, then you’re as mad as he was. He was always looking over his shoulder. Always afraid. But he talked all right. All the time. Yes, I use his stories to frighten them,” she indicated her customers, “And why not? If I didn’t see it, I know who did. And I gave him enough for it, didn’t I?” She stopped suddenly. “Who is he?” she asked. “Tell me that and I’ll tell you which way he went.”

			“He was a man from another world,” said John. His eyes ducked and dodged. “A long way from here. Didn’t he tell you about travelling through time? Didn’t he boast that he could? I’m sure he did because from what I know about him, he wasn’t a man to let a boasting chance escape him. This world is dead, as you must see. Old and decaying. But he can go other ways. He can go back to the days when our cities covered the world. He can go wherever he likes—to times when there was purpose, and fortunes to be sought. I want to find him. I want him to take me there.”

			“And what if I told you he went back where he came from?” she said bit­terly. “Back into the past, where you can’t reach him?”

			“Did he?” asked John. There was a hint of terror in his voice. This was a thing which he feared greatly.

			“No, but he would’ve if there were a word of truth in the trash he talked. Why would he stay here if where he came from was so fine? He went west, into the barren lands. Deader than the rest of the world, if you ask me. Why would he do that, hey? With all those fine cities to go to? You’re chasing a dream, child. A fairy story.

			“He said he was looking for the future, but wouldn’t walk to it. I told him—begged him—to stay here and share the future with me. He ignored me. A little while, and then gone—that’s his way.” Her lip curled slightly, as though there was a bad taste in her mouth. “He left me for the empty west. Left me with all his crazy ravings and idiot’s stories. Left me to play seeress with his words. Nightmares too, he left me.”

			She talked too much, I decided. A fine pair, they must have made. “He left me with dreams, as well,” said John, and moved over to my side, by the fire.

			“Westward,” he said, briefly.

			“You know her?” I asked.

			“I heard about her.”

			I laughed quietly.

			“What’s the matter?”

			“Why do you go through all that?” I asked him. “What must she think of you, making ridiculous speeches about rejecting this world, and being left with great dreams by men who walk through time? Can’t you see that she thinks this man is nothing but the prince of all liars? He talked her into bed with his fancy tales, and then went on to someone else. And you made her tongue run away with her—she’ll hate herself for that, and you too. Why, John? You don’t have to tell them all the crazy story. What sense is there in it?”

			He looked at me with an expression which had been growing on his face for several years now. It was calculated pity. An “I-can’t-help-you-if-you-won’t-­be-helped” look.

			“You’re dead,” he accused. “Part of this whole rotten mess. Do I have to be ashamed of my reasons? Haven’t you any reason for living?”

			“Not a one,” I told him. “And the sooner you find out that yours are illu­sions, the sooner you can settle down to an ordinary human existence.”

			He refused to say anything more; just sat and stared into the fire, wriggling in his wet clothes.

			“We’d better go to bed,” I said. “Let the clothes dry by themselves.”

			He shrugged sulkily, and I went to ask Queen to show us to our room.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER II.

			THE SUN

			And so we went westward, at first over more or less verdant hills, and then into barren lands, left desolate and dead by over-exploitation and bad usage cen­turies before. We passed through a number of small villages, huddled round the rough road and sticking greedily to whatever pieces of arable land they could find. They were always cluttered with rubbish and infested by myriad flies, whose cease­less buzzing annoyed us when we stopped in such places to eat or ask questions. We did not care to sleep in such places, unless the weather was particularly bad. It rarely was—the storm that raged the night we spent at “The Red Wolf” was the last rain we saw for some considerable time.

			Wherever we inquired about the man in whom John was so passionately interested, we got much the same answer:

			“Aargh....you arsk Anna ’bout ’im. Left ’er wi’ child ’e did. Rode orf one mornin’ before fust light. Weepin’ in the street she wor, when she fund out. On ’er knees in the dust. Ya, straight west. Way the road goes, isn’it? On’y desert that way, though....”

			And so we came to the desert. It was not a hot, sandy desert, such as they are reputed to have in the far south, but a wilderness of rock and dust—grey and iron red. It was the decayed remains of a city that had stretched a hundred and forty miles or more.

			We were never troubled much by the desolation except when the sun was really high on cloudless days. It was on one such day, with the afternoon just be­ginning, that we saw the second sun.

			Darling was picking her way carefully round the cracks in the brittle, parched stone. The road was very bad here, despite the fact that it was unused—or perhaps because of it. The heat haze, reflecting the ruddy streaks in the ground, was making my head spin a little. I ignored the bright spark on the horizon for some time after it made its initial appearance. John said nothing, although I’m sure he saw it at the same time I did.

			It wasn’t until we got a good deal closer, and could make out the whole shape of the thing, that we began to take an interest.

			There was a burning sphere about a yard in diameter suspended—without any visible support—between two metal structures like pylons. The air between the tips of the towers, which were swollen and bulbous, shimmered like a heat haze, except that the field was horizontal and the direction indeterminate.

			“What on earth is that?” I asked John.

			“A lighthouse?”

			“Surely not in the middle of a desert. What keeps the light burning? Why does the fireball hang there, without a stem or wires?”

			“How do I know?” he replied testily.

			“It looks like a relic of your fabulous past,” I commented, with a certain irony. “Surely there’s no man on Earth today who could build a thing like that. Although no man of any age would want a lighthouse in a desert.”

			All the while we were growing closer. We could now see that the towers were set on a huge cylindrical base of stone. Beside the platform was a squat, square building with iron-barred windows and a door of solid metal.

			“Built to last, at any rate,” I said. “Perhaps the whole city fell down around it.”

			John was showing real curiosity now. Undoubtedly, this strange edifice was a remnant of his lost past. But what its purpose was—or had ever been—I could only guess.

			A man came out of the squat building, and stood in the roadway, his arms folded across his chest, waiting for us to draw up alongside him.

			As we did so, I nodded my head to him and said “Hello.”

			He nodded in reply, smiling slightly. He was small, and stood in a slant­ing fashion, as if one leg were a little shorter than the other, although I hadn’t noticed a limp when he had emerged from the building.

			John was looking upwards, shielding his eyes from the brilliant glare and the blast of heat which emanated from the globe of fire.

			“What is this?” I asked the man.

			“The Sun,” he replied, and added “I am the Sun.”

			John returned his attention to the slanting man.

			“Is it yours?” he asked.

			The man beamed. “All mine,” he assured us. “It is a fragment of the Sun”—he pointed up into the southwestern sky, so that we should be sure which sun he meant—“which I have captured and made one with me. The father gave it to me, so that I should know my identity.”

			I raised my eyebrows in slight bewilderment. It seemed obvious to me that the man was suffering from the heat of his baby sun.

			But John was listening in all seriousness.

			“Who built it? What holds it there, between the towers?”

			The small man looked at us suspiciously. “Who are you?” he inquired.

			“Brothers,” replied John. “This is Matthew, and my own given name is John. But I take for myself the name of Firefly because I reject this world and cast my own light.”

			The Sun, as he seemed to style himself, laughed. It was a calm, ordinary laugh without a hint of hysteria or madness.

			“Take care, Firefly, that your wings are not burned by this device which entrances you so,” he scoffed. “Your feeble light is to mine as a shadow to the night! Burn the memory of me into your insect brain! Look at my light, with eyes unshielded! You can still see the blaze through closed eyelids. If you stare at it, it will blister your eyeballs and blind yourself forever. And yet you say that you cast your own light!”

			John, taken aback, paused to think this over. In the meantime, I noticed that the lock on the iron door was broken, and that there had been writing both on the door and on the pylons, but that time had long ago erased its meaning.

			“How long have you lived here?” I asked him.

			“Forever,” he said, as though it should have been perfectly obvious. “Ever since the father brought me here.”

			It was the second time he had said “the father” instead of “my father,” but the dialects in these parts were highly variable, and I dismissed it as a figure of speech.

			John was trying to look directly at the incandescent sphere. I shook him. “Don’t be a fool. He’s right...you’ll blind yourself.”

			“There’s nothing in there,” he said wonderingly. “It’s just fire. Pure fire.”

			“It’s something sucked up from the ground,” I said, “and discharged from both towers. Whatever’s burning is deep beneath that concrete base.”

			“But it just hangs there,” he protested.

			The Sun—the small man, that is—watched us, smiling, apparently flattered by the attention we were paying to his alter ego.

			Darling was beginning to sweat heavily under the fierce light, and I was not a little discomfited myself.

			“We must bid you goodbye,” I said to the man, who promptly stepped out of our way, nodding courteously.

			The black mare moved on thankfully, and I turned back to watch the man return to his house.

			John had returned his gaze to the road ahead, and seemed to be deep in thought.

			“Did you notice?” he said.

			“Notice what?”

			“One of the pylons—the one nearest the hut. It was broken at the base.”

			“No,” I replied, “I hadn’t noticed.”

			“One day,” said John, “that tower will collapse.”

			“I doubt it,” I said. “It hadn’t much weight to support, and it looked strong enough to me.”

			“Nevertheless,” he predicted, “it will fall.”

			“You’re just jealous,” I said. I realized that he had actually been hurt by the Sun’s reference to his careless choice of phrase in describing the reasons for his second name.

			“My light may be pale,” muttered John, as though speaking to a third per­son, “but it does not burn with such a consuming passion that I need worry about its destroying me.”

			I looked at him wryly. “I wonder,” I said.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER III.

			SHADOWS

			As the weeks went by, we emerged from the desert, traveled through the great dark forest of Holmchapel and—still heading due west—passed into the fur­thest of the western lands, the Vales of Stardene. Beyond this there was only the Singing Sea. I knew nothing of the lands that were now to the north, but the southern mountains—which the local people referred to as the Mountains of Misty Mourning, although they had other names elsewhere—were clearly visible on all except the dullest of days, when cloud and fog would cloak them completely. At its zenith, the sun hung over a giant crag known as the Peak of Sorrows.

			We had no difficulty in finding out which way the man who walked through time had turned. He was a man who clung to other men’s—and women’s—memories. At almost every inn or roadside hostel where we stayed the night there was someone who had heard of him, or actually seen him.

			Our passage through the Vales was slow. I was afraid for the health of my wallet, and we were forced to take work—picking fruit, usually, although we also had occasion to grind knives, mend roofs, and even put poor old Darling to the plough.

			Every delay irritated John to the point where we spent long hours quarrel­ing and sulking like a pair of babes. Time wasted meant, for him, all the more chance that the man who walked through time might disappear, like a will-o’-the-wisp, into the future or past. Or lose himself someplace on Earth where we could not find him.

			He was headed south now, of that we were sure. I would have liked to go on a short way, to the shores of the Singing Sea, for the sake of idle curiosity. But even to mention the idea would have driven John into a fury, and I allowed him to choose our route at all times, except when I deemed it necessary to take work. In truth, my wallet was far from empty at any time, except when we first arrived in Stardene, but I dared not let that make me complacent. Soon, I had no doubt, we would be up in the mountains. where there would be no chance to make up the op­portunities we missed now.

			Despite our delays, our quarry did not gain on us. We had a mission—we knew where we were going. He, it seemed, did not—or if he did, he left no traces of it in the tales which lingered after him. He stopped at whim, and started again without any apparent pattern. I knew that we must surely catch him before the end of sum­mer, no matter how many days we “wasted” in labouring for coin. If, that is, we were allowed to catch him at all. All he had to do in order to escape was to close his mouth. But why should he?

			As we began to climb the foothills, still a great way distant from the aus­tere mountain peaks, the days settled into their midsummer rut: the succession of short nights and long, hot hours of bright daylight. The sun was welcome at first, but its everpresence began to pall with remarkable rapidity. It sapped our sweat, and our energy with it. Darling toiled ever more slowly, perpetually weary and unwilling to work. I had not the heart to urge her, for I knew exactly how she must feel. John, of course, was as impatient and irritable as ever, but it was too hot to argue.

			As we trudged the rock-strewn ascending trail, we saw a small figure far away in front of us. I could not make out what sort of a man he might be, at first, and he seemed quite oblivious to us, although we were clearly visible and probably the only moving object for miles around. We overhauled him slowly, and eventu­ally he heard the noise of our cartwheels crunching the loose stone of the road. He stopped immediately, for a rest he seemed to need badly, and watched us as we ap­proached and drew level. I reined in, and looked at him closely.

			He was a member of the Brotherhood of the Afterman: a small, bespecta­cled man with wizened, smiling features, which were unnaturally flushed and run­ning with sweat. The heat had brought such color to his cheeks and forehead that he seemed to be slowly cooking. Yet he smiled cheerfully, as if it were the way his face was set.

			“We have room, if you’d like to ride,” I said.

			“I would like that,” he confessed, “but your horse is pleading with me to refuse.” The mare was, indeed, regarding the little man with what seemed remark­ably like distaste. I reflected that the way ahead was mostly uphill.

			“Very well,” I said, “we’ll lighten her burden. It wouldn’t do for her to sweat all her weight away. Young John here’s a featherweight, and you’re not large yourself. It’s my own mass that’s causing her all her troubles. So I’ll take a turn at walking while John guides her.”

			John seemed completely apathetic to the whole exchange. The little man barely hesitated. He was obviously far too uncomfortable to waste time with polite refusals of proffered help. He clambered up via the front wheel, and I gave him a hand by which to pull himself up on to the seat beside me. Then I swung myself over him and jumped lightly to the ground. He glanced back at John, who came forward from the wagon to take the reins. He smiled even more broadly, and nod­ded to the boy, then returned his attention to me.

			“I’m Brother Álvaro,” he said. “Or Father Álvaro, if you prefer it.” I of­fered him my hand, and he took it. “Matthew,” I said. “Father to none but brother to the skinny one. He’s John, the Firefly.”

			“And why’s that?” Álvaro asked John.

			“Because I go my own way,” John replied, a fraction listlessly, “and need no one else’s light to guide me.”

			“Just someone else’s horse to carry you,” I muttered, under my breath. “Being a firefly on a day like this seems to be a particularly pointless pursuit,” I said out loud, as they both turned questioning eyes upon me because of my inaudi­ble comment. I didn’t want John to begin one of his long monologues on the use­lessness of my existence in particular and modern existence in general, although I could hardly hope to stop him.

			I went forward to pat Darling’s big black head, and she turned towards me with an appealing look in her eye.

			“We’ve been treating her too harshly,” I called back to John. “We must stop as soon as we find shade.” She really did look a little desperate, and I was se­riously concerned. Sometimes John’s impatience caused me to forget that Darling had to be considered too. After all, apart from the fact that a sick horse would de­lay us a great deal longer than a rest once every hour or so, I loved the old girl.
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