
The bird-song ceased, and here and there a few leaves floated gently towards the ground, on hardly noticeable currents of summer air. And he felt a curious sensation-as if he was travelling in a vacuum wherein transparent gossamers lazily drifted inland. He knew he must not stop, and pushed with renewed vigour against the metallic resistance of his pedals till, exhausted, he pulled up-half fell-at the foot of a hill, cobbled and rough of road. He sensed an invisible presence-invisible and gossamer-and turned his head sharply, to see a road leading down, lately tarred. He had just decided to take that route when he saw the scarecrow-cowled like a monk, its fat turnip-face foreboding and grim in the shadows of the hood's folds. Its raggy wooden arms stood straight up, yet somehow forbade entry. The cyclist chose the uphill way, unaccountably disturbed.


He was convinced of the wisdom of his decision when he felt the brush of gossamer on his straining eyes, while he gazed at the gargantuan layercake of the cobblestone hill-road, for as he blinked, he saw in a haze a metallic golden glint from within the swirling mists of the summit. Here, he thought, was a challenge, a goal to reach, a destination to be striven for. As in a nightmare of waking hours, slow-motion cycling his only means of progress, he laboured, back bent, from side to side of the arduous gradient. The wind had changed direction now, and was blowing in his face, sending his fair hair into whorls and leaps of flaxen splendour. But is was not the soothing gentle breeze of the valley-it was an imimical fury of cold air, devoid of the gossamer fragrance.


He laughed at himself through the strain-induced tears in his eyes, and mocked his egoism in thinking himself a powerful physical specimen, but still he pedalled excruciatingly on, afraid to stop, knowing within himself that he must persevere. He eventually found himself in a softwood grove on the first slopes of the hill. To his right, a crystal stream sparkled and gurgled enthusiastically into a dark depression in the limestone rocks, and he, tumbling down, lest his head be showered with the chill waters, till his lips, caked hard with salt sweat, made sucking motions in the stream, and his vigour was at length renewed. He coughed happily and spouted water into the still, windless air of the hollow in which he lay-then he saw once more the golden glint. Immediately the character of his surroundings somehow changed-the air foetid and thin, the refreshing stream a hostile life-force-and he was unaccountably terrified, knowing he must go on. But where? A few hundred yards away on a mound, stood a cowled scarecrow, arms pointing ever upwards.


The pathway was steeper and was now no more than a mountain track, but he, leaning painfully forward, pressed on-pushing his bicycle. He tried to abandon it, as his hands were red and blistered, but as he pushed it away, a solitary strand of gossamer, lifted by disturbed air from the greengrey scrub, stroked his matted eyelids. His strengthened fingers grasped the dulled chrome handlebars. On, on, on, through perpendicular-seeming fields of bracken and drifting gossamer, to the middle reaches of the hill, where meandered the traces of a liquid trickle, now a muddy wetness in the clay-covered lime. Somehow he slaked his thirst. And now he could cycle once more. Strange, he was easily mounting a thirty-five degree incline without the use of his gears-he croaked a laugh at the thought of how impotent they had been on the steeper slope.


His thoughts turned to the mysterious nature of the golden glint, but no dreams of avarice filled his strained mind-only an all-consuming curiosity. He saw the gates. Gossamer filled the airless atmosphere, his eyes, his nose, his ears, his very brain. He choked, and saw the scarecrow in front of the gleaming portals. But no turnip-head was sheltered by the dark cowl-only an ethereal glow, benevolent and beautiful. The figure

