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AUTHOR’S NOTE

-0-

Having undertaken a study of L. Frank Baum's Oz books it was inevitable that I would decide to attempt an imitation of them as the simple adventure structure of the stories and freedom of invention allowable by such surreal scenarios were a good entry point in creative writing. Effectively speaking I could do what I want while learning the art of writing and have fun along the way. Thus Jelly was born and the Cosmic Void, a crazy alternate universe she was able to have adventures in, became a canvas upon which I could delineate exotic characters and impossible worlds. What I noticed in Baum's writing was a distinct element of social satire and I found this fitted nicely with Jelly's encounters with others in the Void. The contrast between an ordinary life and an extraordinary other life in another universe also became a source of interest while creating the story. Inevitably sequels followed... 
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CHAPTER 1
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“I HATE TEDDY BEARS!” Jelly declared emphatically to no one in particular. 

It was Monday morning, the first day back from Easter break, and the class was filling rapidly with noise and chatter as pupils filed in. Ignored by those around her, Jelly slumped into her seat. Chin on hand and a frown scrunching up her otherwise pretty face, she stared hard at the fuzzy little pink thing she had retrieved from her holdall and placed on the desk in front of her. 

The soft toy stared back with vacant buttony eyes and a stitched smile. Between tiny paws it held a cryptic note that read: ‘Please bear with this little present and it will change your life - TG.’ 

Jelly’s frown deepened. She had read the note a hundred times since picking up the sinister little thing in the graveyard on Saturday night. It was obviously meant to be some kind of a gift. And what was worse, a gift from a BOY. 

“I hate teddy bears,” she growled again. 

“You don’t hate teddy bears, Jell. You can’t!” a shrill voice sounded beside her and a pigtailed girl collapsed smilingly into the chair next to the redhead, having overheard the angry comment. 

“Oh hi, Penny,” her best friend muttered absently without taking her eyes off the soft toy. “This is it,” and she indicated the little bear which had been the subject of several long texting sessions over the weekend. 

Penny picked it up and read the note also. She replaced the bear carefully on Jelly’s desk. 

“It’s kind of cute, don’t you think?” she said. 

“It’s stupid!” insisted Jelly with an impatient toss of the head. “Just look at it.” 

Both of them fixed their eyes then upon the fuzzy pink thing with lilac ribbons tied to its back like bizarre wings. A flying teddy...? 

“It’s not the bear is it, Jell?” Penny ventured wisely after a moment. “Y’know, it’s not WHAT it is but WHERE it came from... right?” And then in a conspiratorial whisper, “Tom...?” She too had recognised the owner of the initials on the neatly inscribed message. 

From the ungainly position slumped over her desk Jelly straightened up slowly. She stretched out her arms, flexing the wrists as colourful bangles slid down to her bony elbows. Then having reached the utmost extension of her limbs she flopped backwards into her chair with a sigh. Sunlight caught in her fiery hair and reflected her angry mood. 

“He’s stupid,” she declared in the same tone of impatience as before. “Change my life... really? I mean, who does he think he is?” 

“Someone who likes you enough to give you a little gift,” Penny replied with a smile that hinted just a tiny bit she wished it had been for her. “After all,” she continued in melodramatic tones, “you’re not getting any younger are you? I mean, perhaps this is your last chance to find a boyfriend before it’s too late!” 

“Oh blah!” Jelly responded. Then she contorted her face in a way that would have shocked her mother had she seen it, but her pink tongue disappeared rapidly when Mr Dalton finally arrived to conduct the morning’s registration. All eyes turned to the front of the class and silence seized the disorderly room like magic, except when Sammy Thornton sneezed with suspicious extravagance. 
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TOM GROVENWITH... 

A sad little boy, lost in his own strange world, Jelly mused. His only claim to fame was the uncanny ability to sit silently at the back of every class like a creepy gargoyle. She had not spoken two words to him the whole of last term, and now he was showering her with tacky little gifts at the most inopportune moments. What was that about? 

He did have a nice smile though, she acknowledged grudgingly. Pity was he didn’t smile much. There was said to be a sadness in his family. Jelly vaguely recalled the story. Tom had an older brother called Theo, who could not speak or look after himself or something. A bit of his brain was missing Alice had said, and every now and then a crisis occurred. Jarmandy the caretaker would appear at the classroom door and ask to speak to the teacher. Then Tom would be called to the front of the class for an exchange of whispered words. Finally, without explanation he would leave, for the rest of the day. Just like that. 

“Jelly?” 

Penny nudged her friend during art, a nice, easy double period to start the week. She reached into the redhead’s open holdall and plonked the small pink teddy on the empty sheet of cartridge paper where Jelly was supposed to be scrawling charcoal lines in imitation of nature. A half dead skeletal-looking flower in a crystal vase was the class inspiration. 

“You weren’t thinking about this little fellow again, were you?” Penny accused mildly. 

“No way, it’s a total snooblit,” Jelly said. 

“What’s a snooblit?” 

“I don’t know. I just made it up. Perhaps I’ll call it that.” If the bear were alive and capable of rational thought it might give out something of a growl right about now at the idea of being called ‘Snooblit.’ 

“What’s that doing there?” Sammy Thornton said, prodding the teddy with a long piece of charcoal so that a sooty stain marked the creature’s forehead. Jelly snatched the soft toy up protectively. 

“Hey, none of your business,” she replied with fierce disdain and she rubbed at the dark smudge on its soft little head. “How would you like it if I poked you somewhere between the ears with a big dirty stick?” 

Sammy Thornton laughed uneasily. He knew Jelly had a reputation for sudden attacks of uncontrolled aggression that belied her delicate frame. It was all for show of course, but it got the job done. 

“You wouldn’t dare,” the boy said quietly, almost inaudibly. 

“Is that the best you can do?” Natasha Barnes suddenly interposed her robust frame. She was gazing at the unpromising scrawl that Sammy had attempted on his sheet of art paper. 

“What’s it got to do with you?” 

“Sorry, just a jerk reaction,” Natasha smiled faintly, her steel blue eyes fixed upon her unsuspecting victim. 

“Don’t you mean a knee-jerk reaction?” the foolish boy unwisely fell into the trap. 

“No, I meant what I said. I was just reacting... to a jerk.” 

Crestfallen, the class joker’s blond head lowered in shame and he slipped quietly away. Having mercilessly destroyed one victim, Natasha Barnes then turned her lethal gaze upon Jelly. Steel blue eyes locked with fierce hazel eyes and for a brief moment one could almost see electric sparks burning the air between the two girls. 

Here was a veritable clash of the titans, for Natasha Barnes was THE undisputed head girl of Form IA. She was very attractive and knew it, with a fuller figure than most girls her age, and a personality that pushed her to the very forefront of any crowd. A born leader, a proud fighter, and to Jelly and her smaller band of friends and associates, a formidable rival. In a word, a WITCH. 

“Well,” Natasha said after a moment of staring curiously at the pink little bear, “I’ll leave you children to play with your cuddly toy. I have some artwork to finish,” and she swept imperiously to the other end of the class, leaving Penny to ask herself why she had wandered all the way over to where she and Jelly sat solely it seemed to put down the clownish Sammy Thornton. After all there was no love lost between her gang and Jelly’s friends. 

“Perhaps we should concentrate on our artwork too,” Penny suggested, both impressed and puzzled by the Barnes witch. 

Jelly shrugged and ramming the smudge-faced little bear deep into her holdall again, she resumed her sketching endeavours. The charcoal stick crumbled in her frantic fingers as she jabbed impatiently at the paper. Up shot her hand with indignant fury. 

“Miss, this coal stick thingie is rubbish! Can I have another one please?” 

At the back of the class Tom Grovenwith caressed his almost completed flower image with sensitive strokes and, pink-cheeked, glanced out of the window dreamily. He frowned however when he caught sight of Jarmandy hovering near the caretaker’s lodge, indulging in a stealthy cigarette. 
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“I CAN’T KEEP THIS THING!” Jelly declared during lunch, holding up the soft teddy gift before Penny’s bemused gaze. A fork in her other hand was poised menacingly in the air. Jelly was a volcano never dormant for long and this was merely the latest in a series of eruptions that had marred her morning so far. “I mean,” she continued in desperate tones, “it would be like, you know, giving in or something. Accepting some kind of saucy-asian with the boy.” 

“Association?” Penny responded breathlessly, glossing over her friend’s curious habit of mispronouncing long words when excited. “No, you can’t allow that I s’pose. You might have to do something terrible like kiss him or hold hands in public.” A sense of mock tragedy coloured Penny’s words, and she devoured some steaming green and white cabbage to emphasise her point. 

“Oh yuuuck! Pen, you have SUCH a way with the gruesome imagery thing!” Jelly giggled. Another quick change of mood for the volatile redhead and she squeezed the teddy viciously. “I wish we had chemistry this afternoon,” she declared, grinding her teeth. A can of cola popped noisily. “I could then accidentally - slurp! - hold this creepy pink wotsit over a Bunsen burner - gulp! - for all of say two minutes - urp! sorry, bubbles - and watch it burn.” The girls laughed in unison and cleared up their meal things before walking arm in arm to their first lesson of the afternoon. An hour of totally flame free geography. 

Already at the age of twelve years and two months Jelly knew she had to make serious and detailed plans for her future and where her life should lead her. While others in the elite school dreamed of scientific careers or positions of power high in government, except for Sammy Thornton who was doomed to be a clown all his life, Jelly knew she had to tread her own unique path. 

Thus her cherished dream and considered career was first to become a supermodel, and then a superstar singer. 

She could not sing it was true, but the money she would earn from modelling would go towards fixing that. And finally, the pinnacle of her ambition would be to win an Oscar. She knew of course she would have to become an actress to do this but felt it was a very short hop, skip and jump from a singing catwalk diva with legions of adoring fans to a leading actress in a blockbusting movie role that would sweep up every award and fill cinemas and movie theatres across the land. 

Now after having laid out everything for a fair future full of endless success and countless colourful gowns, the appalling spectre of a troublesome BOY loomed like a shadow over her sparkly dreams of superstardom. With a sigh she shook off these perplexing thoughts and resolved to concentrate on the here and now. 

“The river Tiber passes through Rome and flows into the, um - Adriatic, no the Mediterranean, the sea somewhere near Monte Carlo and the French river-area or something,” Jelly declared vehemently, raising her hand and jumping to her feet with eagerness. She was determined to make an effort of answering at least one question at school today and not think any more about that stupid teddy. It was high time to move on, she felt. 

“Thank you Miss Deal, and the formula for calculating the area of half an ellipse would be...? Anyone? Anyone ELSE?” Mr Goldfish’s thick spectacles passed over the stunned redhead towards another upraised hand and Jelly slowly sat down again. 

Embarrassed and humiliated beyond measure, Jelly felt the blood freeze in her veins with a glacial chill. They were in geometry now, stupid, not geography. Thankfully it was the last period of the day. Penny gave her a friendly sympathetic look, Natasha Barnes coughed just behind her in a way that sounded like ‘buffoon’ and Tom stared pink-cheeked at the wooden shiny tiles beneath his desk at the back of the class. 
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“I HATE TEDDY BEARS!” the redhead muttered between gritted teeth as the final bell sounded mercifully, followed by a rush for the cloakrooms and a frenzied scampering through the fine old ivy-tangled gates to freedom. 

In no time at all a number of pupils, Penny and Jelly among them, had gathered at the bus stop just down the road from the main entrance. Normally Jelly would just cross the graveyard opposite the school and walk home but she was going to Penny’s first so they could discuss the weekend’s adventures, including the epic graveyard challenge that went so strangely wrong. Then afterwards Jelly planned to paint her toenails and was lost in thoughts on the best colour to choose. 

Burgundy shade? No, chartreuse, with a slight sparkle, she decided, just as a big green car slid smoothly into view. Penny spotted it and suddenly engaged Jelly in eager conversation so that the latter did not see the car or the boy sitting in the front passenger seat. 

Tom Grovenwith glanced briefly at his dad behind the wheel before turning his nervous blue eyes towards the cluster of girls and boys on the pavement. One schoolgirl in particular caught his attention, an ordinary schoolgirl to all appearances, notwithstanding the mass of fiery red hair and an aura of stylish posturing that suggested a supermodel, singer and Oscar-winning actress of the future. His gaze fixed intently upon the slim and trendy girl as if searching for something. Visibly tense, he seemed suddenly to relax. 

Neatly attached to the back of the girl’s holdall like a cool fashion accessory was a small pink-coloured teddy with black buttony eyes and lilac ribbons. 

Absorbed in conversation the redhead didn’t notice the slowly moving vehicle or the interested young passenger staring out at her. To the boy it seemed the teddy was watching him as he passed by and then... did it smile at him? Did it really smile? 

Tom gave out a little sigh of relief, sat back in his seat and smiled too. What had seemed like the longest day of his life had finally come to a successful conclusion. The gift had been accepted. Nothing, he was assured, would ever be the same again. 

For the wildest of wild adventures was about to begin! 
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CHAPTER 2
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“THERE HAD TO BE that one last marble of course,” Jelly said as she and Penny sat cross-legged on the floor of Penny’s little bedroom that evening with CDs scattered around them and music pounding out from a portable player nearby. “Always the trickiest to find.” 

Penny was clutching a fat cuddly cat toy called Mr Majeek as she listened, now and again sucking on its cloth paw absently. She nodded in understanding. 

“Simeon can be quite sneaky,” she observed. “And no wonder, being a friend of Tom Grovenwith.” 

“I thought I saw HIM lurking among the lime trees by the path,” Jelly observed with a significant look. 

Simeon Mandaba had challenged Jelly to a dare that Saturday afternoon in the park when she had laughed at his antics on a skateboard. She refused his suggestion of going on the board herself as a broken ankle might jeopardize her modelling career. 

So instead Jelly suggested crossing the local graveyard at twilight. When Simeon went pale beneath his dark skin at this dare she knew she had found the perfect opportunity to silence her annoying critic. How was he to know she had been traversing the old graveyard for a lark since about the age of five? 

Across the road from the Select School was an old ivy-covered church that rose like a fluffy green tower amid black cypresses and monkey puzzle trees whose weirdness suggested alien worlds to the imaginative redhead. Around this ancient building were scattered the graves of countless generations of Hallingford residents. The rough stone wall and wrought iron gates posed no obstacle on a Saturday evening to lithe youngsters determined to invade the solemn precincts of the graveyard. 

The sole object of the dare was to collect five marbles from specific gravestones as proof that the challenge had been met and the challenger successful in the task. In the absence of Penny due to a cold, the marbles had been placed there during the day by Alice Wanders, Jelly’s accomplice, witnessed by Simeon Mandaba and his second, the goofy Thornton boy. This was done when the graveyard posed a less forbidding aspect and, as Jelly had archly observed at the time, there was less likelihood of being dragged into some subterranean cavern by the bony claws of fleshless monsters, guardians of the dead. 

“I searched and searched and it was getting darker and darker,” Jelly continued dramatically, raising her hands to emphasise her words. “Then I spotted something on old Bertie Snellhoop’s gravestone.” 

“Isn’t that the one with the funny inscription on it saying he died after 31,284 days of life?” Penny recalled with perplexing accuracy. “Mum says it was to do with hiding from the devil or something. You know, setting a puzzle about when he was born so he couldn’t be lured down into hell. That would have made him over eighty-five when he died...” 

“That’s nice,” Jelly frowned, a bit peeved at Penny doing completely mental arithmetic in the middle of her story. “Well perhaps as part of his hiding from the tax man scheme,” she took up the thread again with mild sarcasm, “the mad old git chose to have his grave in the darkest, most tangled and smelliest part of the graveyard. I thought Alice had placed the fifth and final marble right on top of the funny shaped scrolls and stuff. It took me an age to wade through the deadly quicksand and poison fog—” 

“Jelly!” 

“I mean the brambles and soggy leaves,” she corrected herself with a smirk. Then her expression changed to deadly earnest. “But when I got there, it wasn’t a marble that I had glimpsed. It was something else, something that shouldn’t have been there. Something... horrid!” 

“Oh, what was it!” and Penny hugged her cuddly toy tightly with rising excitement, knowing the answer of course, but going along with the story. 

“It was—” 

BING-BONG! 

The girls jumped, scattering CDs across the carpet and Penny’s stuffed cat, Mr Majeek, nearly hit the ceiling. 

This unexpected sound had nothing to do with Jelly’s dramatic discovery in the graveyard; rather it was the front door bell to Penny’s house signalling the arrival of unexpected visitors. Mrs Pound ushered into the small bedroom none other than the imposing form of Natasha Barnes and a new girl at school called Susan Waverley whose long black hair had thrilled both boys and girls alike when she first appeared at registration just before Easter, an unusually late selection. She was still finding her feet, discovering the good from the bad among the legendary geniuses of the Hallingford Select School. As a result she had been dipping her toes in several camps at once. 

“Perhaps you girls would like to transfer this little gathering to the dining room?” Mrs Pound suggested, for Penny’s bedroom could hardly accommodate so many arms and legs. 
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CROWDED ROUND THE BIG shiny table, a few magazines and CDs transferred as well as the portable player, the four girls shifted uncomfortably amidst the more formal setting of high-backed chairs and flower arrangements in the modest dining room. 

“This sucks a little,” Natasha declared and promptly turned the background music up so that it became foreground music, until Penny quickly adjusted the volume again to a more reasonable level. Natasha shrugged and began texting someone on her cherry red mobile. 

“I brought the book back like I said I would,” Susan Waverley explained in a soft, friendly voice the reason for her visit, handing over a rather thick volume of short stories. 

“Already? I only lent it you last Friday. Didn’t you like it or are you a speed reader?” 

“Speed reader,” was the succinct reply. Penny looked suitably impressed. 

“So,” Jelly queried, fixing her hazel eyes on the Barnes witch and interrupting the impromptu texting session. “How come YOU turned up at Penny’s house, without a reason or invite?” 

Showing no sign of offence at the manner of the question, Natasha shrugged her shoulders again, beeped her mobile off and pursed her lips as if gathering her thoughts. 

“I bumped into Susan on the way here and decided to tag along. No harm. I’m sure Penny doesn’t mind my being here, and besides,” picking up and briefly examining the book that Susan had returned, “by the looks of things she could probably do with some entertainment in her life.” Rubbing her hands gleefully in self-gratulation, Natasha raised her voice importantly. “I bring exciting tidings of my skiing holiday in the Swiss Alps which I’m sure you all want to hear. Daring escapades on the snowy slopes and rocky crags where eagles dare not tread, nor mountain goats sing for fear of avalanches!” 

“Mountain goats don’t sing,” Jelly snorted. 

“WHATever.” 

Penny and Jelly gave each other a look of resignation and Susan Waverley, still finding her feet in the world of HSS cliques, made the fatal mistake of showing a polite interest in Natasha Barnes’s posh skiing holiday. Thus it turned into a long evening, a very long evening. 

That night, tucked up in bed, Jelly clutched her pillow at the remembrance of it all. A strange weekend, a stranger first day back at school and the strangest of evenings. Why the Barnes witch kept butting in on Jelly and her pals she could not fathom. It was almost as if she was trying to make friends or something. Most unlikely. 

And then the even odder thing. Tom Grovenwith wanting to make friends too all of a sudden. It was as if she had won the lottery and everyone knew it but her. 

She looked across the room towards the window. On the dresser in front of the half-drawn curtains sat the small pink teddy. That was the horrid something she had so unexpectedly found on old Bertie Snellhoop’s gravestone of course. Placed there by the strange boy to grab her attention. She still did not know what to do with it. Throw it away? Burn it? Feed it to the neighbours’ dog? 

It was kind of too cute to die like that, she thought with a reluctant sigh as she snuggled under the blankets. Dimming her bedside lamp so she could still see everything in the room, Jelly closed her eyes and tried to relax as troubling thoughts raced through her excited mind. 

Another hectic school day ahead. She must remember to return a borrowed CD that was simply too scratchy to play anymore, and she just had to try out a new turquoise hair clip she had bought at the weekend. It was SO sparkly. She’d thought of a really neat joke about Natasha Barnes and facial hair which she felt sure would amuse Penny. 

On the other hand there would still be a whole parcel load of annoying stuff to get through. Boring lessons, Thornton quips, droning teachers, avoiding Tom... Groven... 
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LIKE AN AIRPORT RUNWAY the glittering lights, blue, pink and saffron yellow, ranged either side of the velvet carpet. Music pounded from speakers beneath the towers upon which spotlights wavered, picking out here and there celebrities and magazine editors applauding the show. 

Jelly tuned into the rhythms of a familiar song to calm her nerves, swaying her body gently as she waited her turn by the wings of the stage. Then the manager patted her arm, nodded and gestured grandly towards the velvety catwalk. Her moment had come. 

Flowing robes of crepe and diamond-studded silk billowed in a wash of pastel colours as she scampered up the soft steps, past a returning model who met her gaze with reassuring eyes. 

“You look stunning,” she said. “You’ll wipe them out, darling.” 

“I know,” Jelly replied, feeling more than anything that it was so. She KNEW she looked a million dollars, that she was at the pinnacle of her profession. Her legendary red hair was piled high in loops and curls, her delicate ears accentuated by emeralds and turquoises without number, her slender neck bare of any embellishment for as she had been told many times it was a work of art in itself. 

With long strides in the highest of heels, Jelly glided along the catwalk runway with regal majesty. A smattering of applause avalanched into a roar of approval from the besotted crowd and her reputation as the hottest supermodel in this or any other universe was assured. 

It was then she noticed something odd. On one side of the stage the spotlights which followed her and dipped now and then into the crowds, never seemed to light up an area where there should be people and seats and things. It was as if an impenetrable blackness, a strange shadow resided there, solid, yet somehow not real. She continued her walk but the ruby-lipped smile which enchanted her admirers began to waver as she got closer. What on earth was it? 

No one else seemed to notice the strange phenomenon and when Jelly reached the point where it almost touched the catwalk she halted. True to her profession she struck a pose; hand on hip and head held high. She wanted to whirl on a sharp heel and march briskly back the way she had come but a chill in the air made her pause. A cold breath seemed to emanate from the shadow near the stage and the urge to lean closer, to try and penetrate the inky blackness seized her. 

Peering deeper into the dark shadow Jelly felt she could almost make out things swirling within its dusky depths, purplish undefined shapes. She squinted, forgetting where she was, the fashion show a distant memory. If only she could see. Closer she looked, leaning ever more towards the hungry shadow, until all of a sudden she felt herself toppling forward. In a panic she tried to grab something to save herself but there was nothing to hold onto. She was instantly enveloped in a chilling darkness. Arms flailing, she tried to scream but could not breathe. She just kept on falling and falling, without end... until— 
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WITH A SHARP INTAKE of breath, Jelly sat up suddenly. She was in bed, of course. In her room at the top of the stairs next to the bathroom. In her house on Southfield Road by the railway station. She was safe. 

“Just a dream,” she sighed and brushed tousled locks of hair out of her sleepy eyes. “Just a stupid, dumb dream. Too much cheese for supper. That dress though, WOW!” 

Jelly looked around at the familiar dimness in her room. The sensations of the dream had been so real that she needed this reassuring survey of her safe little domain to bring her firmly back to reality. The posters on the wall, though pale, abstract shapes in the twilight, still hung firmly in their place. A jacket she had worn earlier in the day lay tidily over her chair with a glint of sparkle and next to it her tennis racquet somewhat neglected till the summer holidays, but still there where it should be. The chilliness of that dark, dark shadow slowly lifted from her soul. Jelly sighed again with relief. Everything was as it should be. Then she frowned. 

Not everything... 

By the window where her dresser stood a strange light caught her eye. It was that little teddy gift. Bereft now of its cryptic note, it was sat on a velvet cushion by her lip gloss and eyeliner and fragrant perfumes and powders. The soft toy appeared to be glowing. 

With a gulp of panic the startled girl jerked upright, her wide eyes mesmerised by the sight. The teddy now seemed to be floating just above the cushion. It wavered uncertainly as a delicate pink poured from the tiny body so softly it barely lit the room. 

“Whaa—!!” Jelly began to shriek but choked with fright when the teddy suddenly shot into the air like a tiny comet, did an extravagant somersault and landed with a soft plump on the end of the bed. 

“Don’t be frightened little girl,” he said in a gentle if somewhat tiny voice, the stitching in his mouth moving in unison with the words. Jelly shuddered. The creepy soft toy alien monster thing had spoken to her! 

Trying to catch her breath, Jelly clambered out of the bed sheets that threatened to entangle her and knelt in front of the fuzzy toy. Her thick red tresses hid her terrified face as she leaned forward in shocked silence. The teddy gazed up at her expectantly, his buttony black eyes luminous in the pink glow, the lilac ribbons on his back waving gently. A whimper briefly escaped from amongst the chaos of scarlet hair, followed by rapid panting. After a moment the panting stopped. 

Jelly was thinking. 

“O-ka-y,” she said slowly and uncertainly to herself. “This has GOT to be a lucy-nation! Mum says you can get them sometimes when you’re stressed out or something disagrees with you.” She raised a finger as if about to enumerate suggestions. “My new eyelash brush DID get stepped on during double art today. That kind of silly accident could easily make one’s mind snap, but I managed to remain in control.” 

“Excuse me...” a small voice tried to interrupt. 

“There was that freckle incident in the girls’ washroom just before lunch, but thankfully it was a false alarm. Wait, what am I thinking? Of course!” and she slapped her forehead in revelation. “The cheese I had for supper! I love cheese but—” 

“WILL YOU SHUT UP!!” a not so small voice burst forth, and the pink glowing teddy rose up before Jelly’s startled eyes. “You are not having an hallucination you silly girl!” 

Jelly swept her bare arms over her head, thrusting the mass of hair back so her perplexed features were fully revealed in the pink glow from the extraordinary soft toy. The expression on her face was a mixture of fear and anger. She pursed her lips and squinted at the fuzzy thing floating before her. 

“How can I tell you’re not just a pigment of my imagination?” she queried breathlessly. 

“Figment,” the creature casually corrected. 

“Are you a remote teacher drone?” 

“No child,” the tiny voice began again in a more indulgent tone, “I am—” 

“I know! I’ll try to phone Penny,” the redhead suddenly burst out brightly. “I’m probably still dreaming and mobiles never work in dreams do they? No network, see?” and she reached over to where her phone was sitting in its recharger. 

“Don’t do that,” the soft toy admonished, rising a little and glowing a sterner rosy pink. “No one else should know about me, ever.” 

“O-ka-y,” Jelly repeated, her voice heightened by growing impatience. “You’re not a dream. You’re not a lucy-nation. As you float and glow and speak and stuff, you’re not just a cuddly toy then either. So... WHAT ARE YOU!!” 

“Shssh!” 

This sudden and unexpected warning made Jelly blink. She almost laughed. There was something so ridiculous about being shushed in your own bedroom by a floaty teddy-thing that Jelly’s fear and anger both seemed to vanish completely. Suppressing an urge to giggle, she repeated her question in a whisper. 

“What ARE you?” 

Rising up slowly, glowing a brighter pink with pride, the soft toy paused for dramatic effect before making his reply. 

“I... am a Cosmic Teddy.” 

There was a pause. In the continued silence the teddy’s glow began to dim slightly, as if disappointed by the lack of a reaction. Then Jelly smirked. 

“Of course you are,” she said pleasantly. “And I’m Jelly Superstar. Pleased to meet you!” 

Jelly then snorted with laughter and began to tumble around on the bed like a manic child. She wrapped the bed sheets about her in a cocoon of mirth as she tried to muffle the sounds of screams and giggles that might alert her parents. 

Annoyed, the Cosmic Teddy floated off the dishevelled bed and drifted some distance back into the centre of the room. 

“Miss Jelly? Please look around you and you will understand what it means to be a Cosmic Teddy,” he declared, his colour just then changing to a rich violet. 

A choked gurgle came from the bedclothes. 

“Little girl—?” 

Jelly erupted from the sheets suddenly in good-natured anger, grabbed a pillow and launched it at where she thought the teddy was. 

“I’m not a little—!” she began and then froze at what she saw. The pillow missed the floating teddy by some distance and then it did something else too. It disappeared into thin air! The pillow should have hit the dresser and scattered Jelly’s make-up and hairbrushes, but it didn’t because the dresser, the mirror above it and the window which faced the garden were not there anymore either. They had vanished like the pillow and in their place was a chaotic mass of stars and whirling planets! 

Jelly glanced quickly around her. The ceiling had gone, the walls, the furniture, the floor even. Everything had disappeared and she was floating in space, surrounded by glittering star clusters, rainbow clouds and rocky little moons without number. Yet she was still kneeling on her bed, her knees pressed into the mattress, her fists tightly clenching bed sheets. The bed seemed to be all that was left of her world. It could not save her though for it slowly began to tilt. 

That awful sensation of falling into infinity had returned. Big time! 
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CHAPTER 3
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“THIS IS NOT HAPPENING!” Jelly whimpered through gritted teeth, tears forming in her startled eyes, for she was truly frightened now. “It CAN’T be—!” she gulped. 

“Oh but it is,” said the Cosmic Teddy, a little smugly one might add, his fuzzy head nodding as he floated in space near her. “And you won’t be needing THAT anymore either!” 

No sooner had he spoken than the bed disappeared too, and Jelly found herself suddenly rolling over and over in infinity with nothing to hold onto to stop her tumbling. Jelly was too confused and frightened to figure out what was happening and her arms and legs fluttered about in a comical display of panic. She had stopped crying out also because it suddenly occurred to her there was no air in space and she needed to hold her breath. 

To end her perplexity the Cosmic Teddy floated over to the frantic struggling girl and touched her bare shoulder so that her tumbling ceased and all her limbs relaxed. He noticed then that her face was turning a curious shade of purple. 

“Whatever is the matter?” he asked politely. 

“Bwwpwhwaa—!” Jelly managed to reply less politely, and then she started gasping for breath as if her life depended on it, which to her it did. 

“What, I can breathe! We’re in space and I can breathe. How?” 

“Oh, so you admit we’re in space now do you?” 

Jelly did not answer immediately. Her head was too full of confusion. It was like being on a fairground ride, some awesome whirling, tumbling contraption that seemed to turn her insides into impossible knots and stretch her outsides beyond belief! 

Which way was up? 

There was no upside down or top or bottom or back or front to guide her, just space. She was at the perfect centre of everything with glowing balls of fire and shimmering rainbow clouds surrounding her both near and far. Without end. 

“What happened? What’s going on?” the redhead blurted out, her panic rising again for she had finally managed to gather enough of her scattered wits to realise the total strangeness of her situation. “How did I get here? Where’s my bedroom, the Earth - my MOBILE!” she wailed. 

“That was my doing, Miss Jelly,” the tiny pink teddy confessed proudly. 

“Well, undo your doing,” the frantic girl immediately replied. “I don’t like this one bit. I can’t stand, walk, sit, watch TV or anything. Thank goodness I’m in my pyjamas and not a skirt. If you sent me here, send me back - NOW!” 

She looked around at the chaotic view pleadingly and spotted a tiny blue and white world, like a glittering marble off to one side of where she floated. At first she thought it was the Earth, but there was something wrong about it, something different. It just did not look like the pictures Penny had shown her once in a science book. Beyond the marbly world a scattering of green and crimson stars glowed like a jewelled necklace that stretched across half the sky. It would look beautiful anywhere else right now. 

“I’m afraid I don’t want to do that Miss Jelly,” the Cosmic Teddy said. “It’s more important that I show you something of this place. You’ll change your mind after you’ve been here a while I’m certain.” 

Jelly was not so sure. In every direction her frantic gaze went her eyes met stars and planets and dark space in between, stretching out towards a terrifying infinity. This was indeed the ultimate sense of falling and falling - but in which direction? She seemed to be falling everywhere, all at once. 

Then Jelly remembered the cheese she had eaten before going to bed, and just as soon wished she hadn’t. 

“I’m— I’m going to be sick!” 

“Look at me,” a gently reassuring yet tiny voice said, suddenly sounding much closer, and Jelly glanced to where the Cosmic Teddy floated into view. The sight of something, anything her eyes could focus on gave an immediate sense of relief and her stomach began to settle. Jelly’s hazel eyes showed signs of calm as the soft toy throbbed and glowed a pleasant rose and then orange, before resuming the pale pink which first attracted her attention back in the now invisible and Jelly-absent bedroom. This curious colour display intrigued the redhead and added to the astonishing mystery surrounding the Cosmic Teddy. 

“How did you do that?” she asked in a quiet, trembling voice and sniffed. “It was kind of pretty.” 

“It’s hard to describe,” the soft toy answered honestly. “It is something I’ve always been able to do. I just think certain thoughts and my colour changes and here in the Cosmic Void these colours can have calming or irritating effects on the emotions of other creatures that live here it seems. I felt sure you would react the same way. After all, you appear to be a bundle of chaotic emotions too.” 

“I s’pose that’s true,” Jelly observed thoughtfully. “I remember a lemon-coloured polo neck sweater Mum bought me ages back which sent me into an INSTANT fury. It was the colour that did it, don’t you think? Although polo necks were totally out of season just then.” 

The Cosmic Teddy made no reply to this, fashionable knitwear not being one of his areas of expertise. 
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HIS CALMING INFLUENCE had the desired effect though, and Jelly was now beginning to feel more comfortable in the strange place the teddy had called the Cosmic Void. Her large dark eyes seemed full of stars as she glanced more often around her at the colourful globes of distant worlds and oddly shaped clouds her limited knowledge failed to recognise as nebulae. The stars looked so inviting and warm and cheerful. Jelly’s thoughts turned thus to other important matters. 

“Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath to suppress a tendency to stutter and tremble. “We’re in space, I’m not dreaming, and you’re not a cuddly toy but a Cosmic Teddy.” 

“And you are a marvel for summing up,” the soft toy replied pleasantly without a hint of sarcasm. Well, perhaps just a tiny bit. 

“Hmn, thank you,” Jelly grunted uncertainly. “So, I’m just thinking it seems really strange that a boy at school would plant a seemingly harmless yet sinister teddy in a graveyard to distract me. Yet in the middle of the night when I’m having an absolutely ace dream that same odd pink toy suddenly begins to glow and float and speak, and the next thing I know the fuzzy little monster blasts me into another universe. Now, tell me, is that normal?” 

“Your skills at summing up have just taken a knock.” 

“Is Tom Grovenwith an alien?” Jelly asked, ignoring the more readily discernible sarcasm in the Cosmic Teddy’s voice. “It would be just my luck wouldn’t it if he was. Imagine being stalked by an alien who’s landed on Earth in search of a mate to take back to Jupiter or somewhere. Yuck! Hey, I bet he’s a shape-shifty type too! He doesn’t really look like a boy, but has three and a half eyes, more limbs than he knows what to do with and big grabby hands. No wonder he doesn’t do sports at school. His secret would probably be found out in the changing rooms or something.” 

“Are you quite finished?” the Cosmic Teddy queried, his lilac ribbons extending to their full six inches either side of his fuzzy body in impatience. 

“Oh no! I’ve just thought,” Jelly cried out and the soft toy twitched in exasperation. “What if he’s got bigger plans? The first alien invader checking out the territory before calling in his friends and taking over the world? Hallingford could be under threat. We need to go back right away. I gotta warn my parents, and Penny! Don’t you see? I knew I shouldn’t have agreed to go to that creepy genius school. Some pupils obviously have VERY special talents I bet. Not just Tom the Jupertonian. That Natasha Barnes is involved too. She must be. No first year pupil should be wearing a bra THAT size! It’s not natural. Even Miss Panter, our gym teacher hasn’t got that much up top, and she’s fully grown up. Natasha must be a shapely shifter too, but a show off who can’t control herself so much. An alien femme fatale, how appalling! And what about Susan Waverley? Her hair is impossibly long and straight, and she’s new, perhaps fresh off a saucer from Neptune...” 

“WILL YOU SHUT UP!” 

“Hmn?” 

The Cosmic Teddy was not particularly fond of blatant rudeness, but sometimes it seemed the only option. It did the trick too, for Jelly paused in her ranting worries. 

“I think Miss Jelly you have been watching too much of the wrong sort of television and reading some very silly books,” the little pink bear held forth, now able to get a word in at last. “The schoolboy you refer to, who if he WERE from Jupiter would be a Jovian and not a Jupertonian - anyway, this boy I am sure knows nothing of my Cosmic status, nor of the Cosmic Void itself. You might say he was merely the errand boy. He delivered me to you. I have simply been waiting for the appropriate moment to bring you here so that you could see this place. Hallingford, the Earth, are perfectly safe from marauding aliens, I can assure you.” 

“Are you saying Tom Grovenwith DOESN’T fancy me?” Jelly accused with slighted dignity. “That it was a put up job?” Her self-esteem appeared to have suffered a setback. 

“Well, Miss Jelly,” the Cosmic Teddy replied thoughtfully, choosing his words with greater care so as not to ruffle the redhead’s feelings further. “It seems this boy you mention did single you out, so perhaps there might be something behind it. However, I am no expert in affairs of the heart, having none myself you see, only spongy stuff all over my insides like other teddies.” 

“That’s nice,” Jelly muttered, still in a state of wary uncertainty. “And where on earth, excuse the pun, do YOU come from. Cosmic Teddies have never appeared in any toy shop I can recall. Talking robots, shrieking dolls and things for sure, but you’re obviously different from them. You talk heaps more.” 

“Let me try to explain in as few words as possible,” the soft toy replied tartly. “Firstly, Miss Jelly do you remember being born? Do you remember what it was like before you were born?” 

“’Course not. No one does, except carnation people.” 

“Well then, how I came to be is as much a mystery to me too. My substance appears of Earth origin and that is all I know.” 

Jelly absorbed this information for a moment, then a new light of alarm entered her eyes. 

“What is it now, Miss Jelly?” 

“You - you haven’t kidnapped me or something, for a ransom?” 

The Cosmic Teddy changed colour again at this suggestion, choosing a distinctly annoying lemon-yellow that would have just matched a certain polo neck sweater. 

Jelly got the message and fell silent. 
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LIKE MANY YOUNGSTERS Jelly quickly adapted to her new environment and as she floated aimlessly around she began making comical swimming movements, but with no obvious effect. She did manage to roll over onto her back and this created the appealing sensation of lying out on a hill one beautiful starry night and gazing up at the heavens. Something that looked like a shooting star even appeared to hurtle across her line of vision. She could have sworn it was making a whistling noise as it streaked by. 

“Teddy?” she eventually said, after staring at the infinity all around her for some considerable time. The soft toy floated before her once more. “What is this crazy place, I mean really? You mentioned other creatures that live here too, like on other worlds. What kind of creatures? And if this is outer space, why don’t I freeze and die or burst like a balloon or something? After all I’m in my pyjamas.” 

“So many questions,” the Cosmic Teddy replied with what might have passed for a sigh in a human being. “Strictly speaking the Cosmic Void can be called outer space for it contains many things astronomers would recognise. Scientists on your world however have described space as they wish it to be so that it fits their own theories, not like it really is, not like how you see it now Miss Jelly. This is all perfectly real. And while you are here, this is YOUR Cosmic Void.” 

“And you’re my Cosmetic Teddy!” Jelly suddenly blurted out, a little surprised at herself. “This is MY universe... and you’re MY friend all the time I’m here.” 

“Ye-e-es, I think you understand it a little,” the teddy responded cautiously, for he felt she had simplified matters somewhat. 

“There are other creatures here, in my universe?” Jelly then pursued as her fascination overwhelmed any fear she originally felt. “Other boys and girls like me, or strange alien things, bug-eyed monsters or mad robots eager to conquer worlds and spoil everyone’s day? Ants at a picnic... SQUISH!” 

“Miss Jelly, I cannot describe all the weird and wonderful beings that inhabit the Cosmic Void,” the teddy replied. “There are so many. Some beautiful beyond compare, others frightful to behold. All of them yearn however to find that eternal peace and contentment which is true happiness.” 

Jelly smiled at this grand speech, it must be said, with a touch of cynicism. 

“Great,” she responded airily. “Everyone wants to be happy in a big smiley universe. And in the meantime, what am I to do, floating here in space? Where’s Earth? I’ve got to go to school tomorrow, y’know? Everybody will be turning the place upside down searching for me. They wouldn’t dream of looking up in the sky of course. There’s this really neat joke I want to tell Penny too. She’s my best friend by the way, did you know? It’s about Natasha Barnes and facial hair. She’s NOT my friend. I’m just dying to tell her, y’know? I mean Penny, not Natasha, she wouldn’t appreciate it...” 

The teddy did not reply to this schoolgirl chatter, but seemed to shift his tiny glowing body slightly whilst considering his words, black buttony eyes gazing off into the distance. 

“Hush, Miss Jelly,” he said gently after a moment. “Listen. Can you hear that faint humming all around? Do you know what that is? The stars are singing, and if I am not much mistaken they are singing to YOU.” 

“Singing... to me?” 

Somewhat sceptical, Jelly held her breath and strained her ears. Faintly a strange and bewitching song floated amidst the ether towards her, passing through her and subsiding, then rising again more strongly. It was very beautiful, she thought and wondered how she had failed to notice it before, so awesome were the melodies. She could feel the strange rhythms caressing her limbs, tickling her insides, and then touching on something deeper, a part of her that even she was unaware of. It was as if the Cosmic Void had invaded her soul and captured her heart! 

“School tomorrow...” she dreamily whispered. “So many worlds, so many new sights, so much beauty...” A little wrestling inside her mind was followed by a decision. The bright, colourful universe was hers to explore. Schoolwork could wait. And besides, the teddy assured her, she could go home again whenever she wanted to. He had the power to zap her back to Earth in an instant. Brilliant! 

“Right!” she said with determination, twisting her limbs so she could face in a certain direction. “There’s plenty of time I’m sure, so let’s have a look at this funky Cosmetic Void and its strange inhabitants. Any ideas?” 

“Well, there’s that nearby blue and white world...” the teddy began hopefully but the excited girl wasn’t listening. 

Glancing around at the shimmering lights and velvety patches of darkness in search of a more exotic candidate for exploration, Jelly eyed the curious string of stars which dominated the area of space she found herself facing. 

“So what’s that place there?” and she indicated the green and crimson necklace. 

“Just some stars.” 

“But don’t they have a name? Everything has a name, surely?” 

A tiny little sigh emanated with reluctance from the floating soft toy who was well aware he did not have a name yet himself and feared to dwell on the subject lest the redhead remembered her threat of calling him ‘Snooblit.’ 

“The Damsellian Veil,” he eventually acknowledged. 

“The Damsellian Veil,” Jelly repeated in romantic tones. Then she frowned. “It doesn’t look much like a veil to me, more a necklace.” 

“The veil refers to what it hides.” 

“Really!” Jelly enthused at the implied mystery in these words. “What does it hide? Tell me, is it the great secrets of the universe, something evil that should not be seen, or tremendous riches no one must know of?” 

“Damsell.” 

Somewhat deflated by this answer, Jelly looked again at the crimson and green twinklings as if attempting to pierce the mystery with her hazel-eyed gaze. 

“And what,” she eventually pursued, “is Damsell?” 

“Just a world, Miss Jelly, I believe. I’ve never been there so please do not ask me to describe it for you.” 

Satisfied this particular conversation had reached its natural conclusion, Jelly looked around for further curiosities to quiz the Cosmic Teddy upon. 
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AFTER SCANNING EMERALD star clusters, drifting golden dust and tiny moons that may or may not hold bug-eyed inhabitants upon them, her gaze fell upon an extraordinary darkness amid the scattered light beneath where she floated. There was a familiarity about the shadowy wisps which seemed to swallow up all light that came near it. She gestured below her. 

“What’s that place? Does it hide something too?” 

The Cosmic Teddy altered his position, rotating his tiny body so the button-like eyes could follow the direction of her outstretched arm. Without warning his usually placid rosy pink glow altered to an angry red. Jelly picked up on the colour change. 

“What is it? What’s the matter?” she queried. 

“Nothing,” he squeaked with difficulty and resumed his placid pink glow. “That’s just the Realm of Purple Shadows.” 

“What a pretty name. Can we go there?” 

“I think not, Miss Jelly. There are better and more interesting places to go than a big cloud of dark dust.” 

“I suppose so. It could get in your hair couldn’t it and no amount of rinsing would get it out again. I might be condemned to spend the rest of my life as a brunette.” This thought made the proud redhead shudder. 

After exhausting numerous other options and destinations, the bright ball of luminous blue and white Jelly had noticed earlier finally attracted her attention once more. The teddy glowed with rosy approbation. 

“Definitely the best place to start, Miss Jelly,” he assured her. It appeared to be the closest world to where they floated and the redhead nodded. 

“Okay, let’s go there then!” she agreed and began an energetic breaststroke in the emptiness of space, her bare feet kicking frantically among the stars. The Cosmic Teddy did a cute little cartwheel in amusement whilst turning a pale yellow. Jelly noticed this provocative colour and realised the fuzzy creature was making fun of her. 

“Well... what?” she said, trying to hide her embarrassment, if not her irritation. 

“Humans change colour too, I see,” the teddy sniggered mischievously as Jelly’s face turned almost as red as her flowing hair. “I am afraid Miss Jelly, it would take years of thought training for you to be able to move through space like I do, just by wishing it. And you do not have these Ether Ribbons either.” The soft toy indicated the lilac strips that floated behind his fuzzy little body. 

“Then how am I to get anywhere in this big voidy space place? I’ve got things to do, people to meet, y’know?” The singing stars were calling her. 

“Well, you are too big and heavy for me to drag, so I shall call Arathida the Star Moth to help us.” The teddy changed colour again. 

“Hairy feeder the what—?” Jelly spluttered. 

Before Jelly was even able to complete her question she suddenly felt a huge floating thing beneath her like a carpet of soft jewels. It had approached so fast she had been unaware of it until it bumped gently against her legs and a soft downy neck sprinkled with star dust raised itself in front of her astonished gaze. 

“Grab the fur,” she heard the teddy say and without thinking she did so. Then, in response perhaps to her touch the huge creature suddenly hurtled forward and everything became kind of blurry. Except for one thing. The strange unknown world she had agreed to visit. Jelly could see it was growing rapidly in size! 
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CHAPTER 4
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FOR THE FIRST TIME since entering the Cosmic Void Jelly’s senses seemed to focus as she approached the shiny blue world on the soft jewelled back of the strange flying beast. 

She felt there was an up and a down, a forwards and a backwards. Whether the creature she rode upon created this comforting sensation, or whether it was because she found herself with something beneath her and a destination ahead of her the redhead could not say, but a sharp thrill ran through her like starsong. NOW this was going somewhere. The whole universe was hers to explore! 

“This thing is really travelling,” the girl murmured to herself, suitably impressed with such a comfortable mode of transport after a long and disconcerting spell of floating aimlessly. “I hope it’s got good brakes.” 

“She.” 

“What?” Jelly looked down at the little pink teddy who had nestled beside her to take advantage of the ride. “Did you say something?” 

“Arathida is a ‘she’ you know,” the teddy replied. “One of the daughters of Thoolama, Queen of the Ethereal Flyers. She doesn’t talk, but sympathises. That’s how she knows when to come and help and where to go.” 

“That’s nice.” 

Jelly wasn’t sure if the Cosmic Teddy was making fun of her again, but he was not glowing that awful sickly yellow like before so she felt he was perhaps being quite serious. Thus Jelly contented herself with taking a closer look at the daughter of Thoolama as she travelled amidst stars and worlds. 

Bathed in the light from a million suns the Star Moth glowed a pale orange, sprinkled here and there with a multitude of glittering jewels, soft and warm to the touch. The creature was not much like a fuzzy Earth moth in appearance for she had no antennae or feelers, nor any spindly legs. Her wings spread out twenty feet or more either side of the soft orange body and shimmered with iridescence, lots of rainbow colours that pulsed along their entire length. Hypnotically beautiful, Jelly thought. 

She had appeared so unexpectedly on the scene Jelly had had no time to see Arathida’s face and could only now gaze at the back of her large rounded head nodding gently in front of her as they flew towards the blue planet. Looking beyond the Star Moth, Jelly noticed the world had already swollen into a massive globe and a new excitement seized her. 

They had arrived already! 

Suddenly she felt she was no longer in space, that she now appeared to be flying above a huge silver and blue bowl which curved around and either side of her. The Cosmic Void had shrunk into nothing more than a bit of sky! In spite of the excitement, something about the strange place made her shiver involuntarily. Her soft toy companion named the new planet there and then. 

“Welcome to Icy World,” he said solemnly and Jelly gasped when huge gleaming pinnacles seemed to thrust upwards menacingly as they glided ever closer to the glassy surface. Between the towering mountains of ice, endless frozen plains stretched out below, devoid of life and warmth. It seemed a very dead world. 

“Why bring me here?” Jelly queried in puzzlement and Arathida, she who sympathised, began trembling as if picking up her passenger’s worry at the sight of such a dreary landscape. “The place looks as much fun as triple algebra,” the Earth girl mournfully declared. 

“I really think you should see this world Miss Jelly,” squeaked the soft toy with an enthusiasm the girl was far from feeling. “It is not all it seems.” Then he made some strange fluting noises, patting the furry carpet on which he sat, in an apparent attempt to soothe the increasingly agitated creature. His good intentions failed however. 

With a shudder as if struck by pain, the Star Moth tilted to one side high up amid the icy peaks and Jelly, caught unawares by the sudden movement, felt herself sliding over the creature’s bejewelled head. Over she went and down she tumbled through the chilly air, ironically catching her first glimpse of Arathida’s face. It was a face of anguish, large soft eyes full of regret. The daughter of Thoolama seemed to be apologising. Then more important matters engrossed Jelly’s thoughts, like how much it was going to hurt when she died. The Cosmic Teddy, being able to float, was in no danger, but he let out a squeak of alarm as the girl bounced painfully off an icy crest twenty feet below. 

The pinnacles sloped down beneath Jelly like great slides that ran for miles and she found herself rolling upon their soft snowy flanks. Every moment she expected to reach some cliff ledge and plunge into the fathomless depths but each hop into the air from one ending slide deposited her onto another. She found herself miraculously skidding ever downward, feeling now neither cold nor frightened. The frosty wind was in her hair as the strange landscape whizzed by. Caught up in the thrill of the sensation, she laughed, she screamed with childish delight and the high-pitched sounds of merriment echoed across the frozen wastes of Icy World. 
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RELIEVED THAT THE GIRL was unhurt the Cosmic Teddy floated down to the surface of the world using his Ether Ribbons, Arathida refusing to go any closer to the frozen planet. He found Jelly sitting on a block of ice in thoughtful contemplation, combing snowy crystal residue from her flaming locks with trembling fingers. 

“Now THAT was what I call a fun slide,” she gasped breathlessly. “This place is a winter wonderland of sorts. Should be on the tourist maps or something. Thank Miss Star Moth for the tumble!” 

“She tried her best to protect you when she felt she could carry you no further,” the teddy explained in squeaky tones of reassurance. “I’m certain she knew all those sloping pinnacles and peaks were the only way of saving you. Although Star Moths cannot speak, that does not mean they are not highly intelligent creatures. I think her aim was amazing. Not too frightened I hope Miss Jelly?” 

“Naw, that was kiddy stuff. Back on Earth we’ve got scarier rides than that,” the relieved girl deflected the teddy’s concern. “And I’m not mad at Arathida either, it wasn’t her fault. I’ve never ridden a Star Moth before you see. We don’t have them in our neighbourhood.” 

“Arathida is sensitive to both good and evil,” the teddy responded. “Sometimes when she encounters a great evil it overwhelms her. It hurts her, physically I mean.” The soft toy paused and turned a rosier pink. “That’s what happened, I believe. She wanted to take you to Icy World because you wished it, but I’m sorry to say I underestimated how much it would upset her. In her agony at not being able to fulfil your wish she let the world’s own attraction for you take you down to the surface where she could not go,” he explained. 

“Attraction?” Jelly spluttered with a laugh at the unexpected word. “Well no matter how attractive a girl might be, with planets it’s gravity see? Even I know that.” 

She stood up and continued speaking, waving her slender bare arms around expansively, gripped with the excitement of it all and eager to share. 

“Bits of things have this kind of stickiness,” she explained in considered tones, “not sticky like glue, of course, but kind of invisible. Everything’s got it, even apples and pears, but we usually don’t feel it ’cos they’re so small. I mean, imagine trying to eat an apple that kept sticking to your forehead. It’s only when something’s really big like a planet or a moon, then we can call it gravity,” she concluded with a smile. She hoped her scientific lecture would have made Penny proud. 

Jelly’s chattiness suggested to the Cosmic Teddy however that she was probably still in shock. In contrast he remained silent, hovering before her in the eerie bluish light that seemed to drift around Icy World’s hills and valleys. His manner suggested he was thinking the deepest of deep thoughts. 

“No, my child, it isn’t,” he then said in a gentle, serious voice. “It’s the world’s love for you drawing you to its bosom, just as your Mother Earth does. Here in the Cosmic Void gravity is just another word for affection you see, the attraction two bodies feel through love. It is one of the fundamental forces of the universe. In all its frozen emptiness, this world desperately needs someone to love and be loved by.” 

“Mother Earth?” Jelly whispered, her thoughts suddenly drawn back to the almost forgotten other universe where friends and family resided. “Mummy... she’ll be missing me...” 

“Planets are terribly lonely without life upon them,” the Cosmic
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