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There were many amazing things to be seen on this wondrously unique planet. Great forests of crystals, of all shapes and sizes and colours, that went on for miles and miles, until they met barren deserts of glass. Fantastic crystal structures, within the forests, that were often hollowed out to make homes for space-mermaids who had ‘run away’ from their ‘master’ in Srosadda. Very deep and unexpected gaps in the ground, which one had to be careful of not falling into. Strange little insects that flew around in dark clouds. A trio of different coloured stars up in the sky – white, pink and orange – that often eclipsed each other, casting enchanting combinations of light all over the surface. Terrifying, and sometimes beautiful, flashes of blue lightning, that illuminated the crystal forests, and the deserts beyond.

But the most amazing experience of all was seeing these things while being ‘blown away’ by the sacred giant mushrooms of planet Pnu. Indeed, for a while here it was heaven itself, frolicking amongst the crystals, as our mundane existence became magically transformed into the endless-summer looking-glass world of SpaceLand Psychedelia, where flowers were growing in the smouldering ruins of the Pluto space-city, and in the bleak cold stone corridors of Srosadda.

Wandering through the crystal forests one encountered the heppoboos, unusual animals that looked like flying giraffes, and appeared at first to be quite dumb. They seemed to do nothing but eat the mushrooms, and spoke strangely to anyone who came along to sample the mushrooms. Nevertheless, I had many interesting conversations with the heppoboos, during which they talked in riddles, and dispensed advice, some of which was wise, some of which was dubious, and some of which was complete nonsense – and then, maddeningly, went and turned into something completely different altogether.

But Pnu, fascinating as it was, was only a stepping-stone – for us, anyway – and our spaced-out group couldn’t stay too long. ‘Come on, come on, we have to go’, Taygeta was saying, after she and her friends had consumed a large portion of an entire mushroom. I couldn’t understand why – I had thought that Pnu, and the delights it offered, was the main objective of the escape – but there was obviously more to this thing than I had realized. ‘They’re following us!’ she continued, ‘The presence is watching us – it’s him – the voice – IlbuBilbu!’ ‘They’re going to catch us, and send us back’, added Ariel, ‘We’ve seen their ships. We have to keep on going.’ I had no idea what they were talking about, and just could not relate to their odd paranoia – but perhaps it was because they had spent more time in Srosadda than me, being subjected to the blaring ‘voice’ of IlbuBilbu following them around – that would probably make one a bit jittery. Regardless, it seemed to me like the spaceships they were seeing, and the mysterious ‘presence’ they felt all round, were only spooks inside their own heads, just an illusion, like the talking heppoboos possibly were. Pnu was a vital part of the escape route for anyone leaving Srosadda, though. Once beyond the psychedelic planet, most of the so-called civilized world was left a long way behind. Now, armed with stockpiles of the sacred mushrooms, feral space-mermaids were free to venture into the wild blue yonder of the Lake of Voids.

The Lake of Voids was so named because it was an area containing many small voids, or empty spaces where there were no stars, or galaxies, or anything at all. Outer space was full of voids, many of them huge, but the ‘Lake’ appeared to have quite a lot of medium-sized ones, interspersed by small strings of galaxies, and isolated clusters of stars. Leaving Pnu, we took our stolen spacecraft and bags of mushrooms, and travelled out into this great and empty wilderness territory. While travelling, we took some more mushrooms, and some more pills – Taygeta and company had a cornucopia of pills, of all different names and types, providing different experiences and thrills of all sorts, that I had never dreamed existed. They were truly obsessed.

All of this was so different for me, and at the time I didn’t have a clue where my life was going, or where it had been. In some ways I was exhilaratingly happy and free. The mushrooms had been a mystical and life-changing experience, something like ingesting pure and unconditional love in a material form, and the world had been made new for me. My head was buzzing with fantastic ideas and concepts, the universe had become an incredible place, and the stars were brighter than they had ever been before. And yet in some ways I was totally miserable. I still couldn’t get over how, after all our work and trouble, the space-city on Pluto had been so quickly and unexpectedly and brutally obliterated – after our daring journey to the Ice Age Earth to get plants, and the travels of Sandra and Bobby to such places as H’coata and Kaccikoludia and Nanta Pi – all gone! And then how Zabaddel had so meanly sold me into slavery like he did. Sometimes I got really upset when I thought of Sandra and Bobby, and the other people I had known on Pluto, realizing they all could be dead, and that, in any case, it was just about impossible for me to get back to that part of the universe. But still, this new life was just so terrifically exciting and carefree – so why would I want to go anywhere else?

On this journey, too, we saw a double supernova – two stars exploding, in the far distance, close to each other, at nearly the same time. It seemed to be quite auspicious. The mermaids decided it was a good excuse for a pill party, and they dipped heavily into their collection of pills, spending much time debating the significance of the stellar event. They were truly convinced it was an ominous sign of some sort, and that it meant something - though what that something was remained very vague. But it was interesting. An exploding star was a rare enough event, while two at the same time was really freaky. There certainly were some great marvels and wonders going on in the world of the space-mushrooms.

Then, after the thrilling ride through double-supernova-land, our group arrived at a place called Cyclocopium. This was an eccentrical-technological masterpiece of a city, built on an artificial planet, complete with orbiting rings, moons, and moons of moons. It had been built by a life-form which had become extinct while creating it, and the derelict and still unfinished city-world was now inhabited by vagrants and scavengers. Most of these low-life types were from a life-form that had once lived in the area where Srosadda now was. These indigenous beings had now been reduced to looking and acting like ‘slugs’ – the name they were actually given. There were three varieties of slugs, all of them equally slimy and unpleasant-looking, and all of equally dubious character – the high slugs, the low slugs, and the untouchable slugs. Generally, the high slugs still lived around Srosadda, performing menial tasks. The low slugs were the ones that we mostly met. And the untouchable slugs stayed a long way out of sight, living bleak lives of hopeless addiction to various unpleasant and decadent substances. Otherwise, they weren’t talked about in polite company. The low slugs lived on handouts, mainly in the form of pills that they were given by the wealthy space-beings of Ultra-Galaktika. These handouts ended up forming the nucleus of a thriving black market, and inevitably, most of the wealth flowed back into the big cities of Ultra-Galaktika.

‘Hey, what a weird place!’ said Taygeta, as our craft approached the bizarre and unique city, ‘Who would build a thing like this? It’s no wonder they’re extinct!’ ‘We’ll have to go and see the vile and grimy slugs, I suppose’, said Ariel, ‘We have to get rid of this thing. The presence is still watching us – I can feel it.’ It was too risky for the space-mermaids to continue travelling with a stolen craft, so they planned to sell it here, and get some other transport instead. Amongst other things, the slugs at this place did a big trade in dealing with spacecraft that had been stolen. So our group flew over the city, above all the spheres and hemispheres and cubes and cones and towers and other grand metallic structures, looking for a spot to land. We eventually found ‘Slug Square Seventeen’, the central hub of Cyclocopium, which contained a large spaceport and marketplace. After landing the craft, we had a pill party to celebrate our arrival, then went and acquainted ourselves with the local slugs.

The slugs were unbelievably disgusting. They lived in pools of slime, and travelled around in canals of slime, terrorizing people with their filth and grime. But this was Cyclocopium, and they ran the place, so we had no choice but to seek them out. The grotesque and sleazy slug boss we met had a look at our illicit craft, then directed us the ‘stables’ where the cyclocopes were kept. ‘Suppose you want one of these’, he barked gruffly. ‘Oh yeah, a cyclocope’, said Ariel, ‘Just what we need.’ And her two friends nodded with approval – obviously they planned to keep moving on. The cyclocopes were a strange artificial life-form. They were something like giant butterflies, complete with their own engines, and were very friendly, very big, and they flew very fast. They were also very brightly-coloured, their massive wings being a brilliant confusion of reds, yellows, blues and green. They had been invented as a transportation beast, mainly for novelty purposes because of their bright colours and cheerful disposition. But the life-form had not taken off that well commercially, for some unknown reason, and furthermore, many of them were faulty, and prone to space viruses and accidents. So now the unfortunate cyclocopes were mostly in the hands of the black-marketeers, such as the ones we met at Cyclocopium. 

The cyclocopes, like most other creatures in this part of the world, had become interested in getting ‘blown away’. They gave rides willingly, but made it quite obvious that they expected to be given things in return. And they were huge beasts, and needed huge amounts of stuff to get stoned. However, our group had heaps of mushrooms from Pnu, as well as heaps of pills that had been smuggled out of Srosadda. Surely that would satisfy the cyclocope we were purchasing.

After disposing of the spacecraft, and getting even more pills, we got our act together, and prepared to leave the strange derelict town. Madeline, Taygeta and Ariel had sneaked around and done a bit of thieving while they were there, and wanted to get away in a hurry. I didn’t like being mixed up with this sort of thing, but I was a long, long way from a home I didn’t have, and quite simply, there was nowhere else to go. 

‘Welcome to Cyclocope Spaceways!’ the flying beast said cheerfully to us. ‘Welcome to the blown-away mermaids!’ responded Taygeta. ‘Take us somewhere, Mister Cyclocope’ said Ariel, ‘We’ve got to get away. I can feel the presence all around me. The other two looked at her with solemn agreement. ‘That’s true’, said Taygeta, ‘And I heard the voice, too. But really, we need some pills before we go.’ So the three mermaids took some pills, and the cyclocope took one of his own big special pills, which he set on fire, and inhaled the fumes, like a stick of incense. While inhaling from his pill stick, the cyclocope sang us a weird song about some mysterious fabled land that his life-form believed existed, somewhere out there beyond the stars.

‘The cyclocopes really own this city’, Ariel then said, turning to me, after the smoking-flying creature had finished his song. ‘How is that?’ I asked. ‘Oh, it’s a long story’, she replied. ‘It’s because of THEM’, said Taygeta, looking in the direction where I think Srosadda was supposed to be, ‘THEY took it off them, and gave it to the slugs.’ ‘It sounds interesting, doesn’t it?’ the cyclocope then said, to me, ‘But you won’t hear too much that’s sensible about it from these lot.’ ‘Come on’, said Ariel, ‘Aren’t we sensible?’ ‘Well, no-one around this town believes us’, said the cyclocope, ‘You know the double supernova?’ ‘We saw it on the way here’, I said. ‘Well, it really means something’, the cyclocope said, ‘It’s a sign. We’re going to get our city back at last.’ ‘Oh, that’s just nonsense’, said Ariel, ‘Sure, it means something. But the slugs will kill all of you if you try to take the city back.’ ‘Or else IlbuBilbu will’, said Taygeta, ‘And anyway, how do you know all this?’ ‘We’ve studied the stars’, said the eccentrically-optimistic flying creature, ‘And there’s been nothing like this ever before. This time it’s for real – something has to happen - we’re all coming home at last.’ 

We finished the apocalyptic conversation, and finally got started on our journey. I was quite surprised by the unsophisticated clumsiness of our new travelling arrangements, which were nowhere near as sophisticated as the spacecraft we had been in before. To think we were going to go through the lethal vacuum and radiation of space, doing not much more than being seated on the creature’s back. But the cyclocopes had ways of dealing with all this, and once we got moving, it was all terrific fun.
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“The greatest space-city of Ultra-Galaktika was undoubtedly
Srosadda. This was truly a fabulous place, and it was
particularly famous for its jewellery factories, which made all
sorts of wonderful toys and trinkets . . .

Surrounding Srosadda space-city was the private ‘palace’ of
IbuBilbu, the ruler of this incredible city. The ‘palace” was
actually an entire galaxy, in which all the stars therein had
been deliberately engineered so as they shone with a green
light. Thus the galaxy, seen from afar, resembled a giant ocean
of green. IlbuBilbu was perhaps one of the greatest
megalomaniacs of the whole universe. Not satisfied with
wealth or power any more, he had developed instead into a
gigantic ego, which encompassed his entire green galaxy, and
the area beyond. The green galaxy was inhabited with
countless creatures who did nothing but flatter and praise the
great ruler. Many of these creatures were space-mermaids -
exquisitely beautiful artificial life-forms which had been
manufactured, mostly in Srosadda, to be used as playthings for
IlbuBilbu and other wealthy and powerful beings. However,
many of the space-mermaids had escaped and gone feral, and
they now led a desperate existence on the fringes of
Ultra-Galaktika, where they had become addicted to various
kinds of space-drugs. In fact, the main industry of some of the
big cities of Ultra-Galaktika was the manufacure and supply of
space-drugs to feral space-mermaids . . .”
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Bobby, Sandra and Vermilion continue on with
their outrageous escapades. After their exploits
told in ‘Star-City of Pluto’ and ‘Stories of the Ice
Age’, things take a darker turn when Pluto
receives some unwelcome and unexpected visitors.
The three friends are separated, and end up
having some bizarre experiences in very different
parts of the universe - and Vermilion, the narrator,
has the craziest story of all. But it all works out
well eventually, so watch out for the absolutely
astonishing surprise ending. The universe is a very
big place, and who knows what might happen. . .
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