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Chapter One



A meteor streaked down out of the evening sky, and I had just enough time to see it was a bus before it plowed into the hilltop in front of me.

Dirt and rocks flew, but mostly landed back on top of the bus. It survived the impact with barely any crumpling, despite a good six feet of the front of it now being buried in the ground, and the back sticking about that far off the ground.

From inside, an old man’s squeaky voice yelled, “Hoo hoo hoo! Calamity and mischief! Is this the end of Peter Pumpernickel’s Pedal-Powered Planetary Perambulator?”

The strangest thing about the bus was it falling from the sky, sure. You couldn’t top that. There was still a lot of competition. The whole length was painted with leaping whales, yellow suns shooting lasers at each other, pictures of candy, and a giant child’s face eating a peanut butter sandwich, all on a background of blue sky and clouds. It also had wings. Dozens of wings, each maybe half as long as a teenage girl—me—was tall, and oval like flapping fans. They ran in a row down this side, and surely down the other side as well. Probably. I didn’t want to take anything for granted here.

Creeping up to the door only partly covered in heaps of dirt, I called out, “Hey, do you need help?” The answer was obvious, but there were formalities, right?

Panicky wailing stopped abruptly. A second later, the folding door snapped open, and an old brass blunderbuss stuck out right at my face. The weapon looked old, scratchy, primitive, and unpleasantly authentic. If the gangly old man holding it pulled the trigger, it would turn me into paste. Or more likely it would blow up and turn us both into paste.

I raised my hands slowly and carefully, my drawing notebook in my left hand, and my right hand empty.

The flared trumpet end of the blunderbuss in my face covered up a lot of the view, but the man holding it looked to be the tallest and skinniest I’d ever seen. He might be seven feet. He had to duck slightly in the doorway of his own bus. His arms and legs were so long, if you put him on a basketball court he could just reach up and drop the ball into the hoop. His pipe cleaner body was clad in a red-on-yellow paisley shirt and flawlessly straight blue plaid pants. As for the old man’s face, he reminded me of pictures of Mark Twain I’d seen. Same offended expression. Same tousled white hair and huge white mustache. The main differences were that this guy’s mustache curled up into points at the ends, and his skin was as dark as a walnut.

“Hand over the book and turn out your pockets, Earthling!” he squeaked at me.

I obeyed the blunderbuss, adding an “Okay, okay!” to reduce my chances of getting shot. Pulling my jeans pockets out produced exactly one house key and nothing else. I’d left my phone at home. The whole point of coming out to the hill at sunset was to be somewhere my parents couldn’t contact me and tell me what to do for my brothers, at least for a little while. There wasn’t enough light to draw or to write for long after the sun went down, but it was time enough.

Except when I was interrupted by orbital reentry public transit occupied by paranoid old men wielding even older firearms.

He snatched my notebook away, keeping the blunderbuss aimed at me with one hand while flipping hurriedly through the pages with the other. What he expected to learn from (bad) drawings of steampunk fighting robots and aimless micro fiction, I couldn’t say. He did frown a little more, and snap, “What’s your name?”

I stared at him while my mind tried to route back to a normal question like that. “Uh…Rachel.”

He sneered. I couldn’t actually see his mouth, but his mustache tilted up at a sharp diagonal. “Well, ‘Rachel’—” he spit out the name with contemptuous skepticism. My delay had been kind of sus. “—it says here that this book is the property of the Witch Queen of Eloquent Verbosity and Grandiose Ornamentation, and you don’t look like a queen to me.”

I was completely lost. I didn’t know what to do, or what was going on, and I had a gun practically engulfing my face. So I did what I do best: I made up a ridiculous story. “Uh, no, of course not. I stole that book so I could use its secrets to cure my partner, but I couldn’t save him and we crashed like you did.”

The old man stared at me with eyes like flint for two seconds. Then those eyes went wide, and he jerked upward, coming half an inch from whacking his skull on the door frame. The mustache turned up in a smile. “Well, why didn’t you say so? Get in here! We have to get off this planet before we’re infected!”

He ducked back into his crashed space bus, and, well…

…this was the kind of offer you can’t possibly refuse.

Right or wrong, smart or stupid, wise or headed for regrets, I climbed in after him.

The place was a mess, like it had just crash landed or something. Pots, pans, books, and clothing were scattered everywhere. A broom stuck out of the glove compartment. The bus had originally been half mass transit, half home, with a now askew bed in back, lots of cabinets, but also half a dozen ragged chairs bolted in rows behind the pilot’s bicycle.

The bicycle. Yes. There was no driver’s seat on this bus, no steering wheel. A bicycle was embedded in the floor near the front, with axles sticking out of the pedals to attach to big wooden gears bolted to the inner walls of the bus. Those gears attached to more gears, which attached to axles, and so on, all rigged to a rail that connected to the row of wings outside.

The old guy—I would assume he was Peter Pumpernickel until somebody said otherwise—climbed up on the bicycle and grasped its handlebars. His long, skinny frame became immediately relevant. He could really push at those pedals!

Not hard enough. The debris on the bus’s right side was piled up enough to block some of the wings. I hopped over the center axle, grabbed the rail, and helped churn it up and down in an oval, like the bar on a train engine’s wheels.

Dirt rolled off with every twist. Finally, the front wing pulled free, and Peter Pumpernickel’s feet on the pedals really took off.

But the bus didn’t. The wings flapped. The metal frame of the vehicle wiggled and groaned, jerking maybe an inch backward, but the whole front end was buried in rubble.

As Peter bent forward, pedaling furiously, he flapped the normal sized hand at the end of a long, long arm at me. “Hoo! We have to knock ourselves free! Go to the back of the bus and jump up and down.”

He had to be kidding. It was a bus. It was huge. I pointed behind me, and argued, “Me? My puny weight is not going to make a difference, no matter how much leverage I had.”

I wasn’t trying to be nasty, but the old man flinched like I’d hit him with the broom. His already high voice went up an octave, or a third, or…it got more shrill and horrified, okay? “Leverage? Math is already getting to you! Start jumping, girl! If we don’t get out of here, we’ll both turn into particle physicists!”

To escape that horrible threat, I ran to the back of the bus, climbing over the bed whose covers had all been dumped on the floor, until I got to the very back. The bus really wasn’t tilted at too sharp an angle. Standing by the rear windows, I jumped, slamming my full weight down on the rug-layered floor underneath me. Then again. And again. And again.

And the bus shot out of its crater backward. It wobbled dangerously as Peter reversed the direction of his pedaling, then kept wobbling but did it while zooming up into the sky. Out of the rear window, I could see the hill receding, and then the woods, and the town, and then the shadowed green around the town, and the town shrank into a little light….

I heard a groan and looked the other way. Peter Pumpernickel hunched forward on his bicycle, trembling with effort as he pumped the pedals. Between gasps, he wheezed, “So much…gravity…on this nightmare…planet. Never fear, girl! We’re still…rising! Math hasn’t…contaminated us…YET!”

The sky faded from blue to black. The bus lurched, shooting forward, and now it was the blue and green ball of the Earth shrinking behind us in the distance.

So, I was in space now. This was a thing.

A magnificent thing! Eeeeee! And wow, were we moving fast!

The wings on the side of the bus flapped in a wave, some going down while others went up. This slowed down from a frenzied blur to a lazy ripple as a panting Peter sat up and looked back at me. “So, where are you from, little miss who doesn’t want to use her real name?”

Oops. Something told me “Earth” would be a bad answer. That something being Peter’s desperation to leave.

But hey, while I cast about for a good lie, he provided one for me. Jerking up in his seat with renewed energy, the old man declared, “Hoo hoo! Don’t tell me! You’re from the Moon, right? Hoo, don’t look at me like that. Anyone could tell how confused you are. Dreadful place, the Moon. I know it’s not quarantined like Earth, but it’s still too close for my tastes.”

The old man hunched down a little, squinting at me and lowering his voice in pity. “The dullness leaks. I bet your parents never told you anything about the solar system. They must not have, if you don’t recognize Peter Pumpernickel’s famous Pedal-Powered Planetary Perambulator!” Like a bobbing bird, Peter jerked upright again and squawked, “But stars forbid I should keep a child from her home! Where on the Moon should I drop you off, before I go far, far away from this awful part of the solar system?”

Okay, again, admitting I was from Earth would be bad. Besides, even if he was willing, how could I go back? I felt bad for disappearing on my parents, and not at all bad for leaving them to take care of my little brothers, but this was a less than once in a lifetime opportunity.

I still didn’t know what to say, and Peter was giving me a fiercely inquisitive stare, so…I made up another ridiculous story. “No, I can’t go back to the Moon. I stole that notebook remember?” It was time to make the story even more ridiculous, so I flapped a hand dismissively. “Besides, I’m not from the Moon. I’m from the Moon’s moon.”

Peter sat upright again so sharply that if he’d had a hat, it would have popped off. His bushy eyebrows climbed until they were almost as noticeable as his mustache. “Gracious! I didn’t even know there was one!”

I pinched my thumb and forefinger close together. “It’s very small.”

Taking a polka dot handkerchief out of the pocket of his paisley shirt, Peter patted his forehead. “Hoo. No wonder you gawk like a tourist.”

Raising my finger now, I added the masterstroke. “And you can’t take me back. It crashed, remember? I told you it crashed.”

The scrawny old man shivered his narrow shoulders. “That’s terrible. Thank all the planets I saved you from Earth. Don’t worry. The Queen is sure to think you’re dead, or worse…” He shuddered again, mustache dipping into a scowl. “…a bank teller.”

Whipping around forward, he extended his arm, bravely pointing at the dirt-smeared front windshield as his enthusiasm grew. “Straight to the Lighthouse, then! I’m not taking a girl your age to Venus, and we don’t dare try to land on Mars after touching down on Earth. I hear even arithmetic causes dangerous reactions down there. Take a seat, and marvel at the solar system’s most magnificent technological wonder! Hoo, yes! Don’t listen to all those fools with their fancy rockets and sails and aetheric drives and what have you! Peter Pumpernickel’s Pedal-Powered Planetary Perambulator is the fastest, most reliable ship in space!”

At which point, and with a series of snapping noises, the wings on the right side of the bus broke off, whirled away into the void, and disappeared.

“AAAAAAAAAH!” wailed Peter, flailing his arms above his head.

I didn’t even notice myself running up to the front of the bus. I must have, because I grabbed Peter by the lapels, dragging him down and shaking him furiously. “Why would you say something that dangerous?!”

He kept flailing his arms, but at least he stopped shouting. Instead, his mustache drooped and he stared at me with pleading eyes. “My Perambulator hardly ever breaks, crashes, or explodes when I brag about it!”

Uh-huh. And what had just happened when I met him?

Moment of half-reason over, Peter yanked himself out of my grip again and alternated clasping his fists to his chin and throwing his long, long arms wide as he babbled, “This is terrible! We’re lost in the cold vastness of space! It could be a week, even two weeks before another ship stumbles over us! Three weeks, out here near Earth! What if it’s four? I don’t have enough peanut butter sandwiches and hot cocoa for this!”

I stood there, watching him panic, and wasn’t afraid. I should have been, but things had gone too far for that. I was lost before we even took off, and this didn’t change much. Anyway, once you’ve called poison control because your parents are out and the two-year-old drank a bottle of cough syrup, you’ve used up your entire life’s supply of panic. So, I looked around, and out through the line of bus windows into space.

That line of little, rippling wings did so look like an airship from a Studio Ghibli movie. I had done a really bad job of drawing a hundred of those.

“Why don’t we fix it ourselves?” I asked out loud.

Peter stopped mid-yammer and stared at me. I couldn’t make out the expression past the mustache this time. Maybe just pure surprise.

I waved a hand at the clutter on the floors and spilling out of cupboards and in the case of one shirt, stuck to the ceiling. “You’ve got some tools. You at least have sewing tools. I see a kit over there. We’ll break that broom handle in half, sew your bedsheets around the end so the sheets stretch between the shafts, and stick the broom handles into whatever holes the wings were attached to.”

His mouth hung open enough to see past the bushy white whiskers. “You’re a spaceship mechanic?”

What was one more ridiculous lie between friends? I put my fists on my hips and puffed out my chest in pride. “Youngest academy graduate ever.”

Peter flapped his arms, but only once this time. “You never said!”

This one was easy. “You never asked. Are we going to fix this spaceship, or not?”

But sewing a pair of sheets onto wooden sticks takes time, and my bravado slipped through my fingers just like the needle kept doing. I had the manual dexterity of a lump of modeling clay. This whole repair plan was a whim based on what would look right in a picture. We were stuck marooned in space, weren’t we?

But then we were done, and I gathered the awkwardly clumped linen and broken broomsticks in my arms. There was a question I really, really should have asked before we started. “Do you even have a spacesuit?”

“Well, not a proper spacesuit, but I’ll only be outside for a minute,” assured Peter, walking like a man on stilts to one of his cupboards and rummaging around in it. He paused after a couple of seconds of that, holding up a fishbowl and looking back over his shoulder at me. Bushy white eyebrows went up like stampeding sheep. “Oh, of course, you wanted to do the repairs! No, I insist. You rescued me from Earth and now you’ve rescued me from Space. I will do the installation myself. Besides, the Pedal-Powered Perambulator is my baby and I simply can’t bear the thought of anyone else laying hands on her like this. I’ll be fine. Here.”

And with that he handed me the end of a clothesline, put the fishbowl over his head, slid open the bus door, and climbed out onto the hood of the bus. Only then did he even bother to tie the clothesline around his waist.

Feeling guilty that his confidence was based entirely on my storytelling, I tied my end of the clothesline around his bed, which wouldn’t fit through the doorway even if something broke. Then I gathered up the makeshift wings again and carried them over to the door. A few seconds later Peter realized he forgot them and climbed back around to me.

A chill did leak in through the open doorway, and Peter did float when he was outside, so there was that. He tucked the wings under one arm, and as he repeated his crawl over the top of the spaceship called out, “Do heat some hot chocolate while I’m out. If this works, we’ll both have earned it.” He had to speak up because the fishbowl muffled his voice.

Resolved to keep an eye on the washing line just in case, I went and messed with the food cupboards. They were a great excuse not to watch the repairs I’d lied about. The cupboards were nice. Thin wood, but wood, and packed so tight with cooking supplies it was hard to identify anything. Supplies, but not ingredients. Two whole shelves of loaves of bread and a shelf of peanut butter jars, but that seemed to be it.

I opened another cupboard and got a pleasant surprise. Milk! Nice, cold milk, thanks to a glowing blue rock in the back of the cupboard. The glass bottle had a paper label with a blue fish printed on it, but I knew I wouldn’t like the answer if I asked Peter why.

And there was a can with a picture of beans on it. That was probably cocoa. It was at the front of a shelf crammed with other cans.

Was the washing line still tied in place? Yes. Good.

I didn’t see a can opener anywhere. Still didn’t see a stove.

Wait, that can was flatter and wider than the rest. Weren’t there camping stoves like that? I just needed to figure out how to open it.

The bus door rattled shut. Standing by his bicycle, Peter lifted off his fishbowl helmet and crowed, “It works! I’m sure it will work! It will get us to port, at least. Is the hot chocolate ready? Hoo hoo, it’s cold out there! Terribly cold, space.”

I held up the cocoa can and what might or might not be a camping stove and tried not to blush. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the white fluttering sheets stretched out where the wings on the right side used to be. Peter had accomplished his job.

But he only smiled and clasped my shoulders with both hands. “No surprise! I can’t expect a technical prodigy to know how to cook, too. You must spend all your time studying mechanics.”

I looked over at my sketchbook. Well, if you meant spending all my time studying pictures of fanciful spaceships while my little brothers screamed…. “Yes.”

Peter clapped his hands together loudly. “We can have a nice, hot meal when we get to Ceres. Let’s look around. Do you see a slowly flashing light? That will be the Lighthouse.”

I looked around, at the breathtakingly beautiful starscape on all sides of the bus. The Milky Way glowed like a purple snake, much like….

I pointed. “I see that.” I couldn’t see it well, but how well do you need to see a huge, wiggly thing that blocked the stars as it swam toward your spaceship?

Peter let out a squeal, his mustache uncurling and sticking out at sharp points. “Great googly mooglies! Planet worm! AAAAAAA!”

He leaped back onto his bicycle and started pedaling. The wings on the bus’s left side and the sheets on the bus’s right side rippled in sync.

“Great googly mooglies,” I whispered because something about Peter Pumpernickel rubbed off on you. The bus started moving. I felt it.

Peter picked up the pedaling pace. The feeling of acceleration grew. So did the silhouette of the thing behind us.

The bus might be moving, but it also shook and dipped enough to make me dizzy. The replacement wings were less than perfect. Less perfect than that because Peter screeched, “The wing is coming loose!”

Okay, now I had something to do. I darted over to the right wall. Yes, the jagged end of the snapped broomstick stuck through the wall and into the rail, but it didn’t fit quite right. I grabbed hold with both hands, and shouted back, “I’ve got it! Get us out of here!”

The broomstick really wanted to slip free with all the shaking the bus was doing. I held on, trying to grip and match the furious weaving of the rail the wings were stuck to.

The bus pulled up and rolled, and I nearly fell over on my butt. Out of the left window I saw a massive, glittering, writhing mass go past. It seemed to go on and on, but eventually it did fly past. The bus bounced and rocked in the wake as a wedge at the end flapped, then left us behind.

And more importantly, it kept going. Either we’d just happened to be in its way, or it didn’t care enough to turn around and chase us again.

I leaned against the window. Peter slumped over his handlebars. We both breathed hard.

His already squeaky voice hoarse, the old man asked, “What is one of those even doing in the inner solar system?”

Lurching suddenly upright, he turned his head and gave me a furiously suspicious stare, followed by furiously suspicious words. “Are you sure you’re not from Saturn, Miss—” and he did air quotes with his fingers, “‘Rachel’???”

Standing up straight like a scout taking an oath, I promised with absolute sincerity, “I am sure I am not from Saturn.”

He slumped again, not in collapse, but just to a more relaxed, slightly slouched posture. He started to pedal, at a relaxed pace this time. I still held onto the makeshift wing strut, just to be sure.

Sulky and officious like no one without a huge mustache can be, Peter said, “Well, as much as I hate to be ungrateful, you seem to be a magnet for adventure, and I think it’s best I drop you off somewhere safe as soon as possible.”

He pulled on the handlebars. The bus turned lazily, lining up on a brilliant white dot that did, indeed, pulse slowly and regularly. Peter extended his freakishly long arm and pointed at that beacon.

“Next stop, the asteroid belt!”
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Chapter Two



“That looks hard to navigate,” I said as two giant rocks smashed into each other maybe a dozen yards away.

I wasn’t an astronomy nerd. I was an art and creative writing nerd, which is totally different and more fun. But I was pretty sure that fancy telescope doohickies had taken a look at the asteroid belt and the asteroids were super far apart. You could only see the asteroids rolling around in movies.

And in reality, apparently. An enormous ring of rocks stretched up, down, and off to the sides as far as I could see. It was hardly solid. There was enough space between asteroids that I only saw one ricochet off another every few seconds. Plenty of room for a completely insane person to try to navigate.

I had so much faith in Peter Pumpernickel’s sanity that when he didn’t answer, I prodded again, “How are we supposed to find our way through—stupid question, retracted.”

We’d been following a brilliant, slowly pulsing white light, after all, and asteroids never drifted past it. It sat at the other end of an empty tunnel through the belt.

One good reason Peter didn’t answer was that he was pedaling like mad. He was in a mighty hurry to get somewhere, anywhere, before my makeshift repairs gave out. As it was, I’d had to tie the broomstick halves in place three times, and I spent more time watching them than the asteroids.

When we reached the big one, it got harder to be responsible. As we soared through the tunnel, wings flapping like flags in a tornado, we approached a huge, white, spherical rock. Ceres. An asteroid so big it was almost kinda-sorta a planet. Its only feature except rock and ice was one building, a white lighthouse so big it made Ceres look like an ice cream cone. The lighthouse only loomed bigger and bigger as we got closer, and I already couldn’t look straight at the blazing beacon swinging in its patient circle near the top.

Maybe a third of the way up the slightly conical tower was a big, well lit, open doorway. A spaceship landing bay.

The Pedal-Powered Perambulator wobbled violently, and I spent thirty seconds grabbing hold of the broomstick at the back end, keeping it rotating in smooth circles. By the time I could look up again, we were sliding to a halt next to a white stone jetty in the enormous white stone bay. Only the piers on either end and one in the middle were made of the same massive white bricks as the building. Half a dozen others in-between were made of wood planks and logs, like traditional docks.

We were the only spaceship in the bay, which made it look especially huge and cavernous. It was probably only really honking big.

I could only see two people in the room, and we pulled up right next to them. They were waiting, leaning against a line of hardware type worktables when the bus door folded open.

The instant the door opened, Peter was off his bicycle, charging outside and alternating waving his long arms and grabbing his white-haired head with them. “Oh, woe! Hoo! Calamity has befallen me and my beautiful, unique, magnificent, ingenious Perambulator! Witness how cruelly it has been maimed!”

I managed to squeeze past him and step out into the cool but not chilly air of the dock and take a look at the characters waiting for us.

They were both clearly mechanics. The man wore a brown robe with the hood thrown back, but over it were fastened half a dozen belts at angles that made them more a harness than anything else, all strung with tools and pouches. He had brown hair and that was all I paid attention to because the lizard next to him deserved so much more.

The man leaned casually against the worktable with his elbows propped on it, looking blandly amused. The lizard sat on the edge of the table. She had to because she was much shorter than he was. I’d never met an adult shorter than me, but I was still solidly bigger than the lizard. Of course, you would expect that with a regular lizard, but….

First, and I had to grab desperately for anything to realize first, the lizard was almost certainly a she. Boys hardly ever wore curly blonde wigs fastened askew to their heads by being impaled on four little horns. She was also human rather than lizard shaped, which maybe I should have noticed first. Mostly human shaped. Her legs were human long, and digitigrade, a word I knew meant they zigzagged with an extra backwards knee, and I knew that for totally legitimate and not weird reasons. I couldn’t be completely sure about the shape of her torso because she wore a white shirt sized for a human, which draped over her like a tent, tied at her wrists to keep her thumb-and-three-fingered hands free, and cinched into a skirt by one of those pouch and tool covered belts at her waist. The skirt was just short enough I could spot tight, brown, knee-length pants underneath. She had big, clawed feet, a fat cone tail, a spiky reptilian head with big, curious blue eyes, and every part of her not hidden by the shirt and pants was covered in sleek, shiny grey scales. The scales turned almost ivory pale under her neck.

She was a kobold. I didn’t know what they called them here, but she was a kobold. She looked exactly like kobolds did in computer games, tabletop games, books, and webcomics. There were probably a couple of drawings of them in my sketchbook, even.

She saw me and nudged the guy in the robe with her elbow. They exchanged looks, her intensely excited and him thoughtful. He gave her a tiny nod, and she grinned with lots of stubby fangs.

Pushing himself upright, the brown-haired man stepped up onto the hood of the bus and down onto the wooden pier on the other side. Hands in a couple of belt pouches as if they were pockets, he regarded my broomstick and bedsheet repairs. “Well, you’re lucky. We have one more set of sequential wings, and Wrench can straighten most of those dents. You could probably make it to an actual repair shop. This is quite a jury-rig.”

I grimaced, bunching up my shoulders. “Sorry. I did the best I could.”

The guy raised his hands to hook his thumbs into the belts fitted like bandoliers. Somebody stick a wheat stalk in this guy’s mouth because he was born to be a TV series farmer. That included his constantly bland, friendly tone. “I don’t do a lot of sarcasm. I’ve never seen a makeshift repair like this, and I mean it in the good way. What’s your name, little girl?”

Peter Pumpernickel lifted himself arrogantly up to his full, towering height. Scowling, he declared, “This is—”

“One moment,” called out a woman’s voice.

The woman descended the steps leading from the docks up to doors in the back of the room. She looked tall and stately, also in a brown robe fastened with a much more modest belt at the waist.

She arrived and looked even taller. Absurdly tall. She could look Peter in the eye but was merely elegantly slender rather than stretched and gawky like him. Her ears added another foot, maybe two feet to that height.

Oh, right, the ears. Yeah, she had bunny ears, sticking straight up out of a thick head of wavy grey hair, both in a shining cloud color rather than the white of age. Her face didn’t look old, and only the funny nose, with a triangular pad like a rabbit’s rather than regular nostrils, made her look less than regal. Did she have a fluffy bunny tail sticking out the back of that robe?

She was so tall. The kobold—Wrench?—and I were like kindergarteners next to her and Peter.

Clasping her hands in front of her chest, looking way, way, way down at me with the kind of confident contemplation that must be easy when you can look way, way, way down at someone, she said, “Now you may continue.”

My nose scrunched up as I tried to deal with the fact that one of the people in this conversation had bunny ears, and another was a lizard. Was space going to be like this? Was there a way I could vote in favor of space being like this?

“Rachel. She calls herself Rachel.” Peter’s voice dripped sullen skepticism as he said it. Producing my sketchbook from a pocket hidden by the garishness of his clothing, he held it out to the super tall bunny lady. “I picked her up when she was running away from the Moon because she stole this from the Witch Queen.”

The bunny accepted the sketchbook and proved she did do sarcasm, of a particularly deadpan variety. “Oh, joy. Another dangerous artifact to hide. I’ve never heard of this Witch Queen, but by the time Jane is done she’ll have no chance of ever finding this again.”

Hurrying through the words with a wave at the bus behind him, Peter added, “Oh, and she fixed my Perambulator. She’s a spaceship mechanic.”

To prove I existed and could even take part in conversations about me, I said, “Academy trained spaceship mechanic.” Might as well drive that lie all the way into space. Besides, I could claim it was the Great Martian Academy Of Heroic Boogie Dancing.

Her eyebrows rose, so that was something, but she immediately stepped to the edge of the dock and looked around at the damage, and the repairs. “What happened to your ship? Did you crash again?”

“No!” snapped Peter. He pouted worse, pulling his arms in and standing tense and guilty like a toddler who’d been caught stealing cookies. “Well, yes, but that’s not what happened. We barely escaped from a planet worm!”

Everyone but Peter and I went still. They hadn’t been moving anyway, but this was the frozen, not daring to breathe in horror kind of still. Tall, Grey, And Bunny asked sharply, “What?”

Peter stomped one foot and pointed at me. “It’s her fault. Hoo! Hoo! She says her name is Rachel and she’s from the Moon, but I’ve never seen a more Saturnian girl in my life!”

Rabbit, kobold, and normal human dock worker guy relaxed enough to start reacting, and they were not happy reactions. Wrench hunched up, pulling her feet up on the top of the worktable and peering around the room at exits. The brown-haired guy took a couple of deep breaths and leaned against the table again, but this time because he was so shaky he might fall down. The bunny took the news best, and she took it with whispered horror. “A planet worm in the inner solar system. The best we can hope for is that it destroys Mercury.”

This woman’s photo would be in the dictionary next to ‘Bunnies Of Steel.’ She snapped back into harsh, regal purpose, slashing an arm out and snapping her fingers, then shouting, “Jane! Find those communications orbs now!”

In the distance, a woman with a faintly Southern accent shouted, “Whaaaaat!? Which ones?”

Bunny Of Steel didn’t even fidget. Grimly determined, she shouted back, “The ones that look like fiery eyes! I have to contact all the major powers of Saturn and Jupiter. Maybe with warning someone can—”

Peter Pumpernickel jerked up his hands and waved them in desperate negation, which with arms as long as his was a sight. “Hoo hoo hoo! Calm down, calm down! It was a miniature planet worm. More the asteroid eating kind.”

“Wait a moment, Jane!” called out the bunny. She locked her eyes on Peter as if they could peel him like a spud until the truth came out. “Exactly how big was it?”

Stomping from side to side, flapping his arms, his patterned clothes a garish blur against the relentless white of the docking bay, Peter complained, “It was big enough to swallow my poor Perambulator whole. Look at the damage it did! I barely escaped with my life! Oh, and my passenger. Hoo. Very important, passengers. Even this one.”

I should make up for his complete lack of helpfulness, and also remind everyone I was a person who could speak and had opinions and stuff, so I told the rabbit somewhere above me, “It’s hard to tell when a pitch-black monster passes you at high speed, but maybe the size of this tower? If you said it was a mile long, I wouldn’t be surprised. And it was all tentacle-y.”

Wrench the grey kobold peeked out of the little hood she’d made from her loose shirt. The brown-haired guy sagged a little harder against the table, now staring up at the ceiling in debilitatingly intense relief. The bunny went still again. I couldn’t see under the robe, but I would bet all her muscles had gone tense with fury. She kept her face and voice immaculately calm, and otherwise emotionless. “A giant space squid. You had me panicking over a giant space squid, Peter. You could have asked her for a tow.”

Peter folded his arms and scowled, which made him look like a stretched-out chicken. “I’ll have you know that death defying space piloting—”

The rabbit raised her hand, palm out an inch from his face. “Never mind.” She looked down at me, and this time it was for more than a second. Her expression turned far more emotive, although she could only pull off helpful curiosity with visible strain. “And how can we help you, child?”

“I’m dropping her off here,” declared Peter from behind the rabbit’s hand.

The dock worker guy looked over at the kobold and started to grin. “Nowhere else to go?”

She spoke for the first time, in a high pitched, grade school girl voice that sounded ditzy in her glee. “Nowhere else to go!”

He extended her arm, and they slapped palms.

The rabbit grimaced. She closed her eyes, raised her hand, and pressed her fingertips to her stately, line-free forehead. “Take away our chocolate if I’m the most empathetic person left in the solar system,” she whispered. Forcing her exasperation down, she turned a smile back to me, offering her hand. “It will be alright, Rachel. You were lost, but now you are found. That’s what the Lighthouse of Ceres is all about, and I wouldn’t live anywhere else.”

I took her hand, and she walked me away from the other three, up shallow steps toward a doorway. Still awkward in her attempt to be gentle, she introduced, “My name is Miss Passionfruit.”

Heaven help me, I tried, but I clamped down on my expression a second too late. I didn’t laugh, so go me for that.

Miss Passionfruit took it well. She looked severe, but only in her generally regal way, not angry with me. She actually sounded understanding. “Yes, if you’re from the Moon I suppose I’m the first Venusian Space Bunny you’ve met, or even heard of. My full name is Passionfruit Nectar Ecstasy and it is completely ordinary among my people. I was not, and Miss Passionfruit is the best I can do with that name.”

We reached that doorway. It opened into a merely impressively big room that was almost echoingly empty. Two pallets of mysterious objects twice my height but covered in blankets and tied with ropes couldn’t begin to fill the space. The wooden desk and high chair right in the center, with a brown-haired child sitting at them, couldn’t make a dent.

A woman with gleaming ginger hair met us. She looked short because everyone looked short next to Miss Passionfruit. She’d cut off the hem of her brown robe so high that when she knotted the ends under her bustline, it showed off her whole midriff. That let her wear tight khaki shorts festooned with pockets, and much farther down clunky rubber-soled boots and socks thicker than my thumb. Her age and what her face looked like, I could not guess, because I could only stare at just how much hair she had. It swelled around her head in a huge mane and went halfway down her back. The bangs would have covered her face if they weren’t as puffy as the rest and merely dominated her forehead.

She did have an intense smile and an energetic, friendly voice. “Peter may not want you, but we do.” Her attention switched to my sketchbook as Miss Passionfruit held it out to her. The ginger-haired woman skimmed through the pages, remarking, “Interesting. Disconnected anecdotes, hastily scrawled pictures centering on one important person, place, or thing, but I don’t recognize any of them. Lots of Saturnian airships and spaceships. The people look Plutonian. A manual of occult ship building secrets gained from the Outsiders, I’d guess.” Her smile and chatter turned back to me just as suddenly as it had wandered. “I’m Back-Rooms Jane. I’m trying to bring some order to the storerooms. Actually, I’m still trying to find all the storerooms, then maybe I can try and organize them. Miss Passionfruit will take care of you, Rachel. She’s a big ol’ fuzz-fuzz.”

And with that, Jane zoomed away, chased by a cold stare from the big ol’ fuzz-fuzz, who aside from her ears and tail wasn’t fuzzy. Oh, and walking next to Miss Passionfruit confirmed: Fluffy bunny tail, sticking out of a hole in the robe below her belt. Grey like her ears.

“AHEM.”

The loud, fake, and skeweringly pointed throat clearing came from the little girl sitting at the desk.

“Yes, of course. Check-in.” Miss Passionfruit nodded to the girl, taking my hand and leading me over.

So, I wasn’t the youngest person here. This kid wasn’t even a teenager. I would guess she was ten. She had round cheeks, piercing eyes, and an even more sober expression than Miss Passionfruit. Her dark brown hair was particularly glossy, and she wore…well, it reminded me of one of those goth gowns, if you stripped out all the complexities. Shiny black shoes, red and white striped stockings, one petticoat under the plain blue skirt, that sort of thing. It required a stool tall enough for Miss Passionfruit or Peter Pumpernickel to seat her comfortably in front of the writing desk, on which was set a huge ledger. The cursive writing inside was all perfectly flowing and in neat rows despite the lack of any lines to help keep it in order.

“Name?” demanded the little girl, as if the whole thing was an imposition.

I hesitated for a moment, just so lost about everything, before answering, “Rachel.”

Miss Passionfruit caught the delay, interpreted it exactly wrong, and gave me an encouraging smile. “Don’t worry. Your name is whatever you say it is, here. I wish I could bring myself to lie about mine.”

The little girl wrote my name down, and kept writing, commenting distractedly, “And you’re from America.” She sounded both certain and British.

“The Moon,” corrected Miss Passionfruit firmly.

Miss Passionfruit said it, but it was me that the little girl shook her fat wooden pen at, with a self-importantly offended pout. “Look at how you’re dressed. You belong in a textbook about Americans. I suppose they didn’t find you in a textbook in one of the libraries?”

“Alice,” warned Miss Passionfruit, raising her voice and scowling.

Alice glared back up at her, stubborn as a British mule. “I keep records. It is quite appropriate for me to get upset when people lie to me. I suppose getting caught up in arguing and not taking records at all would be worse, however. Status?”

“Guest, until she decides otherwise,” supplied Miss Passionfruit, back to her queenly calm.

Alice glared at me suspiciously again. “Any items to declare? And by that I mean you’re supposed to declare—that is, tell me—all the objects that will be staying here and not leaving again with Peter Pumpernickel. Why anyone thinks anyone else would get that from the word ‘declare’ I don’t know, but it’s what I’m supposed to ask.”

Cold crept up my spine at the question because the answer was so short. I listed it all anyway. “My clothes. My house key.” Which was now a useless piece of metal. “A pencil and inking pen, but Jane took them with the notebook.”

Before Alice’s pen could get far, Miss Passionfruit warned her, “Don’t write those down. Someone might come looking for them.”

Alice raised one eyebrow and glowered at her sideways. “This again? Why don’t I write them down and cross them out suspiciously?”

Exasperated, Miss Passionfruit offered, “Fine. Put it down as ‘stationary.’”

Alice could compromise and nodded. “Acceptably accurate.”

And so my only real possession was not just taken away but vanished from the record.

The cold climbing my back closed over my heart. I had lost everything. I couldn’t go home, ever. I would never see Earth again, and that meant everything, my parents, my friends, my stuffed animals, my loud and violent brothers, the faded green carpet I knew every knot of, my street, the garish but crumbling orange front wall of my school….

I shivered. I hadn’t meant to run away from home, but I had, and it was a one-way trip.

As the horror of what I had done washed over me, Miss Passionfruit put an arm around my shoulders and led me through more rooms to a large staircase that spiraled up and down around a pillar as big as any regular lighthouse. Her words drifted through my panic. “I’m sorry about Alice. She’s actually from Earth, and older than the rest of us combined. How she got here is a strange story, but all of us have strange stories for how we got here.”

Desperate for something, anything to drag me out of thinking about my situation, I seized on that topic. Besides, I wasn’t the only person out here from Earth after all. “What is hers?”

Miss Passionfruit must like telling stories. She sounded quite pleased as she explained, “Generations ago, a man on Earth found a way to cure just one person of Math and send them off Earth where they would be safe. He chose to save a child he knew rather than himself. The technique involved dreams, and the Oracles say the infected part of Alice stayed behind, which is why she’s stuck at that age. If this is her fanciful half, I can’t imagine what the person who stayed behind steeped in Earth’s cold, cruel numbers must have been like.”

And yet, she said that last sentence with a fond smile.

Still trying not to think, I asked, “Are you in charge?”

“I give orders, but no one has to obey them. People seem to like having someone pretend there’s a plan and tell them how to follow it.” She said it in absolute deadpan.

I couldn’t keep my voice from cracking as I asked, “What’s the plan for me?”

Miss Passionfruit was a rock, her confidence an immovably solid object to cling to for support, and a rush of relief fought with the fear as she answered instantly and easily. “Next, you pick one of those guest rooms.” We had reached the next floor up, and she gestured down a long, curving white hall at the rows of doors. “I’d imagine you’re tired and hungry, so we’ll feed you and let you sleep. Then you stay as our guest and our friend until you find something you want to do here and become a Keeper, or you find somewhere else you want to go and we help you get there. No matter how long that takes.”

That place would not, could not be Earth, the way these people talked about it. But there was a plan, a direction. I had lost everything of my old life but did have a tiny piece of a new life. It was enough to keep me from completely freaking out.

Which was good because all of a sudden banging and roars sounded from down the stairs. Miss Passionfruit indulged her exasperation by looking up at the ceiling and sighing, “Now what?” Down to me, she said firmly, “Listen, you’re our only guest at the moment. Take any of these rooms.”

She abandoned me, striding swiftly down the stairs. Miss Passionfruit might be too dignified to run, but with her height she didn’t have to.

Now I was alone again, in this gigantic building made of blank white bricks as big as me. I walked down the row of doors, which at least were different colors of wood and different styles of door handles. I paused at one, reaching for the squeezable latch….

I couldn’t do it. That would be accepting my fate. No, accepting what I’d done. I’d made one tiny decision, and now my life was out of my control again. That must have happened the first time I’d told my parents I would babysit, but I couldn’t remember when that was.

I was also uncomfortably hungry. I’d gone out to draw before supper.

And I smelled food. Faint, but rich and sharp and meaty, like barbecue. The mess hall, or whatever they had, would be near the living areas, right?

I would rather scrounge an alien meal than face a cold, unlived-in guest room knowing I’d never see my own bedroom—

Cut that off. Food good. Yes. Do a food, Rachel.

I followed the smell of barbecue sauce down the incredibly long circular hallway, until a wide, doorless arch opened into a room full of battered old tables and chairs and hundreds of flowers in jars. The smell came from another doorway on the other side of this dining room, so I wandered through that into the kitchen.

It was the kitcheniest kitchen I had ever had the privilege of standing in. The room wasn’t small but was still packed with food preparation equipment. Cutting tables with racks of knives. Sinks. Black iron pots and pans hanging from hooks. Wooden cabinets. A gigantic refrigerator that went all the way up to the ceiling. And an outrageous number and variety of appliances. Some made sense and I might expect, like the old Franklin stove lying on its side in the corner, with its broken off chimney pipe laid atop its round belly. Squat stoves with lids that opened into fire boxes, and two brown clay hatches on the wall for old time bread ovens. Some kinda made sense, like the device on the table with a grid of sharp points like a pair of jaws you could slam together. Some were just bizarre, like the three antennae beaming yellow lightning into a floating loaf of bread. Those were only the examples my eyes lit on among hundreds of cooking devices.

A gigantic man pointed an arm as thick as a tree trunk at me and bellowed, “You! How dare you set foot into my kitchen!?”

He was so big! More than a head taller than me, but not nearly as tall as Miss Passionfruit. He didn’t have to be. He had bulk. He was built like a barrel, just a little fat and slabs of muscle like a wildebeest. He wasn’t a wildebeest. He looked human, as far as I could tell. A scarlet mask with a golden phoenix painted on the front completely covered his head, but he was bare to the waist and his red tights and boots didn’t show off any tails or hooves or anything.

“Sorry. I was—just—just hungry,” I stammered.

“You what?!” he screamed in rage, raising his hands with his fingers curled like claws. “You insult the Magnificent Mario, former Tri-Universe Wrestling Champion—” Even in my terror I wanted to nod at my complete lack of surprise there. “—by standing in his kitchen and declaring you are hungry?! Do not try to escape! Do not move, even one inch.”

I had started to backpedal, but now I stopped. As big as he was, Magnificent Mario was even faster. His arms whipped around in blurs, from the claws curled pose, to pointing at me, to pointing a finger sternly at the ceiling. They even made faint whooshing sounds.

Now he turned that speed to cooking. One of the broad, low stoves with a firebox had the box glowing red, and a pan already laid atop the stove. Mario raised an egg in his fingers with a magician’s flourish, twisted it precisely in both hands to snap it in half to drop the egg goo into the pan, then did this a second time, and a third. As he snatched up a spatula and stirred with the left hand, the right palmed the eggshells, and squeezed. Harder. Harder, until his massive mitt shivered, smoke drifted up between his fingers, and the eggshells hissed inside his grip. Stopping suddenly, he casually threw a tiny, flickering object at me. I caught it in both hands. Small, transparent, gleaming—looked like a diamond to me.

The cooking proceeded at high speed. Mario whipped open drawers, pulled out vegetables, and squeezed them over the pan until juices leaked out into the eggs. He laid a small onion on a wooden board, smashed it with his palm, and scraped the chunks into the pan as well. Two little peppercorns from a bottle he squashed between his fingertips to gently season the mass as he stirred.

Finally, he grabbed a plate, turned the pan upside down, and dumped a shiny red and yellow mass onto the white china. He tossed the plate to me, and I grabbed it, struggling successfully to keep the eggs from spilling. Two sharp sweeps of his arms threw a knife and a fork to land on either side of the plate.

Lowering his masked face to my level, he snarled, “Sit! Eat! If your mouth is open in my kitchen, it had best be because you are putting food into it.”

Food delivered, he stuck his hands into what looked like a block of ice but was apparently not solid, leaving them sparkling clean, flung his cooking implements into a sink, and scrubbed and replaced them in about five seconds. I sat down on a nearby stool and dished up some eggs in red sauce to eat.

Mmmmm. I loved having someone cook for me, instead of having to cook for my brothers. I had no idea what this was, but it was tart and savory and delicious. I gobbled it down.

I had just lifted the last bite on my fork when chairs in the dining room clattered, banged aside, and Wrench charged into the kitchen. She had to grab the door frame to stop herself from stampeding into me.

Mario flexed his arms, first in front of his stomach, then up at his sides, yelling, “An animal, in my kitchen!?” His hand flew out, grabbing a little brown ball from a plate, and flung it at Wrench. The kobold had just enough time to open her huge, pink-lined mouth before what smelled like an enticingly greasy hushpuppy landed in it.

Chewing hastily, Wrench grabbed my arm in her clawed hands and pulled me off my stool. The little girl was much stronger than she looked! Her plastic-looking wig rustled as she squeaked, “We need you down in the dock!”

Mario raised his fist, shaking with anger. “I will allow no one—” he started to snarl, but I showed him my putting the last bite in my mouth, then setting the plate on a counter. He went “hmmph” and turned his back on us, checking on a mass of meat roasting in one of the bigger ovens.

You know, I didn’t see any flames, or smell any wood smoke, despite the glowing heat of the ovens and lack of electricity.

I stumbled after Wrench as she dragged me across the dining room, and out into the hall toward the stairs. Awkward and confused, I asked, “Did I do something wrong?”

“No. Need real mechanic,” she squeaked.

Freshly fed and with the pleasant suspicion I’d made friends with Mario, I felt better enough to do what I do best: Come up with something ridiculous. “Well, I suppose I
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