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    To all our many devoted and loyal fans: 


We write and publish these stories only for you.


(Be sure to get your bonuses at the end of the story...)


- - - -


From the editor: This book is part of a continuing series, and has subtle references to earlier material. "Book Universes Notes" have been included in the back just to help you with  a character list, referenced books, and point out some easter eggs...
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"YES, I KNOW. SYBIL just called about her niece missing, and Jenna called Brigitte about her errant grandchild. 

So we're all briefed up now. And keeping an eye out for her."

A glow came in through the front door window, about the time a thump landed on that small front porch.

"Wait - let me call you back. I think I might have some news..."

I signed off through the green pendant transceiver hanging around my neck. And walked across the main room toward the door.

It swung open ahead of me. On its own.

There was a brown-haired smallish girl there who took a couple of short steps inside. Wearing an off-white muslin blouse and well-worn jeans. Sturdy socks and boots down below that. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail under a bluejeans ball cap on her head. Covered with a visible glow all over. Like a light bulb shining behind her.

She raised the bill of her cap with one hand and looked at me through deep gray eyes. "Hello, Grampa Joe. Mind if I come in?"

I had to smile. The phrase 'better to ask forgiveness than permission' ran thick in our family.

"You're more than welcome here, Olivia."

She wasn't surprised to hear her name. "I suppose the word of my escape has preceded me."

My smile widened. "'Worried sick' comes to mind."

Olivia shrugged. "Mind if I sit down?" 

And then a chair scooted across to meet her outstretched hand, while that glow diminished - slightly...
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AT LEAST I WASN'T LEANING on the table when Olivia shifted us to this molten-magma planet. My chair was still there, although she seems to like doing her “work” standing up.

The heat was intense, though.

“Hey, Grampa, look at this...” She made a volcano bloom and explode. Looked interesting, since having exploding gases do their thing when the atmosphere of the planet is all exploding gases, well that's a trick to watch.

“Pretty good, kid. And the point of us being here is...?”

Olivia looked over from her waving hands and frowned at me. “Just getting the hang of this stuff. Fire used to make me anxious.”

I nodded. “Like having some snakes around to get over your fear of them?”

She smiled back and then waved her hand toward the surface below us. That started building a molten arch that tried to leap out of the planet's gravity. Of course, it only ended up thinning out, collapsing on itself – that then fell back with splashing tidal waves.

The grin on her face widened out from ear to ear.

I sighed.

That got her attention.

“Bored, Grampa?”

“Slightly. I mean I enjoy being here with you, but is there a point to all this besides making magma pies?”

- - - -
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THE HEAT DISAPPEARED and now we were orbiting some yellow-dwarf sun, above and out of the atmosphere of a blue-green planet below us, very similar to Earth. The reflected light here was more natural, if still dark. But gave her face a more healthy color, somewhat.

Olivia now had her own bentwood caboose chair back, and sitting in it. “OK, I guess you've got a point. I did come to see you, to learn how to fix my skills.”

“Your skills look fine. By 'fix', do you mean squash or evaporate or disappear?”

Olivia nodded, serious now.

“OK, kiddo. Sure, you can do that if you want. But it looked like you were having fun there.”

“Sure, I love this stuff. But these things tend to upset people.”

“Like how?”

“Mom doesn't like to go to other exotic locations with me. And Dad would rather I fix things.”

“Well, you are good at fixing machinery, from what I hear.”

“Sure. That's a piece of cake. You just have to find out what it's supposed to do and then 'twitch' it.”

“Twitch?”

Olivia shrugged. “I just touch it. But mostly I don't have to. By the time I reach out physically, it's already changed.”

“Bet your Dad likes that.”

She nodded. “He's pretty amazed by it. And tells me not to 'twitch' anything he's working on.”

“Because?”

“He says it takes all the fun out of repairing something. I keep telling him it's a lot cleaner than what he does, and cheaper – since you don't have to buy parts that wear out. Mom doesn't mind, as I don't get grease or oil on my clothes like my brothers do.”

“None of the other kids can twitch?”

She shrugged and looked off at a comet going by. Well, Eggy is too young, and my older brothers are more interested in racing and girls, so they don't want to learn.”

I frowned. 

Olivia explained. “Eggy is what I call the baby. Because he was bald for a long time. He's starting to crawl around now, and get into trouble, which means we have to look out for him and keep things out of reach.”

“So you're the only girl in the family?” 

“I was the youngest for awhile, then Eggy came along. That makes me I'm a middle child now, I guess.“

“And your mother has to spend time with the baby, but your brothers aren't interested in dealing with a kid sister who's better than they are at fixing things.”

She nodded. “I like it when Aunt Sybil comes around. I think she brings me broken things just to watch me work my magic on them.”

“Does she call it magic?”

Another nod. “Sure. She's probably just teasing me. But we have some great fun together. Recently, she's been bringing me puzzles. Stuff that's only partly built. And I try to get it working. And sometimes I have to ask her what it's supposed to do. Usually she won't tell me. Or I just make it do something, which can turn out really funny.”

“Like what – some-thing's?”

A big grin showed up on her face. “Well, she brought some electronic gizmo and I made if fly and chirp like a bird. But she said it was some sort of thermo-sensitive switch that was supposed to be a motor control by telepathic thought-waves. Instead, it just looks and acts like a bird. Except it doesn't have wings. Sings good, though – what ever song I want. And when Mom is whistling a tune, it will fill in harmony, even full chords. So she sometimes has it baby-sit Eggy. Mom swears that it's teaching him to whistle bird tunes. But I don't think so. That kid's just smart, like all of us.”

“Too smart?”

She looked at me with a puzzled expression. “Not yet. Well, because only our family and some relatives see him. He hasn't run into the 'curse' yet.”

My own forehead wrinkled. “Who named it a 'curse'?”

“Oh, one of the normals at school. Friend of my oldest brother. He says that being too bright is a curse.”

“Because...?”

“Oh, I think he is girl-crazy, and thinks the one's he's interested in are going for the jocks instead.” She shook her head.

“Not the case, obviously.”

“Obviously, for sure. The guy is bright enough to keep up – mostly – but when my brothers start brainstorming about some gizmo improvement to their racers, you can see him sort of glaze over.”

“How do they handle that?”

- - - - 
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WE WERE BACK IN THE main room of my small house. My coffee mug was on the table again, and still steaming. I could smell the mocha in it. My chair placed me within reach
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