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​Prologue
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A flash of lightning blasted away the darkness and momentarily illuminated the massive fortress that rose like a mountain out of the surrounding forest. Light shone from thousands of windows like a host of eyes glaring out at the universe. A man stood inside one of the fortress’s many rooms, staring blankly out of one of these windows. 

He shifted uneasily, the metal plating of his armor crunching softly as it shadowed his movement. The blaster he had relied on so often now hung useless at his belt. No weapon in the universe had the power to resolve this conflict for him. He was alone. The man looked down at the glowing object in his hand. So much power, he thought. How could I have come to be so desperate?

He turned from the window and sat down at his desk, his forehead resting on his hand. The Council had discussed the matter at length, and their decision had been the inevitable one. All of the powers would be given to Trelan. In theory, one person would be able to make full use of the powers and thereby serve the Empire better than several separate Holders. Trelan was First Holder and had held his crystal longer than any of the other Masters had, so he was the obvious choice. 

The intercom beeped. “Koral, it is time,” said Trelan’s calm voice.

“Yes,” Koral acknowledged softly. He could not mask the sound of resignation in his voice, but it did not matter. Trelan knew his feelings on the subject. Sighing inwardly, Koral arose and walked to the door. It opened, and he glanced in both directions down the hall. It was empty. He strode quickly along the passageway until he reached the door to a lift pod. He entered and pressed a button on a wall panel and instructed the computer, “Shuttle bay eight.” The lift began to move through the labyrinth of passageways that linked the many sections of the Imperial Fortress. Koral’s heart was pounding. There was no telling what would happen to him when the Council found out what he had done, but he could see no alternative.

The lift door slid open, and Koral stepped out. He was in a large room filled with technical equipment and control consoles. A few workers glanced up at him as he strode to a large door at the far end of the room, but none said anything. They probably knew nothing about the meeting, and they had seen Koral use the shuttle bay hundreds of times. The doors opened, and Koral walked through an airlock and into the shuttle bay. A dozen ships stood lined up in the vacuous chamber. Koral started toward his transport ship. Again, the few workers on duty glanced at him without concern. The transport ship was a small vessel which he mainly used to get to and from orbiting starships, although it did have limited warp capabilities. When he reached the ship, Koral pressed a series of buttons on a panel attached to the sleeve of his armor. A hatch slid open on the ship’s underside, and a ramp extended. He stepped unhurriedly up the ramp and through the door to the control room. Now that there was no one watching him, he began moving more quickly. He was not sure how much time it would take before all of the other Masters were assembled and realized that he was missing, but he wanted to be off of the planet and well on his way before that happened.

Koral initiated the launch sequence, and the huge shuttle bay door began to open. Responding to his controls, the transport ship lifted off the floor and flew into the turbulent night. The forest spreading away across the planet’s surface, the distant mountains jutting above the horizon, and the mass of swirling storm clouds overhead made an impressive sight, but Koral had no time to notice such things. In seconds he was rising out of the planet’s atmosphere and into the blackness of space. 

From within the shuttle bay, an unseen pair of eyes watched him go.

Koral had nothing against Trelan. He was a wise leader and had proven his loyalty to the Empire countless times in countless ways. Even now it almost seemed as if Koral’s decision had been foolish and dishonorable; he was stepping well out of his authority and attempting to prevent an action that the Council believed would bring about a momentous change in the Empire; with the Masters’ powers combined and enhanced, it was doubtful that the Empire’s enemies would be able to stand against it much longer. Yet Koral could not bring himself to comply with the Council’s wishes. He had voiced his disagreement only once; the intensity of the rejection his ideas had received convinced him that if he were to prevent the Council from carrying out its designs, he would have to do so alone.

When he had voiced his opinion, some had condemned Koral for his lack of cooperation, suggesting that he was simply jealous of Trelan, that he was just attempting to maintain the power he had for his own personal gain. Perhaps they were right, in part at least. Koral was being asked to give up something that had become as much a part of him as his ability to think, and he had to admit that he was hesitant to let it go. But Koral’s motives went far beyond that. There was just too much danger in placing that much power in the hands of one person, especially when so little was understood of how that power worked. All Koral knew about his own power was what he had learned through its repeated use, and he doubted that any of the others knew any more than he did. Even the source of the power was a mystery. There was no telling what would happen if one man suddenly found himself in control of something like that.

An urgent feeling in the back of Koral’s mind snatched his attention. He glanced back toward the planet, and his eyes widened in alarm. Instantly he rose to his feet and extended his hand. The entire interior of his ship lit up with chaotic surges of glowing energy. They were trying to stop him.

The energy surges died down as he brought his full power to bear, blocking their attempt to board his ship. Scanning his control panel, Koral saw that several starships were approaching at high warp. His own ship was not nearly fast enough to outrun them; they would be there in minutes. 

Koral ran his fingers over the controls. He would have preprogrammed this command sequence, but he had been afraid that someone might for some reason check his ship’s computer and learn of his plan. As it was he had been over the process hundreds of times in his mind, so it took hardly any time at all. When he was finished, he took out the glowing object and looked it over. Had he not spent the last several months pondering his decision and scrutinizing over his plan, he certainly would have stopped right there. But now there was no hesitation in his mind; the sacrifices necessary were irrelevant. There was no other way. 

The intercom beeped, and a voice began speaking. “This is Admiral Nelim. I have orders from the Imperial Council to place you under arrest. If you resist I am authorized to fire.” 

Koral rested his finger on one of the glowing buttons on the control panel. A sheen of sweat coated his face.

Again the feeling in his mind diverted his attention, but this time he resisted it only for a moment. He cast the object away from him as if it were on fire. Immediately he felt weak and incomplete, as if every muscle in his body had suddenly gone dead. Then the force reaching out for him took hold.

Admiral Nelim stared at the transport ship on his viewscreen. He had no idea what was going on, but the two figures standing on either side of him, just out of the camera’s range, had looks on their faces that would freeze a supernova. “Now,” one of them said, his voice a mixture of anger, fear, and anticipation. The two figures went suddenly tense, fists clenched, and their eyes narrowed to tiny slits. At the same instant a purple glow flashed out of the ship on the viewscreen and a yellow beam of energy arced toward it from the Admiral’s ship. The yellow light struck, and the transport ship exploded in a billowing red ball of expanding gasses. The explosion and the purple glow seemed to mix violently, and space lit up in a white flash that lasted several seconds. When the light faded there was nothing left of the transport ship. The man on Nelim’s right dropped to one knee, visibly struggling to catch his breath, his eyes tightly shut as if in deep concentration. The woman to his left eyed the man anxiously but remained silent. Finally the man’s breathing slowed, and his eyes opened, but his gaze remained fixed in a blank stare as his lips trembled, reluctantly attempting to form words. Sensing what he was struggling to say, the woman took a step toward him, drawing his gaze.

“Did you...” she began, her voice a mix of concern and accusation.

The man turned away from her in shame. “No,” he whispered. “It’s gone.”
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​Chapter 1
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It was well past nine o’clock when Nedward Simmons woke up, and he regretted nothing. He lay in bed for a while, enjoying the sound of the birds chirping in the trees outside his window. High school had ended a couple of days ago, and Ned wasn’t scheduled for work at Pardo’s Pizza until the evening. After the stress of finals week and the scheduling drama that had surrounded graduation, it was nice to have some time to just exist. But after a minute or two, his stomach reminded him that existing implied food. Ned obligingly rolled out of bed and made his way downstairs.

The house felt oddly silent as Ned made breakfast, since his parents were at work, and his brother Jared still had school for another week. As he ate, it became impossible to avoid thinking about the future, with its annoying ambiguity. It shouldn’t have been hard – it was summer vacation, after all. But everyone Ned knew had been asking him about his plans for months, and no amount of detail seemed to statistfy a lot of them. He was enrolled in college for the fall term, and he had been accepted to the engineering program. But still people would ask him, “Which field?” and “What company do you want to work for?” and “What internships have you applied for?” Ned forced all of those thoughts from his mind and forced himself to focus on his deliciously unhealthy bowl of cereal. It was still June. The future didn’t exist yet. Ned was decidedly, if temporarily, free.

After breakfast Ned thought about calling up a friend or two, but then he decided to go for a walk instead. His suburban neighborhood bordered on a considerable forest, and Ned had always enjoyed walking through it. The trees offered solitude when he wanted it, and cover from paintball fire when he needed it. But Ned’s favorite thing about the woods was how they felt both vast and intimate at the same time, like there was always something to discover if you just kept walking. He took his time making his way through the undergrowth, admiring the way the sunlight fell through the leaves above, taking in the roughness of the tree trunks and the colors of the occasional flowers and berries. Even the smell of the air here made him smile.

Suddenly, Ned became aware of a faint sound that had mixed in with his footstaps and the rustling leaves, and he stopped to listen. A sort of low hum was coming from ahead and to the left, where there shouldn’t have been anything but more trees. If someone else were in the woods, Ned didn’t really want to cross paths with them, but he was curious about what it was, so he started toward it. The humming grew louder as he walked, until finally he walked around a large tree turnk and stopped, his eyes widening. A few yards in front of him was an inch-thick column of blue light.

The light was clearly the source of the sound, but it was so out of place that Ned’s mind struggled to accept that it was there. He moved slowly around it, trying to figure out if it were some optical illusion, or if there were a sold object there stuck into the ground. But the light was transparent, and it pulsed a little, and the spot where it touched the ground was disturbed, as if the column of light had pushed the dirt and bark around a little before resting at its current location. And above, the column extended into the sky as far as he could make out its glow against the blue sky through a gap in the trees. There was nothing more to be learned by observation, so it was time to experiment. He picked up a stick and tossed it into the column. The light snapped the stick in two, and both fragments fell almost straight down. Ned tried a few more times, with sticks and branches of increasing size, and each one was cleanly cut and pushed to the ground.

After several minutes of that, the oddness of the situation became overwhelming, and Ned just stood there with his hands over his mouth, staring at the light. The color seemed to have depened over time, and the hum seemed louder now. Looking up, Ned thought he could see the upper edge; the glow was a little brighter and maybe wider. Sure enough, after a bit more waiting Ned could make out a glowing ball of light about a foot in diameter. He abruptly though to step back several paces and considered hiding, but upon glancing up again he realized that the ball was slowing down. As it passed through the branches overhead it was traveling no faster than a falling leaf, and the ball of light was shinking around something at its center, which seemed to be resting atop the pillar of light. Ned approached again as what appeared to be a blue gemstone alighted silently on the forest floor.

Ned stared at the stone for long moments, transfixed. The stone gave off only a very faint light now, and Ned wondered if even that were not merely a reflection of the sunlight. It was partially transparent, and its surface was roughly spherical but multifaceted, with smooth edges connecting them. It was, quite simply, beautiful. It was also odd beyond reason. A part of Ned’s mind wondered at the odds of him walking though the woods at the exact moment that the stone had landed here, but that felt like the very last item on a long list of questions. What was it? Where had it come from? Was it dangerous? Where had the light come from? He kept circling around to the danger question, especially since Ned knew that an object from the sky might be very hot or very cold (although falling slowly made extra heat less likely). It occurred to him that he could mark the spot and call the police or a university department or something like that. But his curiosity would not allow that kind of delay. He stooped down and picked the stone up.

It was just a bit heavier than he had expected, and its smooth surface was cool to the touch, but no more than usual for a stone picked off of the ground.  Ned turned it over in his hand, smiling to himself. He was a little disappointed that there was nothing around to give him any more information about what had just happened, but at the very least, he had found a neat-looking gem. After another look around him, Ned pocketed the stone and headed back home.

* * *
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Hundreds of billions of people watched both in person and on viewscreens as the Emperor arose and addressed his subjects. His expression was calm but intense; he knew that those watching him had opinions of the current situation ranging from a desire to surrender to a mindless obsession to obtain victory regardless of the cost to anyone. If he was to lead them through this conflict, he would have to unite them all, and he would have to do it soon.

“My friends,” he began, “we face opposition on all sides. Even as our enemy threatens to overwhelm us, the power we have sought to bring to bear in our defense seems to have been thrown beyond our grasp by the ruthless betrayal of one of our most trusted comrades. Some of you may fear what will come of this situation, but as I look out on this great Empire this day there is no fear in my heart.

“I know from years of history and personal experience that the Anacron Empire has the courage to stand against any danger, the wisdom to face any dilemma, and the power to destroy any enemy. I have full confidence that all of you will stand in might and honor in the preservation of this Empire and of its ideals which we all hold so dear. I know our leaders, and there is no doubt in my mind that they possess the knowledge, skills, and experience to lead us to victory. I, myself, commit to no less.

“Despite our history of resounding victory after resounding victory and our present stature as the pinnacle of the galaxy in every respect, there may be some among you who yet doubt our chances against an enemy so vast and so well organized. It is true that we no longer have the ability to unite the ancient Plasma force, that the weapon we sought to thereby create is no longer a possibility. Nevertheless, three Plasma Masters still remain, and in my personal studies of the Plasma’s power I have discovered a way in which we can stand against our enemies indefinitely, if necessary. By making full use of the powers still at our disposal, we plan to complete our preparations within the month, and then we shall let the universe know the consequences of challenging the greatest empire in the universe.

“My friends, the illusion of defeat is but temporary. The time is at hand when darkness shall fall over all who oppose us, when the venom of our unconquerable might shall burn through every foe until we stand alone in the galaxy as rulers of all. Like a great viper we shall strike at every last individual, army, and planet until all who oppose us have perished. My friends, doubt not that we will destroy them. We will destroy them all.”

From the ovation he received when he finished, one would have thought the billions of Imperial subjects had been given a choice as to who would lead them.

* * *
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For the first week or so, Ned was determined to keep the blue stone a secret. It occupied his thoughts contstantly, and he was full of questions and ideas he was eager to share with someone. But the circumstances of the discovery were just too weird. If he told his family or friends, they would think he was lying or delusional. And if he told anyone “official”, and if they did believe Ned’s story, they might try to take the stone away to study it. And that prospect felt even worse than being thought crazy or dishonest. Whatever that stone was, it felt important. There had to be a story to it, and Ned wanted, even needed, to be a part of it.

Of course, Ned didn’t have to tell people the whole story. He could show it to someone and say he found it on the ground, which was technically true. People might provide their own, reasonable-sounding explanations for the glow, or the material, or the stone’s origins. But what would be the point of showing it to someone if he couldn’t also discuss its origins? That seemed to be the key question: Where had it come from? And the more Ned thought about it, the more convinced he became that it had not come from Earth.

That, of course, led to a whole other line of discussion. Were aliens visiting the planet? Ned had always been a science fiction fan and assumed that there were aliens out there somewhere, but he had never believed any of the accounts he had heard of extraterrestrial life actually visiting Earth. And if somebody had dropped or sent this stone, where were they now? Were they going to come back for it? Or was this just a piece of trash that had fallen out or broken off of a passing vessel? The possibilities fascinated Ned, and terrified him at the same time. Eventually the weight of his questions convinced him that he would have to tell someone.

Jared was the obvious choice. The two were fairly close, and Ned could trust his brother to keep a secret. Of course, having Ned always nearby might make it harder for Jared to keep quiet than someone outside the family. In the mean time, Ned took to carrying the stone around with him, in case a good opportunity arose to talk about it. But before he found a moment that felt right, the situation became even stranger.

Ned was grating cheese before dinner one night, when his hand slipped, and his finger jammed against the blades of the grater. Blue sparks scattered from the impact point, accompanied by a hum like the one the pillar of light had given off the day he had discovered it. The light was so surprising that it was a moment before Ned realized the other strange thing: he had felt no pain. After a nervous look around to make sure no one had seen or heard what had just happened, Ned examined his finger and saw that there was no mark. The grater, on the other hand had just the hint of a dent in a couple of the curved blades.

It was a challenge to act normal for the rest of the evening, with a new flood of questions spinning through his mind. His parents seemed oblivious, but Jared kept giving him an odd look. It probably didn’t help that Ned kept glancing at Jared to see if he was looking back.

“So, what is up?” Jared asked when they went upstairs to brush teeth.

Ned hesistated for only a moment. “There’s something I need to show you. Tomorrow.”

“Okay....” Jared was obviously impatient now, and Ned mentally kicked himself for being so obvious. He wanted to spill the whole thing right away, but if his parents heard their sons talking late and night and barged in on a glowing rock, things would get awkward very quickly.

By the time they had a moment to inconspicuously venture into the woods the following day, Jared seemed as eager as Ned felt. Ned hurried them forward until he deemed them sufficiently secluded, then stopped, turned, and gave Jared a meaningful look.

Jared’s patience was gone. “What is it?”

“I found something in the woods a while ago.” Ned reached into his pocket and held the stone out in his open palm, where it sat silently, giving off a faint glow from within.

“Cool,” Jared said, his tone making it clear that he needed more information.

Ned had run through this conversation in his head, but he still felt like he was grasping for the right words, the right amount of information to share. “It... It fell out of the sky. Like, on a pillar of light. I think it was trying to break its own fall or something.”

Jared’s eyes narrowed.

“And there’s another thing.” Ned’s heart was racing, excitement building now that he had committed to the conversation. He returned the stone to his pocket, searched on the ground for a large-ish stick, then faced his brother and smiled. “Watch this.” And with as much leverage as he could manage, he brought the stick down hard over his other wrist.

He was not a hundred percent sure what would happen, but he had a hunch. And sure enough, blue light flared at the point of impact, and the stick bounced away. Ned’s face broke into a huge smile, while Jared’s eyes went wide and he turned a little pale.

“What the...”

“And look!” Ned showed Jared the stick, from which the bark had been stripped away from a spot about as wide as Ned’s wrist.

Jared just shook his head. “Ned, what in the... Is this some kind of magic trick?”

Ned chuckled. “This has got to be the most magical thing ever.” He felt a little guilty enjoying this when his brother was so obviously worried, but Ned had had a lot more time to come to terms with this stone. He had felt from the start that it must have some purpose, and now that he was beginning to see it, there was no room to feel anything but excitement.

He hit his arm again and again, harder each time until the stick snapped.

Jared just watched, openmouthed. “So it... it absorbs pain?”

“I guess so! Here, you try it!” Ned pulled out the stone and held it out, but Jared just backed away. “I don’t know, Ned. That’s... that is weird. Like, really weird. I’m not sure you should keep it.”

Ned lowered his hand, his disappointment evident on his face. He couldn’t blame Jared for being worried, but he had hoped to have more time talking with him before the discussion fell apart.

“It could be dangerous,” Jared was saying. “You could give it to the police, or even just throw it down a sewer or something.”

“I don’t know,” Ned said, in spite of a warning in the back of his mind that he should choose his words very carefully. “I mean, this is amazing. Wouldn’t it be better to learn about it?”

Jared was already shaking his head. “Dude. You said that thing fell from the sky. Like, what if...” And he looked upward, a fearful look on his face. Then he fixed Ned with a serious look. “What if they come looking for it?”

Ned had a dozen counter-arguments ready, but it was clear now that Jared had made up his mind.

“Yeah,” Ned said tactfully. “That’s a good point.” He put the stone away again. “I guess we should head back?”

Jared nodded, looking relieved to be done with the matter. It was a tense walk back, and when their house came into view, Ned suddenly worried that Jared might feel pressured to tell someone about what he had just witnessed. Ned crafted his words again and coughed. “What do you think Mom and Dad would say about this?”

Jared winced. “They’d freak out.”

“Yeah. Remember what happened when I asked them if I could drive to Uncle Dave’s for the weekend?” Jared nodded. The suggestion of a day-long trip with a stay at a motel with no adult supervision might as well have been an act of heresy. “I guess I’d better not mention this to them,” he ventured.

Jared nodded and gave Ned a knowing look. “It’s not what you’d say that would freak them out,” he said. “It’s what might happen if you keep using it. You really should get rid of it.”

Ned looked down, hoping to look pensive but really just wanting to avoid betraying his thoughts through eye contact. “I’ll think of a good way to get rid of it.” That was technically true. He would think of a hypothetical plan. But he had no intention of acting on it. Not yet, anyway.

Ned said nothing more to his brother about the stone that day or the next, and he kept the stone tucked away in a box in his closet where it would be difficult for anyone to find, even Jared came looking for it. Ned was troubled to find that, when he did put the stone away, he felt suddenly drained, as if he had just sprinted around the block. He put the matter aside, assuming it was just a result of the anxiety he felt about the stone.

He let a few days pass without removing the stone from its hiding place. With luck, Jared would assume he had gotten rid of it. And sure enough, Jared didn’t mention it, probably more than a little anxious to put the matter behind him. With every day that passed Ned felt a little less worried about being found out, but at the same time more eager to take the stone out again and see what else it could do.

Eventually, Ned felt safe enough to try. He experienced that surge of excitement again as he dug though his closet and found the stone, glowing silently as if waiting for him. When he picked it up, a warm pulse of light flared in his fingers and traveled up his arm. It was an odd sensation, but then this whole situation was odd. Ned quickly put the stone away and headed back to the woods. He had considered experimenting indoors instead, but anywhere else he could think of would either arouse suspicion or involve the risk of someone barging in on him. When he reached a safe spot, he took out the stone again and examined it. He then repeated the act of hitting himself with sticks, as well as rocks and other objects he could find, and in different parts of his body. Ned learned that the objects did not have to come into direct contact with his skin; the stone also protected his clothing from damage, although he was able to tear the shirt he wore (he had made it a point to put on an old one) when he himself was in no danger of being harmed. He also learned that he did not have to see an object for the stone to protect him from it; he ran backwards in random directions until he hit trees or stumbled to prove this, and he also threw rocks into the air, closed his eyes, and let them fall onto his head. He took out a lighter and found that he could not be burned, a pocket knife and found he could not be cut. Always protection was accompanied by a visible blue light. There seemed to be no limit to what the stone could protect him from.

The blue light particularly fascinated Ned. The more damage it deflected, the more vibrant and “energetic” it seemed. Sometimes it sparked, or swirled, and it was always accompanied by a satisfying surge of sound. When he was satisfied as to the stone’s ability to protect him, Ned wondered if he could make the strange light without doing something that should be harmful to himself. He did not know what the light was or where it came from, but the stone obviously created it or called it forth from somewhere, and Ned decided to try to call it forth on command. He tried to picture a ball of the strange light resting in his hand and then call it into reality, but nothing happened. He tried to imagine a harmful object flying toward his body. Nothing. He tried concentrating harder, picturing images more vividly, but nothing had any effect.

As he attempted to control the light, however, his mind kept returning to the question of where it was coming from. As far as Ned could tell, it did not originate in the stone itself. The stone’s glow brightened slightly when its power was used, but the protective light always came from Ned himself, or at least form the space between his body and the harmful thing. Could it be that the feeling of warmth Ned had felt was the stone injecting his body with whatever caused the light? He wished again that he could run these ideas by Jared, or anybody, but that was a useless thought.

Then a new idea began to take shape in Ned’s mind. He found a large stick, sat down, closed his eyes, and brought the stick down as hard as he could on his foot. He smiled. Ned repeated this several times, with several objects, and each time he became more certain of what he was feeling. Even with his eyes shut, Ned could feel the discharge of energy that protected him. He could feel not only its presence, but also its location. At the time of impact, Ned thought he could also sense the position of the stone. According to this strange sense, the stone and the light did not appear to be connected, nor did the light seem to be coming from Ned’s body at all. It seemed as though it was simply created where it was needed and then vanished when it was not.

But everything Ned knew about science told him that that was impossible; energy couldn’t be created out of nothing. It had to be coming from somewhere. And if it were coming from the stone, it had to be passing through some place he couldn’t detect, some other “plane of existence”, if that made any sense. Or maybe –  Ned closed his eyes and whacked his foot with a rock again – maybe the energy was already there, out of reach, and the stone’s job was to call it into “regular” space. It was all wild speculation, but it also seemed to fit with what Ned was sensing. The power just came, acted, and left. And if that were the case, then there had to be a way to access it where it already was, and maybe to control it directly.

Ned opened his eyes, pulled out his knife, and pressed the blade against his leg with his left hand, the action no longer uncomfortable, so strong was his trust in the stone’s protection. He could feel the protective energy’s presence where the knife met the fabric of his jeans. Then Ned brought the thumb and index finger of his right hand together and tried to recreate that feeling between them. It was difficult. He was reaching for something he only suspected to exist. It occurred to him to bring his fingers to the point of the energy discharge and try to harness some of the light that was already spilling out around the blade, and to draw it off. It didn’t seem to want to come, content instead to just vanish after it had done the job of protecting him.

Then another idea occurred to him. Could he damage himself? He pushed the nail of one finger into the skin of his thumb as hard as he could. The light did protect him, pushing his nail and thumb apart like repelling magnets. By moving the point of contact, he could control where the light was. He closed his eyes again so he could focus on just the energy he was creating. He reached out in every way he could and commanded the light to stay, to move the way he wanted it to, to keep flowing even as he lessened the pressure from his nail. It felt like at least an hour before he felt like maybe he could feel the energy in a static form, without any potential damage to guard against. Just the sense of something hovering there, between his thumb and finger as they pressed together. He opened his eyes and looked at that spot, still holding onto that feeling. There was something between them. Very slowly, he drew his thumb and finger apart.

A blue tendril of light flowed between them.

This was amazing. Ned sat there for a long time, gazing at the light. He was awed by the its beauty as it danced from thumb to finger and back, twisting, sparkling, and swirling. And he permitted himself a certain feeling of pride that he had managed to do this, to control this strange power. 

He was almost afraid to let the light go, worried that he might not be able to get it back again. But soon the desire to experiment built up again, eclipsing that worry. Finally he let the light fade, trying to maintain his connection to the energy in its “stored” state. He opened his hand and turned it palm up, and wished, then willed, then ordered the light to reappear. To his delight, it flared to life in a glowing sphere above his palm. At first the light inside the sphere was chaotic, dancing randomly within the limits he had given it. But after a while he was able to bring the sparkling waves of energy under control, and the sphere before him took on a look of tranquility, its inner movements little more than ripples.

Then another idea jumped into Ned’s mind. He let the sphere vanish, stood up, then quickly extended his arm outward with his palm angled downward and his fingers splayed. A lightning-like bolt of energy lanced off his hand, tendrils of light surging along its surface. The bolt hit a tree several yards away and scattered. There was no force behind the impact, but the visual effect had been impressive, and Ned felt more than a little excited. That looked so cool! I just shot lightning!

Suddenly he thought to check his watch, worried that someone might miss him and come looking. Reluctantly, he returned home, permitting himself only the occasional use of the power, letting a tendril of light dance along his arm as if to prove to himself that what he had just accomplished was real. It felt like a huge sacrifice to walk away from this new project, back to the mundane world waiting for him. When he was back in his room, he headed back to the stone’s hiding place, afraid that Jared would notice if he carried it around all of the time. When he went to put it back into its box, though, he felt a strange compulsion not to let it go. It was a little disturbing how the feeling seemed to come from outside himself, so he deliberately held his hand over the box and opened his fingers.

Blue sparks bound the stone to his hand; it refused to fall away.

Slowly Ned closed his hand, and the odd compulsion passed. The elation of his earlier discoveries were tempered now that he had actually lost an ability over the course of the day. Why had the stone bonded to him like that? Why couldn’t he even set it down? He worried a little whether it was actually stuck to his hand, but he found that he could release it again when it was in his pocket. Changing into pajamas at the end of the day was a little awkward, but it seemed that as long as he was not trying to move the stone too far away from himself, it would allow itself to be repositioned. Ned decided he could live with this limitation; after all, it was his intention to use the stone as often as possible.

Ned created many opportunites to use it over the following weeks. He became adept in manipulating the light, creating various shapes and formations with the strange blue energy. After a while Ned decided to see what he could actually do with the power. He saved up several soda cans, destined for destruction. He lined up the cans along a log in the forest one day and proceeded to blast energy out of his hand at them. At first the light struck them with no effect, but with some effort Ned was able to re-create the effect that occurred when harmful objects touched his body; the cans fell backward off the log when the light struck them. Ever motivated to improvement, Ned eventually learned to make the cans explode in impressive balls of energy, complete with rippling “shock waves” that shot outward in a ring. His increasing control over the form of the light was almost as satisfying as the newfound ability to move things with it.

The only downside to the whole experience was the need for secrecy. It would have been amazing if he could show this new power to his family or friends, if only they could appreciate it for what it was instead of what they feared it might be. Of course Ned occasionally worried about future implications as well, but the more time passed, the more likely it seemed that whoever had left this stone had given up on it. After all, for all he knew, it could have been drifiting through space for billions of years before reaching Earth. So for now, Ned contented himself to keep practicing in secret, developing his control over the strange, probably-alien power. But then, it hardly even seemed like that anymore. It had become more than a strange discovery, more than a mysterious power. It was his power.
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There was no time for a council of war, no time for the media to cover the event, no time to carry out evacuations. From the time Earth’s satellites detected the swarm of unidentified objects there was scarcely over a minute before they were in plain view. Thirty-four black starfighters streaked out of the upper atmosphere like starved vultures and immediately opened fire on everything in sight. No one could make out a pattern from their attacks, at least not at first. Groups of the alien craft would swoop down in one location, occasionally land for a short time, and then move on to the next.

On multiple occasions Earth military forces were able to engage the alien fighters. When the first Earth missile struck its target and exploded, it revealed a protective energy field surrounding the alien craft; the alien ship was thrown off course but not damaged. This shielding gave way after multiple hits, however, and, since the aliens were far outnumbered, Earth forces achieved notable success when they were able to force battle.

Unfortunately, opportunities for battle were not frequent. The aliens’ superior craft allowed them to escape quickly when they wanted to; the Earth aircraft could not even come close to keeping up with them at top speed. So, despite their inferiority in numbers, the aliens continued their mysterious raids for several hours, leaving a wake of destruction wherever they went.

Ned did not learn of the attacks until news reports of the event flooded his television; none of them had yet come near his town. At first he, like most people on Earth, could not bring himself to believe what he was hearing. Was the news playing some sort of cruel joke? But somehow that seemed unlikely. News reports showed people leaving cities in huge numbers, although no one had left Ned’s neighborhood yet. After all, there was probably nothing in that small town that any aliens could possibly be interested in. Anything except... Ned walked quickly up the stairs to his room and took the blue stone out of his pocket. He always kept it with him now, afraid that he would be unable to let it go if he really tried. The stone was pulsating brightly.

Thousands of miles away, the alien squadron had gathered nearly all of the materials it needed to complete repairs on its damaged ships and depart. The rich planet had provided an abundance of most of the natural resources they required, although it did not appear to have any useful technology. Then, suddenly, their sensors detected a faint subspace signature. It would have been indistinguishable and insignificant on any more advanced world, but this was the only such signature in the entire star system except for emissions from the star itself, and it meant a hope of something that might speed the repair process. Even with their notable success in obtaining materials, time was running out, and they jumped at this possibility of finding something that might be of use to them. The aliens sent seven fighters to investigate the subspace reading and left the remainder of their squadron to complete repairs.

Ned could not believe what was happening. What had he done? Was it possible that this attack was a result of his taking the stone? Had he caused this? He could not bear to sit and worry in ignorance like that, so he returned downstairs and watched the news report. As he entered the room he saw that Jared was staring at him.

The reporter was saying, “We have just received word that their number has been reduced to twenty-four. The aliens have still made no detectable attempt at communication. They were last reported to have landed in northern Canada, but a small group of them appears to be moving south toward...”

Toward Ned’s home.

Suddenly the entire community went into a state of virtual shock. Families rushed to load their cars with whatever necessities they could carry and leave before the streets became impossibly crowded. The news reported that the ships would be there in a matter of minutes.

“Ned!” Jared shouted. “Get rid of it!”

Ned’s parents stared at him, stunned, wondering what Jared was talking about. Slowly, Ned removed the glowing stone from his pocket. There was no time for any explanation. He said simply, “I’ve got to get this as far away from here as possible.” 

“Ned, what is ...” his father began, but Ned was already running out the door. Jared tried to keep his parents from following, but they broke past him at a run. Already the streets were too crowded to make driving a reasonable possibility, so Ned hurried back toward the trees. Maybe they would look there first, since that was where it had landed, and, besides, if he headed anywhere else there would be people everywhere, and that would slow him down. Jared and his parents were all faster runners than Ned, and they caught up with him before he had run a block. Jared had already explained to them in shorthand everything he knew about the stone.

“Nedward! Just throw it away!” his mother shouted at him after the three of them had stopped him.

Ned was breathing heavily, totally overwhelmed by the terror of what he had apparently done. “I can’t!” he yelled at the top of his lungs, even though his family was standing right in front of him. “Just stay at the house, and I’ll be back as soon as I can!”

Jared had given up reasoning with his brother; he grabbed at the stone in Ned’s clutched fingers. A sharp bolt of energy knocked his hands away. “I can’t let go of it! Just get away!” Ned yelled, then started to run again. His family tried to hold him back, but this time the blue light forced them away. They followed Ned for a time, but after a while their confusion and fear overrode their drive to pursue him. Realizing there was nothing they could do to stop Ned, they slowed to a stop and stared after him.

Ned ran through the trees as fast as he could. He tripped and fell several times, but, feeling no pain, he got up and bolted ahead again. He thought at first to go to the spot where he had found the stone, but then changed his mind. There was a relatively large clearing ahead, and that might be a better place. He could only hope the aliens would come to him and leave the town alone. Ned tried to go over in his mind what he should do. Should he just hold the stone up to them and hope they beamed it away somehow? Should he just run and try to draw them as far away from his family as possible? When Ned finally reached the clearing, he tried to throw the stone to the ground, but it clung to his hand even when he spread his fingers. He could not let it go. This was a nightmare. Ned’s mind was still reeling from the apparent impossibility of this entire experience, at his stupidity in keeping an alien object, and at his total inability to take control of even himself. He was beginning to feel that there was nothing he could do.

His attention was snatched away by what he saw out of the corner of his eye. Several black spots in the sky were streaking toward him. He quickly identified them as the alien fighters he had seen on television. Momentarily he was impressed by their appearance; they looked like shiny, black jets but they were larger than most fighter jets he knew of and they were more detailed – less aerodynamic, but they were probably primarily space vehicles anyway, so it wouldn’t matter... That impression took only a fraction of a second to die. Most of the fighters broke off to the left and right and flew out over the town, although none of them had fired any weapons yet. Three fighters were still left, and they were headed directly toward where Ned stood, and they were slowing. Ned wanted desperately to run, but he had already decided to stay there. So, he did the only other thing he could think of. Both hands raised and pointed toward the foremost of the three alien ships, his fists intertwined, the blue stone locked between them. Ned gathered the blue light around his hands in a sizzling ball of energy and then fired it at the fighter with all of his might.

The ship was close now, although it was moving no faster than a car would, and Ned watched as the energy blast hammered into the front of it. A greenish, transparent bubble became visible around the fighter – a shield? There was no apparent effect at all on the ship itself. Ned was just too weak to do any damage. Finally he let the energy beam die, his strength spent. As he gazed toward the approaching ship he saw a flash of red under one wing, and there was nothing he could do but stare in horror as the red ball of energy sped toward him and engulfed him in its fiery explosion.

Ned’s family watched in silence as the enemy ship hovered over the forest and fired blast after blast into the trees. They had seen the blue light and could only assume it had come from the stone Ned carried, but none of them managed to say or do anything; this entire event was totally impossible to them, and they stood there gripped in an assortment of shock, horror, and desperation. Strangely, none of the other ships had fired. As far as they knew, this was the first encounter with these aliens in which they had not destroyed everything in sight. Perhaps they really were looking for something and were afraid they might damage it if they attacked. It was all so overwhelming...

Suddenly, green streaks of light shot downward from the sky and obliterated one alien ship after the other. They tried to fly off, but this new attack destroyed every one of them within thirty seconds. The entire town stared upward in amazement as something descended from the sky. When it came closer they all realized that it was another alien ship. It was much larger than the alien fighters – larger than an office building – and it was bulkier, not at all shaped like any Earthly aircraft. It hovered over the town for a moment, and then a hatch opened in the side of the ship’s hull. A smaller craft emerged and slowly settled toward the ground. Jared and his parents watched it as it flew into the trees and landed, out of sight.

Captain Smardwurst Varlon stepped out of the shuttlecraft and into the clearing, followed by his companions, many of whom spread out to secure the area and put out the fires that were burning in the surrounding trees. The entire area had been scorched by the torpedo blasts, but a young man lay unconscious in the center, showing no visible sign of injury. His hand was clenched over something that was pulsating with a blue light.

Smardwurst walked over to the man. The medic checked him over and declared that he was alive and apparently unharmed, except that he had been in shock, which had caused him to lose consciousness. The medic said that there was nothing he could do, so Smardwurst simply stood there, waiting.

Slowly, Ned opened his eyes and almost screamed. The figure in front of him had to be one of the aliens. It was humanoid, but it was wearing a space suit, so Ned could not see any of its body. The suit, though, did not look like it was made on Earth, and the figure’s features were all larger than those of anyone Ned had ever seen; the suit itself was well over seven feet tall. Ned soon calmed down, though. The people standing to the left and right of the figure looked like they were from Earth, and even if they weren’t, they did not look hostile. In fact, they looked rather shocked. Ned himself was suddenly shocked that he was still alive. His attack had failed, and he had taken that to mean that his power over the strange light was insufficient to protect him. He felt completely well, though, and he rose to his feet without difficulty.

Then the figure in the suit stepped forward. “Hello,” he said in a low, guttural voice. “I am Captain Smardwurst Varlon of the StarBlazer Alliance. We have destroyed the fleet of Yendarian fighters that attacked your planet. Are you all right?”

Ned smiled then. Apparently he was making first contact with an alien race! And this would explain why the fighters were gone; other aliens had arrived and destroyed them. He extended his hand, and, to his surprise, Captain Varlon grasped and shook it. “I am Nedward Simmons of Earth,” Ned said, trying not to sound too ceremonious. “Thank you. And yes, I’m all ri...” Ned’s jaw dropped open. “You speak English.”

“We, too, were rather shocked when we monitored transmissions from you planet in our language. I suppose there is much that we both must learn. I will contact the leaders of your governments before I leave, but I must speak with you first. We picked up a subspace signature that appears to have come from the object you now hold. It is the only one on your planet. If I may ask, where did you get it?”

Ned suddenly remembered his part in all of this. “I’m sorry. Here, you can have it back. I tried to get rid of it, but ...”

Smardwurst cut him off. “No, it is not ours. We simply wish to know how someone in a society that apparently does not have subspace technology has come to possess such an object. More specifically, we wish to know how you survived being struck by a round of Phantom torpedoes.”

Captain Varlon, who asked to be called Smardwurst, sent Ned out along with some of his crew to pick up his family, and then he brought the four of them onto his ship via shuttlecraft to discuss the situation. Seated around a table in a small conference room along with Smardwurst and a few of his crewmembers, Ned recounted his whole experience with the stone in detail. He could have left out parts, but he was tired of carrying the burden of such a significant secret, and he told it all. When he was done, he felt much better, and his family was calming down as well.

“That is a most interesting story,” Smardwurst said when Ned had finished. “Now, let me tell you at least some of what I know about this situation. I am a freighter captain and a member of the StarBlazer Alliance, as I mentioned. StarBlazer is, to put it simply, an organization that has broken free from the Anacron Empire, which holds most of the explored space in the galaxy. We are now fighting a war to protect our independence. Earlier this morning, which for you was late last night, we were fighting a battle against the Yendarians, who were working for the Anacron Empire. The Yendarian fighter you have just encountered came from that battle. Part way through the battle, those fighters disappeared without a trace. We feared that the Empire had developed a new transportation system, so I followed them, along with an escort of our own starfighters. What we discovered is this: there is some kind of spatial vortex that links this part of space to ours; we live on the other side of the galaxy from you, and no one from any civilization we know of has ever come this far into space. When we came out, we were still several hours from your planet, even at maximum warp. It had taken us a while to find the vortex’s entrance, so the Yendarians had a significant lead on us. Apparently they were trying to make repairs on their ships so they would be able to escape us and return to the vortex before we overtook them. They failed in this; even as we met you, our starfighters destroyed the remaining Yendarian ships. We would have gone back immediately ourselves if it had not been for this strange incident. This stone you have, Nedward, is a curious thing. May I ask you, what is it that you plan to do with it?”

Ned thought a moment. “Well, before this attack I planned to keep it a secret. I didn’t think it would be wise to let people know about such a... you know, weird thing. I’d give it to you, if I could. Maybe I can find a way now. But if not, I guess I’ll just keep it a secret still, unless I find a practical use for it. I can’t think of one.” After saying it, Ned realized that maybe he was trying not to think of a useful purpose.

“I can certainly think of one,” Smardwurst said. “That kind of power could prove to be extremely useful in battle, especially if it could be duplicated.”

“Well, here,” Ned offered. “Take it.” Ned arose and walked over to Smardwurst, the stone resting in his outstretched hand.

Smardwurst rose as well. “Thank you,” he said. “This will be a great aid to our Alliance, if ...” He reached toward the stone, but a blue energy field deflected his hand. Ned tried to set the stone down on the table, but, again, it clung to him. “We might try a few different methods of removing that stone,” Smardwurst said, “but I doubt that we will be successful. If it can absorb the kind of energy it did today, I do not believe that anything we have will be able to take it from you. If this is the case, Mr. Simmons, I would like you to consider the option of returning with us. You do not need to decide now, but we must leave soon; there is no way of knowing how stable the vortex is, and we do not wish to risk being stranded here.”

Ned was shocked. The thought of space travel had always been intriguing, but to leave his planet behind to risk his life in a distant war did not exactly seem like the ideal scenario. “How long are you talking about? I mean, I’d love to come for a while and see the rest of the galaxy, but I’m afraid I wouldn’t be much use to you in a war, no matter how much protection this stone gives me. Besides, I’d be leaving my entire life behind.”

“Nedward, again I assure you that if you come we will be able to find ample use for your power. I cannot promise you complete safety, but if the power we witnessed today is at all reliable, I doubt that much could possibly harm you. As to the duration of your stay, that is difficult to say. Of course, if you ever decided to return home, we would make every reasonable effort to return you. However, it is likely that the vortex through which we came is shrinking. In other words, this end is drawing farther and farther from Earth, and the far end is traveling farther and farther from our space. Without the vortex, the space in-between would be impossible to cross in less than a few decades – in Anacronian years, which are longer than yours. The time when a quick return becomes impossible may not come for decades, or it may be only a matter of hours.”

Ned’s father, who had remained silent for the entire conversation, suddenly spoke. “Ned, you can’t just run off into space just because you have something that people in another solar system could use. You’re needed here, and you’d be leaving behind everything you know, everything you love, and everything you understand. You ...”

“I think you’re right,” Ned interjected. Then, turning to Smardwurst, he added, “I suppose I should consider it for a while, though. Can you drop us off and come back tomorrow?”

“I will if you wish it,” Smardwurst said, “but it would probably be safer for you to remain onboard. There were probably many people who saw you come up with us, and their reactions to your return may be unpredictable. However, if you do prefer to return, I will send some of my people to watch over your home.”

“Yes, we’d appreciate that,” Ned said.

As the group returned to the shuttlecraft launch bay, Smardwurst said, “Ned, I understand that what I ask of you is no small thing, and I will understand fully if you refuse. But there is one other thing I would like you to consider. Dark Viper has been pushing the boundaries of his Empire ever since he came to power, regardless of who happens to live within those boundaries and how they feel about him. It may be centuries before the Empire stretches this far across the galaxy, but if we lose this war, the time may come. There is no way to tell, and the risk may be negligible, but in aiding us you might give immeasurable aid to your own planet, as well.”

Smardwurst’s shuttle then returned Ned and his family to their home, along with an escort of six armed security officers. No neighbors, reporters, or government agents attempted to contact them; either Smardwurst had sent some communication to keep them away, or else everyone was still too frightened to approach. Either way, the Simmons family was glad for the privacy. They had a lot to talk about.

From Ned’s parents’ perspective, the matter was actually quite simple.

“You aren’t seriously considering going, are you?” His mother asked.

“It’s insane,” his father interjected, perhaps to himself.

“I don’t know,” Ned admitted frankly. He did not really want to discuss the matter, but he was tired of keeping his thoughts hidden. “These people did rescue me; if there’s something I can do to help them without putting myself at risk, then it seems reasonable to do it.”

“You have no idea what the risk would be,” his father pointed out.

Ned could not argue with that, so instead he continued on his previous line of thinking. “If I do stay, governments are going to want to know what happened here. It’s not like we can go back to the way things were before. They’ll be asking me the same thing – to go on military assignments where other soldiers would otherwise have to risk their lives.”

“At least you’d be fighting for our government, on our planet,” Jared said, although their mother’s scowl made it clear that she was not very pleased with that suggestion either. 

“With an alien device,” Ned said. “And if someone finds a way to capture me and take the stone away?”

“No one knows about the stone!” Mr. Simmons was practically shouting. “You can hide it. Stop using it. People will ask questions for a while and then forget about it. We can move if we have to. But you are not a soldier. You don’t know a thing about space travel. It’s not even supposed to be possible! Whatever  happened to the speed of light? You cannot be manipulated into leaving your family over something like this.”

I’ll be leaving my family for college soon anyway, Ned thought, but he knew that was not really an argument. It was not that he wanted to leave; it was just that it was becoming harder and harder to imagine his life going back to the way it was now that he knew that there were aliens out there and that they wanted this strange object that he had been carrying around and could not let go of. But at the same time, what his family was saying made sense. Being worried and confused did not imply an obligation to leave. 

“I think you’re right,” he said after a while, and everyone seemed to relax just a little. “At the very least, I need more time to think. They’re the ones in a hurry, not me. Maybe if I go long enough without using the stone, it will let me give it up, and they can take it and go. If they really want it, they can wait.”

It was not exactly the sentiment his family had been hoping for, but it was enough for the moment. Everyone was exhausted, and they hurried off to bed and whatever sleep they could get.

It was past midnight when Ned awoke to the sound of laser blasts. He shouted to wake up Jared and their parents, and all of them ran out into the hall, making sure they were all okay. Outside, the sounds of battle were growing louder. Everyone ran downstairs toward the basement, half wondering what was happening, half not caring and simply wishing this whole matter to be over. They had not even made their way down the stairs to the house’s main level, though, when the front door splintered apart and a strange figure dashed through the opening. Like Smardwurst, the thing wore a suit that covered its entire body, but its limbs were long and spindly and its head was oblong; it was obviously not human, and it did not appear to be one of Smardwurst’s crew. It carried no weapon, but it immediately dashed toward Jared, who was the farthest down the stairs.

“No!” shouted Ned, the power of the stone suddenly flaring within him. Acting more out of instinct than logic, he dashed forward and threw Jared behind him. As the alien figure reached out for him, Ned extended one arm and threw a bolt of energy into it. He was mildly surprised when the alien fell backward, but then it was up again and lunged at Ned, wrapping its strong arms around him. Ned stumbled backwards with the alien on top of him, its purple, reptilian face vaguely visible through its helmet visor. But then blue fire erupted all around Ned, burning into the alien’s suit, protecting Ned from the crushing force of his attacker’s body. A moment later the creature was up again. It leaped over Ned and ran at his family, who had retreated back into one of the upstairs rooms. Now anger burned through Ned’s body like molten metal. He would not let this monster touch his family. He extended his arm once again and sent another blast of energy into the alien, throwing it against the wall. He fired again and again, the power of the blasts growing with each attack as his anger gave fuel to the light. The alien struggled to get up, but each time it arose another blast hammered it to the ground. Finally someone rushed in through the ruined doorway, calling out that he was here to help. He ran up the stairs until he could see the alien, then raised the blaster in his hand and fired a stream of red light at the creature. It fell once again and did not get up. 

Ned did not appear to see the man. He was resting on one knee at the top of the stairs, panting heavily, staring at the fallen alien, his eyes mere slits below his brow. Surges of blue energy trailed all over his body like sidewinders. Moments later several more of Smardwurst’s officers entered the home to bring the Simmons family to safety. They stepped carefully past Ned, not attempting to even touch him as his power continued to crawl visibly over his body.

After she calmed down, Ned’s mother walked up to him, bent down, and whispered softly, “Ned. Ned, can you hear me?” He did not answer, or even look at her. She crouched there for several moments, not knowing what to do. She called his name several more times, but he did not respond.

Finally, Jared walked over to his brother, motioning for his mother to step away. “Ned!” he shouted. “It’s me, Jared! Wake up!” Jared reached out then and took Ned by the shoulders. Suddenly Ned stood up, and a violent yell escaped his throat. Blue light erupted all around him, and Jared was thrown back several feet, the entire front of his body seared. Then Ned collapsed onto the ground, the light gone, his breathing normal. He was unconscious.
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Ned Simmons awoke from a dreamless sleep in a room he did not recognize. He felt well, but his memory of the events immediately preceding his period of unconsciousness was only beginning to return. He raised himself onto his elbows and looked around. He was lying on one of several beds in a large room filled with equipment that he guessed was medical; the room had the feel of a hospital. “He’s awake,” Ned heard someone say, and then his parents rushed in through an open doorway near one end of the room, followed by a man who looked liked a doctor. Suddenly Ned was bombarded by exclamations of concern. Everyone wanted to know how he felt and what he knew about what had happened, but it was all too overwhelming, and Ned just sat there, trying to figure things out. He remembered now; he had tried to use his power to protect his family, but it had not been enough at first, so he had called forth the power again and again until the exertion of it became all he could think about. When the alien had finally fallen, Ned had ceased his attack, but the power had still dominated every part of his conscious mind. Then he had felt something touch him, something he had not recognized, and he had ... Jared! Ned leaped out of bed, startling everyone with his sudden movement. But then he saw Jared sitting on an empty bed nearby. There were no visible injuries. Ned sighed with relief.

“Ned, are you okay?” his father asked again. Ned began to respond, but he was interrupted by the sound of footsteps from behind him. He turned and saw Smardwurst Varlon, still wearing his protective suit. Ned found himself wondering why. Was this atmosphere harmful to him? Was it possible that this was not a suit at all, but that Smardwurst was a robot? In any case Ned did not think it would be wise to ask, at least not now.

Cheerfully, Smardwurst said, “Well, I see you’re all right, Nedward. Good. Now, let’s all eat, and then we will attempt to determine what has happened, and what we should do about it.”

“I’m all right,” Ned assured his family as they walked to the dining room or mess hall or whatever these aliens called it. During the meal, which appeared to be Earth food, Ned wanted desperately to say something, but he also felt extremely hungry, and no one else seemed eager to say much. When they were done and someone came and carried their dishes away, Smardwurst spoke.

“Only a day has passed, and we are again faced with a set of rather strange events. Again, I believe I can clear a few things up, and then, Mr. Simmons,” indicating Ned with a nod, “I believe you can, as well.

“As far as we have been able to determine, this is what happened: Some of the Yendarians ejected from their craft before they were destroyed and tracked our shuttle to your home. Perhaps they planned to steal your stone, or perhaps they merely wanted to cause more destruction before being captured, which they surely would have been eventually. I had stationed several guards around your home, but had I suspected that there were surviving Yendarians on this planet I would not have even returned you to the surface. They are trained in battle from their early childhood, and my guards were barely able to keep them from launching a full attack on your home. As you know, one eventually did make it to your house, although one of my people had already destroyed its weapon, which is extremely fortunate. My people contacted me as soon as the fighting started and it took only a few minutes for me to get close enough to be of any help, and by then it was all over. From what I have heard, the story is probably more interesting from your side. Nedward?”

“I suppose it is,” Ned said. “When I saw that alien, I panicked, and all I could think about was protecting my family. I knew that the stone’s power had some use as a weapon; I told you about how I destroyed small objects with it. I used it on the alien, but it wasn’t enough, so I just kept using it, each time trying to call forth more power. After a short time it was all I could think about, and the exertion of the power became the only important thing to me. Then the alien stopped moving and there was nothing to attack, but I still couldn’t let the power go. It was like asking myself to quit breathing. So I just sat there, the power surging through me but not doing anything, but I wanted it to, and then I felt something touch me and I let it go ...” Ned trailed off, and his eyes dropped to the table in front of him. He did not want to meet anyone’s gaze. “I didn’t realize until I woke up that it was you, Jared. I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” Jared said reassuringly. “These guys fixed me up, and I feel fine.”

“Let’s just go home and forget about this whole thing,” prompted Ned’s mother. “Mr. Varlon can make sure there aren’t any more of those aliens and we can go back to our normal lives.”

Ned had noticed that his whole family had avoided talking to the aliens as much as they could. “Back to our normal lives...” They must still think that’s possible, Ned thought. “I need to think for a moment.”

“About what?” asked his father.

“He is right,” Smardwurst said, starting to leave and motioning for the others to follow him. “He has been through quite a bit – more than any of us realize. We should leave him alone for a while.”

Ned’s family reluctantly followed Smardwurst after wishing Ned luck. Ned could tell by the looks on their faces that they were afraid. He did not blame them. “Smardwurst,” Ned suddenly called out, “can you come here a moment?” Smardwurst turned, hesitated, and walked over to where Ned was sitting. They heard the door close as Ned’s family left the room; Ned did not even want to consider what they were thinking about his request for Smardwurst to stay but for them to leave. Smardwurst sat down in the chair next to Ned, and Ned looked up into the other’s opaque helmet visor. He could see his own tense face reflected in it. He took a moment to gather his thoughts and then began.

“First of all, I’d like to thank you for everything you’ve done for us. There’s no telling what would have happened if you hadn’t been here. I’ve thought a lot about what you said yesterday, but I’d like to ask you a few questions first.” Smardwurst nodded, and Ned continued. “First of all – please don’t take offense at this – why do you wear that space suit everywhere? I mean, no one else on this ship does. Is our air toxic to you?”

Smardwurst was silent for a moment, and Ned wished he could see his face. “That is a good question, one which I would have had to answer soon, anyway, but I am glad you asked. No, your air is not toxic. In fact, it would be considered ideal on nearly every world I have been to or heard of that has intelligent life. It is difficult to know how to explain this without frightening you... Nedward Simmons, as I am sure you can imagine, there are many different forms of life in the galaxy, even among sentient races. Most look like you, but not all. I am one of the latter.” Ned continued to fix his gaze at Smardwurst’s visor, but his eyes widened as Smardwurst spoke, and his heart rate quickened. This was not entirely unexpected, but Ned could not hold back his feelings of excitement and fear. What did Smardwurst look like? Would Ned be able to live in close contact with him? How should Ned react if this alien was so hideously ugly that even looking at him was impossible? “I kept this suit on in your presence so that I would not frighten you, but if you are to make an educated decision as to whether or not you should follow me into space that is totally unknown to you, I suppose you should see what I look like. Do you agree?” Ned nodded.

Smardwurst tapped a panel at his right wrist and then pulled the glove off of that hand, then removed his other glove in the same way. Ned could not help staring. He had tentatively assumed that Smardwurst’s features looked larger because of the width of his suit, but apparently this was not the case; his hands were half again as large as any Ned had seen. But this was not what shocked Ned. Smardwurst’s hands were colored a dark shade of green, and they had a bumpy, leathery texture, much like Ned imagined a dinosaur’s skin would have been like. Other than that, though, they seemed rather normal, and Ned’s shock lasted only a moment. At least they were not dripping with slime or covered with spikes. Ned looked back up into Smardwurst’s visor, but still could not think of anything appropriate to say. Smardwurst tapped another panel on his arm and then reached up to his helmet. Slowly, he lifted it off.

Despite the fact that Smardwurst’s face looked totally alien to him, Ned smiled. Smardwurst’s face had the same color and texture as his hands, and he had the same basic facial features familiar to Earth, but similarity stopped there. Smardwurst’s enormous eyes protruded from the top of his head like those of a frog. His mouth stuck forward in a bulge that occupied most of his face, and rows of sharp teeth smiled out at Ned. Smardwurst’s nostrils were mere holes in his face; no nose was visible. His ears also lacked external organs beyond holes on the sides of his head.

“Well, you appear to still be conscious,” Smardwurst said pleasantly. Perhaps Ned had seen so many movie special effects that this experience did not seem as unusual to him as it might have, but he was not at all intimidated by Smardwurst’s unusual appearance. Despite his strange face, Ned could easily make out familiar expressions as Smardwurst spoke. Smardwurst’s bulging eyes blinked back at Ned with all of the friendliness and compassion that had been previously conveyed by his voice alone. Ned arose from his chair and extended his hand.

“Again, it’s nice to meet you, Smardwurst,” he said. Smardwurst also rose and grasped Ned’s hand. His green skin was warm and his grip was strong. He was over a foot taller than Ned, but notwithstanding the unfathomable differences between the two, Ned felt oddly comfortable around him. 

Ned looked away, realizing that he was going to have to make a decision soon. His heart raced and his palms tingled a bit as the weight of the decision he was making settled on him. In the end, he supposed that his decision was already made; it was just figuring out how to tell everyone that was the trouble. “There’s an alien power inside me,” he said solemnly, still looking away. “I don’t understand it, and apparently I can barely control it. It can protect me, but already it has drawn the attention of two armies, and it has hurt my family. I can’t leave it here where it can do more damage.” Ned looked up into Smardwurst’s big, frog-like eyes. “I hope you’ve been thinking up some good uses for this stone. It looks like you’re going to be able to be able to use them after all.”

“What is he doing in there?” Mrs. Simmons asked.

“I don’t know,” her husband said, “but I’m worried.”

“Do you think he’s going to go?” said Jared.

“Certainly not!” his mother replied. She did not want to even entertain the idea of her son flying off into space.

Several minutes passed in silence as the three tried unsuccessfully to contemplate the situation in a way that made it emotionally manageable. First the alien attack, then Ned’s bizarre blue light, then this business of him leaving, and then another attack, and now he had asked his family to leave the room while he discussed who-knew-what with a stranger. An alien! Ned’s family more than wanted the situation to be resolved and forgotten as much as possible. They needed it.

The door hissed open suddenly, and the tall figure of Smardwurst Varlon stepped through, the door closing behind him. He was again wearing his full suit; neither he nor Ned felt it wise to give Ned’s family any more to worry about than was necessary. “Ned wants a few more minutes,” he said, “and then he wants you to go in.” Smardwurst then strode down the corridor, out of sight.

Ned was deep in concentration, his eyes fixed on what was happening in front of him. A blue coil of light wrapped around a thick tube of the same light, and the two forms became one and formed into a pyramid. Balls of energy flew out of the corners of the room and struck it. The pyramid exploded into a sphere which was then ripped apart by first one and then a second, faster wave of sizzling blue light. Then a blast of lightning ripped downward from the ceiling and wiped out all of the remaining debris. Ned let out a breath. He had been through exercises like this countless times, practicing his use of the blue light. Now, like before, he had felt that he was in complete control of the light and that, as far as formation was concerned, his ability to manipulate it was limited only by his imagination, although he had noticed that it was physically draining to use the light for very long. The point, though, was that he had not lost control. Ned had been running through this exercise in an attempt to determine exactly what had happened. He now believed that he would not be able to do that unless and until some kind of disaster happened again. If it did, though, Ned was fully determined to make sure it did not happen around his family.

Ned fired a bolt of energy across the room and hit the panel that operated the door. It opened, and his family stepped through, still bewildered and frankly terrified. Before any of them could speak, Ned began to explain himself. “I have been over this again and again, and I still can’t figure out what happened last night. I can apologize all I want, but the fact remains that I don’t know as much about this power or have as much control over it as I thought. We already know that it’s useless for me to try to give up the stone. If I stay, there’s a good chance that I’ll lose control of myself again, and next time there won’t be an alien doctor around to help. I can’t take that risk. I have to go.”
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