
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Being granted power is one thing. Using it for something noble is a totally different story.

	 

	 

	Greg Rosanoff and Rhonda Klimpt, seventeen, orphans and lifelong companions who live with their foster mother, stumble upon two rings in their hometown of Camas County, Washington.

	The rings aren’t ordinary rings. They have the power to grant flight, form protective shields, and more. Greg and Rhonda decide to use them to right a few wrongs and help the police oust evil in their city. Call it simplistic. That is what they want the most.

	However, problems exist insofar as the local law doesn’t exactly trust them. Moreover, the alien presence that created those rings—a being called Narsak—returns to Earth to claim his inventions.

	Things are never as they seem, and Greg and Rhonda find themselves battling public opinion as well as the alien who seems to toy with them. They must find a way to defeat Narsak or else Earth will cease to exist. In a showdown on an active volcanic field, Greg and Linda prepare to face off against an implacable foe and even give their lives, if necessary.
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Chapter One: Discovery

	 

	 

	June seventeenth, Camus County, Washington, six AM. First day of summer vacation.

	 

	The alarm went off at an ungodly hour, startling me out of a sound sleep and causing me to wake up gasping. Oh, God, I hoped that this wouldn’t turn into an asthma attack.

	It did.

	Cold weather, sudden awakenings, dust, or over-exertion brought on the constrictions. It began with a gradual tightening in my chest. That feeling transitioned to my lungs, and then the air cut off slowly and gradually until I coughed and wheezed out, “Crap.”

	My hand groped around on the nightstand, encountered the plastic, and then my fingers closed around the oval-shaped device. I sat up to click open the inhaler and slowly draw in the powder.

	Sprays worked much faster, but I used them only in an emergency. They acted fast, but they also caused my heart to beat irregularly, hence the powder.

	Inhale. Hold. Exhale. Repeat. After that, I sat on the edge of the bed and waited. Ten minutes later, sweet relief. After coughing out some junk into a tissue, I dumped it in the wastebasket, got up, stretched out, and then I did my morning workout.

	Time for self-improvement—no guy wanted to go through high school without a girlfriend and looking jacked. I had a girlfriend, but at one hundred and seventy-two pounds, looking jacked meant getting with a program, eating more to gain weight, and getting swole.

	Lifting weights got you swole. My program consisted of pushups, freehand squats, and sit-ups, in order to warm up. Then I pulled out two thirty-five-pound dumbbells from under my bed, hefted them, and I went through a routine of various exercises until my t-shirt and shorts sagged from sweat and oblivion beckoned.

	Halfway through, I threw up a few poses in the full-length mirror at the far end of my room. Mr. Mirror didn’t lie—my reflection showed a guy who stood six feet even with short, dark brown hair, gray eyes, a narrow, nondescript face, and a lean swimmer’s body with wide clavicles and a slender waist.

	All right, it wasn’t impressive, but on a positive note, I’d already gained about ten pounds, from my initial one-sixty-three to my current weight. Not bad for two month’s work.

	Keep at it. Only losers quit. Grunts and loud breathing accompanied my workout, but I kept the noise down, mainly because my neighbor across the hall—who also happened to be my foster sister and my girlfriend—often banged on my door with a command of, “Quit it!”

	I never listened.

	We had to listen to our foster mother, though. Mr. and Mrs. Griffin had been our surrogate folks since we were four. They’d adopted us almost thirteen years ago. Mr. Griffin had passed away when we were ten, so the job of raising us fell to his five-foot-two-inch widow.

	Mrs. Griffin took her job seriously. Every morning, no matter what the season, her voice boomed out of the kitchen and up the stairs at precisely seven AM.

	I glanced at the clock—seven on the dot. Then the yell came. “Greg, Rhonda, summer vacation or not, get your butts ready for breakfast! You know when that is!”

	Breakfast was always at seven-thirty, never earlier or later. When Mrs. Griffin yelled, she demanded an answer from either one of us. I gave it. “Coming, ma’am!”

	I headed out the door, just in time to see Rhonda emerge from her room in a bathrobe, her red hair tousled. She yawned, acknowledged me with a sleepy nod, and immediately limped down the hallway to the combination bathroom-shower.

	Rhonda had only one foot. She’d been born without her left foot, which shortened her leg by about two inches. A stump in the shape of a mini-hammerhead shark stood in place of the foot.

	Everything else, though, was normal. At the height of five-ten, she had a head of flaming red hair, an elfin, pretty face, and cool blue eyes that reminded me of the ocean.

	Oh, and she had a wicked temper. Call it a trope about redheads. In Rhonda’s case, it was true, but only if a situation or someone pissed her off. If it came to that, she’d tell you straight, and she wasn’t afraid of a fight. We’d grown up together, and I knew all her quirks, good and bad.

	Losing our folks had brought us to the same place. I had a dim memory of my father—tall, slender, with gray eyes, a narrow face, and an aquiline nose twisted slightly to the right, features I’d inherited—and my mother, short and plump, with brown hair and a plain face.

	They’d become friends with Rhonda’s parents, and Rhonda and I had become friends as well. I didn’t remember my parents dying, though. Neither did Rhonda. We’d been too young.

	All I recalled was that our parents and Rhonda’s parents had gone around the corner in my father’s car, something about seeing a movie and they’d be back later. We had a babysitter... I couldn’t remember her name, either, although I recalled what she looked like.

	She was pretty and blonde and kind. She used to read to us and play games with us and make us laugh. But that day, three hours after my parents were supposed to have returned, she got worried when our parents didn’t call or show up.

	A knock came at the door, and she began crying when the police came in to talk to her. And after that came the awful moment when our sitter told us that our parents weren’t going to come home—ever.

	Somehow, the truth got through to me, and I felt abandoned. Tears began to leak from my eyes, and Rhonda started to sob as well. “They promised,” I said, crying hard, now. “They promised...”

	Promises got broken, sometimes by choice, and sometimes by circumstance. It took a long time to get over that sense of abandonment.

	Only later, when I was older and had the luxury of time and education and experience, did I put everything into perspective. Loss was part of life, and some experienced it earlier than others. Just the way it was. You couldn’t outrun loss any more than you could outrun time.

	At the very least, I had something to remember my parents by, their wedding day picture. My father wore a tux and my mother a white wedding dress. The caption read—Ronald and Linda Rosanoff, married, two-thousand and four, July twenty-second.

	Nothing else indicated my parents had ever existed. I never knew if the city sold my house or not. I never got any money from the government.

	At the orphanage, they were kind to us, but there was never any sense of permanence. Then, after about a year, Mr. Griffin, a giant of a man with a booming voice, and Mrs. Griffin, as small as her husband was massive, came to the orphanage to talk to us. They looked to be in their mid-thirties, although at my age, everyone looked old.

	“Would you like to live with us?” Mrs. Griffin asked after we’d introduced ourselves.

	She had a plain face with tiny dark eyes and equally tiny features. She looked kindly enough, though, with a pleasant voice. “We don’t have children, but we’d like it if you came to live with us.”

	Rhonda and I looked at each other. She offered a tentative nod, and since I didn’t get any bad vibes from the Griffins, I did the same. We moved in the same day, and we’d been together ever since...

	“I’m finished,” Rhonda announced as she came out of the bathroom. Her hair was still matted down, and she kneeled to rub her stump. “I left a towel for you.”

	She moved in a somewhat herky-jerky manner. Granted, her stump was odd-looking to those who didn’t know. I was already used to it.

	Rhonda hated it, though, and she hated it even more when someone made fun of it. When they did, woe unto them. The stump was as hard as iron. In junior high, a punk named Billy Ruston had called her Stumpy during swimming class. Bad idea. Rhonda had a mean right hook.

	Said right hook connected with Billy’s jaw and flattened him. The deck of the pool was concrete, and he fell on his face. A crack like a gunshot sounded, and blood spewed from his shattered nose.

	As he struggled to get up, Rhonda kicked him hard across the cheek with the bone end of her stump. That sliced open his skin and knocked him cold. It also knocked him into the pool, and the teacher had to dive in to save him.

	Billy lived and sported a wicked-looking scar for his stupidity. No one dared make fun of her after that. While Rhonda never complained about her handicap, all the same, it bothered her. I could see that in her eyes, the look that said, “If I were normal, then it wouldn’t matter how pretty or ugly I was. I’d have two normal feet.”

	However, in life, a person couldn’t always get what they wanted. Some people were born with all the right gifts, and some people weren’t. My girlfriend fell into the latter category, but she didn’t have to take being insulted over it. No one did.

	Rhonda ruffled my hair as she moved by me. “No kiss?” I asked with a hopeful attitude and a grin that matched it.

	She leaned in, her breath smelling sweet, and then she pulled back, wrinkling her nose. “Take a shower and brush your teeth first, Greg Rosanoff. Then you can kiss me.”

	Bummer. “I do it at school all the time.”

	Yes, we did, while the other kids hooted and pointed. Now, though, my girlfriend winked. “School’s out, boyfriend. Get clean.”

	In a quick move, she slipped inside her room. Once the door closed, I sniffed my pits. Whoa...hygiene first. Inside the shower, I stripped down and let the hot water flow.

	Rhonda was special. We first played in the sandbox as little kids. Then, as the years slipped by, we went from walking solo to school, to arms brushing against each other, to finally holding hands.

	Last year, when we were sixteen, we’d made it official.

	On the way home from school, two weeks before it let out for summer vacation, we strolled home together. Our school, Garvey High, lay only twenty minutes from the Griffin abode, and halfway to our goal, she took my hand in hers.

	It was a glorious summer day. The sun shone brightly, birds sang in the trees, and even the mosquitos didn’t sting us. Everything seemed to be perfect, yet Rhonda’s move surprised and pleased me no end. “And this is for... what?” I asked.

	“For us.”

	With that, she leaned over to kiss me on the cheek, and after a moment of shock, I kissed her back on the lips. We clung to each other for another wet, sloppy kiss, and then she pulled back, a sly grin on her pretty features. “You know what people will say.”

	“What?” I had no idea what she was getting at.

	“That a brother and sister are having a relationship.”

	For a moment, I couldn’t say anything, and then I began to laugh. Technically, we were brother and sister, although we came from different families. Some of the kids at school asked why we didn’t look more alike or share the same last name. I had to explain that I came from the only Jewish family living in that area, while Rhonda came from a Catholic upbringing. Neither of us was religious.

	So, our romance was set, and no one really cared. In September, we’d enter our senior year, and after that...

	“Greg, if you don’t get down here, I’m going to give your breakfast to the dog!”

	Mrs. Griffin’s yell brought me back to reality. We didn’t have a dog. “Coming!”

	I finished up and dried off, ran buck naked to my room to toss on some clean clothes, and then I scooted down the stairs and into the kitchen where my plate was waiting. My foster mother was already dressed in a blue power suit and plowing through her breakfast. She worked at Henderson Lumber as an accountant. While her salary wasn’t high, she worked hard, and we made do with the basics.

	She’d been good to us, though, although I’d never thought of her as my real mother. I’d had a biological mother, although she was dead. Mrs. G. came close, though, and I couldn’t have wished for a better friend, outside of my girlfriend.

	“Sorry for being late,” I said while digging into my plate of eggs and sausages. The taste of salt and meat hit my throat, and combined with the blandness of the eggs, it created a most pleasant sensation. “Rhonda should be down soon.”

	My foster mother replied, “What are you two up to today?”

	Job hunting was our number one priority. We’d started a few weeks before school let out, but so far, call us luckless. “Keep on looking for work, ma’am.”

	Mrs. Griffin leaned back after polishing off her breakfast, her lips pursed. “Greg, I’m sure that if I talk to my boss, he can set something up. That is, if the dust doesn’t bother your asthma—”

	“We’ll do it on our own, ma’am.”

	My voice came out more sharply than I’d intended. We’d had this conversation before. My foster mother meant well, but this was something I had to do myself. Same deal with Rhonda. We couldn’t rely on our foster mom forever.

	In fact, after another year, we’d be eighteen, and that made us adults and therefore no longer part of the foster family—technically speaking. “Sorry for speaking so roughly, ma’am.”

	“No problem, Greg. Just in case.”

	Her response put my mind at ease. As for us aging out, Mrs. Griffin had told us not to worry. “I don’t care if you’re eighteen or twenty-eight,” she’d said. “You’ll always be my children.”

	It gratified me that she thought so highly of us. The sound of the door squeaking open announced Rhonda’s arrival. The kitchen table was small, barely able to hold three people. While two people made it homey, three made it a crowd—and crowded.

	We lived in the southern part of town. Surveys said Camas was a great suburban city. Well, for most it was, as they were affluent. We were the exceptions, as were our neighbors, but we got by.

	Our house was old, yet functional, and I couldn’t remember any other place. Sure, my room’s floorboards creaked, there were cracks in the walls, and the shower dripped at times, but the Griffin household gave me a sense of solidity.

	Rhonda said the same thing. “I don’t remember if I lived in a house or an apartment when I was little. I don’t remember my parents. All I remember is you.”

	Some compliment, and when she came in, she greeted our foster mother with a kiss on the cheek and a cheery “G’morning!”

	“Food’s on the table, dear,” Mrs. Griffin replied. “Eat up.”

	Rhonda wasn’t a talker at meals but an eater. Food went into her in frightening amounts, and yet she kept her slender figure.

	Mrs. Griffin then excused herself. It was five minutes before eight. “I asked my boss for some extra work. That means a little more money,” she said with a brief smile before she disappeared out the door.

	Once it closed, the guilt hit. Our foster mother was working herself to death for us, and all we did was eat and go to school. There had to be something else we could do.

	Apparently, Rhonda had the same idea as me. After she finished inhaling her meal, she motioned to the second floor. “We’d better get dressed. There’s got to be something out there.”

	Good idea. Once in my room, I changed into a pair of dark slacks, a white shirt, and a tie. What was I missing? Oh, yeah. I grabbed my puffer—just in case. Then I went to Rhonda’s room and knocked. “What time should we meet up?”

	She opened up just enough to poke her head outside. “Six. I have a lot of interviews today. Meet me at Morgan’s Wares.”

	Morgan’s was a warehouse that specialized in wholesale goods. It lay in the east end of the city. “Fine, I’ll see you there.”

	Before I left, though, Rhonda pulled me to her and kissed me hard. “Today’s our day, boyfriend. Go get ‘em.”

	 

	Ten-plus hours later. East end of the city.

	 

	Failure sucked. Rhonda and I met up at our appointed place. The sun was still out. It wouldn’t set until around nine or so. “Any luck?” I asked. “How do you feel?”

	Rhonda’s expression indicated she’d rather kiss a toad than admit defeat. She’d worn a blue skirt and a matching blouse and looked terrific. If that didn’t get her a positive response, what would?

	“Tired and hungry and depressed.” She then added with an undercurrent of anger, “They always ask about my shoe.”

	Rhonda couldn’t wear a prosthetic. It irritated her skin, so she did the special shoe thing. Her left shoe was custom-made, wider at the heel than regular shoes, with a platform that balanced her walk. Still, she tended to limp a little. It had never mattered to me, but then again, I was biased.

	My girlfriend, though, kept venting as she pointed to her outfit. “They never mention my clothes or my prior experience, not that I have any. No, they only ask why I walk funny. So, I tell them, and that’s when they make the usual excuses of seeing someone else, and then I never hear from them again. And don’t give me the BS excuse of the law guaranteeing a fair chance. It doesn’t.”

	Camas had a population of around twenty-two thousand people. It got by on several locally owned small businesses that had done well despite the past pandemic, sightseeing in the summer, mainly due to the existence of some old lava fields that people enjoyed visiting, and that was about it.

	Good for them. All my interviews had been busts. I needed a job, but the answer had always been the same—no experience, no chance. How the hell was I supposed to gain experience if no one would give me a chance? And if I had it bad, then my girlfriend had it worse.

	“Let’s take a walk,” Rhonda said as she took my hand to guide us into Mervyn Field. I was a soggy mess from the day’s heat, so I took off my tie and stuffed it in my pants pocket and then loosened the button at the top of my shirt.

	A pleasant breeze wafted over, cooling me off. As we strolled through the field, I mused on my life here. I’d never been the star of anything. My asthma had prevented me from doing strenuous sports when I was younger.

	School was okay. My grades were decent but not outstanding—in short, it had been an uneventful life, no excitement, and no surprises. I’d always dreamed of standing out in one way or another, but it had never happened.

	As for Mervyn Field, everyone used it as a garbage dump. The field lay fallow and overgrown with weeds and high grass. Garbage was strewn everywhere. Naturally, the city never did anything about cleaning up the area. They couldn’t afford it, or so they said.

	Neither of us spoke. I felt too depressed to say anything, and from the downcast expression on my girlfriend’s face, it seemed as though she also didn’t want to contribute to the Darryl Downer feeling going on...

	Over here.

	My body stiffened in shock as a voice hit me right between the eyes. I stopped, looking around for something that wasn’t there. “What?”

	Over here.

	There it is again! Someone’s voice—it echoed in my head. It didn’t sound like English, but I understood it. For a second, I wondered if I’d gotten heat stroke.

	Rhonda looked at me in sudden confusion. “Did you hear that?”

	Over here.

	There it went again for the third time, and if Rhonda heard it, then I wasn’t crazy. Or maybe we were sharing psychoses. “Yeah, you too?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	The voice got louder as we made our way to the center of the field. We split up, with me taking the left side of the field and my girlfriend taking the right. While searching, Rhonda suddenly fell, letting out a cry of surprise. “Greg!”

	I ran in her direction. “Rhonda, you okay?”

	“Yeah, I tripped over a tire, but that’s not it. Hurry!”

	What now? Once I reached Rhonda’s side, she pointed at the ground. My heart began to race.

	Two rings sat side by side. I picked them up. Although they had thick bands of silvery metal, they felt abnormally light, and they were warm to the touch.

	“What’s that symbol on the front?” Rhonda asked as she got up. I handed her one, and she studied it intently.

	“No idea.”

	Mine looked like a key, with irregularly shaped serrated ridges on the top and bottom, while Rhonda’s logo resembled a keyhole. Both symbols sat above a green jewel. Maybe it was jade. “What are they doing here?” Rhonda asked.

	Good question, one that I had no answer to, either. For a moment, I thought someone was punking us. However, a careful examination of the area showed no one else in the immediate vicinity. Weird. If this was some kind of a trick...

	“Greg?”

	The mention of my name snapped me back to reality. I’d been spacing out. “I don’t know. Let’s take them home. We’ll figure out what to do after that.”

	 


Chapter Two: What Powers There Be

	 

	 

	By the time we got home, it was past eight. Getting home meant walking, as any money we’d started out with had already been spent on bus rides out as well as on lunch. Things cost around here so that meant hoofing it, and the more we walked, the more pronounced my girlfriend’s limp became.

	She leaned on me the final two hundred yards home before collapsing onto the front stoop. Her stump always swelled come seven PM or so, no matter what season it was, and she’d go upstairs to the bathroom to soak it in Epsom salts or soaked it downstairs while watching television.

	It was a nightly ritual, not one she enjoyed, and she usually did it in private. I didn’t mind, as I’d gotten used to it, but Rhonda was sensitive, and she had to handle it the way she thought best.

	Mrs. Griffin opened up. She wore an expression of worry mixed with skepticism. “Oh, you’re home. You were gone a long time.”

	What to say? “Job hunting’s tough, ma’am.”

	She eyed us up and down, noting the dirt on our clothes and faces, and... uh-oh... it wasn’t too hard to figure out what she was thinking. “I’m going to take a shower and then soak my stump,” Rhonda said as she walked inside, kicked off her shoes, and then eased past our foster mother. “Later, Greg.”

	Right, leave me to deal with it. Thanks, girlfriend.

	Mrs. Griffin focused her gaze on me. Skeptical wasn’t the best way to describe her expression. No, make that worry combined with anger. “Greg, I’m not your real mother, but do I have to worry about anything?”

	My face suddenly got hot. Did we really have to go there? Confrontation time, and, yes, we’d just gone there. I stammered out my answer, feeling a sense of acute embarrassment. “Uh, no, ma’am. We went job-hunting, and then we, uh, ended up at Mervyn Field. That’s where Rhonda had an interview. Her interview was delayed. It was at a warehouse.”

	“A warehouse,” she echoed, clearly disbelieving me, and why couldn’t things go my way for once? Oh, this wasn’t going to end well. I wondered if other kids our age had this problem and then tabled that thought for another day. Mrs. Griffin was staring at me and waiting for my answer.

	“Yes, ma’am, a warehouse. We, uh, didn’t have enough money to get home, so... we walked. It took a long time because of Rhonda’s foot, and, well, here we are.”

	I accompanied my explanation with a little laugh to make it sound as though everything was cool, but from the mini thundercloud on Mrs. Griffin’s face, clearly, she didn’t believe me. “Greg, I’m not about to tell you what to do, and I know you and Rhonda are close, but since you’re under my roof, I’m asking you to wait.”

	Yep, she simply didn’t get it. Fine, play along. “I understand, ma’am. I promise. We’ll, uh, we’ll be careful.”

	Her expression of severity faded. “See that you are careful. I’m going to get dinner ready. Get cleaned up first.”

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	As I walked upstairs, dejected, and feeling the heat of being shamed for something I didn’t do, I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at the semi-scolding, but my foster mother meant well. Rhonda and I had already discussed the subject of sex.

	At first, it was sort of embarrassing, but after my girlfriend and I talked it over, the embarrassment went away. After all, it was something that everyone did sooner or later, and wasn’t there a saying about the chase being better than the capture?

	Rhonda’s words were simple, yet they hit home. “I care for you, Greg. But I want to wait. When it’s time, we’ll know. Okay?”

	She’d underscored her statement with a slight arch of her eyebrows. Fine, we’d wait. I still thought about doing it, though.

	And now, we’d discovered something. The rings. Who wouldn’t be stoked about that? After Rhonda got out of the shower, I walked in, stripped down, and let the hot water rinse away the sweat and grime of the day.

	Clean-up job over and back in my room, I tossed on a pair of fresh jeans and a t-shirt... and then there was the ring. It sat on my night table.

	Take it.

	That voice, the same English-but-not-English voice, echoed in my gray matter. Take it.

	Okay, I will. I stuffed it in my pocket, just in case. It vibrated ever so slightly, or so I thought. Nah, it must have been my imagination.

	Downstairs, Rhonda was in the middle of explaining our sojourn, minus the potential discovery of the century. As I listened through the kitchen door, I heard a few, Oh, I see’s and I guess that’s okay responses from Mrs. Griffin. Trust my girlfriend to set things straight.

	“I see dinner’s ready,” I said as I walked in. It was hard to keep a smile off my face, but I managed.

	“Sit and eat, Greg,” Mrs. G. said in a no-nonsense tone. Dinner to her was serious business.

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	Once dinner was over, Rhonda got up and announced that she wanted to take a walk. “Uh, how’s your foot?” I asked.

	“Swelling’s down, and since it’s warm out, a walk’ll be good for me,” she answered and inclined her head at the door while arching her eyebrows in an intense manner as if to say, I-have-to-talk-with-you-now.

	Message received.

	“We’ll be back before ten,” Rhonda called out as we left.

	“Be careful,” Mrs. Griffin responded. “No long walks, Rhonda. Be careful of your foot!”

	“Be careful of my foot,” my girlfriend mimicked—albeit quietly—as she shut the door. “I’m tired of being careful, tired of being the odd person out.”

	She groused, and while anyone else would have thought her petulant or bitchy, she had good reason to feel the way she did. While I cared for Rhonda more than anyone, I couldn’t relate. My asthma was controllable. Rhonda, though, would always have what she had. Unless someone could do a foot transplant, she was stuck that way.

	When we’d first met, I only noticed the pudgy redheaded girl who wore an oddly shaped left shoe, but I didn’t think to ask her. We were three at the time, and when she took off her shoe and heavy sock to scratch her stump, she said, “It itches. I scratch it.”

	Sure, it was a bit weird, but it didn’t gross me out. It never stopped us from playing together, and now, here we were. We’d arrived at a local park not more than ten minutes from our house. No one else was around, and the air was quiet and still. “What’s going on?” I asked.

	“I have something to show you.”

	Curiosity hit. “What?”

	She took her ring out of her pocket. A faint glow emanated from it, a cool, deep-sea blue. Holy crap... this was impossible. “Did you bring yours?” she asked with growing excitement. “I... I know this sounds crazy, but a voice told me to bring it.”

	“Yeah, same here.”

	With a shaky hand, I took my ring out of my pocket. It, too, was glowing. What in the name of all things wild and wonderful was going on? A faint smile lit up Rhonda’s face. “What’s happening, Greg? I don’t want to sound like a trope or anything, but this is... you know, it’s like... like—”

	“Like a comic book’s secret origin story?”

	Wonder suffused her face. “Yeah. I mean, we didn’t get magic boots or amulets—those would have been way cooler—or even necklaces. But rings are okay.”

	She proceeded to name a few famous movies and novels that had rings at the center of the power system, and all I could think of was, what now? It seemed like the only thing left to do was to put the rings on, but...wait. “Shouldn’t we tell the authorities? I mean, if this is real, they’ll want to know, right?”

	My girlfriend countered with, “If we go to the police and the rings don’t work, then we’ll look pretty stupid, won’t we?”

	It made sense. I slipped mine on and felt an immediate connection, right at the cellular level, a shock that ran through my body as if the ring had somehow bonded itself to me. I shook all over, and when I finally stopped quivering and picked my head up, I saw my girlfriend experiencing the same reaction.

	“Hey, you okay?” I asked.

	She nodded. Her face held wonder and hope, and even though a mirror wasn’t handy, my expression had to be the same.

	“Mine’s on,” Rhonda whispered. “I feel okay, but... what’s next?”

	Without a clue, I said, “Touch them together.”

	After a moment’s hesitation, we did, and a spark leaped out. Holy... this couldn’t be happening... but it was. Rhonda’s ring’s glow expanded.

	Faint at first, it soon shone out the same dark blue color, and it quickly enveloped her from top to bottom. She started to breathe rapidly, as though she’d just finished a hundred-meter sprint, and then she let out a yelp. “Greg?”

	“Rhonda, you all right?”

	Relief laced her next words, and they filled me with relief, too. “Yeah, I’m... it was like something filled me up with power. Can you hear me?”

	“No problem.”

	Darkness or not, her features shone out clearly from inside her blue whatever-it-was. “Hey, Rhonda, you’re blue. I mean, you’re covered in a blue...”

	I searched for the words, and what did they say in all those superhero shows? Oh, yeah. “Blue energy field.”

	My girlfriend must have been a lot more mentally stable because she said in a matter-of-fact voice, “Try your ring out!”

	Color me curious, and I played the light from the top of my head down to my toes. Energy filled me, filled me to the point of where I thought I was going to burst, my breathing became erratic, and hopefully, I wouldn’t need my inhaler...

	My breathing returned to normal. No puffing or wheezing. As before, a thought ran through my head in a language that wasn’t English, yet I understood it. You are the key.

	Sure enough, a key formed at the base of the ring. It was small, irregularly shaped, and it floated toward Rhonda. In turn, she extended her hand, and a small lock appeared. Key, meet lock, and when they intersected, her energy field fluctuated ever so slightly, but all the same, my jaw hit the ground. “Rhonda... your foot!”

	Her special shoe had fallen off, and her missing foot had grown back. She was taller, too—my height. Her hair was the same, but longer, wavier...

	Oh, this is just too much!

	She let out a cry of delight and wiggled her regenerated limb, and then she observed me with a critical eye. “Oh, you’re jacked!”

	And how could I see myself? As I looked around, I saw that someone had dumped a bag of trash. It had burst open, showering the ground with empty make-up bottles, lipstick holders, a broken belt, and a hand mirror.

	Rhonda grabbed the mirror and held it up in front of me. My reflection showed a well-muscled gymnast’s physique, which was on the far side of awesome.

	Our clothes were still the same, though. Mine fit tightly, and Rhonda’s had already split at the shoulders and a couple of buttons on her blouse popped
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