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At a mere � 200 pc from Earth, the Helix 
nebula (NGC 7293) is one of the near-
est known yet most enigmatic planetary 
nebulae. �is composite from GALEX 
(UV; blue), Spitzer, and WISE (IR; red, yellow, and green) imagery reveals the complex structure of the 
extended nebula resulting from the ejection and subsequent ionization of the envelope of the progenitor 
AGB star. At the nebula’s core, the central star retains a signi�cant mid-IR excess (shown in red in the 
composite image), indicative of a residual, Kuiper-Belt-like debris disk. �e Chandra spectrum of the 
remnant stellar core (inset) reveals an unexpectedly hard source of X-rays. Such relatively hard, point-
like X-ray sources are surprisingly common within planetary nebulae, although their underlying physical 
mechanism(s) remains uncertain (see section 2 of cover story).


