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          1 A Quiet Moment

        

      

    

    
      Late Winter 2005, Flagstaff, Arizona

      What happened after boy met girl, after they found out they both had powers, after they saved the world together and shared a kiss? After they began defending the world against an alien aggressor and things got hard for both of them? After the girl pushed the boy away because of what was expected of them. After the girl broke up with the boy. After the girl saved the boy from those aliens and lost someone she cared about in the attack. After the boy bared his soul and told her that she was the personification of what he was fighting for, that she was what made the world worth defending, how she made him stronger not weaker. After she agreed to be his girlfriend and they agreed to be a mess together?

      What happened after a hopefully happily ever after?

      Have you ever wondered? After the initial romance, how does the couple stay together through tumultuous times? How do you save the world and stay in love, grow deeper in love?

      If you were Nik Nichols aka Neutrinoman (that would be me) and Licia Lopez aka Lightningirl, that “being a mess together” meant holing up in a little A-frame cabin in Flagstaff, Arizona, that was nestled up against the ponderosa pine forest and playing Scrabble while a fire crackled in an old iron woodstove.

      It was late, past midnight, and she was dressed in a fuzzy black bathrobe and I was in sweats, a blanket spread in front of the woodstove and a game of Scrabble sitting between us, the tiles crawling all over the board in a game that was clearly near completion. It was dark outside and quiet, the red wine in our glasses from the local winery where we had our first date, a homemade ceramic platter with cheese and crackers on the blanket next to the Scrabble board, the taste of Munster and dry red wine lingering in my mouth. Her face was intent on the board as she chewed on her lower lip.

      She was petite and alluringly feminine with dark, silky hair that was disheveled and cascading down past her shoulders, deep brown eyes, and a round face. She was beautiful and intelligent and powerful and I loved her, but I didn’t really understand her. I wanted her, I needed her, but I didn’t get her yet.

      Yes, some of it was the whole differences between men and women, but we weren’t just a man and a woman anymore. We were quantum-metamorphs, our powers bestowed upon us eighteen months ago when the cosmic rays struck and our accidents happened.

      Me at the Palo Verde Nuclear Generating Station, she while working as a line woman for the local electric utility.

      The woodstove had a glass front and the undulating yellow light was caressing her light brown skin, making her already beautiful face even more lovely. I couldn’t get enough of that face, of those eyes, those lips. I wanted to caress her with the tenderness and intimacy of the firelight, but we had had our fill of that for the moment.

      We’d been here for almost two weeks, after what happened at the Battle of Palo Verde where she saved my life but had to kill to do it. For the first time. After she quit the military’s q-morph program. After she decided to stop being Lightningirl. After she agreed to be my girlfriend.

      We used to be regular people with regular problems, but we were no longer quite human. We each can transform at a quantum level, her into a controlled electrical reaction in the form of a beautiful woman and me a controlled nuclear reaction in the form of a man.

      We used to have simple lives and simple problems, and they were anything but now.

      Powers changed things. Working for the military changed things. Taking lives changed things. Having our identities revealed changed things. Saving the world changed things.

      I didn’t understand her because of all of these things. And, if truth be told, I didn’t understand myself. I liked to think that I was the same old Nik, the same guy who had cruised rather aimlessly through his twenties, who had gotten the job as a janitor at Palo Verde just so he could see the inside of a nuclear power plant, who did what he did during that accident, exposing himself to a lethal dose of radiation during the day the cosmic rays hit, because lives were at stake and it was the right thing to do.

      But the powers and the saving the world and the falling in love all made it so much more complicated.

      “Okay,” Licia said, her eyes meeting mine, a grin on her face as she nodded down at her tiles. After all that saving the world, we both need a whole lot of mundane, and this late Scrabble game was just about perfect for that.

      I shifted away from the crackling fire a bit, my left side quite baked from its lovely radiant heat, the distant scent of smoke in the air.

      Licia picked up four tiles, her smile growing wider. “Double letter on the ‘O,’ triple word, that’s thirty-three points!”

      She added “OXIC” to the “T” in “TOAST,” forming “TOXIC.” She looked at me, but now her smile was rather shy. Was this an opening? A conversation she wanted to have? Tom Tyree aka Toxicwasteman was something of a frenemy. He was a villain, there was no doubt about that, but he wanted to defeat the aliens too and had taken an interest in me.

      One that wasn’t always comfortable for me and was never comfortable for Licia.

      “Nice one,” I said with a nod. “You’ve been holding onto that X for a long time.”

      She nodded, her lips pursed. “I was waiting for the right word.”

      “I don’t trust him, you know,” I said, easing into the opening.

      “Completely,” she said, taking a sip of wine.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You don’t trust him… completely,” she said, her eyebrow arched and gaze appraising.

      And there it was. Since I had met Tom, my trust for the military had decreased as I interacted with him. It didn’t feel good, but she had a point.

      “I don’t trust him,” I said, “except when it comes to defeating the aliens.”

      She took a deep breath. “Even though he will lie, he will cheat, he will do whatever it takes to—”

      “Defeat the aliens,” I finished, interrupting her.

      She pursed her lips and nodded. “He is not like you, Nik. Just because you both have the same goal, don’t fool yourself. He is using you, and when he’s done with you…” she ended in a shrug, her robe opening just a bit, but I kept my eyes locked with hers—this was not the time to get distracted.

      I sighed. “I know. It’s…” I leaned forward across the board, close enough so that I could smell the wine and cheese on her breath, my voice a whisper. “I think I trust the military less. What would they have done with Sarah, the alien I saved? Interrogated her? And how? What kinds of measures would they have resorted to? She is so much like us I think there has to be a way to stop all this. And what hasn’t the military told us? You know that there is a lot. Colonel Williams is a great guy, I’d follow him just about anywhere, but he has to follow orders. I don’t trust General Markus any farther than I can throw him. I…”

      I stopped when I realized that my face was flushed and my tone had gotten loud. Too loud. I leaned back and nodded. “I don’t trust him and I don’t trust the military.” I gave her my best smile and added, “But I do trust you.”

      She smiled back, it was sweet, but brief, a small reward, but not what she was after. “And…” she prompted, giving me no direction on which way she was thinking the conversation should go.

      I took a sip of wine to give myself time to think, letting the rich, velvety flavor linger.

      My shoulders fell. “And… it’s too much. It’s too damn much. Just because I can fly, because I can shoot neutrino bolts, because I can explode, they both want… they all want…”

      I was breathing too fast and felt tears stinging my eyes. I wanted Licia to know all of me but thought it might be too soon for this, but she had agreed to be a mess with me.

      “There is an alien threat,” I continued, “one strong enough to point an asteroid at us, one clever enough to almost maneuver me into setting off the super volcano below Yellowstone. I’m just a regular guy and barely know how to use these powers, how the hell am I supposed to save the world? Why does everyone want me to save the world?”

      I trailed off and looked back at Licia. There was compassion written on her beautiful face. She licked her lips and nodded. “Nik,” she said slowly. “Why do you think you should save the world?”

      I was too hot. I wanted to run out into the freezing cold mountain night. It was so quiet, just the crackling of the fire while Licia stared at me. This here, this was intimacy, true intimacy, way beyond the physical. I still worried that if she really knew me that she wouldn’t want me. But I couldn’t hide this from everyone, and she was one of the only people on the planet that could understand.

      “Because…” I began, taking a deep breath. “I do have this power. I have to try.”

      She nodded and reached out and I let her take my hand. She kissed it gently. “You are a good man, Nik. This, more than anything, gives me hope.”

      I blinked, the tears so close to escaping. Hope for our world? Hope for our relationship? What did that give her hope for?

      I opened my mouth to speak when my phone chimed, and at the same time, Licia’s landline rang. Her brow furrowed, but she held my gaze for a breath before getting up.

      “Hello,” she said. “Yes, Colonel Williams. What’s going on?”

      I flipped my phone open and read the text. It was from Williams:

      Report to Palo Verde at 0800. Urgent meeting. Bring Ms. Lopez.

      Licia came back, her arms wrapped around her chest as if she was cold in that big fluffy robe. “We have to get up early. Let’s get some sleep. We’ll have more time.”

      I nodded and smiled. I got up and pulled her into a hug.

      I didn’t know it, but everything was about to change, and it would be a long time before we’d have a chance to talk like this again.
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      Late Winter 2005, Palo Verde Nuclear Generating Station, Arizona 

      The video was grainy, but clear enough. It showed a picture of the alien Sarah dressed in a silver jumpsuit, like when I had rescued her from her crashed spaceship. The classic The Day the Earth Stood Still look. She looked good, the cut on her forehead was healing well, her long blond hair was pulled back, her blue eyes intense, her youthful Nordic looks making it hard to believe that she was not from this planet. The audio was crisp and clear.

      This video had been received by mail, sent to Diane Madison at WNN on a thumb drive. The world hadn’t seen it yet, but Diane was going to air it this evening.

      Licia, Colonel Williams, General Markus, Jennifer Johnson, and I were in a hushed little conference room at the Palo Verde Nuclear Generating Station, the lights off, the glow of the large screen making everyone look a little bit ghostly.

      I was tired. After our late-night Scrabble session and our conversation, I hadn’t slept much. We’d gotten up early and hit the road before 6:00 a.m. neither of us talking much on the way down from Flagstaff. I think we both had too much on our minds. We didn’t know what we were being called in for and Licia was only here as a favor to Williams. She didn’t want to be anywhere near the military’s q-morph program.

      “I am known as Sarah,” the tall alien began on the video. She looked nervous. Behind her was a flat white wall, no clues whatsoever to her location. “I represent the Arcturian Alliance. I am no one, but I will speak for you and all will listen. This is our way.”

      The room was dead quiet, all eyes fixed on the screen. Sarah’s smooth forehead was furrowed and she spoke slowly as if the words were hard to say, her accent strange and unidentifiable.

      “Your planet has been classified as threat. We have been listening and watching you for sixty Earth years. We have been studying you. You are an immature and violent species. The Arcturian Alliance has determined that extermination is required. Several attempts have been made and have failed.”

      The meteor attack that started all this madness and the “Incident at Yellowstone” came leaping to mind. I wondered if there were others.

      “None then spoke on your behalf,” she continued. “I speak now.”

      General Markus caught my eye and gave me a small nod, his round face relaxing a bit and his green eyes sharp. Releasing her had been my idea, and it had caused a major fight between me and the general. This video was starting to sound like Sarah was keeping her end of the bargain. That we did the right thing.

      “I have been to your planet. I have witnessed the kindness and compassion of the yellow one. When we fought, he saved me. I am no one but he saved me, he saved others, he
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