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Chapter 1: The Worst Day Ever
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“WELL, SHIT,” said Bill Griffin. It was a thoroughly appropriate thing for him to say, if a bit understated. Because, as an astronaut on assignment on the moon, he had one of the best views in existence of the Earth as it erupted into a fiery hell.

It happened pretty quickly, like what-in-hell-just-happened speed. One moment, Bill had been out on a day-mission driving the moon buggy to check on the base’s outermost communication marker, not thinking about much at all apart from doing his job and just admiring the big blue ball in the sky. The next moment, that same blue ball sprouted a giant green bubble out of North America. That bubble grew and burst into a mess of fiery green that blew all the clouds away.

At the same time, other green pimples appeared at irregular intervals over the planet. The pattern was the same as the first, and in moments dear old Earth was engulfed entirely as if the Hulk had swallowed it.

“What the fuck,” Bill said, but it wasn’t a question. He wasn’t petrified with fear or panic just yet. What he was seeing didn’t seem real enough for that. He just stopped the moon buggy and stared up into the sky in confusion, not really believing his eyes.

Belatedly, he thought to turn on his communicator, and right away wished that he hadn’t. A booming babble of voices crashed and jabbered through the speaker in his helmet and he did what he could to lower the volume, yet the screaming was alarming.

He might as well not have bothered. He could make no sense of the fearful questions and horror-filled expletives. The only thing that came through clearly was emotional terror, and that he, Bill Griffin, wasn’t imagining anything. The other astronauts at the moon base were panicked and dismayed, stunned and shocked. It was an orgy of fear and horror at the transition from home to hell.

He managed to pick out a few salient snippets from the overwhelming ocean of fright. “... Alien ships... energy weapons of some sort... appeared out of nowhere... oh God, oh God... no!” Like that, only mostly buried in a hubbub that sounded like the zoo’s monkey enclosure at mealtime.

Nor did it end with the Earth simply burning in bright, putrid green. As he sat in the driver’s seat in the moon buggy and the sweat of true terror beaded on the inside of his helmet, Bill thought he could see lines of energy where the alien ships continued to fire. The Earth couldn’t take it. It collapsed in on itself, and then, seconds later, silently exploded outward as if it were trying to imitate a supernova.

“Shit,” Bill said again as the great flaming mass erupted toward him. In seconds, what had once been Bill’s favorite planet had blossomed to twice, thrice, four times its original size, and it kept growing. “Shit, shit, shit!” Bill yelled, unconsciously adding his own voice to the babble of noise streaming through his communication equipment.

Panic engulfed him, but there was little he or anyone could do. The explosion from Earth was growing bigger and bigger, and Bill knew without any doubt that it would soon engulf the moon. Destroying him and the others when it did.

Bill had to act, had to do something. In mindless terror, afraid for his very life and heedless of the reality that without a home planet to return to, he did the only thing he could think of and threw himself from the moon buggy. His life was effectively over anyway; he’d be damned if his last moments wouldn’t be filled with some outward sign of bravery.

He raised his middle finger at the growing green menace, picked up a moon rock, and threw it at the devastating explosive mass. “Fuck you!” screamed Bill as he watched the moon rock take a seemingly slow-motion low-gravity flight with no chance of landing before the moon would be destroyed.

With the same aching slowness of movement at one-sixth the gravitational pull of Earth, Bill willed himself to touch the moon surface with knees and palms, even if one palm was part of his prosthetic hand. As soon as he did, he ducked down beside the moon buggy and desperately burrowed under the sand, as if that could save him.

“Shit. Fuck. Piss,” he said, even though he rarely swore. The situation seemed to call for something a little more extreme than his usual vocabulary. Still full of anger, he punched the moon buggy with his left hand, the prosthetic. Usually hardy, his fist got caught on an unyielding bit of machinery, and two of Bill’s fake fingers detached. “Well, isn’t this just the greatest fucking end to a great fucking day?”

The attached hand and forearm were a step up from what he had before he joined the service. As part of the Lunar Maintenance Service benefits, the upgraded prosthetic was provided to ensure he could perform his duties properly. He’d only had it since basic training. But now, it was wrecked.

As Bill watched his fingers float away, the last thing he heard before the leading wave of the explosion reached the part of the moon that he had called home for the past few weeks was a desperate wail over the speakers in his helmet. “No! The ships–one of them is heading this way!”
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Chapter 2: All By Myself
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Bill’s space suit was a remarkable feat of engineering. It was designed to keep him alive in the most inimical conditions imaginable. Within its snug confines, he could withstand the icy cold of space without even a smidge of frostbite. The helmet’s visor protected his eyes against the sun’s radiation, and the oxygen tank on his back allowed him to breathe freely for a full workday. He could even move about with relative ease.

But what the designers of the suit had never foreseen was that on the day the Earth was blown up by an unknown number of enemy spaceships, Bill’s left side would be totally exposed to the fire and fury of the Earth’s demise for a full thirty-two seconds and change.

In addition, he was hit by a multitude of mostly tiny pieces of rock that had once been part of Earth’s core, the bedrock beneath the Atlantic Ocean, and the stone border around old Mrs. Beadle’s prized peony garden.

Nevertheless, Bill’s quick thinking saved him from the worst of it. Had he stayed in the driver’s seat of the moon buggy, he would have been no more than a smear of strawberry jam beneath a boulder that might once have been under the North Pole. Ho ho ho.

Astonishingly, his suit kept him alive, the self-repairing nano-molecules having recovered somewhat from the temporary onslaught. His left side was singed and some of his head-up displays were fritzing out, and his CO2 scrubber had been damaged. But when the first howl of fire and brimstone passed, Bill was still able to haul himself up to a sitting position. At least his suit wasn’t leaking air.

He looked in confusion first at the squashed moon buggy and then the still-burning heavens where the Earth had been, blinked dazedly in his helmet, and said, quite clearly, “Fuck me.”

With the magnitude of his situation sinking in, he tapped his helmet. “Hello? Is anyone... is anyone still alive?” He heard his voice choke up, but figured he’d earned it. He’d just watched the only world he’d ever known blow up in his face. The moon was now the biggest object between Venus and Mars, and Bill assumed the whole solar system would be shuddering as a result. He certainly was.

The only reply he received was static. Bill tried again. “Hello? Is anyone fucking there?” he asked hesitantly. Even to his own ears, he sounded small and sad, like a child lost in the woods, desperate for human contact. He was starting to get it now, starting to realize he only had a few hours to live. Maybe he would have a bit longer if he could make it back to the base, but with the buggy smashed under the boulder, there was little hope of going anywhere.

Unless someone from the base was able to rescue him?

It wasn’t much of a hope, but Bill was desperate. He was willing to grasp at the thinnest of straws and trust his whole weight to it in a heartbeat. At this stage of panic, he would have sold one of his kidneys and half a lung just to hear another human voice. Hell, he would have sold both kidneys. What was the difference between dying of uremia and dying of starvation or oxygen deprivation? The only difference was the timing, but in the end, death would ultimately reign.

The base was equipped for no more than a few months, a year and a half at most, if one were to seriously ration. Beyond that, well, there would be no more supply ships from Earth.

“Hello?” The anxiety in his voice was plain to hear. Had Earth’s explosion knocked out his comms? Or had it ruined the base beyond all hope of anyone surviving?

He tapped his helmet again, and for a moment the static cleared. “... Oh God!” was all he heard, and the crackle returned.

Nevertheless, that simple exclamation buoyed him immensely. Someone else was still alive! Bill wasn’t the last fucking living thing on Ear—on the moon!

He was so excited that he almost cried out in pure joy. He clambered to his feet and looked back toward the base. Bill knew he was a long way from the others, but he might just be able to make out part of the main dome if he was lucky.

He wasn’t lucky. In fact, he was decidedly unlucky. Just as he’d been in about the best position in the universe to view Earth’s destruction, he was also in the best position ever to witness the deaths of every other human on the moon.

Bill could indeed see just the very top of the main dome. It was far away, but not too far that the moon’s curvature obscured it completely.

Unfortunately, he could also see the dark, alien spacecraft reflected in the sun, directly above that dome.

It was a thing of nightmares, made of malignance and terror, and completely lacking in elegance. It looked like someone had gathered a random collection of plate iron and welded it into an uncomfortable shape. It looked like an expression of pain, and it hurt Bill to look at it.

Then it hurt even more. A single green pulse burst from the spacecraft to the base, and that was that. An explosion, just like Bill had seen erupting from Earth, but on a far smaller scale, yet the same blazing green.

It was a silent detonation, like those of Earth, he guessed. The moon shook beneath his feet, and the shock wave knocked him roughly over the rocks. But it was beyond catastrophic. Bill’s comms had clicked in again just at the wrong moment. His head was filled with the screams of people he’d known and worked with, some of whom he’d called friends. He screamed with them.

There was no doubt in his mind. They were all dead in an instant as their cries abruptly ceased. Bill’s sympathy scream died in a choking sob.

He was truly, completely alone, as nobody had ever been alone before. He turned back to what was left of Earth while helplessness kicked his stomach and loneliness bit his heart.

“Fuck a duck. Sideways,” he muttered. “Fuck it twice.”
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Chapter 3: All I Need is the Air
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The continuing show put on by the still dying Earth was nothing if not spectacular. Bill sat on the front end of the squashed moon buggy with his back against the boulder that had tried to kill him and kicked his feet rhythmically in the air as he watched. After the wave of fire and rock had passed, the sky remained lit by a hundred million oversized sparklers that had once formed his home, all radiating out from where Earth had once been.

It was like the largest firework ever imagined had exploded, littering the sky with its afterimage and frozen in time.

And yet, not frozen at all. Just slowed down, so Bill could watch the progress of each glowing piece of rock, now part of a new asteroid cloud.

He remembered a time when he was young, alone, and lying down on the hill at the back of his aunt’s house, staring at the sky. He’d stayed there for ages, unmindful of the dew on the grass that soaked into his shirt and made him shiver. On that day, the sky had been clear of clouds and smog, and the stars had seemed close enough to touch if one would just reach up.

The sky had been so clear that Bill had been able to see a number of satellites tracing their paths across the heavens.

For him, a boy with few real friends, it had been a magical night. Perhaps it had even contributed to his decision to follow his all-time, all-encompassing high-school crush, Clarity Thomas, to the stars.

Either way, the Earth’s death provided a view a hundred-thousand times more spectacular, and infinitely sadder. As each fiery remnant snuffed itself out in the cold of space, Bill couldn’t help but think of everyone he knew who were no longer.

His aunt. Her on-again, off-again boyfriend. The people he’d grown up with even if they never knew each other that well. His teachers. The other recruits who went through training at the same time as he did, many of whom had made it off-world only to die on the moon. Even the faceless voices on the other side of the games he’d played, like Lord Roosevelt, Rex Krotos, and Bonny Bu.

Beyond them, Bill felt more connected with the hundreds of actors and actresses who’d helped him while away his time when he was most lonely. They were gone, too, as were the countless strangers he’d bumped into once or twice, never knowing who they were.

Gone. All gone, in just a few minutes. One moment they had been going about their normal lives, and the next they’d been consumed by the angry green holocaust spat in their direction by malevolent aliens.

It was like the plot of a bad science fiction story, but not a long one. The bad guys had already won, and as for the hero... well, there was only Bill left, and just at that moment, all alone on the moon with his oxygen running out, he didn’t feel very fucking heroic.

He felt sad more than anything else. Sad that he’d never see the new superhero movie that came out on the same day he’d gone into space. Sad that he would never taste another meat lover’s pizza with the BBQ sauce he loved. Sad that he would never see another dawn from his aunt’s front window, or any window for that matter. Or any dawn.

And, if he was honest, he was sad that he would never have sex again, even if sex had never been a big part of his life. But in his grieving mind, it was just as valid a thing to miss as anything else. Bill was painfully aware that his sex life existed only in his fantasy. Completely one-sided. Or should he say, one-handed. But never to have sex with a real-life, flesh and blood woman went against all laws of nature, didn’t it?

And pikelets! Pikelets were his favorite food ever, and he would never taste their fluffy, lighter-than-air, golden goodness again. He would never bite into their softness and feel the heavenly warm flesh smothered in butter and hot syrup.

Truth be told, he would have settled for plain old American pancakes or waffles as a last meal. After visiting an international food festival and tasting pikelets for the first time, he was a convert for life. Pikelets tasted how he imagined sex to feel. They were just that perfect.

Bill had used up his quota of swearwords for one day. Likely, for his entire life. Instead, he whispered, “Pikelets,” into his helmet in the same way he might have whispered the name of a lover, if he happened to have one. He sighed, ignoring the very unmanly tears that were leaking from his eyes, and absently started to hum.

He didn’t choose the song, exactly. Rather it was supplied to him by his subconscious. Nevertheless, it was remarkably apt. A song originally sung by an icon of Earth before Bill was born, featuring a certain Major Tom who was lost all alone in space.

It was a sad song, and it suited his melancholy frame of mind perfectly.

About halfway through, a warning beeped from his wrist console. A single glance told him all he needed to know.

Low oxygen. Cartridge change required.

Surprisingly, Bill managed a laugh. “Thanks for the fucking warning,” he said. The irony was complete. He would have loved to return to base, if the base still existed. He would have been overjoyed if only to replace his oxygen tank with a fresh one.

But he was alone on an empty planet, or satellite, actually, and he imagined the base was no more than a charred spot glowing beyond the horizon. There were no oxygen cartridges available. No pockets of air for him to breathe.

Nothing. Not a fucking damn thing left.

He could very well be the last human being alive, and all he could do was sit and wait for his air to run out.

Maybe one day, some sentient creature would wander by and find his corpse still sitting on the front bracket of his crumpled moon buggy and wonder what his story was. Wonder how he had lost some fingers. Or maybe he would sit there for all eternity, undisturbed. Bravo, Griffin. Good to see you are living up to your potential, you loser extraordinaire.

As the warning beeper started to get really excited because he wasn’t paying it the attention it demanded, Bill suddenly thought that maybe he wasn’t the last human being alive. The lack of oxygen in his blood must have been starving his brain. The alien ship had been careful to destroy the moon base, but there were other pockets of humanity dotted throughout the solar system.

There was the International Space Station, a permanently occupied home for more than two hundred people. There was the Mars colony, which was almost self-sufficient. Maybe the alien scum who’d blown up the Earth had overlooked it. Maybe humanity had some sort of chance.

And then, Bill realized as his beeper finally decided he was past helping, there was also the new base in the asteroid belt.

As he yawned in his helmet and wondered if he should rest his eyes for a bit, he thought that perhaps Clarity Thomas, the girl, or now woman, of his dreams, might still be alive, might still have a passing thought of him, of his potential.

He hoped that she was. Maybe she could somehow make her way to the Mars colony, if it still existed.

Bill hoped she would make it. One day, somehow, he thought they might end up together.

It was a pleasant thought, and he rested his helmet against the crumpled aluminum at his back. The light show had largely faded to black, and he felt surprisingly peaceful, even though the rate of his breathing quickened due to the low oxygen level. With an image of Clarity Thomas looming large in his memory, he thought that maybe he could nap just for a moment.

But it wasn’t to be. Just before he closed his eyes for what he thought would be the last time, he saw a spaceship appear above him. He blinked several times, wondering if space mirages existed. But there it was, a ship. It was smaller than the one that had blown up the base, and it was smoother, softer to look at. Yet to Bill, it was just the same.

He snarled in righteous anger at the hateful aliens that had taken away his home, his people, and his pikelets. With the last of his strength, he raised his real arm and flipped them the bird.

“Fuck you, you fucking fuckers,” he muttered. Apparently, he wasn’t done with swearing quite yet. Quota be damned.

He expected the aliens to shoot a beam of green at him, just to finish what they’d failed to accomplish last time around.

On his last breath, Bill felt light-headed; his entire field of vision shimmered with a glow.

Then he discovered that life, or at least the unresolved bits, really did flash before your eyes when you believed you were going to die.

This must be what death is like, he thought before losing consciousness.
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Chapter 4: Flashback

[image: ]


Bill Griffin had been a scrawny, anxious kid growing up. Beta when the world valued alphas, bookish and introverted at school while the loud, athletic boys got all the girls and attention. Of course, it didn’t help that he wore glasses and had a prosthetic left hand and forearm due to an aberrant event when he was four. It gave the bullies something to target and made him feel like he would never fit in.

To make matters worse, the artificial extended hand was actually just a metal two-prong claw, a basic tool, really. Good enough to pick up a pencil and other small objects, but not useful for much else. Without a movable wrist, his range of motion was severely limited. Some kids thought his claw hand was cool, but most others treated him like a circus act, a veritable freak.

It wasn’t until middle school that Bill received an upgrade. At least the new prosthetic looked more like a hand. But only the thumb and index finger were movable. The other three digits were there just for show, and the wrist remained fixed in a steadfast position. Upgrades were a luxury.

During those years, the best Bill could hope for was that the bullies would leave him alone for a few days, so he could recover between beatings. He spent most of his time in the school library or playing online games against and with people he never met. Virtual team players with names like Rex Krotos, Lord Roosevelt, and Bonny Bu.

And he spent significant hours hoping that the goddess Clarity Thomas would someday look his way, even if for a split second.

Clarity was the reason he’d tried out for the space program. She was a ten in anyone’s books, tall, beautiful, and outgoing, with a winning smile and a determination that led her to surprising achievements. She was the object of Bill’s fantasies, and she had been born with a free pass through life. If she’d wanted to cash it in, she could have made millions as a model or movie star, or even by simply marrying any old trillionaire and enjoying the luxury of wealth and power.

Instead, Clarity had spent as much time in the library as Bill, applying herself to the best of her abilities and graduating top of their class.

Bill had watched Clarity from a distance, admiring everything about her, from her fiery red hair through to the way she sat with such poise at her study desk. He never got up the courage to do much more than exchange the polite greetings of a passing acquaintance.

Except for that time when she dropped her notebook. Bill noticed it after he had watched her leave the library one Friday afternoon. He scooped it up, gathered his things, and ran after her, but he was too late. She was gone. He took the notebook, fully intending to ignore it until he saw her again.

The ignoring of the notebook part lasted until he got home, did his chores, and escaped to his room. Bill pulled it out of his backpack, stared at it until the guilt set in, and then put it back in the pack, zipping it closed. He tried studying, cleaning his room, and distracting himself with a new online game that held all manner of mystical monsters.

<<<>>>

“LR, watch your six!” yelled Bill.

“Ouch!” responded Lord Roosevelt, deftly swinging the death blade a hundred and eighty degrees, effectively decapitating the Orc that had jumped out of its hiding hole. “What did I tell you about yelling into the mic?”

“Oh, sorry,” said Bill, making his avatar shrug its shoulders.

The shrug command was useless for defense and offense, but Bill found it helpful when playing with more formidable gamers. It gave his avatar, Iron Fist, a way to show his humility, a trait that was important in alpha- and beta-team relationships. It was the only way a beta such as himself was allowed to play in the same arena as the alphas.

His gunplay and swordplay were average. His only redeeming quality was his skill as a tactician. Bill suspected that was the only reason that alpha gamers like Lord Roosevelt would allow him to partner with them. His shrugging gesture also seemed to de-escalate moments of ire when he failed to put down an enemy combatant at his partner’s expense.

“You’ve been so good about losing that bad habit over the past few weeks,” said Roosevelt. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Sorry for being distracted. Can I tell you a secret?” asked Bill. His avatar’s voice, so unlike his own, was deep and resonating with maturity. When gaming, Bill always adjusted the vocal monitor. He had to take confidence anywhere he could find it.

“Iron Fist, if you’re thinking about breaking up the team to follow that Rex Krotos dick, then you better keep that secret to yourself. And stop apologizing so much. It makes you come across as weak,” said Roosevelt, as he ran toward a castle that appeared on the horizon.

“Sorr— I mean, sure thing.” Bill followed behind and took a moment to change up his weapon. The pause in conversation gave him some time to rephrase what he wanted to say. “You have experience with women, right?”

“Hell yeah,” said Roosevelt. His voice was smooth and reassuring, like a late night audio jockey’s. “Is that what this is all about? Why you’ve been distracted? You have a girly-girl crush?”

Bill blushed at Roosevelt’s teasing and felt thankful that his avatar couldn’t translate it for all to see.

“Ok, sure. Yeah,” Bill said, trying not to stutter.

“Spill it. How long have you two been dating? What’s her name?” prompted Roosevelt.

“Um, it’s not like that,” said Bill.

“Oh, my bad,” said Roosevelt. “What’s his name?”

“Oh. Ha. No. Nothing like that either,” stuttered Bill. Regaining his composure, he said, “This is the thing. There’s this really hot girl at my school who I really like. I’ll just call her Clare, not her real name.”

“Ok, so you want to know how to ask her out?” Roosevelt crossed the bridge toward the castle, blade at the ready.

“Well, sort of,” responded Bill. “I just recently got an opportunity to find out more about her.” His Iron Fist avatar followed Roosevelt into the castle.

“That’s good. Getting some intel on your target is a good strategy.”

“Well, that’s just it. The information would be coming from — Whoa!” The suit of armor in the castle corridor had come alive and swung its axe toward Bill, causing him to react quickly by instinctively jumping aside.

Roosevelt swung his broad blade and promptly cut the armored figure through its midriff, earning their team an additional thousand points.

“Go for it. It can’t hurt to find out more about Clare through her friends and what not,” said Roosevelt just before he ducked through a hidden passageway, narrowly avoiding a deadly pendulum that suddenly swung down toward him.

Unfortunately for Bill, he saw the swinging pendulum too late and his avatar got decapitated by the blade’s return swing, kicking him out of the game. But Bill wasn’t too upset. He got the answer he wanted, choosing to focus on the ‘what not’ that Roosevelt had provided and interpreting it to include sources like Clarity’s notebook.

<<<>>>

Bill turned off the computer and silenced his comm-screen, as if he were being watched. He carefully unzipped his pack and removed the notebook. He ran his hands over it and lifted it to his face and he breathed in deeply. Her scent that lingered on the pages reminded him of lavender and lilacs.

He wondered briefly if she would be able to smell him once he returned the notebook. Again, he reverently rubbed his hands over the cover and back, hoping she would realize how carefully he was treating her property, how she could trust him to respect her belongings, that they were safe with him. She was safe with him.

Then he opened it and all manner of dreams unfolded. The pages were filled with purple-penned poetry and sketches, aspirations and hopes, and observations of specific fellow students and mankind as a whole. The spiral-bound pages were no longer a mere notebook, but a journal of sorts or more like a personal diary. It was a map into the mind and soul of Clarity.

Bill read through it and read it again. The notebook had only a dozen or so blank pages left. Clarity had worked diligently to capture bits of herself and her surrounding universe. And the combination was stunningly beautiful.

The more he read through this memoir in the making, the more he fell in love with her. Not satisfied with being just another pretty face like her mother and aunts, kept women who were provided for by rich husbands, Clarity wanted to be her own person. To gain the respect of her peers and superiors alike through hard work and study.

Near the end in a section titled Hope Worthy, he found his name buried in one little paragraph. It’s rather sad that Bill Griffin doesn’t recognize his potential. There is something about him that intrigues me. An inner strength perhaps?

That night, Bill slept very little. He looked in the mirror, he looked at his hand, and he looked at that notebook line that seared into his mind and heart. She had noticed him. Clarity knew who he was and thought he had potential. So much so, that she even found him intriguing. Bill Griffin, Loser Extraordinaire, who spent countless hours hiding in his room, gaming with strangers, had potential.

How could this perfect girl see him that way? How could he keep her intrigued?

Over the weekend, Bill read the notebook cover to cover several times. He memorized passages, sniffed the pages, and slept with the notebook under his pillow as if it would fill his dreams with possibilities.

He certainly couldn’t return the notebook to her, not face to face. She couldn’t find out he had read it.

Early Monday morning, Bill was at the library an hour before it opened, taking one last look at the notebook. As soon as the doors opened, he scurried to her desk and placed the notebook under a pile of books
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