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Singo Cee was there to collect her early, which was pretty much expected of a dray droid. Everything was normal. The sky outside was flat white, business-as-usual, not heralding Armageddon. Supplies wouldn’t stop coming for another three months, at which time the last of the food corps would pick up the last of the automated shipments and shutter their doors—on this planet, anyway—forever. But Esthe had stopped ordering supplies for the temple weeks earlier.

She’d timed it perfectly. Esthe had eaten her last flat-packed bag of tandoori tofu the night before, and this morning she had had her last two packets of morningbrew while she walked the temple, making sure all was in order. She didn’t think about Bob.

It was all in order. It had been for quite some time. She took a short walk again, though, while Singo waited in the foyer corner with her twenty pound bundle of possessions draped over one dull head hook.

“Singo, how long until we have to—”

Singo had the most rudimentary of algorithms, which was part of the reason why it was still onworld. But it was able to anticipate questions that had been asked before, repeatedly, by the same subject. Especially when the question in question had been two-thirds articulated already.

“Four hours and eleven minutes until the Maksik begins boarding, High Priest. We should depart within the next twenty-six minutes to maintain a comfortable arrival window.”

“Great, great. I’m ready.”

Esthe followed Singo out the door and onto the Unwelcoming Slab, which was deep in the heart of the Neighborhood of Warning. She had an impression that the place names of the temple grounds had been more nuanced, long ago. But nuance was decidedly not what the Atomic Priesthood was about, and so time had shifted titles in the direction of broad get-the-fuck-awayness.

Singo Cee’s paint job was pretty faded. Esthe looked at the old blue lines on its back as they walked across the black-dyed concrete. The most outdated junk, like her buddy Singo, would stay for as long as the world stayed. Even before the news of Xulub 2, ghosting inevitably toward the place where the planet would be spinning around a year and a half in the future, Earth was well on its way to becoming another dumping ground of the Milky Way. Something full of antiques. Maybe rediscovered someday, maybe with some corp purchasing exploratory rights and starting a show—mostly scripted—about digging up old crap to sell at auctions, like Raiders of TYC 8998-760-1 (not an accurate name, since it concerned the planetary system more than the star) or Barnard’s Barnyard (better, more evocative).

The Slab gave way to the Neighborhood, where large black boxes of solid stone, made just enough like houses to be eerie, squared off little roads that led absolutely nowhere. This was the part of the temple grounds that had most thrilled Esthe, when she’d seen it for the first time. Thrilled her and scared her. Made her as uncomfortable as it was intended to. The dead architects who had worked with dead scientists to make it foreboding seemed alive here, in their intention. Esthe had been so taken with her own involuntary reaction that she’d privately vowed to limit her exposure to the Neighborhood, to preserve for herself some of the delicious fear that drew her shoulders up when she walked here. But, of course, it didn't work. Years of familiarity took the edge off her unease until she could fall asleep sunbathing on any one of the faux-houses without so much as a shiver.

Part and parcel of her uniform was full-body depilation, which served as both homage and warning to the specter of Cutaneous Radiation Syndrome. Now, of course, there was no need to observe traditional clergy presentation. Esthe had taken three days’ worth of hair regrowth pills and suffered through the bouts of anxious irritability. It was worth it, even if she could imagine Mother Laudermalt’s disappointed quips about vanity. Her face looked different with eyelashes and eyebrows—charming, younger, strange and familiar at once. The desert wind moved her respectable half-inch of head hair around ever so slightly. It felt nice.

The tract of not-houses ended abruptly on the edge of Thornfield, where metal spikes ranging in height from three meters to ten meters jutted out of the rocky sand at various angles. 

It’s the last time I’ll ever see it, Esthe thought. Weird.

She expected the melancholy to come later. She didn’t think about Bob.

“Singo?”

“Yes, High Priest.”

“You’re recording all of this, right?”

“Correct. My bodycam is operational whenever I am not in storage.”

“Cool. Will you send me a log of your final entrance and exit from the temple? You have my box on file, right?”

“Correct. And yes. I will send it as soon as we cross the line of the temple grounds.”

“Thanks.”

Thornfield was about to give way to the concentric circles of the Language Installation. They would pass from rudimentary pictograms and basic translations outward into the most modern signage, where the toboggan was waiting to take her to the boarding station on the coast.

At the edge of Thornfield, in the perpetual shade of one of the largest spikes, was the cheerfully derelict yurt that Bob lived in. Bob (and Bob’s yurt) had been here, protected by some old squatter’s rights thing, since early on in Mother Laudermalt’s tenure as High Priest, much to the old Mother’s irritation.

Bob had money, though. Her yurt was filled with books and paper ephemera that dated back three centuries at a minimum. She owned storage pods over by Rachel City. And a vintage, gleaming, custom powder-blue toboggan that said Polly Pocket on the back, for some mystifying reason. It wasn’t poverty that had driven Bob out to the edge of the Atomic Temple. Esthe guessed (because Bob had never told her) that it was some kind of breakdown, some unwellness or discontent that had brought her out here. But ‘out here’ had ended up agreeing with Bob, so she stayed, when almost anyone else would have gotten over it and gone back to the world.

Bob wasn’t sitting out in the rock-lined dirt patch that served as her yard, reading or drinking a beer, although Esthe knew that Bob had more than enough beer stored up to last until the official end of the world at least. It had to be deliberate. She knew that Esthe would be leaving right around now. They had argued about it only four days ago, or at least Esthe had argued about it while Bob remained as unchangeable as Xulub 2’s collision course with Earth . The pointed lack of closure hurt Esthe, hurt and relieved her at the same time. Not having to see Bob was...easier.

“I’m not going to go over there,” Esthe said. Singo, who did not acknowledge spoken words at a five or less on the aural urgency scale unless he was addressed by make or model, ignored her. 

I’m not going to go over there, Esthe thought, silently affirming what she’d said aloud. She needed some grounding. She repeated the Sandia Laboratories catechism to herself, quietly.

“This is not a place of accomplishment.

There is nothing of value here.

There is no need for exploration.

What lies beneath this place is dangerous. 

This message is a warning about

That thing which lies beneath.

The danger is present, in your time, as it was in ours,

As a killing emanation.

Do not disturb this place of killing energy

Shun it,

Or your life

And your body

Will be forfeit.”

The catechism had been rendered meaningless, but it was still meditative. Useless, though, as a deterrent: Esthe was walking over to Bob’s yurt before she’d even finished her recitation.

Bob—with the stealthy spryness that always belied her advanced age—flipped the canvas flap that served as the yurt’s doorway up before Esthe was even within the rock-lined ‘front yard’. They stared at each other. Esthe lost the staring contest, and looked at her feet.

“Nice hair,” Bob said, in her solid old-lady voice, sounding like the shouting end of a drunken evening. Her accent was thick enough that it came out like Neighce Hayaah. Bob was born and raised in the Northeast, on the coast, as far away from the desert as you could reasonably get. But she seemed to belong here, regardless of her accent or origin. Her weathered face and wide-brimmed hat and hand-dyed clothes spoke to decades of sun-bleached life.

“I’m heading out now,” Esthe said. 

“Well,” Bob said. “I’m going to miss you.” It sounded like M’gawn t’miss yah.

“Yeah, not for long,” Esthe said bitterly, and then she was continuing the fight of four days ago like there’d been no intermission at all. 

Bob sighed, and took a step out into the yard. “Esthe—”

“You’re not going to miss me for long because you’ll be space dust in under two years,” Esthe said. Her face was getting hot, she could feel it. “It’s fucking ridiculous. You’re acting like one of those crazy One Planet cultists, dying for no reason at all.”

Bob made as if to put her leathery hands on Esthe’s shoulders, but Esthe sidestepped her, almost walking into the blue body of the Polly Pocket. 

“Do you require assistance, High Priest?” Singo asked, from where it idled by the border of Thornfield.

That meant that Esthe had clocked a six or better on the aural distress scale. She steadied her voice as much as she could. “No, thanks, Singo. I’m fine.”

“Very good,” Singo said.

“I’m old, Esthe,” Bob said. “I don’t want to get uprooted now. I was born on this planet, eighty-two years ago, and I want to die here.”

“You don’t have to be old,” Esthe said. Why Bob refused to get a simple midlife makeover was totally beyond her. It was standard practice, something Esthe herself planned on doing when the time came. There was no need to become deliberately enfeebled, truncate your own lifespan. Admittedly, part of Esthe’s frustration with Bob’s misaimed idea of ‘being principled’ came from the fact that she would have liked to see what the old lady looked like a few decades younger. 

Esthe shied away from that thought. She had managed to go a long while without dissecting her feelings on the subject of the old desert hermit at the border of her temple, avoiding it even when she was finally forced to admit that Bob was her dearest friend in the entire world. Esthe hadn’t expected to have a best friend who was fifty years older than she was...but that was easy enough to come to grips with. The other feelings, the more complicated stuff, would probably live within her for longer than the earth would live without her, and this final moment was not the moment for painful self-examination. She had a whole lifetime offplanet to feel bad about the unresolved crap.

“I don’t ‘have to be’ old. I am old,” Bob said, and Esthe rolled her eyes. She’d heard this before.

“You know what I mean,” Esthe said, tightly.

Bob nodded. She was smiling a little, which only made Esthe more frustrated. “Yeah, but that doesn’t change my decision. Sorry, Priestess. You want to have a beer with me before you go?”

Esthe looked at Bob’s calm face, the sharpness of her chin and nose, the bright intelligence of her glance, and thought that she had no chance at all of changing Bob’s mind. It was possible that nobody had ever changed Bob’s mind about anything for her entire life.

“Singo, how long until—”

“Three hours and fifty-eight minutes until the Maksik’s boarding begins, High Priest. We should depart within the next thirteen minutes to maintain a comfortable arrival window.”

“I have thirteen minutes,” Esthe said.

“So I heard,” Bob replied, dryly. “Let me crack you a cold one, Priestess. Have a seat.”

Bob’s lawn furniture was a pale pink table-and-chairs set with blue seashells painted on it haphazardly. Esthe took the seat closest to the Polly Pocket and looked up at the blank sky until Bob came back with two bottles of NoVir. 

“To your future,” Bob said, raising her bottle. Esthe refused to clink. She took a long swig of beer and sat there quietly.

“Singo, will you please give the High Priest a three-minute warning?” Bob asked. “For when you guys’ve gotta roll out, you know.”

“I do know, and I will,” Singo affirmed.

“Thanks, bud.”

“I’m not a High Priest anymore,” Esthe said. “I’m the last one left onworld. Was the last one left. When I stepped out of the temple today, the Atomic Priesthood was dissolved. I left my vestments on the bed. I guess they’ll stay there until...”

She had a sudden and very sharp image come into her mind, as if dropped there whole by some mischievous god: Bob walking into the temple on some chilly, star-filled night before the end of the world, and lying down on the bed next to her vestments. Maybe unfolding them, holding them. It wasn’t something Bob would ever do in a million years, nevermind the sixteen months she had left to do anything, but it was such a powerful idea that Esthe was momentarily blinded by it. 

“Priestess?” Bob said.

“Sorry, sorry,” Esthe said, hoping her face didn’t give anything away. “Just thinking. What’d you say?”

“You decide where you’re going yet?”

“No,” Esthe said. “Once I get to the Hub I’ll have to do some research before I pick.” 

Esthe resisted the urge to ask Singo how long she had until her three-minute warning. They’d discussed all of this before. Dozens of times, on dozens of nights. The idea of this stilted, terrible, self-imposed small talk being the substance of the last conversation she ever had with Bob filled Esthe with helpless panic. The panic made her silent, stretching their final moments together into awkward quiet. Which only made Esthe feel sadder and more desperate..

“I’ve been thinking,” she said, turning towards Bob. Her voice sounded strained. “What if the predictive models are wrong and Xulub misses Earth? There won’t be anyone left to protect the temple. The half-lives of some of the isotopes are thousands of years.”

“I don’t think the predictive model is wrong,” Bob said, knocking back a quarter of her bottle. “But your dedication is certainly something.”

Esthe shrugged. “I have all these years of training,” she said, “and nowhere else in the universe to put it. The priesthood was supposed to last for a hundred thousand years.”

“I figure you folks would’ve done well enough for the next ninety-nine thousand,” Bob said, with an easy wink. “Pretty good at your job.”

“Ninety-nine thousand, five-hundred and twenty four,” Esthe corrected.

“May the God of the Atom forgive me for a fool,” Bob said, laughing a little. Then, after a moment of consideration, she added: “You’ll find something to do,” and put a hand gently against Esthe’s upper arm. “You’re a smart kid.”

The touch gave Esthe the resolve she needed.

Do something now, she told herself. Do something now. Now is your last chance.

She turned her pink chair sharply in the sand, so she was facing Bob.

“Please come with me,” Esthe said. “Please. I have a guest ticket. Bob, please. I don’t care if you get a midlife done or not. Be old forever. Don’t care if you die in three years, or ten years, or tomorrow. Spend that time with me.”

“Stop, Esthe,” Bob said, roughly. “I already told you that I’m not—”

“—Not going anywhere, I know,” Esthe said, cutting her off. “Why not? Why? Because you’re too stubborn? Being with you is the best, the best time I’ve ever had. We can do anything, anything. You don’t need to prove something by staying. There’s nothing to prove. There’s only loneliness, a—a brief loneliness and then dying.” Esthe felt as if a phantom hand had wrapped
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