CUP AND TABLE
TimPratt

Si gmund st epped over the New Doctor, dropping a subway token onto her
devast at ed body. He stepped around the spreadi ng shadow of his best friend,
Carl sbad, who had died as he'd lived: inconclusively, and w thout fanfare. He
stepped over the brutalized remains of Ray, up the steps, and kept his eyes
focused on the shrine inside. This roomin the tenple at the top of the
mountain at the top of the world was | arge and cold, and peer as he might back
through the layers of time—visible to Signund as | ayers of gauze, translucent
as saut éed oni ons, decade after decade peeling away under his gaze—he could
not see a time when this room had not existed on this spot, bare but potent,
as if only recently vacated by the God who' d created and abandoned the worl d.
Si gmund approached the shrine, and there it was. The cup. The prize and goa
and purpose of a hundred generations of the Table. The ot her nenbers of the
Tabl e were dead, the whole world was dead, except for Sigmund.

He did not reach for the cup. Instead, he walked to the arched w ndow and

| ooked out. Peering back in time he saw nountai ns and cl ouds and the passing
of goats. But in the present he sawonly fire, twisting and withing,
consum ng rock as easily as trees, with a few nmountain peaks rising as yet
untouched fromthe flames. Sigmund had not | oved the world nmuch-he' d enjoyed

t he musi c of Bach, violent nmovies, and vast quantities of cocai ne—and by and

| arge he could have taken or left civilization. Still, knowi ng the world was
consunmed in fire made hi m profoundly sad.

Sigmund returned to the shrine and seized the cup—-heavy, stone, nore bl unt

obj ect than drinking vessel —and prepared to sip.

But then, at the last nonent, Sigmund didn't drink. He did sonething el se

i nst ead.

But first:

O, arguably, later:

Si gmund sl unped in the back seat, Carlsbad lurking on the floorboards in his
sem -liquid noctiluscent form Carlotta tapping her razored silver fingernails
on the steering wheel, and Ray—the newest nenber of the Table—fiddling with
the radi o. He popped live scorpions froma plastic bag into his nmouth. Tiny
spines were rising out of Ray's skin, nostly on the nape of his neck and the
back of his hands, their tips pearled with droplets of venom

"I't was a beautiful service," Sigmund said. "They sent the Od Doctor off with
dignity."

Carlsbad's tarry body rippled. Ray turned around, frowning, face hard and
plain as a sl edgehammer, and said, "Wat the fuck are you talking about,

junki e? We haven't even gotten to the funeral hone yet." Sigmund sank down in
his seat. This was, in a way, even nore enbarrassi ng than bl acki ng out.

"Bl ood and honey," Carlotta said, voice all wither and bile. "How nuch of that
shit did you snort this norning, that you can't even renenber what day it is?"
Sigmund didn't speak. They all knew he could see into the past, but none of

t hem knew the full extent of his recent gyrations through tine. Lately he'd
been jerking fromfuture to past and back again w thout conpass or guide. Only
the A d Doctor had known about that, and now that he was dead, it was better
kept a secret.

They reached the funeral hone, and Signund had to go through the cerenony al
over again. Gief—unlike sex, music, and cheating at cards—was not a skil

that could be honed by practice.

The A d Doctor wel coned Sigmund, twenty years old and tornented by visions,
into the library at the Tabl e's headquarters. Shelves rose everywhere |ike
battl ements, the floors were old slate, and the |ights were ancient
crystal -dri ppi ng chandeliers, but the Od Doctor sat in a folding chair at a
card tabl e heaped with books.

"I expected, well, something nmore," Signund said, thunping the rickety table
with his hairy knuckles. "A big slab of nmahogany or sonething, a table with



authority."
"W had a fine table once,"” the AOd Doctor said, eternally mddl e-aged and

absently professorial. "But it was chopped up for firewood during a siege in
the 1600s." He tapped the side of his nose. "There's a lesson in that. No
asset, human or material, is inmportant conpared to the continued existence of

t he organization itself."

"But surely you're irreplaceable,” Signmund said, awkward attenpt at job
security through flattery. The room shivered and blurred at the edges of his
vision, but it had not changed much in recent decades, a few books noving here
and there, piles of dust shifting across the floor

The A d Doctor shook his head. "I amthe living history of the Table, but if I
di ed, a new doctor would be sent fromthe archives to take over operations,
and though his approach might differ fromnne, his role would be the sane—+to
protect the cup."

"The cup," Sigmund said, sensing the cusp of nysteries. "You nean the Holy
Gail.'

The A d Doctor ran his fingers along the spine of a dusty |eatherbound book
"No. The Tabl e predates the time of Christ. W guard a nuch older cup."

"The cup, is it here, in the vaults?"

"Well." The A d Doctor frowned at the book in his hands. "W don't actually
know where the cup is anynore. The archives have... deteriorated over the
centuries, and there are gaps in ny knowl edge. It would be accurate to say the
agents of the Table now seek the cup, so that we may protect it properly
again. That's why you're here, Signmund. For your ability to see into the past.
Though we'll have to train you to narrow your focus to the here-and-now, to
peel back the gauze of tinme at will." He | ooked up fromthe book and net
Sigmund's eyes. "As it stands, you're alnpst useless to nme, but |'ve nade
useful tools out of things far nore broken than you are.”

Sone vestigial part of Signund's ego bristled at being called broken, but not
enough to stir himto his own defense. "But | can only | ook back thirty or
forty years. How can that help you?"

"I have... a theory," the A d Doctor said. "Wen you were found on the
streets, you were raving about gruesome murders, yes?"
Si gmund nodded. "I don't know about raving, but yes."

"The murders you saw t ook place over a hundred years ago. On that occasion
you saw back many nore years than usual. Do you know why?"

Si gmund shook his head. He thought he did know, but shane kept himfrom

sayi ng.

"I suspect your unusual acuity was the result of all that speed you snorted,"”
the O d Doctor said. "The stimulants enabled you to see deeper into the past.
| have, of course, vast quantities of very fine methanphetamnm nes at ny

di sposal, which you can use to aid nme in my researches."

Si gmund said, "Vast quantities?" H s hands trenbl ed, and he clasped themto
make them stop

"Enough to let you see centuries into the past," the AOd Doctor said. "Though
we'll work up to that, of course.”

"When | agreed to join the Table, | was hoping to do field work." The Ad
Doctor sniffed. "That business isn't what's inportant, Sigrmund. Assassination
regi me change, paltry corporate wars—that's just the hackwork our agents do to
pay the bills. It's not worthy of your gifts."

"Still, it's what | want. 1'll help with your research if you let me work in
the field." Sigmund had spent a chil dhood in cranped apartments and hospita
wards, beset by visions of the still-thrashing past. In those dark roons he'd

read com ¢ books and dreaned of escaping the prison of circunmstance—ef being a
superhero. But heroes like that weren't real. Anyone who put on a costune and
went out on the streets to fight crime would be nurdered | ong before norning.
At sone point in his teens Signund had graduated to spy thrillers and Col d War
hi story, passing easily fromfiction to nonfiction and back again, reading
about double- and triple-agents with an interest that bordered on the
fanatical. Becom ng a spy—that idea had the ring of the plausible, in a way



t hat becomi ng a superhero never could. Now, this close to that secret agent
dream he wouldn't let hinmself be shunted into a pure research position. This
was hi s chance.

The A d Doctor sighed. "Very well."

"What's it like?" Carlotta said, the night after their first mission as a duo.
She'd enthralled a senator while Signmund peered into the past to find out
where the mcrofil mwas hi dden. Now, after, they were sitting at the counter
in an all-night diner where even they didn't stand out fromthe crowd of

wei rdoes and freaks.

Si gmund si pped decaf coffee and | ooked around at the translucent figures of
past custoners, the crowd of nights gone by, every booth and stool occupied by
ghosts. "It's like layers of gauze," he said. "Usually | just see the past
distantly, shimering, but if | concentrate |I can sort of... shift ny focus."
He thunped his coffee cup and nade the liquid inside ripple. "The A d Doctor
taught me to keep my eyes on the here-andnow, unless | need to | ook back, and
then | just sort of..." He gestured vaguely with his hands, trying to create a
physi cal anal ogue for a psychic act, to minme the nmetaphysical. "I guess | sort
of twitch the gauze aside, and pass through a curtain, and the present gets
blurrier while the past comes into focus."

"That's a shitty description,"” Carlotta said, sawing away at the rare steak
and eggs on her plate.

The steak, briefly, shifted in Sigmund' s vision and becane a living, noving
part of a cow Signund's eyes watered, and he | ooked away. He nostly ate
vegetables for that very reason. "l've never seen the world any other way, so
I don't know how to explain it better. | can't imagine what it's like for you,
seeing just the present. It nust seemvery fragile."

"We had a guy once who could see into the future, just alittle bit, a couple
of minutes at nost. Didn't stop himfromgetting killed, but he wet hinself
right before the axe hit him He was a lot |ess boring than you are." Carlotta
bel ched.

"Why haven't | net you before?" Sigmund shrank back agai nst the cushions in

t he boot h.

"I'"'m heavy ordnance," Carlsbad said, his voice low, a runble felt in Signund' s
belly and bones as much as heard by his ears. "lI've been with the Table since
t he begi nning. They don't reveal secrets like ne to research assistants."

Carl sbad was tar-black, skin strangely reflective, face eyel ess and nouthl ess,
bl ank as a mnimalist snowman's, human only in general outline. "But the AQd
Doct or says you' ve exceeded all expectations, so we'll be working together
fromtine to tinme."

Si gmund | ooked into Carl shad's past, as far as he coul d—which was quite far

gi ven the cocktail of uppers singing in his bl ood—and Carl shad never changed;
bl ack, placid, eternal. "Wat— \Wat are you, he'd nearly asked. "What do you
do for the Table?"

"Whatever the A d Doctor tells nme to," Carlsbad said

Si gmund nodded. "Carlotta told ne you're a fallen god of the underworld.™

"That bitch lies,"” Carlsbad said, w thout disapproval. "I'mno god. |I'mjust,
what's that line—the evil that lurks in the hearts of nen.' The O d Doctor
says that as long as one evil person remains on Earth, 1'll be alive."
"Well," Sigmund said. "I guess you'll be around for a while, then."

The first time Carl sbad saved his life, Sigmund lay panting in a snow bank,
bl ood running froma ragged gash in his arm "You could have let me die just
then," Sigmund said. Then, after a nonment's hesitation: "You could have
benefited fromny death."

Carl sbad shrugged, shockingly dark against the snow "Yeah, | guess." "I

t hought you were evil," Sigmund said, |ightheaded from bl ood | oss and
exertion, nore in the now than he'd ever felt before, the scent of pines and
the bite of cold air inmrediate rem nders of his mracul ously ongoing life. "I
nmean, you're made of evil."

"You're made nmostly of carbon atons," Carlsbad said. "But you don't spend al
your time thinking about form ng | ong-chain nolecules, do you? There's nore to



both of us than our raw materials.”
"Thank you for saving nme, Carlsbad."
"Anytime, Sigmund." H's tone was | aid-back but pleased, the voice of soneone

who'd seen it all but could still sometines be pleasantly surprised. "You're
the first Table agent in four hundred years who's treated nme |i ke sonething
other than a weapon or a nonster. | know | scare you shitless, but you talk to
ne."

Exhaustion and exhil arati on waxed and waned in Sigmund. "I |ike you because
you don't change. Wen | | ook at nobst people | can see them as babi es,
teenagers, every step of their lives superinposed, and if | |ook back far

enough they di sappear—but not you. You're the same as far back as | can see.”
Sigmund' s eyelids were heavy. He felt light. He thought he m ght float away.
"Hold on," Carlsbad said. "Help is on the way. Your death night not dimnish
me, but 1'd still like to keep you around."

Si gmund bl acked out, but not before hearing the whirr of approaching

hel i copters com ng to take hi maway.

"I"'mthe New Doctor," the New Doctor said. WIIlow, brunette, young, she stood
behind a podiumin the briefing room |ooking at the assenbled Tabl e
gent s—Si gmund, Carlotta, Carlsbad, and the recently pronoted Ray. They were

t he al pha squad, the apex of the organization, and the New Doctor had not

i npressed themyet. "W're going to have sonme changes around here. W need to
get back to basics. W need to find the cup. These other jobs might fill our
bank accounts, but they don't further our cause.”

Ray popped a wasp into his nouth, chewed, swallowed, and said, "Fuck that
nmystic bullshit."” H s voice was acconpanied by a deep, angry buzz, a sort of
wasp-whi sper in harnony with the normal workings of his voi cebox. Ray got
nasty and inpatient when he ate wasps. "l joined up to make noney and get a
regul ar workout, not chase after sonme imaginary Grail." Signund knew Ray was

| yi ng—that he had a very specific interest in the cup—but Signund al so
under st ood why Ray was keeping that interest a secret. "You just stay in the
library and read your books like the A d Doctor did, okay?"

The New Doctor shoved the podiumover, and it fell toward Ray, who dove out of
the way. Wile he was noving, the New Doctor canme around and ki cked him
viciously in the ribs, her small boots w ckedly pointed and probably

steel -toed. Ray rolled away, panting and clutching his side.

Si gmund peered into the New Doctor's past. She | ooked young, but she'd | ooked
young for decades.

"I''mnot like the Od Doctor," she said. "He nmissed his old life in the
archives, and was content with his books, piecing together the past. But |I'm
glad to be out of the archives, and under ny | eadership, we're going to make
history, not study it."

"Il kill you," Ray said. Stingers were growi ng out of his fingertips, and
his voice was all buzz now.

"Spare ne," the New Doctor said, and kicked himin the face

By spying on their pasts and listening in on their private nonments, Sigmnd

| earned why the other agents wanted to find the cup, and see CGod:

Carlotta whispered to one of her lovers, the shade of a great courtesan
conjured froman anteroomof Hell: "I want to castrate God, so he'll never
create another world."

Ray told Carlotta, while they di sposed of the body of a young archivist who'd
di scovered their secret past and present plans: "I want to eat God's heart and
bel ch out words of creation.”

Carl sbad, alone, staring at the night sky (a lighted void, while his own

dar kness was utter), had inmagi nary conversations with God that always cane
down, fundanentally, to one question: "Wy did you make ne?"

The New Doctor, just before she poisoned the Od Doctor (nmaking it look like a
natural death), answered his bewi |l dered plea for nmercy by saying: "No. As |ong
as you're alive, we'll never find the cup, and I'll never see God, and I'|
never know the answers to the ten great questions |I've composed during ny tinme
in the archives."



Sigmund saw it all, every petty plan and purpose that drove his fellows, but
he had no better purpose hinself. The agents of the Table m ght succeed in
finding the cup, not because they were worthy, but sinply because they'd been
trying for years upon years, and sonetines persistence |led to success.

Si gmund knew t heir deepest reasons, and kept all their secrets, because past
and present and cause and effect were scranbled for him The O d Doctor's
regi me of neth, cocaine, and nore exotic uppers had ravaged Sigmund's nasa
cavities and set himadrift in time. At first, he'd only been able to see back
intinme, but sonetinmes taking the O d Doctor's experinental stimulants truly
sent himback in tine. Sonetimes it was just his nmind that travel ed, sent back
a few days to relive past events again in his own body, but other tines,
rarely, he physically travel ed back, just a day or two at nost, just for a
little while, before being wenched back to a present filled with headaches
and nosebl eeds.

On one of those rare occasions when he travel ed physically back in tine,

Si gmund saw the A d Doctor's murder, and was snapped back to the future
nonments before the New Doctor could kill him too

Ray ate a Sherpa's brain two days out of base canp, and after that, he was
able to guide themup the crags and paths toward the tenple perfectly, though
he was harder to converse with, his speech peppered with nmountain idionms. He
devel oped a taste for barley tea flavored with rancid yak butter, and
sometines sang | onely songs that nerged with the sound of the wind.

"W're going to Hell," the New Doctor said
"Probably," Signmund said, edging away.
She sighed. "No, really—we're going into the underworld. O, well, sort of a

visiting roomfor the underworld."

"I've heard runors about that." Hell's anteroomwas where Carlotta found her
ghostly lovers. "One of the Table's last remmining mystic secrets. |'m
surprised they didn't |ose that, too, when they lost the key to the noon and
the scryer's glass and all those other wonders in the first war with the
Tenpl ars. "

"Much has been lost." The New Doctor pushed a shel f, which swung easily away
fromthe wall on secret hinges, revealing an iron grate. "But that means nuch

can be regained." She pressed a red button. "Stop fidgeting, Sigmund. |'m not
going to kill you. But | do want to know, how did you get into the AQd
Doctor's office and see ne kill him when | know you were on assignnent with

Carlsbad in Belize at the tinme? And how did you di sappear afterward? Bodily

bi | ocati on? Ectopl asmic projection? Wat?"

"Time travel ," Signund said. "I don't just see into the past. Sonetinmes |
travel into the past physically."

"Huh. | didn't see anything about that in the Ad Doctor's notes.” "Ch, no. He
kept the nost inportant notes in his head. So why aren't you going to kil

ne?"

Sonet hi ng hummed and cl attered beneath the fl oor

"Because | can use you. Wy haven't you turned me in?"

Sigmund hesitated. He'd liked the O d Doctor, who was the closest thing he'd
ever had to a father. He hated to disrespect the old man's nmenory, though he
knew the O d Doctor had seen himas a research tool, a sort of anbul atory

m crof i che machi ne, and nothing nore. "Because |'mready for things to change.
| thought | wanted to be an operative, but I'"'mtired of the endl ess pointless
round- and-round, not to nention being shot and stabbed and t hrown from nmovi ng

trains. Under your |eadership, | think the Table m ght actually achieve
somet hi ng. "

"W will." The grinding and humm ng underground intensified, and she raised
her voice. "W'll find the cup, and see God, and get answers. We'll find out
why he created the world, only to innmedi ately abandon his creation, letting
chaos fill his wake. But first, to Hell. Here." She tossed sonething

glittering toward him a few old subway tokens. "To pay the attendant."
The grinding stopped, the grate sliding open to reveal a tarnished brass
el evator car operated by a man in a cloak the color of dust and spiderwebs. He



hel d out his palm and Signund and the New Doctor each dropped a token into
hi s hand.

"Why are we going... down there?" Signund asked.

"To see the A d Doctor, and get sone of that information he kept only in his
head. | know where to find the cup—er where to find the nmap that leads to it,
anyway—but | need to know what will happen once | have the cup in hand."

"Wy take me?"

"Because only insane people, like Carlotta, risk going to Hell's anteroom

alone. And if | took anyone else, they'd find out I was the one who killed the
A d Doctor, and they m ght be | ess understanding about it than you are." She
stepped into the el evator car, and Signund foll owed. He glanced into the
attendant's past, alnost reflexively, and the things he saw were so horrible
that he threw hinself back into the far corner of the tiny car; if the

el evator hadn't already started moving, he would have pried open the doors and
fled. The attendant turned his head to | ook at him and Sigmund squeezed his
eyes shut so that he didn't have to risk seeing the attendant frown, or worse,
smile.

"Interesting,"” the New Doctor said

After they returned fromHell, Sigmund and the New Doctor fucked furiously
beneath the card table in the Od Doctor's library, because sex is an antidote
to death, or at |east, an adequate pl acebo.

* * %

"That's it, then," the New Doctor said. "W're going to the Hinal ayas."
"Fucking great," Ray said. "I always wanted to eat a Yeti."

"I think you're hairy enough already," Carlotta said.

Si gmund and the New Doctor sat beneath a | edge of rock, frigid wind howing
across the face of the nountain. Carl sbad was out |ooking for Ray and
Carlotta, who had stolen all the food and oxygen and gone | ooking for the
tenmple of the cup alone. They wanted to kill God, not ask himquestions, so
their betrayal was troubl esone but not surprising. Signmund probably shoul d
have tol d someone about their planned betrayal, but he felt nore and nore |ike
an actor outside time—a position which, he nowrealized, was likely to get him
killed. He needed to take a nore active role.

"Ray and Carlotta don't know the prophecy," Signund said. "Only the A d Doctor
knew, and he only told us. They have no idea what they're going to cause, if
they reach the tenple first."

"If they reach the temple first, we'll die along with the rest of the world."
The New Doctor was weak from oxygen deficiency. "If Carlsbad doesn't find
them we're doomed." She | ooked ol der, having left the safety of the library
and the archives, and the past two years had been hard. They'd traveled to the
edges and underside of the Earth, gathering fragments of the map to the tenple
of the cup, chasing down the obscure references the New Doctor had uncovered
in the archives. First they'd gone deep into the African desert, into
crunbl i ng pal aces carved fromsentient rock; then they' d trekked through the
Antarctic, looking for the secret entrance to the Earth's war-torn core, and
finding it; they' d projected thenselves, astrally and otherw se, into the m nd
of a sl eeping dem god fromthe jungles of another world; and two nonths ago
they' d descended to crush-depth in the Pacific Ocean to find the | ast fragment
of the map in a coral tenple guarded by spined, bioluni nescent beings of
infinite sadness. Ray had eaten one of those guardi ans, and ever since he'd
been sweating purple ink and taking |long, contenplative baths in salt water.
The New Doctor had ransacked the Table's coffers to pay for this last trip to
t he Hi nmal ayas, selling off |ong-hoarded art objects and dism ssing even the
poorly paid hereditary janitorial staff to cover the expenses. And now t hey
were on the edge of total failure, unless Sigmund did sonething.

Si gmund opened his pack and renmoved his last vial of the Add Doctor's nost
potent exotic upper. "Wsh ne bon voyage," he said, and snorted it all

Ti me unspool ed, and Signmund found hi nsel f beneath the sanme | edge, but earlier
the ice unmarked by human passage, the weather nore nild.

Movi ng mani cally, driven by drugs and the need to stay warm he piled up rocks



above the trail and waited, pacing in an endless circle, until he heard
Carlotta and Ray approachi ng, grunting under the weight of stolen supplies.

He pushed rocks down on them and the witch and the phage were knocked down.

Si gmund made his way to them hoping they woul d be crushed—that the rocks
woul d have done his work for him Carlotta was nostly buried, but her Iong
fingernails scraped furrows in the ice, and Sigmund gritted his teeth, cleared
away enough rocks to expose her head, and finished her off with the ice axe.
She did not speak, but Signund al nost thought he saw respect in her expression
before he obliterated it. Ray was only hal f-buried, but unnmoving, his neck

twi sted unnaturally. Sigmund sank the point of the axe into Ray's thigh to
make sure he was truly dead, and the phage did not react. Signund |left the axe
in Ray's leg. He turned his back on the dead and crouched, waiting for time to
sweep himup again in its flow

Carl sbad found Ray and Carlotta dead, and brought back the supplies. By then
Si gmund was back fromthe past, and while the New Doctor ate and rested, he
took Carlsbad aside to tell himthe truth: "There's a good chance we m ght
destroy the world."

"Hmm " Carl sbad sai d.

"There's a prophecy, in the deep archives of the Table, that God will only
return when the world is destroyed by fire. But it's an article of faith—the
basis of our faith—+that when the contents of the cup are swall owed by an
acolyte of the Table, God will return. So by approaching the cup—by intending
to drink fromit—ae nmight collapse the probability wave in such a way that the
end of the world begins, fire and all, in the noments before we even touch the
cup. "

"And you and the New Doctor are okay with that?"

"The New Doctor thinks she can convince God to spare the world from
destruction, retroactively, if necessary."

"Huh," Carl sbad sai d.

"She can be very persuasive,’

"I"'msure," Carlsbad replied.
* * %

Si gmund sai d.

The fire began to fall just as they reached the tenple, a structure so old it
seened part of the nmountain itself. The sky went red, and great gobbets of

fl ame cascaded down, the neteor shower to end all others. Snow flashed
instantly to steamon all the surroundi ng nountains, though the tenple peak
was untouched, for now

"That's it, then," Carlsbad said. "Only the evil in you two is keeping ne
alive."

"No turning back now," the New Doctor said, and started up the ancient steps
to the tenple.

Ray, bl oodi ed and battered, |eft arm hangi ng broken, stepped fromthe shadows
beside the tenple. He held Sigmund's ice axe in his good hand, and he swung it
at the New Doctor's head with phenonenal force, caving in her skull. She fell
and he fell upon her, bringing the axe down again and again, |aying her body
open. He | ooked up, face bruised and swollen, fur sprouting fromhis jaw,
veins pulsing in his forehead, poison and ink and pus and hal | uci nogens oozi ng
fromhis pores. "You can't kill me, junkie. |'ve eaten wolverines. |'ve eaten
giants. |1've eaten angels." As he said this last, he began to glowwith a
strange, blue-shifted light.

"Saving your life again," Carlsbad said, alnost tenderly, and then he did what
the Tabl e al ways counted on himto do. He swelled, he storned, he smashed, he
tore Ray to pieces, and then tore up the pieces. After that he began to nelt.
"Ah, shit, Sigmund," he said. "You just aren't evil enough." Before Sigmnd
could say thank you, or goodbye, all that remained of Carlsbad was a dark
pool, like a slick of old axle grease on the snow.

There was not hing for Signund to do but go on

"The cup holds the blood of God," the AOd Doctor said. "Drink it, and God will
return, and as you are made briefly divine by swallow ng the substance of his
body, he will treat you as an equal, and answer questions, and grant requests.



For that monent, God will do whatever you ask." The A d Doctor placed his hand
on Sigmund's own. "The Table exists to nake sure the cup's power is not used
for evil or trivial purposes. The question asked, the wi sh desired, has to be
worth the cost, which is the world."

"What woul d you ask?" Sigmund said.

"I woul d ask why God created the world and wal ked away, |eaving only a cupful
of blood and a world of wonders behind. But that is only curiosity, and not a
wort hy question.”

"So anyway," Sigmund said, sniffing and wi ping at his nose. "Wen can | start
doing field work?" He wi shed he could see the future instead of the past. He
t hought this was going to be a |ot of fun.

The cup in Signund's hands held blood, liquid at the center, but dried and
crusted on the cup's rim Sigmund scraped the residue of dried blood up with
his long pinky fingernail. He took a breath. Let it out. And snorted God's

bl ood.

Ti me snapped.

Si gmund | ooked around the tenple. It was white, bright, clean, and no | onger
on a mountai ntop. The wi ndows | ooked out on a placid sea. He was not al one.
God | ooked nothing like Sigmund had i magi ned, but at the sanme time, it was

i npossible to mstake himfor anyone else. It was clear that God was on his
way out, but he paused, and | ooked at Signund expectantly.

Si gmund had gone fromthe end of the world to the beginning. He was so high
fromsnorting God's blood that he could see individual atoms in the air,

vi brating. He knew he could be jerked back to the top of the ruined world at
any noment.

Sigmund tried to think. He'd expected the New Doctor to ask the questions, to
make the requests, so he didn't know what to say. God was clearly grow ng

i npatient, ready to leave his creation forever behind. If Signund spoke

qui ckly, he could have anything he wanted. Anything at all.

"Hey," Signund said. "Don't go."



