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CHAPTER ONE

he girl came toward him across the silent room. She

was young. She was beautiful. Her red hair curled
like a flame round her eager, heart-shaped face. Her arms
reached for him. Her hands touched him. Her eyes were
alive with the light of pure love. I am yours, the eyes
kept saying. Do with me as you will.

Forrester watched the eyes with a kind of fascination.

Now the girl's mouth opened, the lips parted slightly,
and her husky voice murmured softly: “Take me. Take
me,”

Forrester blinked and stepped back.

“My God,” he said, “This is ridiculous.”

The girl pressed herself against him. The sensation
‘was, Forrester thought with a kind of awe, undeniably
pleasant. He tried to remember the girl's name, and
couldn’t. She wriggled slightly and her arms went up
around him. Her hands clasped at the back of his neck
and her mouth moved, close to his ear.

“Please,” she whispered. “I want you . ..

Forrester felt his head swimming. He opened his
mouth but nothing whatever came out. He shut his

mouth and tried to think what to do with his hands.
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They were hanging foolishly at his sides. The girl came
even closer, something Forrester would have thought
impossible.

Time stopped. Forrester swam in a pink haze of sen-
sations. Only one small corner of his brain refused to
lose itself in the magnificence of the moment. In that
corner, Forrester felt feverishly uncomfortable. He tried
again to remember the girl's name, and failed again. Of
course, there was really no reason why he should have
known the name. It was, after all, only the first day of
class. '

“Please,” he said valiantly. “Miss—"

He stopped.

“I'm Maya Wilson,” the girl said in his ear. “I'm in
your class, Mr. Forrester. Introductory World History.”
She bit his ear gently. Forrester jumped.

None of the textbooks of propriety he had ever seen
seemed to cover the situation he found himself in, What
did one do when assaulted (pleasantly, to be sure, but
assault was assault) by a lovely girl who happened to be
one of your freshman students? She had called him Mr.
Forrester, That was right and proper, even if it was a
little silly. But what should he call her? Miss Wilson?

That didn’t sound right at all. But, for other reasons,
Maya sounded even worse.

The girl said: “Please,” and added to the force of the
word with another little wriggle against Forrester. It
solved his problems. There was now only one thing to do,
and he did it.

He broke away, found himself on the other side of his
desk, looking across at an eager, wet-lipped freshman
student.

“Well,” he said. There was a lone little bead of sweat
trickling down his forehead, across his frontal ridge and
down one cheek. He ignored it bravely, trying to think
what to do next. “Well,” he repeated at last, in what he
bhoped was a gentle and fatherly tone, “Well, well, well,
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well, well.” It didn't seem to have any effect. Perhaps, he
thought, an attempt to put things back on the teacher-
student level might have better results. “You wanted me
to see you? he said in a grave, scholarly tone. Then,
gulping briefly, he amended it in a voice that had sud-
denly grown an octave: “You wanted to see me? I mean,
ou—

’ “Oh,” Maya Wilson said. “Oh, my goodness, yes, Mr.
Forrester!”

She made a sudden sensucus motion that looked to
Forrester as if she had suddenly abolished bones. But
it wasn't unpleasant. Far from it. Quite the contrary.

Forrester licked his lips, which were suddenly very
dry. “Well,” he said. "What about, Miss—uh—Miss
Wilsonr”

“Please call me Maya, Mr. Forrester. And I'll call you—"
There was a second of hesitation. “Mr. Forrester,” Maya
said plaintively, “what is your first name?”

“First name?” Forrester tried to think of his first name.,
- “You want to know my first name?

“Well,” Maya said, “I want to call you something,
Because after all-" She looked as if she were going to
leap over the desk.

“You may call me,” Forrester said, grasping at his
sanity, “Mr. Forrester.”

Maya sidled around the desk quietly, “Mr. Forrester,”
she said, reaching for him, “I wanted to talk to you
about the Introductory World History course.”

Forrester shivered as if someone had thrown cold
water on his rising aspirations.

“Oh,” he said.

“That’s right,” Maya whispered. Her mouth was close
to his ear again. Other parts of her were close to other
parts of him once more. Forrester found it difficult to
concentrate,

“Tve got to pass the course, Mr. Forrester,” Maya
whispered. “I've just got to.”
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Somehow, Forrester retained just enough control of his
faculties to remember the standard answer to protesta-
tions like that one. “Well, I'm sure you will,” he said in
‘what be hoped was a calm, hearty, hopeful voice. He
was reasonably sure it wasnt any of those, and even
surer that it wasnt all three. “You seem like a~like a
fairly intelligent young lady,” he finished lamely.

“Oh, no,” she said. “I'm sure I wont be able to re-
member all those old-fashioned dates and things. Never.
Never.,” Suddenly she pressed herself wildly against him,
throwing him slightly oft balance. Locked together, the
‘couple reeled against the desk. Forrester telt it digging
into the small of his back. “I'll do anything to pass the
course, Mr. Forrester!” she vowed. “Anything!”

The insistent pressure of the desk top robbed the
moment of some of its natural splendor. Forrester dis-
engaged himself gently and slid a little out of the way.
“Now, now,” he said, moving rapidly across the room
toward a blank wall. “This sort of thing isn't usually
done, Maya. I mean, Miss Wilson. 1 mean—"

“But—"

“People just dont do such things,” Forrester said
sternly. He thought of escaping through the door, but
the picture that arose immediately in his mind dissuaded
him. He saw Maya pursuing him passionately through
the halls while admiring students and faculty stared after
them. “Anyhow,” he added as an afterthought, “not at
the beginning of the semester.”

“Oh,” Maya said. She was advancing on him slowly.
“You mean, I ought to see if I can pass the course on my
own first, and then—"

“Not at all.” Forrester cut in.

Maya sniffed sadly. “Oh, you just don’t understand,”
she said. “You're an Athenian, aren’'t your”

“Athenan,” Forrester said automatically. It was a cor-
rection he found himself called upon to make ten or
twelve times a week, “An Athenian is a resident of
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Athens, while an Athenan is a worshipper of the Goddess
Athena, We—"

- “I understand,” Maya said. “I suppose it’s like us. We

don't like to be called Aphrodisiacs, you know. We pre-

fer Venerans.”

She was leaning across the desk. Forrester, though he
supposed some people might be fussy about it, could see
no objection whatever to the term Aphrodisiacs. A wild
thought dealing with Spheres of Influence strayed into
his mind, and he suppressed it firmly.

The girl was a Veneran. A worshipper of Venus,
Goddess of Love.

Her choice of religion, he thought, was unusually
appropriate.

And as for his . .,



CHAPTER TWO

t was hard to believe that, only an hour or so before,

he had been peaceful and calm, entirely occupied with
his duties in the great Temple of Pallas Athena. His
mind gave a sudden, panic-siricken leap and he was back
there again, standing at the rear of the vast room and
tocusing all of his strained attention on it.

The glowing embers in the golden incense tripods were
dying now, but the heavy clcuds of frankincense, still
tingled with the sweet aroma of balsam and clove, hung
heavily in the quiet air c¢ver the main altar. In the flick-
ering illuminaton of the gas sconces around the walls,
the figures on the great tapestries seemed to move with
a subtle lite of their own.

Even though the great brazen gong had sounded for
the last time twenty minutes before, marking the end
of the service, there were still a few worshippers in the
pews, seated with heads bowed in prayer to the Goddess.
Forrester considered them carefully: average-looking
people, a sprinkling of youngsters, and in the far corner
a girl who looked just a little like . . .

Forrester peered more closely. It wasn’t just a slight
resemblance; the girl really seemed to be Gerda Symes.
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Her long blonde hair shone in the dimness. Forrester
couldn’t see her very clearly, but his imagination was
working overtime. Her magnificently curved figure, her
wonderful tace, her fiery personality were as much a
part of his dreams as the bed he slept on.

If not for her brother . ..

Forrester sighed and forced himself to return his at-
tention to his duties. His hands remained clasped rev-
erently at his breast. Whatever battle went on in his
mind, the remaining few people in the great room would
see nothing but what was fitting. At any rate, he told
himself, he made rather an imposing sight in his robes,
and, with a stirring of vanity which he prayed Athena to
chasten, he was rather proud of it.

He was a fairly tall man, just a shade under six feet,
but his slight paunch made him seem shorter than he
was. His face was round and smooth and pleasant, and
that made him look younger than he was: twenty-one
instead of twenty-seven. As befitted an acolyte of the
Goddess of Wisdom, his dark, curly hair was cut rather
long. When he bowed to a departing worshipper, lower-
ing his head in graceful acknowledgment of their def-
erential nods, he felt that he made a striking and
commanding picture.

Though, of course, the worshippers weren't doing him
any honor. That bow was not for him, but directed
toward the Owl, the symbol of the Goddess embroidered
on the breast of the white tunic. As an acolyte, atter all,
he rated just barely above a layman; he had no powers
- whatever.

Athena knew that, naturally. But somehow it was a
little difficult to get it through his own doubtless too-
thick skull. He'd often dreamed of power. Being a priest
or a priestess, for instance—mow that meant something.
At least people paid attention to you if you were a
member of the hierarchy, favored of the Gods. But,
Forrester knew, there was no chance of that any more.
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Either you were picked before you were twenty-one, or
you werent picked at all, and that was all there was to
it. In spite of his looks, Forrester was six years past the
limit.

And so he'd become an acolyte. Sometimes he won-
dered how much of that had been an honest desire to
serve Athena, and how much a sop to his worldly vanity.
Certainly a college history instrauctor had enough to do,
without adding the unpaid religious services of an acolyte
to his work.

But these were thoughts unworthy of his position. They
reminded him of his own childhood, when he had
dreamed of becoming one of the Lesser Gods, or even
Zeus himselt! Zeus had provided the best answer to those
dreams, Forrester knew. “Now I am a man,” Zeus had
said, “and I put away childish things.”

Well, Forrester considered, it behooved him to put
away childish things, too. A mere vanity, a mere love of
spectacle, was unworthy of the Goddess he served. And
his costume and bearing certainly hadn’t got him very
far with Gerda.

He tore his eyes away from her again, and sighed.

Before he could bring his mind back to Athena, there
was an interruption.

Another white-clad acolyte moved out of the shadows
to his right and came softly toward him. “Forrester?” he
whispered.

Forrester turned, recognizing young Bates, a chinless
boy of perhaps twenty-two, with the wide, innocent eyes
of the born fanatic. But it didn’t become a servant of
Athena to think ill of her other servants, Forrester re-
minded himself. Brushing the possibility of a rude reply
from his mind, Forrester said simply: “Yes? What is it?”

“There’s a couple of Temple Myrmidons to see you out-
side,” Bates whispered. “I'll take over your post.”

Forrester responded with no more than a simple nod,
as if the occurrence were one that happened every day.
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But it was not only the thought of leaving Gerda that
moved him. As he turned and strode to the small door
that led to the side room off the main auditorium, he
was thinking furiously under his calm exterior.

Temple Myrmidons! What could they want with him?
As an acolyte, he was at least immune to arrest by the
civil police, and even the Temple Myrmidons had no
right to take him into custody without a warrant from
the Pontitex himself.

But such a warrant was a serious affair, What had he
done wrong?

He tried to think of some cause for an arrest. Blas-
phemy? Sacrilege? But he found nothing except his in-
terior thoughts. And those, he told himself with a blaze
of anger fierce enough to surprise him, were nobody’s
business but his own and Athena’s. Authorities either
less perscnal or more temporal had no business dealing
with thoughts.

Beyond those, there wasn’t a thing. No irreverence
toward any of the Gods, in his private life, his religious
functions or his teaching position, at least as far as he
could recall. The Gods knew that unorthodoxy in an
Introductory History course, for instance, was not only
unwise but damned difficult.

Of course, he was aware of the real position of the
Gods. They werent omnmipotent. Their place in the
scheme of things was high, but they were certainly not
equal with the One who had created the Universe and
the Gods themselves in the first place. Possibly, Forrester
had always thought, they could be equated with the
indefinite “angels” of the religions that had been popular
during his grandfather’s time, sixty years ago, before the
return of the Gods. But that was an uncertain theological
notion, and Forrester was quite ready to abandon it in
the face of good argument to the contrary.

Whatever they were, the Gods were certainly the Gods
of Earth now.
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The Omnipotent Creator had evidently left it for them
to run, while he went about his own mysterious business,
far from the understanding or the lives of men. The
Gods, omnipotent or not, ran the world and everything
in it.

And if, like Forrester, you knew that omnipotence
wasn't their strong point, you just didnt mention it. It
would have been impolite to have done so—like talking
about sight to a blind man. And “impolite™ was not the
only word that covered the case. The Gods had enough
power, as everyone knew, to avenge any blasphemies
against them. And careless mention of limitations on
their power would surely be construed as blasphemy,
true or not.

Forrester had never even thought of doing such a
thing.

So what, he thought, did the Temple Myrmidons want
with him? _

He came to the anteroom and went in, seeing the two
of them at once. They were big, burly chaps with hard
faces, and the pistols that were holstered at their sides
looked completely unnecessary. Forrester took a deep
breath and went a step torward. There he stopped,
staring.

The Myrmidons were strangers to him—and now he
understood why, Neither was wearing the shoulder-
patch Owl of Minerva/Athena. Both proudly sported the
Thunderbolt of Zeus/Jupiter, the All-Father himself.

Whatever it is, Forrester told himself with a sinking
sensation, it's serious.

One of the Myrmidons looked him up and down in a
casual, halt-contemptuous way. “Youre William For-
restert”

“That’s right,” Forrester said, knowing that he locked
quite calm, and wondering, at the same time, whether or
not he would live out the next few minutes. The Myrmi-
dons of Zeus/Jupiter didnt come around to other
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temples on unimportant errands. “May I help your” he
went on, feeling foolish.

“Let’s see your ID card, please,” the Myrmidon said
in the same tone as before. That puzzled Forrester. He
doubted whether examination of credentials was a part
of the routine preceding arrest—or execution, for that
matter. The usual procedure was, and probably always
had been, to act first and apologize later, if at all.

Maybe whatever he’d done had been so important they
couldn’t afford to make mistakes.

But did the Myrmidon really think that an imposter
could parade around in an acolyte’s tunic in the very
Temple of Pallas Athena without being caught by one
of the Atlantan Myrmidons, or some other acolyte or
priest?

Maybe a thing like that could happen in one of the
other Temples, Forrester thought. But here at Pallas
Athena people took the Goddess’s attribute of wisdom
seriously. What the Dionysians might do, he reflected,
was impossible to say. Or, for that matter, the Venerans.

But he produced his identity card and handed it to
the Myrmidon. It was compared with a card the Myr-
midon dug out of his pouch, and the thumbprints on
both cards were examined side by side.

Atter a while, Forrester got his card back.

The Myrmidon said: “We—" and began to cough.

His companion came over to slap him on the back with
bone-crushing blows. Forrester watched without chang-
Ing expression.

Some seconds passed.

Then the Myrmidon choked, swallowed, straightened
and said, his face purple: “All this incense. Not like
what we've got over at the All-Father’s Temple, Enough
to choke a man to death.”

Forrester murmured politely.

“Back to business—right?” He favored Forrester with
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a rather savage-looking smile, and Forrester allowed his
own lips to curve gently and respectfully upward.

It didn’t look as if he were going to be killed, after
all.

“Important instructions for you,” the Myrmidon said.
“From the Pontifex Maximus. And not to be repeated
to any mortal—understand?”

Forrester nodded.

“And that means any mortal,” the Myrmidon said. “Girl
friend, wife—or don’t you Athenans go in for that sort of
thing? Now, up at the All-Father’s Temple, we—"

His companion gave him a sharp dig in the ribs.

“Oh,” the Myrmidon said. “Sure. Well. Instructions not
to be repeated. Right?”

“Right,” Forrester said.

Instructions? From the Pontifex Maximus? Secret in-
structions? 1,_

Forrester’s mind spun dizzily, This was no arrest. This
was something very special and unique. He tried once
more to imagine what it was going to be, and gave it
up in wonder.

The Myrmidon produced another card from his pouch.
There was nothing on it but the golden Thunderbolt
ot the All-Father—but that was quite enough.

Forrester accepted the card dumbly.

“You will report to the Tower of Zeus at eighteen
hundred hours exactly,” the Myrmidon said. “Got that?”

“You mean today?r” Forrester said, and cursed himself
for sounding stupid. But the Myrmidon appeared not to
have noticed.

“Today, sure,” he said. “Eighteen hundred. Just pre-
sent this card.”

He stepped back, obviously getting ready to leave.
Forrester watched him for one long second, and then
burst out: “What do I do after that?”

“Just be a good boy. Do what youre told. Ask no
questions, It’s better that way.”
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Forrester thought of six separate replies and settled on
a seventh. “All right,” he said.

“And remember,” the Myrmidon said, at the outside
door, “don’t mention this to anyone. Not anyone!”

The door banged shut.

Forrester found himself staring at the card he held
He put it away in his case, alongside the ID card. Then,
dazed, he went on back to the acolyte’s sacristy, took
off his white tunic and put on his street clothes.

What did they want with him at the Tower of Zeus?
It didn’t really sound like an arrest. If it had been that,
the Myrmidons themselves would have taken him.

So what did the Pontifex Maximus want with William
Forrester?

He spent some time considering it, and then, taking a
deep breath, he forced it out of his mind. He would know
at eighteen hundred, and such were the ways of the
Gods that he would not know one second before.

So there was no point in worrying about it, he told
himself. He almost made himself believe it.

But wiping speculation out of his mind left an un-
welcome and uneasy vacancy. Forrester replaced it with
thought of the morning’s service in the Temple. Such
devotion was probably valuable, anyhow, in a spiritual
sense. It brought him closer to the Gods . ..

The Gods he wanted desperately to be like.

That, he told himself sharply, was foolishness of the
“most senseless kind.

He blinked it away.

The Goddess Athena had appeared herself at the serv-
ice—suflicient reason for thinking of it now. The statu-
esquely beautiful Goddess with her severely swept-back
blonde hair and her deep gray eyes was the embodiment
of the wisdom and strength for which her worshippers
especially prayed. Her beauty was almost unworldly,

impossible of existence in a world which contained
mortals.
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She reminded Forrester, ever so slightly (and, of
course, in a reverent way ), of Gerda Symes.

There seemed to be a great many forbidden thoughts
floating around this day. Resolutely, Forrester went back
to thinking about the morning’s service.

The Goddess had appeared only long enough to impart
her blessing, but her calm, beautitully controlled con-
tralto voice had brought a sense of peace to everyone
in the auditorium. To be doggedly practical, there was
no way of knowing whether the Goddess’s presence was
an appearance--in person, or an “appearance by Divine
Vision. But that really didn’t matter. The effect was
always just the same. |

Forrester went on out the front portals of the Temple
of Wisdom and down the long, wide steps onto Fitth
Avenue. He paid homage with a passing glance to the
great Owls flanking the entrance. Symbolic of Athena,
they had replaced the stone lions which had formerly
stood there.

The street was busy with hurrying crowds, enlivened
here and there by Temple Myrmidons—from the All-
Father, from Bacchus, from Venus—even one trom Pallas
Athena herself, a broad-beamed swaggerer whom For-
rester knew and disliked. The man came striding up the
steps, greeted Forrester with a bare nod, and disappeared
at top speed into the Temple. .

Forrester sighed and glanced south, down toward
34th Street, where the huge Tower of Zeus, a hundred
and four stories high, loomed over all the other buildings
in the city.

At eighteen hundred he would be in that tower—tfor
what purpose, he had no idea.

Well, that was in the future, and he...

A voice said: “Welll Hello, Billl”

Forrester turned, knowing exactly what to expect, and
disliking it in advance. The bluff over-heartiness of the
voice was matched by the gross and hairy figure that

18



confronted him. In some disarray, and managing to look
as if he needed simultaneously a bath, a shave, a disin-
fecting and a purgative, the figure approached Forrester
with a rolling walk that was too flat-footed for anything
except an elephant.

“How’s the Owl-boy today?” said the voice, and the
body stuck out a flabby, hairy white hand.

Forrester winced, “I'm fine,” he said evenly, “And how’s
the winebibber?”

“Good for you,” the figure said. “A little wine for your
stomach’s sake, as good old Bacchus always says. Only
we make it a lot, eh?” He winked and nudged Forrester
in the ribs.

“Sure, sure,” Forrester said. He wished desperately
that he could take the gross fool and tear him into taste-
fully arranged pieces. But there was always Gerda. And
since this particular idiot happened to be her younger
brother, Ed Symes, anything in the nature of violence
was unthinkable,

Gerda’s opinion of her brother was touching, reverent,
and—Forrester thought savagely—not in the least borne
out by any discoverable facts.

And a worshipper of Bacchus! Not that Forrester had
anything against the orgiastic rites indulged in by the

- Dionysians, the Panites, the Apollones or even the worst
and wildest of them all, the Venerans. It that was how
the Gods wanted to be worshipped, then that was how

| they should be worshipped.

And, as a matter of fact, it sounded like fun—it, For-

rester considered, entirely too public for his taste.

If he preferred the quieter rites of Athena, or of Juno,
Diana or Ceres—and even Ceresians became a little wild
during the spring fertility rites, especially in the country,
where the farmers depended on her for successful crops
—well, that was no more than a personal preterence.

But the idea of Ed Symes involved in a Bacchic orgy
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was just a little too much for the normal mind, or the
normal stomach.

“Hey,” Ed said suddenly. “Where’s Gerda? Still in
the Temple?”

“I didn’t see her,” Forrester said. There had been a
woman who'd looked like her. But that hadnt been
Gerda. She'd have waited for him here.

And—

“Funny,” Ed said.

“Why?” Forrester said. “I didn’t see her. I don’t think
she attended the service this morning, that’s all.”

He wanted very badly to hit Symes. Just once. But
he knew he couldn't.

First of all, there was Gerda, And then, as an acolyte, he
was proscribed by law from brawling, No one would hit
an acolyte; and if the acolyte were built like Forrester,
striking another man might be the equivalent of murder.
One good blow from Forrester's fist might break the
average man's jaw.

That was, he discovered, a surprisingly pleasant
thought. But he made himself keep still as the fat fool
went on.

“Funny she didn't attend,” Symes said. “But maybe
she’s gotten wise to herself. There was a celebration up
at the Temple of Pan in Central Park, starting at mid-
night, and going on through the morning. Spring Rites.
Maybe she went there.” |

“I doubt it,” Forrester said instantly, “That’s hardly
her type of worship.”

“Isn’t it?” Symes said.

“It doesn’t fit her. That kind of—"

“I know. Gerda’s like you. A little stufty.”

“It's not being stufty,” Forrester started to explain.
g

“Sure,” Symes said. “Only she’s not as much of a prude
as you are. I couldn't stand her if she were.”

“On the other hand, she’s not a—"
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“Not an Owl-boy of Owl-boys like you.”

“Not a drunken blockhead,” Forrester finished trium-
phantly. “At least she’s got a decent respect for wisdom
and learning.”

Symes stepped back, a movement for which Forrester
felt grateful. No matter how far away Ed Symes was,
ke was still too close.

“Who you calling a blockhead, buster?” Symes said.
His eyes narrowed to piggish little slits.

Forrester took a deep breath and reminded himself
not to hit the other man. “You,” he said, almost mildly.
“If brains were radium, you couldn’t make a flicker on
a scintillation counter.”

It was just a little doubtful that Symes understood the
insult, But he obviously knew it had been one. His face
changed color to a kind of grayish purple, and his hands
clenched slowly at his sides. Forrester stood watching
him quietly.

Symes made a scund like Rrr and took a breath. “If
you weren't an acolyte, I'd take a poke at you just to see
you bounce.”

“Sure you would,” Forrester agreed politely.

Symes went Rrr again and there was a longer silence.
Then he said: “Not that I'd hit you anyhow, buster. It'd

go against my grain. Not the acolyte business—if you
didn’t look so much like Bacchus, I'd take the chance.”

Forrester's jaw ached. In a second he realized why;
he was clenching his teeth tightly. Perhaps it was true
that he did look a little like Bacchus, but not enough
for Ed Smyes to kid about it.

Symes grinned at him. Symes undoubtedly thought
the grin gave him a pleasant and carefree expression. It
dide’t. “Suppose I go have a look for Gerda myself” he
said casually, heading up the stairs toward the temple

entrance. “After all, youre so busy looking at books,
you might have missed her.”
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And what, Forrester asked himself, was the answer to
that—except a punch in the mouth?

It really didn't matter, anyhow. Symes was on his way
into the temple, and Forrester could just ignore him.

But, damn it, why did he let the young idiot get his
goat that way? Didn’t he have enough self-control just
to ignore Symes and his oafish insults?

Forrester supposed sadly that he didn’t. Oh, well, it
just made another quality he had to pray to Athena for.

Then he glanced at his wristwatch and stopped think-
ing about Symes entirely.

It was twelve-forty-five. He had to be at work at
thirteen hundred.

Still angry, underneath the sudden need for speed,
he turned and sprinted toward the subway.

“And thus,” Forrester said tiredly, “having attempted
to make himself the equal of the Gods, Man was given a
punishment befitting such arrogance.” He paused and
took a breath, surveying the twenty-odd students in the
classroom (and some, he told himselt wryly, very odd)
with a sort of benign boredom.

History I, Introductory Survey of World History, was
a simple enough course to teach, but its very simplicity
was its undoing, Forrester thought, The deadly dullness
of the day-after-day routine was enough to wear out
the strongest soul.

Freshmen, too, seemed to get stupider every year.
Certainly, when he'd been seventeen, he'd been different
altogether. Studious, earnest, questioning . . .

Then he stopped himself and grinned. He'd probably
seemed even worse to his own instructors.

Where had he been? Slowly, he picked up the thread.
There was a young blonde girl watching him eagerly

from a front seat. What was her name? Forrester tried
to recall it and couldn’t. Well, this was only the first day
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of term. He'd get to know them all soon enough—well
enough, anyhow, to dislike most of them.

But the eager expression on the girl's face unnerved
him a little. The rest of the class wasn’t paying anything
like such strict attention. As a matter of fact, Forrester
suspected two young boys in the back of being in a
trance.

Well, he could stop that. But...

- She was really quite attractive, Forrester told himself.
Of course, she was nothing but a fresh, pretty, eager
seventeen-year-old, with a figure that . ..

She was, Forrester reminded himself sternly, a student.

And he was supposed to be an instructor.

He cleared his throat. “Man went hog-wild with his
new-found freedom from divine guidance,” he said.
“Woman did, too, as a matter of fact.”

Now what unholy devil had made him say that? It
wasnt a part of the normal lecture for first day of the
new term. It was—well, it was just a little risque for
students. Some of their parents might complain, and . . .

But the girl in the front row was smiling apprecia-
tively. I wonder what she’s doing in an Introductory
course, Forrester thought, leaping with no evidence at
all to the conclusion that the girl's mind was much too
fine and educated to be subjected to the general run of
classes. Private tutoring . . . he began, and then cut
~himself off sharply, found his place in the lecture again
and went on:

“When the Gods decided to sit back and observe for
a few thousand vears, they allowed Man to go his merry
way, just to teach him a lesson.”

The boys in the back of the room were definitely in a
trance.

Forrester sighed. “And the inevitable happened,” he
said. “From the eighth century B.c., Old Style, until the
- year 1971 a.p., Old Style, Man’s lot went from bad to
worse. Without the Gods to gnide him he bred bigger
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and bigger wars and greater and greater empires—be-
ginning with the conquests of the mad Alexander ot
Macedonia and culminating in the opposing Soviet and
American Spheres of Influence during the last century.”

Spheres of Influence.. ..

Forrester’s gaze tell on the blonde girl again. She cer-
tainly had a well-developed figure. And she did seem so
eager and attentive. He smiled at her tentatively. She
smiled back.

“Urg . ..” he said aloud.

The class didn’t seem to notice. That, Forrester told
himself sourly, was probably because they weren't
listening.

He swallowed, wrenched his gaze from the gir]l, and
said: “The Soviet-American standoff—for that is what it
was—would most probably have resulted in the destruc-
tion of the human race.” It had no effect on the class.
The destruction of the human race interested nobody.
“However,” Forrester said gamely, “this form of insanity
was too much for the Gods to allow. They therefore—"

The bell rang, signifying the end of the period. For-
rester didn’t know whether to feel relieved or annoyed.

“All right,” he said. “That’s all for today. Your first
assignment will be to read and carefully study Chapters
One and Two ot the textbook.”

Silence gave way to a clatter of noise as the students
began to file out. Forrester saw the front-row blonde rise
slowly and gracefully. Any doubts he might have enter-
tained (that is, he told himself wryly, any entertaining
doubts) about her figure were resolved magnificently.
He felt a little sweat on the palm of his hands, told
himself that he was being silly, and then answered him-
self that the hell he was.

The blonde gave him a slow, sweet smile. The smile
promised a good deal more than Forrester thought likely
of fulfillment.

He smiled back.
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It would have been impolite, he assured himself, not
to have done so.

The girl left the room, and a remaining crowd of
students hurried out after her. The crowd included two
blinking boys, awakened by the bell from what had
certainly been a trance. Forrester made a mental note to
inquire after their records and to speak with the boys
himself when he got the chance.

No sense in disturbing a whole class to discipline them.,

He stacked his papers caretully, taking a good long
Hime about it in order to relax himself and let his palms
dry. His mind drifted back to the blonde, and he reined
it in with an effort and let it go exploring again on safer
ground. The class itself . . . actually, he thought, he
rather liked teaching. In spite of the petty irritations
that came from driving necessary knowledge into the
heads of stubbornly unwilling students, it was a satisfy-
ing and important job. And, of course, it was an honor
to hold the position he did. Ever since it had been re-
vealed that the goddess Columbia was another manifesta-
tion of Pallas Athena herself, the University had grown
tremendously in stature.

And after all . . .

Whistling faintly behind his teeth, Forrester zipped
up his filled briefcase and went out into the hall. He
ignored the masses of students swirling back and forth
in the corridors, and, finding a stairway, went up to his
second-floor office.

He fumbled for his key, found it, and opened the
ground-glass door.

Then, stepping in, he came to a full stop.

The girl had been waiting for him—Maya Wailson.

And now here she was, talking about the Goddess of
Love. Forrester gulped.

“Anyhow,” he said at random, “I'm an Athenan.” He
remembered that he had already said that. Did it matter?

25



“But what does all this have to do with your passing, or
not passing, the course?” he went on.

“Oh,” Maya said. “Well, I prayed to Aphrodite for
help in passing the course. And the Temple Priestess
told me I'd have to make a sacrifice to the Goddess, In
a way.”

“A sacrifice?” Forrester gulped. “You mean—"

“Not the First Sacrifice,” she laughed. “That was done
with solemn ceremonies when I was seventeen.”

“Now, wait a minute—"

“Please,” Maya said. “Won't you listen to me?”

Forrester looked at her limpid blue eyes and her lovely
face. “Sure. Sorry.”

“Well, then, it's like this. If a person loves a subject,
it'’s that much easier to understand it. And the Goddess
has promised me that if I love the instructor, Tl love
the subject. It’s like sympathetic magic—seer”

Her explanation was so brisk and simple that Forrester
recoiled. “Hold on,” he said. “Just hold your horses. De
you mean you're in love with mer”

Maya smiled. “I think so,” she said, and very sud-
denly she was on Forrester’s side of the desk, pressing
up against him. Her hand caressed the back of his neck
and her fingers tangled in his hair. “Kiss me and let’s

find out.”
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- CHAPTER THREE

| Resistance, such as it was, crumbled in a hurry. For-
__ rester complied with fervor. An endless time went
- by, punctuated only by short breaths between the kisses.
~ Forrester’s hands began to rove.

So did Maya’s.

She began to unbutton his shirt.

Not to be cutdone, his own fingers got busy with but-
tons, zippers, hooks and the other temporary tastenings
with which female clothing is encumbered. He was
swimming in a red sea of passion and the Egyptians were
nowhere in sight. Absently, he got an arm out of his
shirt, and at the same time somehow managed to undo
‘the final button of a series. Maya’s blouse fell free.

Forrester felt like stout Cortez.

He pulled the girl to him, feeling the surprisingly cool
touch of her flesh against his. Under the blouse and
skirt, he was discovering, she wore very little, and that
was just as well; nagging thoughts about the doubtiul
privacy of his office were beginning to assail him.

- Nevertheless, he persevered. Maya was as eager as he

had ever dreamed of being, and their embrace reached a

~ height of passion and began to climb and climb to hitherto
unknown peaks of sensation.
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Forrester was busy for some time discovering things
he had never known, and a lot of things he bad known
before, but never so well. Every motion was met with a
reaction that was more than equal and opposite, every
sensation unlocked the doors to whole galleries of new
sensations. Higher and higher went his emotional ther-
mometer, higher and higher and higher and higher
and . ..

Very suddenly, he discovered how to breathe again,
and it was over.

“My goodness,” Maya said after a brief resting spell.
“I suppose I must love you for sure. My goodness!”

“Sure,” Forrester said. “And now—if you'll pardon the
indelicacy and hand me my pants—” he found he was
still puffing a little and paused until he could go on—
“I've got an appointment I simply cant afford to miss.”
~ “Oh, all right,” Maya said. “But Mr. Forrester—"

Hoe rolled over and looked at her while he began dres-
sing. “I suppose it would be all right if you called me
Bill,” he said caretully.

“In class, too?”

Forrester shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not in class.”

“But what I wanted to ask—"

“Yes” Forrester said.

“Mr.—Bill—do you think I'll pass Introductory World
History?”

Forrester considered that question, There was certainly
a wide variety of answers he could construct. When he
had finished buttoning his shirt he had decided on one.

“I dont see why not,” he said, “so long as you com-
plete your assignments regularly.”

Nearly two hours later, feeling somewhat light-headed
but otherwise in perfectly magnificent fettle, Forrester
found himself on the downtown subway. He'd showered

and changed and he was whistling a gay little tune as he
checked his watch.
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The time was five minutes to five. He had just over
an hour before he was due to appear at the Tower of
Zeus All-Father, but it was better to be a few minutes
early than even a single second late.

The train ride was a little bumpy, but Forrester didn’t
really mind. He was pretty well past being irritated by
anything. Nevertheless, he was speculating with just a
faint unease as to what the Pontifex Maximus wanted
with him. What was in store for him at the strange
appointment?

And why all the secrecy?

His brooding was interrupted right away. At 100th
Street, a bearded old man got on and sat down next to
him. He nudged Forrester in the ribs and muttered:
“Look at that now, Daddy-O. Look at that.”

“What?” Forrester said, constrained into conversation.

“Damn subways, that's what,” the old man said.
“Worse every year. Bumpier and slower and worse. Just
look around, Daddy-O. Look around.”

“I wouldn’t quite say—" Forrester began, but the old
man gave him another dig in the ribs and cut in:

“Wouldn't say, wouldn’t say,” he muttered. “Listen,
man, there ain’t been an improvement in years. You
realize thatr”

“Well, 1

“No progress, man, not in more than half a century.
Listen, when I was a teen king—War Councilor for the
Boppers, 1 was, and let me tell you that was big time,
Daddy-O—when I was a teen king, we were going places.
Going places for real. Mars. Venus, We were going to
have spaceships, man.”

Forrester smiled spasmically at the old man. “T'm
sure you—~

“But what happened?” the old man interrupted. “Tell
you what happened, man. We never got to Mars and
Venus. Mars and Venus came to us instead. Right along
with Jupiter and Neptune and Pluto and all the rest of
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the Gods. And we had no progress ever since that day,
Daddy-O, no progress at all and you can believe it.”

He dug Forrester in the ribs one final time and sat
back with melancholy satisfaction.

“Well,” Forrester said mildly, “what good is progress?”
The old man, he assured himself after a moment’s re-
flection, wasn't actually saying anything blasphemous.
After all, the Gods didnt expect their worshippers to
be mindless slaves.

Somehow the notion made him feel happier. He'd have
hated reporting the old man. Something in the outdated
slang made him feel—almost patriotic. The old man was
a part of America, a respected and important part.

The respected part of America made itself felt again
in Forrester's ribs. “Progress?” the old man said. “What
good’s progress’ Listen, Daddy-O—how can the human
race get anywhere without progress? Answer me that,
will you, man? Because it’s tor-sure real were not going
any place now. No place at all.”

“Now look,” Forrester said patiently, “progress is an
outmoded idea. We've got to be in step with the times.
We've got to ask ourselves what progress ever did for us.
How did we stand when the Gods returned? For a
brief flash he was back in his bhistory class, but he went
on: “Half the world ready to fight the other hallf with
weapons that would have wiped both halves out. You
ought to be gratetul the Gods returned when they did.”

“But were getting into Nowheresville, man,” the old
man complained. “We're not in orbit. We can’t progress.”

Forrester sighed. Why was he talking to the old man,
anywayr The answer came to him as soon as he’d asked
the question. He wanted to keep his mind off the Tower
of Zeus and his own unknown fate there. It was an un-
pleasant answer; Forrester blanked it out.

“Now, friend,” he said. “What have you got? Just what
mankind’s been locking for all these centuries. Security.
You've got security. Nobody’s going to blow you to pieces
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tomorrow. Your job isnt going to vanish overnight. I
 mean, if you—"

“I got a job,” the old man said.

“Really?”” Forrester said politely. “What is it?”

“Retired. And it’s a tough job, too.”

“Oh,” Forrester said.

“And anyhow,” the old man went on, “what’s all this
got to do with progress?”

Forrester thought. “Well-"

“Well, nothing,” the old man said. “Listen to me, man.
I say nothing against the Gods—right? Nothing at all.
Wouldn't want to do anything like that. But at the same
time, it looks to me like we ought to be able to—reap the
fruits of our labors. I read that some place.”

“But--" _

“In the three thousand years the Gods were gdne} we
werent a total loss, man. Not anything like, We dis-
covered a lot. About nature and science and like that.
We invented science all by ourselves, So how come the
Gods don't let us use it?” The old man dug his elbow
once more into Forrester’s rib. “How come?”

“The Gods haven't taken anything away from us,”
Forrester said.

“Haven't they™ the old man demanded. “How about
television? Want to answer that one, Daddy-O? Years
ago, everybody had a television set. Color and 3-D. The
most. The end. Now there’s no television at all. Why
not? What happened to it?”

“Well,” Forrester said reasonably, “what good is tele-
vision?”

“What good?” Once more Forrester’s rib felt the old
man's elbow. “Let me tell you—~

“No,” Forrester interrupted, suddenly irritated with the
whole conversation. “Let me tell you. The trouble with
your generation was that all they wanted to do was sit
around on their glutei maximi and be entertained. Like

a bunch of hypnotized geese. They didn’t want to do
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anything for themselves. Half of them couldn’t even read.

And now you want to tell me that—"
“Hold it, Daddy-O,” the old man said. “You're tellmg

me that the Gods took away television just because we
were a bunch of hypnotized geese. That it?”

“That’s it.”

“Okay,” the old man said. “So tell me—what are we
now? With the Gods and everything. I mean, man,
really—what are we?”

“Now?” Forrester said. “Now youre retired. Youre a
bunch of retired hypnotized geese.”

The doors of the train slid creakily open and Forrester
got out onto the 34th Street platform, walking angrily
toward a stairway without looking back.

True enough, the old man hadnt committed blas-
phemy, but it had certainly come close enough there at
the end. And if pokes with the elbow weren’t declared
blasphemous, or at least equivalent to malicious mis-
chiet, he thought, there was no justice in the world.

The real trouble was that the man had had no respect
tor the Gods. There were a good many of the older gen-
eration like him. They seemed to teel that humanity had
been better off when the Gods had been away. Forrester
couldn't see it, and felt vaguely uncomfortable in the
presence of someone who believed it. After all, mankind
had been on the verge of mass suicide, and the Gods
had mercifully come back trom their self-imposed exile
and taken care of things, The exile had been designed
to prove, in the drastic laboratory of three thousand
years, that Man by himselt headed like a lemming for
self-destruction. And, for Forrester, the point had been
proven.

Yet now that the human race had been saved, there
were still men who griped about the Gods and their
return. Forrester silently wished the pack ot them in
Hades, enjoying the company of Pluto and his ilk.

At the corner of 34th and Broadway, as he came out
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of the subway tunnels, he bought a copy of the News
- and glanced quickly through the headlines. But, as
always, there was little sensational news. Mars was
doing pretty well for himself, of course: there were two
wars going on in Asia, one in Europe and three revo-
lutions in South and Central America. That last did
seem to be overdoing things a bit, but not seriously.
Forrester shrugged, wondering vaguely when the United
States was going to have its turn.

But he couldn’t concentrate on the paper and, after
a little while, he got rid of it and took a look at his
watch.

Twenty to six. Forrester decided he could use a drink
to brace himself and steady his nerves.

Just one.

On Sixth Avenue, near 34th Street, there was a bar
called, for some obscure reason, the Boat House. For-
rester headed for it, went inside and leaned against the
bar. The bartender, a tall man with crew-cut reddish
hair, raised his eyebrows in a questioning fashion.

“What'll it be, friend?”

“Vodka and ginger ale,” Forrester said. “A double.”

It was still, he told himsel uneasily, just one drink.
And that was all he was going to have.

The bartender brought it and Forrester sipped at it,
watching his reflection in the mirror and wishing he felt
easier in his mind about the whole Tower of Zeus attair,
‘Then, very suddenly, he noticed that the man next to
him was looking at him oddly. Forrester didn’t like the
look or, for that matter, the man himself, a raw-boned
giant with deep-set eyes and a shock of dead-black hair,
but so long as nobody hothered him, Forrester wasn't
going to start anything.

Unfortunately, somebody bothered him. The tall man
leaned over and said loudly: “What's the matter with
you, bud? An infidel or something?”

Forrester hesitated. The accusation that he didn’t be-
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lieve in the practices ordained by the Gods themselves
was an irritating one. But he could see the other side of
the question, tco. The tall man was undoubtedly a
Dionysian; and, more than that, a member of a small
sect inside the general corpus of Bacchus/Dionysus
worshippers. He held that it was wrong to distill grape
or grain products “too far,” until there was nothing left
but the alcohol. |

That meant disapproval of gin and vodka on the
grounds that, unlike whiskey or brandy, they’d had the
“life” distilled out of them.

Forrester, however, was not really fond of brandy
and whiskey. He decided to explain this to the tall man,
but at the same time he began to develop the sinking
feeling that it wasn’t going to do any good.

Oh, well, there was still room for patience. “Don’t fire,”
as Mars had said somewhere, “until you see the whites
of their eyes.”

“No, I'm no infidel,” Forrester said politely. “You see,
m-"
“No infidel?” the tall man roared. “Then I tell you
what you do. You pour that slop out and drink a proper
drink.” He made a grab for Forrester’s glass.

" Forrester jerked it back, sloshing it a little in the
process—and a few drops splattered on the other’s hand.

“Now look here,” Forrester said in a reasonable tone
of voice, “1-"

“You spilling that stufi on me? What the blazes are
you doing that for? I got a good mind to—"

Another man stepped into the altercation. This was
a square-built, bullet-headed man with an air that was
both truculent and eager. “What's the matter, Herb?” he
asked the tall man. “This guy giving you trouble or some-
thing?” He favored Forrester with a fierce scowl. For-
rester smiled pleasantly back, a little unsure as to how
to proceed.

“This guy?” Herb said. “T'rouble? Sam, he’s an infidell”
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Forrester said: “I-"

“He drinks vodka,” Herb said. “And I guess he drinks
gin too.”

“Great Bacchus,” Sam said in a tone of wonder. “You
run into them everywhere these days. Cant get away
from the sons of-"

“Now— Forrester started.

“And not only that,” Herb said, “but he spills the stuff
on me. Just because I ask him to have a regular drink
like a man.” .

“Spills it on you?” Sam said.

- Herb said: “Look,” and extended his arm. On the
sleeve of his jacket a few spots were slowly drying.

“Well, that's tco much,” Sam said heavily. “Just too
damn much.” He scowled at Forrester again. “You know,
buddy, somebody ought to teach guys like you a lesson.”
- Forrester took a swallow of his drink and set the glass
down unhurriedly, If either Herb or Sam attacked him,
he knew his oath would permit his fighting back. And
after the day he’d had, he rather looked forward to the
chance. But he had to do his part to hold oft an actual
fight. “Now look here, friend—"

“Friendr” Sam said. “Don’t call me your friend, buddy.
I make no friends with infidels.”

And, at that point, Forrester realized that he wasn't
‘going to have a fight with Herb or Sam. He was going
to have a fight with Herb and Sam—and with the third
gentleman, a shaggy, beefy man who needed a shave,
who stepped up behind them and asked: “Trouble?” in
a voice that indicated that trouble was exactly what he
was looking for.

“Maybe it is trouble, at that,” Herb said tightly, with-
out turning around. “This infidel here’s been committing
blasphemy.”

Three against one wasn’t as happy a thought as an
even fight had been, but it was too late to back out now.
“That’s a liel” Forrester snapped.
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“Call me a liar?” Sam roared. He stepped forward and
swung a hamlike fist at Forrester’s head.

Forrester ducked., The heavy fist swished by his ear
harmlessly, and he felt a strange new mixture of elation
and fright. He grabbed his vodka-and-ginger from the

bar and swung it in a single sweeping arc before him.
Liquid rained on the faces of the three men.

Sam was still a little off balance. Forrester slammed
the edge of his right hand into his side, and Sam
stumbled to the floor, In the same motion, Forrester let
fly with the now-empty glass. The shaggy man stood
directly in his path. The glass conked him on the fore-
head and bounced to the Hoor, where it shattered un-
noticed. The shaggy man blinked and Forrester, moving
torward, discovered that he had no time to tollow matters

up in that direction.

- Herb was snarling inarticulately, wiping vodka-and-
ginger from his eyes. He blocked Forrester's advance
toward the shaggy man. Forrester smiled gently and put
a hard fist into Herb’s solar plexus. The tall man doubled
up in completely silent agony.

Forrester took a breath and started forward again. The
shaggy man was shaking his head, trying to clear it.

Then Forrester’s head became unclear. Something had
banged against his right temple and the room was sud-
denly filled with pain and small, hard stars. Sam, For-
rester discovered, had managed to get to his feet. The

something had been a small brass ashtray that Sam had
thrown at him.

Somehow, he stayed on his feet. The stars were still
swirling around him, but be began to be able to see
through them, and peered at the figure of the shaggy
man, coming at him again. He let his knees bend a little,
as if he were going to pass out. The shaggy man seemed
to gain confidence from this, and stepped in carefully to
kick Forrester in the stomach.
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Forrester stepped back, grabbed the upcoming foot,
and stood straight, litting the foot and levering it into
the air. '

The shaggy man, surprise written all over his shaveless
face, went over backward with great abruptness. His
head hit the floor with an audible and satisfying whack,
and then his limbs settled and he remained there,
sprawled out and very quiet.

Forrester, meanwhile, was whirling to meet Sam, who
was coming in like a bear, his arms outspread and a
glaze of hatred in his eyes. Forrester, expressionless,
ducked under the man’s flailing arms and slammed a
fist into his midsection. It was a harder midsection than
he'd expected; unlike Herb, Sam had good muscles, and
hitting them was like hitting thick rubber. The blow
didn’t put Sam down. It only made him gasp once.

That was enough. Forrester doubled his right fist
and let Sam have one more blow, this one into the face.
Sam’s mouth opened as his eyes closed. His left arm
pawed the air aimlessly for a tenth of a second.

Then he dropped like an empty overcoat.

There was a second of absolute silence. Then For-
-rester heard a noise behind him and whirled.

But it was only Herb, doubled up on the floor and
very quietly retching.

Catching his breath, Forrester looked around him.
The fight had attracted a lot of attention from the other

customers in the bar, but none of them seemed to want
“to prolong it by joining in.

They were all trying to look as if they were minding
their own business, while the bartender. . .

Forrester stared. The bartender was at the other end
of the bar, far away from the scene of action.

He was, as Forrester saw him, just hanging up the
telephone.
- Forrester put a bill on the bar, turned and walked out
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into the street. He had absolutely no desire to get mixed

up with the secular police.
After all, he had an appointment to keep. And now—
after a quiet drink that had turned into a three-against-

one battle royal—he had to go and keep it.



CHAPTER FOUR

. It wasn't a very long walk from the Boat House to the

Tower of Zeus, but it was long enough. By the time
Forrester got to the Tower, he was feeling a lot worse
than he'd felt when he lett the bar. Being perfectly frank
with himself, he admitted that he felt terrible.

The blow trom the brass ashtray wasn’t a sharp pain
any longer. It had developed into a nice, dependable
ache that had spread all over the side of his head. And
his right eye was beginning to swell, probably from the
same cause. He'd skinned the knuckles of his right hand,
too, probably on Sam’s face, and they set up their own
smarting.

True, it wasnt a bad list of injuries to result from
- the odds he’d faced. But that wasn’t the peint.

You just didn’t go up to the Tower of Zeus looking
like a back-street brawler.

However, there was no help for it. He straightened his
jacket and went in through the Fifth Avenue entrance
of the Tower, heading for the first bank of elevators.

- Zeus All-Father would know everything about his
ﬁght, and would know that it hadn’t been his fault.
(Hadn't it, though? Forrester asked himself. He re-
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sembered the joy he’d felt at the prospect of battle. How
f.r would it count against him?) Zeus All-Father, through
his priests, would make what allowances should be made.

Forrester hoped that the Godhead was feeling in a
kind and merciful mood.

He reached the bank of elevators, and the burly
Myrmidon who stood there, wearing the lightning-bolt
shoulder patch of the All-Father. Ahead of him was a
chattering crowd of five: mother, father, two daughters
and a small son, all obviously out-of-towners. The Tower
of Zeus was always a big tourist attraction. The Myrmi-
don directed them to the stairway that led to the second-
floor Arcade, the main attraction for most visitors to the
Tower. The Temple of Sacrifice was located up there,
while the ground floor was filled with glass-fronted
offices of the secretaries of various dignitaries.

Chattering gaily, and looking around them in a kind of
happy awe, the family group moved oft and Forrester
stepped up to the Myrmidon, who said: “Stairway’s right
over there to your—" |

“No,” Forrester said. He reached into his jacket
pocket, feeling his muscles ache as he did so. He drew
out his wallet and managed to extract the simple card
he’d been given in the Temple of Pallas Athena, the
card which carried nothing but a lightning bolt.

He handed it to the Myrmidon, who looked down at
it, frowned, and then looked up.

“What's this for?” he said.

“Well-" Forrester began, and then caught himself.
He'd been told not to explain about the card to any
mortal. And the Myrmidon was certainly just as mortal as
Forrester himselt, or any other hireling of the Gods.
True, there was always the consideration that he might
be Zeus All-Father himself, in disguise.

But that was a consideration that bore no weight at
present. Even if the Myrmidon turned out to be a God
in disguise, Forrester wouldn’t be excused if he said
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‘anything about the card. You had to go by appearances;
that was the principle on which everything rested, and
a very good principle too.

Not that there werent a few unprincipled young men
around who pretended to be Gods in disguise in order
to seduce various local and ingenuous maidens. But
Zeus always found out about them. And . ..

Forrester recognized that his thoughts were beginning
to veer once more. Without changing his expression, he
said evenly: “Youre supposed to know,” and waited.

The Myrmidon studied him for what seemed about
three days. At last he nodded, looked down at the card
intently, raised his head and nodded again. “Okay,” he
said. “Take Car One.”

Forrester moved off. Car One was not the first elevator
car. As a matter of fact, it was in the middle bank,
identified only by a small placard. It took him almost
five minutes to find it, and by the time he stepped toward
it clocks were ticking urgently in his head.

It would do him absoclutely no good to be late.

But another Myrmidon was standing beside the closed
doors of the elevator car. Forrester hissed in his breath
with impatience—none of which showed on his face—and
then caught himself. Certainly Zeus All-Father knew
what he was doing, and if Zeus had thrown these delays
in his path, it was not for him to complain.

The thought was soothing. Nevertheless, Forrester
showed his card to the Myrmidon with an abrupt action
very like impatience. This Myrmidon merely glanced at
it in a bored fashion and pushed a button on the wall
behind him. The elevator doors opened, Forrester stepped
inside, and the doors closed.

Forrester was alone in a small bronzed cubicle which
began at once to rise rapidly. Just how rapidly, he was
unable to tell. There were no indicators at all on the
elevator, and the opaque doors made it impossible to see
floors flit by. But his ears rang with the speed, and when
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the car finally stopped, it did so with a slight jerk that
threw Forrester, stiff and worried, off balance. He almost
fell out of the car as the door opened, and clutched
at something for support.

The something was the arm of a Myrmidon. Forrester
gaped and looked around. He was in a plain hallway
of polished marble. There was no way to tell how many
stories above the street he was.

The Myrmidon seemed a more friendly sort than his
compatriots downstairs, and wore in addition to the usual
lightning-bolt patch the two silver ants of a Captain on
the shoulders of his uniform. He nearly smiled at For-
rester—but not quite.

“You're William Forrester?” he said.

Forrester nodded. He produced the ID card and
handed it with the special card to the Myrmidon.

“Right,” the Myrmidon said.

Forrester turned right.

The Myrmidon stared at him. “No,” he said. “I mean
it's all right. You're all right.”

“Thank you,” Forrester said.

“Oh~" The Myrmidon looked at him, then shrugged
his shoulders. “Youre expected,” he said at last in a
flat voice. “Come with me.” '

He started down the hallway. Forrester followed him
around a corner to an ornate bronzed door, covered with
bas-reliefs depicting the actions of the Gods among
themselves, and among men. The Myrmidon seemed un-
impressed by the magnificence of the thing; he pushed
it open and bowed low to, as far as Forrester could see,
nobody in particular.

Taking no chances, Forrester copied his bow. He was
still bent when the Myrmidon announced: “Forrester is
here, Your Concupiscence,” in a reverent tone of voice,
and backed off a step, narrowly missing Forrester him-
self in the process.

He waved a hand and Forrester went in.
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The door shut halfway behind him.

The room was perfectly unbelievable. Its rich hang-
ings were purple velvet, draping a large window that
looked out on ...

Forrester gulped. It was impossible to be this high.
New York was spread out below like a toy city.

He jerked his eyes away from the window and back to
the rest of the room. It was furnished mainly with
couches: big couches, little couches, pufty ones, spare
ones, in felt, velvet, fur, and every other material For-
rester could think of. The rooms were flocked in a pale
pink, and on the floor was a deep-purple rug of a richer
pile than Forrester had ever seen.

And on one of the couches, the largest and the softest,
she reclined.

She was clad only in the diaphanous robes of her call-
ing, and she was stacked. Beside her, little Maya Wilson
would have looked about eight years old. Her hair was
as red as the inside of a blast furnace, and had about
the same effect on Forrester’s pulse rate. Her face was
a slightly rounded oval, her body a series of mathemati-
cally indescribable curves.

- Forrester did the only thing he could do.

He bowed again, even lower than before.

“Come in, William Forrester,” said the High Priestess
of Venus/Apbhrodite, the veritable Primate of Venus for
New York herself, in a voice that managed to be all at
once regal, pleasant and seductive.
~ Forrester, already in, could think of nothing to say.
The gaze of Her Concupiscence fell on the half-open
door. “You may retire, Captain,” she said to the waiting
Myrmidon. “And allow no one to enter here until I give
notice.” .

- “Very well, Your Concupiscence,” the Myrmidon said.

The door shut.

Forrester snapped erect from his bow, and then
- realized that be could do nothing but stand there until
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he had more information. What was the High Priestess
of Aphrodite doing in the Tower of Zeus All-Father any-
way? And-—always supposing she had the right to be
there, as of course she must have had—what did she want
with William Forrester?

He heaved a great sigh. This was turning into an
extremely puzzling day. First there had been the mes-
sage and the card admitting him to the Tower, Then
there had been (the sigh changed in character) Maya
Wilson. And then (the sigh changed again, into a faint
echo of a groan) the fight in the Boa¢ House.

Now he was having an audience with the Primate of
Venus for New York.

Why?

The High Priestess’s smile gave him no hint. She
raised herself to a sitting position and patted the couch.
“Sit over here,” she said. “Next to me.” Then she changed
bher mind. “No,” she added. “First just walk over here,
stand up and turn around. Slowly.”

Forrester's brain was whirling like a top, but his face
was, as usual, expressionless. He did as she had bid him,
wondering frantically what was going on, and why?

After he had turned completely around and stood
facing her again, the High Priestess simply sat and
studied him for almost a full minute, looking him up and
down with eyes that were totally unreadable. Forrester
waited.

Finally she nodded her head slowly. “You'll do,” she
said, in a reflective tone, and nodded her head again,
“Yes, you'll do.”

Forrester couldnt restrain his questions any longer.
“Do?” he burst out. “I mean,” he continued, more
quietly, “what will I do for, Your Concupiscence?”

“Oh, for whatever honor it is that our beloved Goddess
has in mind for you,” the High Priestess said offhandedly.
“I can certainly see that you will do. A little pudgy
around the middie, but that’s a trifle and hardly matters.
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The important things are there. Youre obviously strong
and quick.”

At that point Forrester caught up with the first
sentence of her explanation. “The—the Goddess?” he
said faintly.

“Certainly,” the High Priestess said. “Else why would
I give you audience? I am not promiscuous in my deal-
ings with the lay world.”

“I'm sure,” Forrester said respecttully.

The High Priestess looked at him sardonically. “Of
course you are,” she said. “However, the important thing
is that our beloved Aphrodite has selected you, William
Forrester, for some high honor.”

Forrester caught her word for the Goddess, and re-
membered, thanking his lucky stars he hadn’t had a
chance to slip, that here in the Tower it was protocol
to refer to the Gods and Goddesses by their Greek names
alone,

“I don’t suppose,” he said tentatively, “that you have
any idea just what this—high honor is?”

“You, William Forrester,” the High Priestess began, in
some rage, “dare to question— Her tone changed. “Oh,
‘well, I suppose I shouldnt become angry with . . . No.”
She shrugged, but her tone carried a little pique.
“Frankly, I don’t know what the honor is.”

“Well, then,” Forrester said, his bearing perfectly
calm, even though he could feel his stomach sinking to
ground level, “how do you know it's an honor?” The
thought that had crossed his mind was almost too hor-
rible to retain, but he had to say it. “Perhaps,” he went
on, “I've offended the Gods in some unusual way—some
way very oftensive to them.”

“Perhaps you have.”

“And perhaps,” Forrester said, “they’ve decided on
some exquisite method of punishing me. Something like

the punishment they gave Tantalus when he—"
“I know the ways of the Gods quite well, thank you,”
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the High Priestess said coolly. “And I can tell you that
your tears have no justification.”

“But—"

“Please,” the High Priestess said, raising a hand. “If
the Gods were to punish you, they would simply have
sent out a squad of Myrmidons to pick you up, and that
would have been the end of it.”

“Perhaps not,” Forrester said, in a voice that didn't
sound at all like his own to him. It sounded much toc
unconcerned. “Perhaps I have offended only the God-
dess herself.” The idea sounded more plausible the more
he thought about it. “Certainly the All-Father would
back up his favorite Daughter in punishing a mortal.”

“Certainly he would. There is no doubt of that. And
still the Myrmidons would have—"

“Not necessarily. You're well aware of the occasional
arguments and quarrels between the Gods.”

“I am,” the High Priestess said, not without irony.
“And it does not appear seemly that an ordinary mortal
should mention--~

“I teach History,” Forrester said. “I know of such
quarrels. Especially between Athena and Aphrodite.”

“And?”

“It's obvious. Since I'm an acolyte of Athena, it may
be that Aphmdite wished to keep my arrest secret.”

“I doubt it,” the High Priestess said.

Forrester wished he could believe her. But his own
theory looked uncomfortably plausible. “It certainly looks
as if I'm right.”

“Well-" For a second the High Priestess paled visibly,
the freckles that went with her red hair standing out
clearly on her face and giving her the disturbing appear-
ance of an eleven-year-old. No eleven-year-old, however,
Forrester reminded himself, had ever been built like the
High Priestess.

Then she regained her color and laughed, all in an
instant. “For a minute,” she said in a light tone, “you

46



~ glmost convinced me of your forebodmgs But there’s
pothing in them. There Couldnt be.”

Forrester opened his mouth, and Why not? was on his
lips. But he never got a chance to say the words. The
High Priestess blinked and peered more closely at his
face, and before he had a chance to speak she asked him:
“What happenced to you?

“A small accident,” Forrester said quickly, It was a lie,
but he thought a pardonable one. The truth was just too
- complicated to spin out; he had no real intent to deceive.

But the High Priestess shook her head. “No,” she said.
“Not an accident. A fight. Your hands are skinned and
bruised.”

“Very well,” Forrester said. “It was a ftight. But 1 was
attacked, and entitled to defend myselt.”

“'m sure,” the High Priestess said. “Yet I have a
question for you. Who won?”

“Won? I did. Naturally”

It sounded boastful, he reflected, but it wasnt. He
had won, and it had been natural to him to do so. His
build and strength, as well as his speed, had made any
other outcome unlikely.

And the High Priestess didn't seem to take oftense. She

said only: “I thought so. Just a moment.” Then she
walked over to a telephone. It was a simple act but For-
rester watched it fervently. First she stood up, and then
she took a step, and then another step . .. and her whole
body moved. And moved.
- It was marvelous. He watched her bend down to pick
up the phone without any clear idea of the meaning of
the motions. The motions themselves were enough. Every
curve and jiggle and bounce was engraved forever on
his mind. '

The High Priestess dialed a number, waited and said:
“Aphrodite’s compliments to Hermes the Healer.”

An indistinguishable. voice answered her from the re-
ceiver.,
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“Aphrodite thanks you,” the High' Pricistess said, “and
<ks if Hermes might send one of his priests around for
o few minor ministrations.”

The receiver said something else.

“No,” the High Priestess said. “Nothing like that. Don’t
you think we have other interests—such as they are?”

Again the recciver,

“Just a black eye and some skin lacerations,” the High
Priestess said. “Nothing serious.”

And the receiver replied once more.

“Very well,” the High Priestess said. “Aphrodite wishes
you well.” She hung up.

She came back to the couch, Forrester’s eyes following
her every inch of the way. She sat down, looked up and
said: “What's the matter? Do I bore your”

“Bore me?” Forrester all but cried.

“It’s just—well, nothing, I suppose,” the High Priestess
said. “Your expression,”

“Training,” Forrester explained. “An acolyte does well
not to express his emotions too clearly.”

The High Priestess nodded casually and patted the
couch at her side. “Sit down here, next to me.”

Forrester did so, gingerly.

A moment of silence ensued.

Then Forrester, gathering courage, said: “Thank you
for getting a Healer. But I'd like to ask you—"

“Yes?™

“"How do you know I'm not under some sort of care-
tully concealed arrest? After all, you said before that you
were sure—.

“And I am sure,” the High Priestess said. “Aphrodite
herself has ordered a sacrifice in her favor. A sacrifice
from you. And Aphrodite does not accept—much less
order—a sacrifice from those standing in her disfavor.”

“You're—"

“T'm sure,” the High Priestess said.

“Oh,” Forrester said. “Good.” The world was not quite
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as black as it could have been. And stll, it was not
exactly shining white. A sacrifice? And outside the door,
Forrester could hear a disturbance.

What did that mean?

Her Concupiscence didn'’t seem to hear it at first. “We
will pertorm the rite together and—" The noise grew
Jouder. “What's that?” she said.

It was the sound of argument. Forrester realized what
had happened. “It’s the priest from Hermes,” he said.
“The Healer. You forgot to tell the Captain of Myrmi-
dons to let him in.”

“My goodness!” the High Priestess said. “So I did! It
slipped my mind entirely.” She touched Forrester’s cheek
affectionately. “Of course, I imagine it’s only natural to
be a bit forgetful when—" She got up and went to the
door.

The Captain and a small, fat priest in a golden-edged
tunic were tangled confusedly outside. The High
Priestess looked away from them in disdain and said
regally: “You may permit the Healer to enter, Captain.”
The tangle came untied and the little priest scooted in.
To him, as the door closed again, the High Priestess
whispered: “Sorry. I didnt expect you quite so soon.”

“No more did II" The priest waved his caduceus
furiously, so that it seemed as if the twin snakes twined
round it were moving, the two wings above them beat-
ing, and the ball surmounting all, on top of the staff,
traced uneasy designs in the air. “Myrmidons!” he said.

“I certainly regret—~

“If you boiled down their brains for the fat content,
one alone would supply the Temple with candles for a
year! Just beef and nothing morel Beef! Beef!”

Then, with a start, he seemed to see the High Priestess
for the first time, and his tone changed. “Oh,” he said.
“Good evening, Your Concupiscence.”

“Good evening,” the High Priestess said in an indulgent
tone,
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«“Well, well, well,” the priest said. “What seems to be
the trouble? My goodness. It must be important, sure
enough—certainly important.” His little round red eager
face seemed to shine as he went on. “Hermes himselt
transported me here just as soon as you called!”

“Really?r”

“Oh, my, ves,” the priest said. “Just as soon as ever.
Yes. Hm. And you can believe me when 1 tell you—
believe me, Your Concupiscence—take my word when 1
tell you—"

“Yes?P”

“Hermes,” the priest said. “Hermes doesn’t often take
such an interest—I may say such a personal interest—
in a mortal, T'll tell you. And you can believe me when
I do tell you that. 1 do.”

“I'm sure,” the High Priestess said.

“Yes,” the priest said, waving his caduceus gently. He
blinked. “Where’s the patient? The mortal?”

“He's over here,” the High Priestess said, motioning
to Forrester sitting awestruck on the couch. Priests of
Hermes were common enough sights—but a priest like
this was 5{'}mething new and strange 1n his experience,

“Ah,” the priest said, twinkling at him. "So there you
are, eh? Over there? You are sitting over there, aren’t
your

“That’s right,” Forrester said blankly.

“Now listen to me carefully,” the High Priestess said.
“Youre not to ask his name, or mention anything about
this visit to anyone—understand?”

The priest blinked. “Oh, certainly. Absolutely. With-
out doubt. I've already been told that, you might say.
Already. Certainly. Wouldn't think of such a thing.” He
moved over and stood near Forrester, peering down at
him. My goodness,” he said. “Let me see that eye, young
man.

Forrester turned his head wordlessly,

“Oh, my, yes,” the priest said. “Black indeed. Very
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black. A fight. My, yes. An altercation, disagreement,
discussion, battle—"

“Yes,” Forrester cut in.

“Certainly you have,” the priest said. “And what'd the
other fellow look like, eh? Beaten, I'll bet. You look a
strong type.”

Forrester relaxed. It was the only thing to do while
the priest babbled on, touching his wounds gently as he
did so with various parts of his caduceus. The pain
vanished with a touch of the left wingtip, and the lacera-
tions healed instantly as they were caressed with first
one and then another ot the various coils of the snakes.

But Forrester now was free to worry. Arrest was out
of the question. As the High Priestess had said, on the
evidence it was clear that Aphrodite intended to honor
him in some way. And there was nothing at all, he
thought, wrong with an honor from the Goddess of
Love.

But another sacrifice? After the sacrifice to Aphrodite
he’d made earlier, and the fight he’d gotten into, he
just didn’t quite feel up to it. It wouldn’t do to refuse,
but . . .
~ “Well,” the priest said, stepping back. “Well, well.

You ought to be all right now, young tellow—right as
rain.”

- Forrester said: “Thanks.”

“Might feel a little soreness—tenderness, you might
say—tor a day or so. Only a day or so, tenderness,” the
priest said. “After that, right as rain. Right as youlll
ever be. All right, as a matter of fact: all right.”

Forrester said: “Thanks.”

The priest went to the door, turned, and said to the
High Priestess: “Hermes blessing on you both, as a
- matter of fact, as they say. Blessings from Hermes on
you both.”

The High Priestess nodded regally.

- “And,” the priest said, “merely by the way, as it
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might be, without meaning harm, if you would ask a
blessing for me—~Aphrodite’s blessing? Easy for you.
Of course, it would be nice curing—curing, as they say
—stupidity, plain dumbness, as they call such things—
curing stupidity as easily as I can cure small ills. Nice.”

“Indeed,” the High Priestess said.

“But there,” the priest went on. “Only the Gods can
cure that. Only the Gods and no one else. Yes. Hm.
And not often. They dont do anything like that in the
—ah—regular course of things. As a matter of tact, you
might say, I've never heard of—never heard of such a
case. Never. Not one. Yet . . .” He opened the door,
spat: “Myrmidons!” and disappeared into the hallway.

The door banged shut.

Forrester sighed heavily. The High Priestess turned
to him.

“Feel better?” she asked.

“Much,” Forrester said, dreading the ordeal to come.

The High Priestess came over to the couch and sat
down next to him. She put a hand on his shoulder.
“Shall we prepare for the—sacrificer”

Forrester sighed again, “Sure,” he said. “Naturally.”

When she was locked in his arms, it was as if time
had started all over again. Forrester responded to the
eagerness of the woman as he’d never dreamed he could
respond; all his tiredness dropped away as if it had
never been, and he was a new man. He touched her
bare flesh and felt the heat of her through his fingers
and hands; with his arms around her nakedness he
rolled, locked to her, feeling the friction of skin against
skin and the magnificence of her.

The sacrifice went on . ., and on . .. and on into
endless time and endless space. Forrester thrust and
gasped at the woman and her head went back, her
mouth pulled open as she shivered and responded to
him
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Forever . . .

Until finally they lay, panting, in the magnificent
room. Forrester rose first, vaguely surprised at himself.
He found a towel in a closet at the far end of the room
and wiped his damp forehead slowly.

“Well,” he said. “That was quite a sacrifice. What
next?”

The High Priestess raised herself on one elbow and
stared across the room at him. “There is no need for
such familiarity, Forrester,” she said. “Not from a lay
acolyte.” '

Forrester tossed the towel onto a couch. "My apol-
ogies, Your Concupiscence. I'm a little—light-headed.
But what happens next?”

The High Priestess reached into the diaphanous pile
of her clothing and came up with a small diamond-
encrusted watch she wore, usually, on her wrist. “Our
timing was almost pertect,” she said. "It is now twenty-
hundred hours. The Goddess expects you at twenty-oh-
one exactly.”

A hurried half-minute passed. Then, fully dressed,
Forrester went with the High Priestess to a golden
door half-hidden in the hangings at the side of the
- room. She made a series of mystical signs: the circle,
the serpent and others Forrester couldn’t quite follow.

She opened the door, genufiecting as she did so, and
Forrester dropped to one knee behind her, looking at
the doorway.

It was filled with a pale blue haze that looked like
- the clear summer sky on a hot day. Except that it wasn't
sky, but a curtain that wavered and shimmered before
his eyes. Beyond it, he could see nothing.

The High Priestess rose from her genuflection and
Forrester followed suit. There was a sole second of
silence.,

Then the High Priestess said: “You are to step through
‘the Veil of Heaven, William Forrester.”
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Forrester said: “Me? Through the Veil of Heaven?”
«“Don’t be afraid,” she said. “And don't try to touch

the Veil. Just walk through as if nothing at all were

there.”
Forrester filled his lungs as though he were going
to take a very high dive. He thought: Here goes nothing.

That was all; there wasn't time for anything else.
He stepped into the blue haze, and had a sudden

sensation of falling,



CHAPTER FIVE

There was a tingle like a mild electric shock. For-

rester opened his mouth and then closed it again
as the tingle stopped, and the sense of falling simply
died away. He had closed his eyes on the way into
the curtain, and now he opened them again.

He closed them very quickly, counted to ten, and
took a deep breath. Then he opened them to look at
the room he was in.

It was unlike any room he had ever seen before. It
didn't have the opulence of the High Priestess’s rooms.
I am a room, it seemed to say, and a room is what I
.was meant to be. I don’t have to draw attention to
myself like my poorer sisters. I am content merely to
exist as the room of rooms, the very type and image
of the Ideal Enclosure, |

The floors and walls of the place seemed to blend
into each other at odd angles. Forrester's eyes couldn’t
quite follow them or understand them, and judging
the size of the room was out of the question. There was
a golden wash of light filling the room, though it
aidn't seem to come from anywhere in particular, It
~was, in fact, as if the room itself were shining. For-
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rester blinked and rubbed his eyes. The light, or what-
ever it was, was changing color.

Gradually, he realized that it went on doing that.
He wasn't sure that he liked it, but it was certainly
different. The colors went from gold to pale rose to
violet to blue, and so on, back to gold again, while
little eddies and swirls of light sparkled into rainbows
here and there.,

Forrester began to feel dizzy again,

There were various objects standing around here and
there in the room, but Forrester couldn’t quite tell what
they were. Even their sizes were difficult to judge,
because of the shifting light and shape of the room
itself. There was only one thing that seemed reasonably
certain.

He was alone in the room.

Set in one wall was a square of light that didn’t
change color quite as much as everything else. Forrester
judged it to be a window and headed for it. With his
first step, he discovered something else about the place.

The carpeting was completely unique. Instead of
fiber, the floor seemed to have been covered a foot
deep with foam rubber. Forrester didnt exactly walk
to the window; he bounced there. The sensation was
almost enjoyable, he thought, when you got used to it.
He wondered just how long it took to get used to it
and settled on eighty years as a good first guess.

He stood in front of the window. He looked out.

He saw nothing but clouds and sky.

It took a long while for him to decide what to do
next, and when he finally did come to a decision, it
was the wrong one.

He looked down.

Below him there were tumbled rocks, ledges of ice
and snow, clouds and—far, far below—the flat land of
the Earth. He wanted to shut his eyes, but he couldn't.
The whole vast stomach-churning panorama spread out
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beneath him endlessly. The people below, it there were
any, werent even big enough to be ants. They were
completely invisible. Forrester took a deep breath and
gripped the side ledges of the window.

And a voice behind him said: “Welcome, Mortal.”

Forrester almost went through the window. But he
managed to regain his balance and turn around, saying
angrily: “Don’'t do that!” As the last of the words left
his lips, he became aware of the smiling figure facing
him.

She was standing in a spotlight, Forrester thought
at first. Then he saw that the light was coming from
the woman herself—or from her clothing. The drcss she
wore was a satinlike sheath that glowed with an aura
even brighter than the room. Her blonde hair picked
up the radiance and glowed, too, illuminating a face
that was at once regal, inviting and passionate. It was,
Forrester thought, a hell of a disturbing combination.

The cloth of the dress clung to her figure as if it
wanted to. Forrester didn’t blame it a bit; the dress
showed off a figure that was not only beyond his wildest
dreams, but a long way beyond what he had hitherto
regarded as the bounds of possibﬂity., From shoulder
to toe, she was pertection.

This was also true of the woman from shoulder to
Crown.

Forrester gulped and, automatically, went on one

knee.

“Please,” he murmured. “Pardon me. 1 didnt
mean—

“Quite all right,” the Goddess murmured. “I under-
stand perfectly.”

“But I-"

“Never mind all that now,” Venus said, with just a
hint of impatience. “Rise, William Forrester—or you
who were William Forrester.”

Forrester rose. Sweat was pouring down his face.
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He made no effort to wipe it away. “Were?” he asked,

Jdazed. “But that’s my namel”
“It was,” Venus said, in the same calm tone. “Hence-

forth, your name is Dionysus.”

Forrester took a while to remember to swallow, “Dio~
nysus?” he said at last.

There was another silence.

Forrester, teeling that perhaps his first question could
use some amplification, said: “Dionysus? Bacchus? You
mean mer

“Quite right,” Venus said. “That will be your name,
and you'd better begin getting used to it.”

“Now wait a minutel” he said. “I don’t mean to be
disrespectful, but something occurs to me. 1 mean, it's
the first thing 1 thought of, and I'm probably wrong,
but just let me ask the questions, if you dont mind,
and maybe some of this will make some sense. Because
just a few hours ago I was doing very nicely on my
own and I-"

“What are your questionst” Venus said.

Forrester swayed. “Dionysus/Bacchus himself,” he
said. “Won't he mind my—~

Venus laughed. “Mind your using his name? My
goodness, no.”

“But—"

“It's all because of the orgies,” Venus said.

Everything, he told himself, was getting just a little
too much for him. “Orgies?” he said.

Venus nedded. “You see, there are all those orgies held
in his honor. You know about those, of course.”

“Sure I do,” Forrester said, watching everything nar-
rowly. In just a few seconds, he told himself hopetfully,
the whole room would vanish and he would be in a nice,
peaceful insane asylum,

“Well, it isn't impossible for a God to be at all the
orgies held in his honcr,” Venus said. “Naturally not. But,
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at the same time, they are all rather boring—for a God, I
mean. And that's why youre here,” she finished.

Forrester said: “Oh.” And then he said: “Oh?” The
room hadn’t disappeared yet, but he was willing to give
it time.

“Dionysus,” Venus said patiently, as if she were ex-
plaining the matter to a small and rather ugly child, “gets
tired of appearing at the orgies. He wants someone to
take his place.”

The silence after that sentence was a very long one.
Forrester could think of nothing to say but: “Me?P”

“You will be raised to the status of Godling,” Venus
said. “You remember Hercules and Achilles, don’t your”

“Never met them,” Forrester said vacantly.

“Naturally,” Venus said. “They were, however, ancient
‘Theroes, raised to the status of Godling, just as you yourself

will be. However, you will not be honored or worshipped
~ under your own name.”

Forrester nodded. “Naturally,” he said, wondering what
he was talking about. There was, he realized, the pos-
sibility that he was not insane after all, but he didn't
want to think about that. It was much too painful.
 “You will receive instructions in the use of certain

~ powers,” Venus said. “These will enable you to pertorm
your new duties.”

Duties.

The word carried a strange connotation. Dionysus/Bac-
chus was the God of wine, among other things, and
women and song had been thrown in as an afterthought.
The duties of a stand-in for a God like that sounded just
a little bit overwhelming.

“These—duties,” he said. “Will they be temporary or

permanent?”

“Well,” Venus said, “that depends.” She smiled at him
- Sweetly.

“Depends?”
“So far,” Venus said, “our testing shows that you are
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capable of handling certain of the duties to be entrusted
to you. But, for the rest, everything depends on your own
talents and devotion.”

“Ah,” Forrester said, and then: “Testingr”

“You don’t suppose that we would pick a mortal for an
important job like this without making certain that he
was capable of doing the job, do you?”

“Frankly,” Forrester said, “I havent got around to
suppesing anything yet.”

Venus smiled again. “We have tested you,” she said,
and so far you appear perfectly capable of exercising your
powers.”

Forrester blinked. “Exercising?”

“Exactly. As a street brawler, for instance, you do
exceptionally well.”

“As a—"

“How does your face feel?” she asked.

“My what?” Forrester said. “Oh. Face. Fine. Street
brawls, you said?”

“1 did,” Venus said. “My gcodness, the way you bashed
that one bruiser with your drink—that was really excel-
lent, As a matter of fact, I feel it incumbent on me to
tell you that I haven't enjoyed a fight so much in years.”

Wondering whether he should be complimented or just
a little ashamed of himself, Forrester said nothing at all.
The idea that he had been under the personal supervision
of Aphrodite herself bothered him more than he could
say. The brawl was the first thing that came to mind, It
didn't seem like the sort of thing a Goddess of Love
ought to have been watching.

And then he thought of the High Priestess.

He felt a blush creeping up around his collar, and was
thanktful only that it was not visible under the tan of his
skin. He remembered who had ordered the sacrificial
rites, and thought bitterly and guiltily about spectator
Sports.

But his face remained perfectly calm,
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“So far,” Venus said, “I must say that you have come
through with flying colors. You should be proud of
yourse]f.”

Forrester didn’t feel exactly proud. He wanted to crawl
into a hole and die there.

“Well,” he said, “I-"

“But there is more,” Aphrodite said.,

- “Morer”

The idea didn’t sound attractive. In spite of what one
of the tests had involved, the notion of any more tests was
just a little fatiguing. Besides, Forrester was not at all
sure that he would be at his best, when he knew that
dispassionate observers were chronicling his technique
and his every movement.

How much more, he wondered, could he take?

And, he reflected, how much more of what?

- “We must be certain,” Aphrodite said, “that you can
prove yourself worthy of the dignity of a Godling.”

“Ah,” Forrester said cleverly. “So there are going to be
more testsr”

“There are,” Venus said. “After all, you will be expected
to act as the alter persona of Dionysus. That involves
responsibilities almost beyond the ken of a mortal.”

Wine, Forrester thought wildly, women and song,

He wondered it he were going to be asked to sing
something. He couldn’t remember anything except the
Star Spangled Banner and an exceptionally silly rhyme
from his childhood. Neither of them seemed just right for
the occasion. -

“You must learn to behave as a true God,” Venus said.
“And we must know whether you are fitted for the part.”

Forrester nodded. The one thing keeping him sane, he
reflected, was the hope of insanity. But the room was still
there, and Venus was standing near him, talking quietly
away.

“Thus,” she said, “there must be further tests, so that
we may be sure of your capacities.”
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Capacmes? Just what was that supposed to mean? “I
see,” he lied. “And suppose I fail?”

“Fail?”

“Suppose I don’t live up to expectations,” Forrester
said.

“Well, then,” Venus declared, “I'm afraid the Gods
might be angry with you.”

Forrester had no doubt whatever as to the meaning of
the words. Either he lived up to expectations or he didn't
live at all, The Gods™ anger was not a small affair, and it
seldom satisfied itself with small results. When a God
got angry with you, you simply hoped the result would
be quick. You didn’t really dare hope it would also be
temporary.

Forrester passed a hand over his forehead. If he had
been doing his own picking, he thought a little sadly, the
job of tryout stand-in for Dionysus was not the job he
would have chosen. But then, the choice wasn't his, and
it never had been, It was the Gods who had picked him.

Unfortunately, if he failed, the mistake wouldn't be laid
at the door of the Gods. It would be laid at the door of
William Forrester, together with a nice, big, black funeral
wreath.

But it didn’t sound too bad at that, he told himself
hopefully. After all, it wasn’t every day that a man was
offered the job of stand-in for a God, not every day that
a man was offered the chance of passing a lot of strenuous
and embarrassing tests, and dying if he failed.

He told himself sternly to look on the positive side, but
all he could think of was the succession of tests still to
come. What would they be like? How could he ever pass
them all? What would be thought necessary to establish
a man as a first-rate double for Dionysus?

Locks, he thought, were obviously the first thing, and
he certainly had those. For a second he almost wished he
could see Ed Symes and apologize for getting mad when

Ed had told him ke looked like Bacchus,
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But then, he reflected, he didn’t want to go too far.
The idea ot apologizing to Ed Symes, no matter who his
sister was, made Forrester’s gorge rise about five and a
half feet.

“However,” Aphrodite went on, as if she had just
thought of something too unimportant to bother men-
tioning, “don’t worry about it. My father’s thunderbolt
needn't concern you. I have every confidence that you
will prove yourself.”

She smiled radiantly at him.

The idea occuwrred to Forrester that she just didn’t
think that a mortal's mortality was important. But the
idea didn’t stay long. Being reassured by a Goddess, he
told himselt confusedly, was very reassuring.

Venus was looking him up and down speculatively,
and Forrester suddenly thought a new test was coming.
A little gentle sweat began to break out on his forehead
again, but his face stayed calm. He took a deep breath
and tried to concentrate on gathering strength. The
High Priestess had been something special but, Forrester
thought, she had not really called out his all. Venus was
clearly another matter.

But Venus said only: “Those clothes,” in a considering
sort of tone. |

“Clothes?” Forrester said, trying to readjust in a hurry.

“You certainly cant go in those clothes. Hera would
object quite violently, I'm afraid. She’s awtully stufty
about such things.”

The intimate details about the Gods intrigued For-
rester. “Stufly? Herar”

“Confidentially,” Venus said, “at times, the All-Mother
can be an absolute bitch.”

She went over to one of the light-swirled walls, and a
part of the light seemed to fade as she did so. Ot course,
she did nothing so crude as opening a door. When she
started for the wall there was no closet apparent there,
but when she arrived it was there, solid, and open.
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t was just that simple.
;hjtoc]:k out a white robe and started back. Forrester

tO-(}k his e}res from her Wlﬂl arl eﬁort and WatChEd thﬁ
closet disappear again. By the time she had reached him,
it was only a part of the swirling wall again.

And the hospital attendants were nowhere in sight.

She handed Forrester the robe. He took it warily, but
it seemed real enough. At any rate, it was as real as
anything else that was happening to nim, he thought.

It was a simple tunic, cut in the style of the ancient
Greek chiton, and open at one side instead of the front.
Forrester turned it in his hands. At the waist and shoulder
there was a golden clasp to hold it in place. The clasp
wasn 't figured in any special way. The material itself was
odd: it was an almost fluorescent white and, though it
was perfectly opaque, it was thinner than any paper
Forrester had ever seen in public. It almost didn’t seem
to be there when he rubbed it between his thumb and
forefinger.

“Well, don’t just stand there,” Venus said. “Get started.”

“Startedr” Forrester said.,

“Get dressed. The others are waiting for you.”

“Others?”

But she didn’t answer., Forrester locked frantically
around the room for anything that looked even remotely
like a dressing room. As a last resort, he was willing to
settle for a screcn. No room, no screen. He was willing
to settle for a chair he could crouch behind. There was
none.

He looked hopefully at the Goddess. Perhaps, he
thought, she would leave while he dressed. She showed
no sign of doing so. He cleared his throat and jerked at
his collar nervously.

“Now, now,” Venus said sternly. “Don’t tell me the
presence of your Goddess embarrasses you.” She raised
her head imperiously. “Hurry it up.”

Very slowly, he began taking off his clothes. There was,
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‘after all, nothing to be ashamed of, he told himself. As a

matter of fact, Venus ought to be getting used to the sight

of him undressing by this time.

- Somehow, he finally managed to get the chiton on
straight. Venus looked him over and nodded her approval.

- “Come alorg now,” she said. “Theyre waiting for us.
And one thing: don't get nervous, for Hera's sake. YouTre
all right.”

- “Obh,” Forrester said. “Sure. Perfectly all right. Right

as rain.”

- “Well, you are. As a matter of fact, I think youll make
a fine Dionysus.”

- She led him toward a wall opposite where the closet
had been. As they approached it, a section of it became

bluer and bluer. With a sinking feeling, Forrester told
himself that he knew what was coming.

- He did. The wall dissolved into the shimmering blue

“haze of a Veil of Heaven, just like the one that had

transported him from New York to his present position.

Where that was, he wasn't entirely sure, but remembering

-his one lcok cut the window, he suspected it was Mount
‘Olympus. '

But there wasn’t any time for thinking. Venus took his

hand coolly as they reached the blue haze. Then both of
them stepped through.
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CHAPTER 51X

he room into which they stepped seemed even larger

than the one they had left. The distances were just
as hard to measure, and why Forrester had the feeling,
he couldn’t have said, but it did feel larger. The sense of
enormous space hung over it.

The wall colors were just the same, however, dripping
and changing in a continuocus flow of patterns, with the
little sunbursts and rainbows appearing here and there
without any visible reason.

But the room itself was comparatively unimportant,
Forrester knew. It was what went on in the room that
sent shivers up his spine, and instructed one knee to start
knocking against other one. He had heard of the Court
of the Gods, though as far as he knew no mortal had ever
seen it. There were certainly no photographs of it, even
in the most exhaustive travel books.

Forrester knew without question that he was standing
in that Courtroom. The knowledge did not make him
~calm. And the beings sitting and reclining on couches
along the shimmering walls made him feel even worse.
He recognized every one of them, and every one sent &
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new shock of awe running through his nerves. His
‘gtomach felt like a hard rubber handball.

There was Zeus All-Father, with his great, silvery, .
ringleted beard. His hands were combing through it and
he was frowning majestically into the distance. Next to
him was the imperious Hera, Mother of the Gods. She sat

with her hands folded in her lap, as if she were waiting
for the end of the world to be anncunced. There was
Mars, tough and hairy-chested, scratching his side with
one hand and scowling herribly. His fierce, bearded face
looked somehow out of place without the battle helmet
that usually topped it. The homed and goat-legged Pan
was there, and Vulcan, crippled and ugly with his squat
body and giant arms, reclining like an ape on a couch all
alone, and motherly looking Ceres using one hand to pat
ber hair as it she, not Forrester, were the nervous one.

Athena was there, too, lovely and gray-eyed. She
seemed tc be smiling at him with special favor, and
Forrester felt gratetul.

- He needed all the help he could get.

“But the other Gods were absent. Where were they?
Pluto and Phoebus Apollo were missing, and so were
Mercury, Neptune, Dionysus and Diana,

And . ..
~ “Ah,” the great voice of Zeus boomed, as Forrester and
Venus stepped through the Veil. Forrester heard the
voice and shuddered. “The mortal is here,” Zeus went on
in his awe-inspiring roar, “Welcome, Mortall”

Forrester opened his mouth, but Hera got in ahead
of him.

She leaned over to her divine husband and hissed, in a
tone audible to everyone in the room: “Don't belabor the
obvious, dear. Enough’s encugh.” '

“It isP” Zeus said. The roar was exactly the same. “I'm
‘not at all sure. Nol Of course not. Naturally not, my
‘dear. Naturally not.” He looked around slowly, nodding
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his great head. “Now, now. Let’s see. Do we have a
quorum? I don’t see Morpheus. Where's Morpheus?”

“Asleep, as usual,” Mars growled. He finished scratch-
ing his side and began on his beard. “Where else would
the old fool be? He's nothing but a bore anyway and I
say to Hades with him. Let’s get on.”

“Now, Ares,” Pallas Athena said mildly, “Dont be
crude.”

“Cruder” Mars bellowed. “All 1 said was that the old
bore’s not here. It's true, isn’t it? What in Hades is so
crude about it?”

“Hah!” Vulcan growled, in a bass voice that seemed
to come from the bottom of a large barrel. “Look who
mentions being a bore.”

“Why, you—" Mars started.

“Children!” Hera snapped at once.

There was quiet, and Forrester had time to get dizzy.
Maybe, he thought, he had been traveling too much,
After all, he had started in New York, and then be had
found himself on what he suspected was Mount Olympus,
in Greece. And now he was somewhere else,

He wasn't entizely sure where. The Court of the Gods
existed; he knew that. But he had never heard just whers
it existed, and it was entirely possible that no mortai
knew. In which case, Forrester thought confusedly, I
dont even know where I am,

For the first time, he began to think seriously that,
perhaps, he was sane after all. Maybe everything he was
seeing and hearing was true. It was certainly beginning
to look that way. And, in that case, maybe the dizziness
he felt was just airsickness, or spacesickness, or whatever
kind of sickness came from traveling through those bluc
Veils, -

At least, he told himself, thinking of the old man he
had met on the way downtown, at least it beat the
subway.

He looked behind him. He and Venus were standing
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in the center of the room. There was no blue veil behind
them. It had, apparently, done its duty and gone away.

The subway, Forrester told himself solemnly, didn't
do that.

Zeus cleared his throat ponderously. “I count eight of
us,” he said. “Eight, all told. Of course, that’s eight
without the mortal.” He paused, and then added: “If
you count the mortal in, there are nine.”

Pan stirred. “That’s a quorum,” he announced in a
hoarse voice that had a heavy vibrato in it. It reminded
Forrester, oddly, of the bleating of a goat. Pan crossed
his legs and his hooves clashed, striking sparks. “Pluto
and Poseidon said they’d accept our judgment.”

“Why the absence?” Vulcan said shortly.

“A storm, I think,” Pan said. “Out in the North Atlantic,
if memory serves—and it does. As far as I recall, there are
four ships sunk so far. Quite an affair.”

Vulcan said: “Ah,” and reclined again.

Hera leaned forward. “Where's Apollo? He said he
might come.”

“Sure he did,” Mars said heavily. “Old Sunshine Boy
never misses a bit of excitement. Only he probably found
something even more exciting. Hes in California, all
dressed up as a mortal.”

“California?” Ceres said. “My goodness, what would
that boy be doing in California?™

Mars guffawed. “Probably showing off—how Sunshine
Boy loves to show oft! Displaying that gorgeous body to
the girls on Muscle Beach, I'll bet.”

“Eight to five,” Pan said at once,

Mars turned to him and nodded shortly. “Done.”

“Now, if I were a betting man,” Vulcan began in a
thoughtful bass, “T'd—"

“We all know what you'd do, Glmpy, Mars roared.

“But you won't do it, so shut up about it.”

“Please,” Hera said. “Order.” Her voice was like chilled
steel. The others settled back. “I think we're ready. Shall
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we begin, dear?” She looked at Zeus, who got ready to
start. But before he could get a word out, there was a
flicker of blue energy in the room, a couple of yards
away from Forrester and Venus. The flicker expanded to
a Veil, and a man stepped out of it.

He was a short, fat individual wearing a chiton as it
he had slept in it for three or four weeks. His face was
puffy and his golden hair was rufiled. His eyelids seemed
to have acquired a permanent half-mast, and beneath
them the eyes were bleary and disinterested.

Forrester needed no introductions to Morpheus, the
God of Sleep.

The God looked around at the assembled company with
a kindly little smile on his tired face. Then, slowly and
luxuriously, he yawned. When his mouth closed again,
after a view of caverns measureless to man, he rubbed at
his eyes with his knuckles, and then heaved a great sigh
and, apparently, resigned himself to the terrible effort
of speech.

“T'm late,” he said. “But it’s really not my fault.”

“Oh?” Hera said in a nasty tone of voice.

- Morpheus shook his head slowly from side to side. “It
really isn't.” His voice was terribly calm. It was obvious,
Forrester thought, that he did not give a damn. “The
alarm just didn't seem to go off again, Or else I didn't
hear it.”

“Now, Morpheus,” Hera said. “I should think you'd get
some kind of ala.rm that really worked, after all this
time.”

“Why bother?” Morpheus said, and shrugged pon-
derously. “"Anyhow, I'm here.” He yawned again, “The
thing’s tiresome, but I did say I'd be here, and here I am.
Now, does that satisfy everybody? Beca.use it it doesnt,
I do have some sleeP to catch up on.”

“It satisfies us all,” Hera said with some asperity. “Go
sit down.”

Morpheus shambled quietly over to a couch near Mars.
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- He lowered himself onto it, and slowly slipped from a
sitting position to a reclining one.

“Well,” Hera said to Zeus, “were ready, dear.”

“Oh,” Zeus said. “Oh. Certainly. I declare this meeting
—I declare this meeting fully met.” He cleared his throat
with a rumble that shook the air. “We're here, as I suppose
you all know, to consider the problem of William For-
rester. But first, I am reminded of a little story I picked
up on Earth, and in the hopes that some of you here
might not have heard it, I-"

“We've heard it,” Hera said, “and, anyhow, this is
peither the time nor the place.”

Zeus turned to look at her. He shrugged. “Very well,”
he said equably. “Let us return to William Forrester, as
a possible substitute for Dionysus. The first consideration
ought to be the psychological reccrds, wouldn't you say?”

“I would,” Hera said through her teeth.

- “I believe Athena is in charge of that department, and
if she is ready to report—"

“Of course she’s ready,” Hera said, “dear.”

Zeus nodded. “Well, then, what are we waiting for?”

Athena got up and faced the company. “In general,”
she began at once, “I think we can pass the candidate
completely on the psychological records. The Index of
Subordination is low, but we don’t want one too high
- for this post. Too, the Beta curve shows a good deal of
variation, a Dionysian characteristic. There is, perhaps, a
stronger sense of responsibility than is recorded in the
Dionysian index, but this may not be a handicap.”

“By no means,” Hera said. “Responsibility is something
‘we could all do with more of, around here.” She shot a
poisonous glance at Morpheus, whose eyes were now
completely closed.

Forrester, busily wondering what his Beta curve was,
and why it varied, and what he would do if he lost it

and had to get another one, missed the next few words
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of Athena’s report. The word that did impinge on his
consciousness did so with a shock.

“Sex,” Athena said. “But, after all, that is not quite in
my department.” She looked as it she were very glad of
the fact. “In general, as 1 say, the psychological tests
present no insuperable barriers.”

“Fine,” Hera said. She dug Zeus in the ribs again,

“Oh,” Zeus said. “Yes, Fine.”

“Next,” Hera said.

“Yes,” Zeus said. “By all means. Next.”

Mars got up. He was now scratching the hair on his
chest. He looked around at the others with a definitely
unfriendly expression.

“The physical department is mine,” he said. “The
candidate can handle himself, all right. There isn’t much
doubt of it.” He burped, wiped his mouth with the back
of one hand, and went on: “Of course, he's let himself
run to fat a little here and there, but it isn't really serious.
Mainly a matter of glandular balance or something like
that, as far as I understand Hermes’ report.”

Forrester began to feel like a prize chicken.

“And physical training,” Mars said. “Well, there hasn’
been any training, that’s all. And that’s bad.”

“He is not being considered for your position,” Vulcan
said. “One muscular brainless imbecile is enough.”

Mars took a deep breath.

“Please,” Hera said. “Continue the report.”

The breath came out in an explosion. “All right,” Mars
said. “Discounting the training end of things, and assum-
ing that Hermes can fix up the glandular mess, I think
he can pass the physical.”

Forrester wasn't sure that he liked being referred to as
a glandular mess. On the other hand, he asked himself,

what could he do about it? He stood quietly, wondering
what was coming next.

His worst fears were fulfilled.
Venus stepped forward and gave her report. Basically,
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it was a codicil, of a rather specialized nature, to the
physical report. While it was going on, Forrester glanced
at Athena. She looked every bit as embarrassed as he felt,
and her tace wore a look of sheer pain. Once he thought
she was going to leave the room, but she remained
grimly seated until it was all over.

Forrester couldn’t figure out, when he thought about
it, how the Gods had managed to give him all these tests
without his knowing anything about it. But, then, they
were supernatural, weren't they? And they had their own
methods. A mortal didn’t have to understand them.

Forrester wasn't sure he was happy with that idea, but
ke clung to it. It was the only one he had.

- 'When Venus finished her report, there was a little
‘silence.

“Any cother comments?” Hera whispered to her
‘husband. '

“Ah, yes,” Zeus said. “Other comments. If anyone has
any other comments to make, please make them now.
Now is the time to make them.”

He sat back. Morpheus stirred slightly and spoke with-
out opening his eyes or sitting up. “Sleep,” he said.

Hera said: “Sleeps”

“Very important,” Morpheus said slowly, “the candidate
sleeps pretty well—soundly, as a matter ot tact. The only
trouble is that he doesn’t get enough sleep. But then, no
one on this entire crazy world ever does.” He yawned and

added: “Not even me.”

- Forrester passed a hand over his forehead. He realized,
very suddenly, that he bad come to a conclusion some-
where during the meeting. He was, he told himself,
definitely sane.

That left another conclusion. He was not dreaming
anything that was happening. It was all perfectly real.
- And he was about to become a demi-God.

That in itself didn’t sound so bad. But he began to
- wonder, in a quiet sort of way, just what was going to
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happen to William Forrester, acolyte and history profes-
sor, when Forrester/Bacchus had became a reality. With
a blunt shock he knew that there was only one answer.

William Forrester was going to die.

It didn’t matter what the verdict of the Gods was.
There were more tests coming, he knew, and if he failed
them the Gods would kill him quite literaily and quite
completely.

But, he went on, suppose he passed the tests.

In that case he was going to become Forrester/Bac-
chus, a substitute God. Plain c¢ld Bill Forrester would
cease to exist entirely.

Oh, a few traces might remain—his Beta curve, for
instance, whatever that was. But Bill Forrester would be
gone. Somehow, the idea of a revenant Beta curve didn't
make up for the basic loss.

On the other hand, he reminded himself again, what
choice did he have?

None.

He forced himself to listen to what the Gods were
saying.,

Zeus cleared his throat. “Well, I think that closes the
subject. Am I right, dear?”

“You are,” Hera said.

“Very well,” Zeus said. “Then the subject is closed,
isn't it?”

Hera nodded wearily.

“In that case, we can proceed with the investiture.
Hephaestus, will you please take charge of the can-
didater”

Hephaestus/Vulcan sighed softly. “I suppose I must.”
He swung off the couch and stocod half-crouched for a
second. Forrester locked at him blankly. “Well,” Vulcan
said, “come on.” He jerked his head toward Forrester.
“Over here.”

With one last backward glance at Venus, Forrester
walked across the rcom. Vulcan turned and hobbled
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ghead of him toward the wall. Forrester followed until,
almost at the wall, a Veil of Heaven appeared. Feeling
almost used to the thing by now, Forrester followed
Vulcan through, and he didn’t even look behind him to
see it the Veil had vanished after they'd come through.
He knew pertectly well it had. It always did.

The room they had entered was similar to the others
he had seen, but there was no change of colors. The walls
glowed evenly and with a subdued light that filled the
room evenly. And, for the first time, the walls weren't
- simply blanks that became things only when approached.
~ 'The strangest-looking objects Forrester had ever seen
filled benches, tables, chairs and the floor, and some were
even tacked to the glowing walls. He stared at them for
a long time.

- No two were alike. They seemed to be all sizes, shapes

and materials. The only thing they really had in common
was that they were unrecognizable. They looked, For-
rester thought, as it a truckload of non-cbjective twen-
tieth-century sculpture had collided with another truck
tull of old television-set innards. Then, in scme way, the
two trucks had fallen in love and had children.

The scrambled horrors scattered throughout the room
were, Forrester told himself bleakly, the children.

- Vulcan sat down on the only empty chair with a sigh.
“This is my workshop,” he announced gravely. “It is not
arranged for visitors, nor for the curious. I must advise
you to touch nothing, it you wish to save your hands, your
sanity, and very possibly your life.”

Forrester nodded dumbly. Vulcan’s tone hadn't been
uniriendly; he had merely been warning a stranger, in
the shortest and clearest manner pessible, against the
dangers of feeling the merchandise. Not, Forrester
thought, that the warning was necessary. He would as
soon have thought of trying to fly as he would of touching
one of the mixed-up looking things.

“Now,” Vulcan said, “if you'll-" He stopped. “Pardon
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me,” he said, and levered himself upright, He went to a
chair, swept a few constructions trom it and put them
carefully on a table, “Sit down,” he said, motioning to the
chair.

Gingerly, Forrester sat down,

Vulcan returned to his own chair and climbed onto it.
“Now let us get to business.”

“Business?” Forrester said.

“Oh, ves,” Vulcan said. "I imagine you were pretty
well bewildered for a while. No more than natural. But I
think you've figured it out by now. You know you are
going to be given the powers of a demi-God, don't your”

“Yes. But—"

“Do not worry about it,” Vulcan said. “The powers
are—simply powers. They are not burdens. At any rate,
they will not be burdensome to you. We know that—we
have researched you to a fine point, as you may have
gathered from the fol-de-rol back there” Te gestured
toward his right, evidently indicating the Coust of the
Gods.

“But,” Forrester said, “suppose I'm nct what your tests
say. I mean, suppose I—" -

“There is no need for supposition. Beyend any shadow
of doubt, we know how you, as a meortal, will react to
any ccnceivable set of circumstances.”

“Oh,” Forrester said. “But—"

“Precisely. You have realized what yet needs to be
done. We know what your abilities and limitations are—
as a mortal. The tests you have yet to pass are concerned
with your actions and reactions as a demi-God.”

Forrester swallowed hard. He felt as if he were on a
moving roller-coaster. No matter how badly he wanted to

get off, it was impossible to do so. He had to remain
while thie car hurtled on.

And where was he going?
The Gods, he told himself with more than ordinary

meaning, knew.
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“The power which is to be infused into you,” Vulcan

- said, “if you don’t mind the loose terminology—~

“I don't mind in the least,” Forrester assured him
earnestly. “Not in the least.”

- “The power intused into you will make some changes.

These will not only be physical changes. Mental changes
must be expected.”

“Oh,” Forrester said. “Mental changes.”

“Correct. Physically, you see, you will become what no
mortal can ever quite be: a perfectly functioning biolog-
~ical engine. Every sinew, nerve and muscle, every organ
and gland, every tissue in your body will be in perfect
harmonic balance with every other. Metabolically speak-
ing, your catabolism and anabolism will be in such
perfect balance that aging will not be possible.”

Forrester thought that over. “I'll be immortal,” he said.

“In that sense of the word,” Vulcan said, “you will. You
will be, as a matter of fact, quite a good deal tougher,
stronger and harder than any animal now existing on the
face of the Earth. I must except, of course, a few of the
really big ones, like the elephant and the killer whale.”

“Oh,” Forrester said, “Sure.”

“But make no mistake. You can still be killed. A bullet
through the heart will not do the job; it will merely in-
capacitate you for a few hours. But if you were to have
your head blown off by a grenade, you would be quite
dead. Remember that.”

“I don’t see how I could forget it.”

“You will heal with incredible rapidity, but there are
limitations. Anything that pushes the balance too far will
be fatal. You can lose a hand or even an arm without
serious harm; the missing member will be regrown. But
if you were to fall into a large meat-grinder—"

“1 get the idea,” Forrester said, teeling pale green.

“Good,” Vulcan said. “However, there is more.”

“Morer”
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“There are certain other powers to be given you in
addition. You will learn of these later.”

Forrester nodded blankly.

“Now,” Vulcan said, “all these physical changes will
have a definite eftect upon your psychological outlook,
as I imagine you can plainly see.”

Forrester thought about it. “Well-"
~ “Let us suppose that you are a coward who has
avoided fights all his life. Now you are given these
powers. What will happen?”

“T'll be strong.”

“Exactly, You will be strong. And because you are
strong, and almost indestructible, you suddenly decide
that you can now get your revenge on the people who
have pushed you around.”

“Well,” Forrester said, “I—"

“You begin to look for fights,” Vulcan said. “You go
around beating up everyoune you can find, simply because
you now know you can get away with it. Do you under-
stand me?”

“I guess s0.” .

“A man with a vicious streak in him would be intoler-
able in this position. Can you see that? Take an example:
Ares. Mars is a tough God, hard and at times brutal, But
he is not vicious.”

Forrester was a little surprised to hear Vulcan say
anything nice about Mars. He knew, as everyone did,
the long history of ill-will and positive hatred the two
had built up between them. It had begun scon after
Vulcan’s marriage to Aphrodite/Venus.

He hadn't been a cripple then, of course. For a while,
he and Venus had had a fine time, But Venus, apparently,
just wasn't satisfied with the dull normal routine of
married lite. None of the Gods seemed to be, as a matter
of fact. Either they were altogether too married, like
Zeus, or else they weren’t married enough, like Venus.
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~ Or else they were like Diana and Athena, indifferent to
marriage, |

At any rate, Venus had begun locking around for fresh
talent. And the fresh talent had been right there ready to
sign up for a long contract on a strictly extra-legal basis.

One day Vulcan caught them at it, his wife and Mars.
Vulcan was angry, but Mars didn’t exactly like to be in-
terrupted, either, and he was a little faster on the draw.
- He tossed Vulcan over a nearby cliff, crippling him
for good.

And as for Aphredite—who knew? It was entirely
possible that, by this time, the Goddess of Love had run
through the entire list of Gods and was now at work on
the mortals.

Forrester wasn’t entirely sure he disliked the idea, on a
- simple physical level. But there was more than that to it,
of course; there was Vulcan. Forrester found himself
liking the solemn, positive workman. He didn't want to
hurt him,

- And a liaison with Venus was certain to do just that.

He came back to the present to hear Vulcan still dis-
coursing. “Also,” the God said, “changes in glandular
balance must be made. These changes have a necessary
effect on the brain. The personality changes subtly,
though I can assure you that the change is not a marked
one.” He paused. “For all these reasons,” he finished, “I
am sure that you can see why we must subject you to
further tests.”

“I understand,” Forrester said vaguely.

“Good. Now, you will not know whether a given
incident—any given incident—is a perfectly natural oc-
currence or a test imposed on you by the Pantheon. Can
you understand that?”

Forrester nodded.

Vulcan levered himself upright, his ugly face smiling
just a little. “And remember what I have told you. No
worrying. You don't even know just what any given test
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is supposed to accomplish, so you can’t know whether the
action you choose is right or wrong. Therefore, worrying
will do nothing for you. You will be at your best it you
simply behave naturally.”

“PI try.”

“Remember, also, that you were picked not merely for
your physical resemblance to Dionysus, but yocur psy-
chological resemblance as well. Therefore, playing his
part should be comparatively simple for you. Right?”

“I guess so,” Forrester said, feeling both expectant and
a little hopeless about it all.

“Fine,” Vulcan said. “Now wait one moment.” He
turned and limped over to a structure that looked like a
sort of worktable, When he came back, he was carrying
several objects in his big hands. He selected one, an
ovoid about the size of a marble, colored a dull orange,
and handed it to Forrester. “Swallow that.”

Forrester took it cautiously. As soon as he found out
what he was supposed to do with the thing, its dimen-
sions seemed to grow. It looked about the size of a gol
ball in his shaking hands.

“Swallow it? he said tentatively,

“Correct,” Vulcan said.

“But—"

“This object is a—well, call it a talisman. It will not
dissclve, and it is recoverable, but for the Investiture it
must be inside you.”

“But—"

“You will find it so easy to swallow that you will need
no water. Go ahead.”

Forrester put the thing in his mouth and swallowed
once, just to test Vulcan’s statement. The effect was
surprising. He could barely feel it leave his tongue, and
he couldn’t feel it go down at all. He swallowed again,
experimentally, and explored the inside of his mouth with
his tongue.

“It is gone,” Vulcan said. “Good.”
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“It's gone, all right,” Forrester said wonderingly.

“The sandals are next” Vulcan selected a pair of
sandals with rather thick soles and handed them over.
They were apparently made of geld. Forrester obediently
strapped them on, and Vulcan next handed him a pair of
golden cylinders indented to fit his curved fingers.

“You hold these very tightly,” Vulean said. “During the
JInvestiture, you must grip them as hard as you can.” He
Peered closely at them and pointed to one. “This one
goes in the left hand. The other goes in the right. Squeeze
‘them as if—as if you were trying to crush them. All
right?”

“All right,” Forrester said.

- Vulcan nodded. “Good. From this moment on, do ex-
actly as you are told. Answer questions truthtully. Keep
nothing secret. Remember my instructions.”

“Right,” Forrester said doubtfully.

“Come on,” Vulcan said, heading for the wall. The
inevitable Veil of Heaven appeared, and Forrester fol-
lowed through it as before.

The room they entered was not, he thought, the same
one they had becn in before. Or, if it was, it had changed
‘a great deal. It was difficult to tell anything for sure; the
shitting walls looked the same, but they also looked like
the shifting walls in Venus’s apartments.

At any rate, there were now no couches on the floor.
The room seemed even bigger than before, and when the
~walls settled down to a steady golden glow, Forrester felt
lost in the immensity of the place. In the center of the
room was a raised golden dais. It was about five feet
across and nearly three feet high.

The Gods were ranged around it in a semicircle, fac-
ing him. Vulcan slipped into an empty space in the line,
and Forrester stood pertectly alone, holding the eylinders.

Zeus cleared his throat. “Step up on the dais,” he said.

Stuminﬂg slightly, Forrester managed to do so with-
out losing his grip on the cylinders,

In the center of the raised platform, with the Gods
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staring at him, he felt like something under a microscope.

“William Forrester,” Zeus said, and he shuddered. The
All-Father’s voice had never been more powertul. "Wii-
liam Forrester, from this moment onward you will
renounce your present name. You will be known as
Dionysus the Lesser until and unless it shall please us
to confer another name on vou. Henceforth, you will be,
in part, a recipient of the worship due to Dionysus, and
you will hold the rank of demi-God. Do you accept these
judgments and this honor?”

Forrester gulped. A long time seemed to pass. At last
he found his voice. “I do,” he said.

“Very well,” Zeus said.

The Gods joined hands and closed the circle around
Forrester, surrounding him completely. The golden auras
that shone about their bcdies grew more and more
bright. Forrester clutched the golden cylinders tightly.

Then, very suddenly, there was an explosion of light
Forrester thought he had staggered, but he was never
sure. Everything was too bright to see. Dizziness begar,
and grew.

The room whirled and tipped. Somewhere a great
organlike note began, and went on and on.

Forrester convulsed with the force of a single great
burst of energy that crashed through his nervous syster.

And then, in a timeless instant, everything went black.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

- The morning of the Autumn Bacchanal dawned bright
| and clear—thanks to the intervention of the Pantheon.
In New York, the leaves were only just beginning to turn.
and the sun was still high enough in the sky to make the
- afternoons warm and pleasant. Zeus All-Father had prom-
ised good weather for the festival, and a strong, warm
wind from the Gulf of Mexico was moving out the crisp
autumn air before the sun had risen an hour above the
horizon.
~ The practicing that had gone on in thousands of homes
- throughout the city was at an end. The Autumn Bac-
- chanal was here at last, and the Beginning Service, which
- Bad started in the litle Temple-on-the-Green right at
~ dawn, when the sun’s rays had first touched the tops of
- New York’s towers, was approaching its end. The people
+ clustered in the building, and the incomparably greater
number scattered outside it, were feeling the first itch of
restlessness.

Soon the Grand Procession would begin, starting as al-
ways trom the Temple-on-the-Green and wending its
slow way northward to the upper end of Central Park
at 110th Street. Then the string of worshippers would
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turn and head back for the Temple at the lower end of
the Park, with fanfare and pageantry on a scale calcu-
lated to do honor to the God of the festival, to outshine
not only every other festival, but every past year of th«
Autumn Bacchanal itself.

The Autumn Bacchanal was devoted to the celebra.
tion of the harvest, and more specificaily the harvest an
processing of the grape. All the wineries for hundreds of
miles around had shipped hogshead after hogshead and
barrel after barrel of fine wine—red, white, rose, still, oy
sparkling—as joyous sacrifice to Dionysus/Bacchus, and
in thanks that the fertility rites of the Vernal Bacchana]
had brought them good crops. Wine Howed from every-
where into the city, and now the immense reserves were
stacked away, awaiting the revels. Even the brewers and
distillers had sent along their wares, from the mildest
beer to vodka of 120 preof, joining unselfishly in the cele-
bration even though, technically, they were not under
Dionysian protection at all, but were the wards of Ceres,
the Goddess of grain.

Celebrants, liquors, chants, preparations, balloons, cor-
fetti, edibles and all the other appurtenances of ths
testival spiraled dizzingly upward, reaching propor-
tions unheard of throughout history. And, in a back reom
at the Temple-on-the-Green, the late William Forrester
sat, trying to forget all about them, and suffering from
a continuous case of nerves.

Diana marched up and dcwn in front of him, smack-
ing her left fist into her calloused little right palm. “Now
listen,” she said crisply. “I know you’re all hot and
bothered, kid, but there’s no reason to be. You're doing
fine. They love you out there.”

“Sure I am,” Forrester said, unconvinced.

“Well, you are,” Diana said, “You just got to have con-
fidence, that’s all. Keep your spirits up. Tried singing?”

“Singingr”

“Singing, kid. Raises the spirits,”
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Forrester blinked. “Really?”

“Take it from me,” Diana said. “How about Tenting
Tonight”

“How about what?”

“Tenting Tonight,” Diana said. “You know.”

“I—guess I do.” Forrester wished that Diana would do
‘more than treat him like a pal. She was a remarkably

~ beautiful woman, if you liked the type, and Forrester
.'liked virtually any type.
- Now, success appeared to be within his grasp. But it
- did seem an odd time to bring the subject up. Oh, well,
he thought, maybe she was just trying to cheer him up
and had picked this way of doing it

It worked, too, he told himseltf happily.

He cleared his throat. “Where?”

Diana stared. “Where?”

“That’s right,” Forrester said. Something was going
wrong but he couldn’t discover what it was. “The tent-
ing.”

- “Ob,” Diana said. “Right here. Now. Raises the spirits.”
~ “T should say it does!” Forrester agreed enthusiast-
_cally “But after all-right here—"
“Don’t worry about it, kid. Nt}bdy will hear you.”
“Hear me?”

- “Anyway, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Lots of people
-do it when they feel low.”

“T'll bet they do,” Forrester said. “But it’s different with
you and me.”

“Me?P” Diana said. “What do I have to do with it? I
just told you—"

“Well, sure. And here and now is as good a time and
place as any.”

Diana stepped back a pace. “Okay, let’s hear it. Singl”

“Sing? You mean I have to sing for my-"
- TN join you,” Diana said.
-~ Forrester nodded. He was beginning to get confused.
“You'd better,” he said.
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“Tenting tonight on the old camp grounds,” she sang,
“Now come on.”

Forrester coughed. “Oh,” he said. “Sing.”

“Sure,” Diana said, and they went through the song
together. “How about another chorus?” she asked.

“It’'s all right, Diana,” Forrester said, knowing she
preferred the name to her Greek one of Artemis. “I feel
fine now.”

“Well,” Diana said in a disappointed voice, “all right.”

What surprised Forrester most was that he did feel
fine. All the Gods had helped him in the past several
months, but Diana had been especially helptul. As a
forest Goddess, and as Protectress of the Night, she’d
been able to tell him a lot about how an orgy was
arranged. He had often wished that she would teach by
example, but now, he discovered, it was too late for
wishing,

She was, he told himsell with only faint regret, just
like a sister to him, Or even a brother.

“I guess everything will be ckay,” he said. “Won't it?”

Diana clapped him on the back. “You're going to be

oreat. Just go out there and show ‘em what kind of a
God you are.”

“But what kind of a God am I

“Just keep cool, kid. You won't fail me—I know it.”

“T'll try,” Forrester said. “"Only I'm getting nervous
just sitting around here. I wish we could go out and stroll
around; we've got plenty of time, anyhow.”

Diana nodded. “It's ten minutes yet before the Pro-

cession starts. I suppose we might as well take a look
around, kid, if it makes you feel better.”
“It might.”

“Fine, then. But how do you want to go?”
Forrester blinked. “How?”

“Invisibility,” Diana said, “or incognito?”
“Oh,” Forrester said. Then he added: “Youre asking
mer
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“Of course I am, kid. Now, lock: this is your celebra-
tion, remember? Youre Dicnysus. Got it? Even in my

presence, you act the part now. You ought to know that.”
“Well, sure, but—"

“Keep this in mind. These people haven't had a Sab-
batical Bacchanal in seven years. Every seven years they
get to see their God—and this year youre it. Right?”

“I guess so. But -~

“No buts,” Diana said. “Youre the boss and they're

~your worshippers. That's all there is to it. Now, ycu've
‘got to make up your mind. Whatll it be?”
- Forrester thought. “Well,” he said at last, “T guess it
‘had better be incognito. With this crowd, there’s too
-“much likelihood of getting bumped into if we're invisible.
Rightt”

Diana grinned. “That’s the boyl Youre thinking
straight now!”

Forrester had the sudden feeling that he had just
passed another test. But he didnt quite dare ask about
~it. “All right,” he said instead. “Let’s go.”

- He put his mind to work concentrating on the special
faculties that his demi-God power gave him. His face
began to change. He looked less and less like Dionysus as
the seconds went by, and more and more like William
Forrester. At the same time, the golden aura around his
body began to fade. After a few minutes he locked like
William Forrester completely, a nice enough guy but
pretty much of a nonentity.

Diana, with the greater power of a true Goddess,
achieved the same sort of result almost instantly, Her
aura was gone and the sparkle had left her eyes. Her
brown hair looked a little mousy now, and her face was
merely pretty instead of being gloriously beautiful.

“Just one thing,” Forrester said. “We'd better make
ourselves invisible just to leave the Temple. Somebody
might suspect we weren't ordinary people at all.”

87



“Right again,” Diana smiled. She nodded her head
and blinked out.

Forrester could still see a clo