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These were shocking things she said— shocking in their
strangeness—contradicting everything he'd ever learned.

Robert F. Young (who has just sold to the Post) raises a disturbing possibility here (raised
before and which will be raised again) about the future of science. Whether thiswill prove to be
so, we cannot know at this time. The point may be made (and has been made by a friend) that
while thisiswell written, thisis not SF. To say so, though, isto limit the scope of SF.

L athehand approached the tek temple warily. It stood on arusset hillside, arow of golden maples
curtaining its brusque facade. Above it the sky showed brisk and blue and clear.

He shivered. The morning was relatively mild, but the memory of the chill night and the frosty dawn
was gill with him, and even thewarmly rising sun could not drive the memory away.

He moved forward dowly, keeping behind a stand of garnet-leaved sumacs. The frost on the grass
had transmuted to dew, and the dew seeped through histhin sandals and numbed hisfeet. He felt the fear
deep ingde him, marveled that atek temple should have inspired it. He should have felt reverent, not
afrad. Tek temples symbolized good, not evil—

Or had, until the Tekgod had murdered summer: set the leaves of the trees on fire and drenched the
world in daytime rain, coated the dawn grass with trangent silver, filmed familiar ponds and puddles with
brittleice, transformed bamy zephyrsinto bitter winds that raised tiny lumps on your skin and made you
seeyour breeth. And certainly, if the Tekgod was capable of turning, againgt his children overnight, his
teks and tekresses were also capable, and their temples could no longer be considered as sanctuaries.

But, as representatives of the Tek Kingdom, they had the information L athehand wanted—the why
and wherefore of the Tekgod's action, and the location of the Temple of Heaven. Moreover, their
temples were well-stocked with food, and Lathehand hadn't eaten for days.

The stand of sumacs patterned the course of asmall brook that wound down the hillsde. Halfway
down the dope, the brook made awide curve that brought it quite close to the east: corner of the temple.
When he came opposite the corner, Lathehand dropped to his hands and knees and began working his
way through the dender, df-like trees. He kept his eyes on the ground, carefully avoided twigs and falen
leaves. The sound, aswell asthe sight of him, could provoke the attendant tek into ill-considered action,
and Lathehand had no intention of dying just yet. He had faced death too many times these past few
weeks, and he had developed a passion for staying alive.

The sumacs closest to the brook were more riotous than the outlying ones. They formed a garnet
curtain through which it wasimpossible to see. Lathehand parted the curtain carefully—and found himself
looking straight into the cold gray eyes of agold-robed tekress.

She was sitting camly on the opposite bank, her legs folded beneath her robe. Sunlight limned her
fair, full face, glittered on the U-235 symbol that adorned her skin-tight cowl. A pardyser pistol lay on
her [ap, its muzzle pointing, amost casudly, directly at hisforehead.

For along time Lathehand did not move. The tekress regarded him steadily, her dender fingers
stroking the pistol asthough it were alovable pet instead of adeadly instrument capable of turning the
human-body into amafunctioning hulk of unfedling flesh. Presently: ™Y ou wished to see me?' she asked.

He nodded. Numbly. "Yes, Your Virginity," he said.

"Y ou chose arather circuitous way of going about it.”

"l wasafrad, Your Virginity."

"Why should you be afraid of atekress?'



The pigtal till pointed at his forehead, but her fingers had ceased their stroking motion, lay quietly on
her lap. Some of Lathehand's courage returned and he edged his body part-way through the curtain of
leaves. "Why should atekress be afraid of me?"

Color touched her cheeks, lending them an evanescent softness; but it had no effect on her austere,
watchful eyes. "Intimesof criss, certain men react in certain ways," she said. "They plunder, they pillage.
.. they rape.”

For amoment L athehand was speechless. Then: "Y ou — you thought—"



"I watched you fof amost an hour. Y ou advanced—unorthodoxly —for aman bent on a
religio-technologicd errand. Should | have, thought differently?!

"But Your Virginity! A tekress! | did not, would not, dream!”

Shelooked at him intently. He had never seen eyes quite as gray and as deep as hers were. Presently
she stood up, dipped the pistal into her robe. "No, | guess you wouldn't,” she said. Therewas an odd
note in her voice. "But you didn't answer my question,” she resumed. "Why should you be afraid of a
tekress?'

He got to hisfeet and waded through the brook. She watched him carefully. Lathehand was not a
large man, but his shoulderswere wide, hislimbs muscular. His hair was dark and disheveled, hisyoung
face hard and thin. He climbed up on the bank and halted severa feet from her. "Because I'm afraid of
the Tek-god," he said.

" e

"Why did he destroy summer?"

"l do not know."

He swayed dightly, giddy from hunger and the new knowledge that tekresses, aswell as ordinary
humans, could be something less' than omniscient. "But you must know!"

She shook her head. "But | don't.” Then: "Y ou look hungry. Areyou?'

"Yes, Your Virginity."

"Comewith me"

Insde the temple, sheled the way through the huge sub-ganglion chapel to theliving quartersin the
rear. Lathehand stared at the towering banks of gleaming controlsrising straight up to the lofty
dome-through which the morning sunlight filtered in nacreous splendor. The chape wastypica rather
than unique; there were thousands of othersjust likeit, Situated at key pointsal over, the world, each
linked to the master ganglion, in the Temple of Heaven; but it had been so long since held visited one held
forgotten how awe-inspiring the works of the Tekgod could be. Then he promptly forgot again when he
stepped into the automatic kitchen and saw the long row of gleaming food dispensers.

The tekress dided avaaiumized breskfast unit and set it before him. He devoured the bacon and
eggs hungrily, washed them down with the hot coffee. When she asked, " Still hungry?* he nodded, and
shedided swestrolls and jely, and more coffee. He leaned back findly, gave along sigh, "That'sthefirst
food I've had since my flyabout crashed three days ago,” he said.

"Y ou should have known it's unwise to fly in unpredictable weeather. Why did you leave your
mech-town?"'

"Because | wasfrightened, | suppose.”

"If you'd redlly been frightened" you'd have cowered in your mechanized habitat like the others. Y ou
were curious, not frightened. That's encouraging.”

"Why isit encouraging?'

"That's a secret thought,” she said, "arising from a persond attitude toward the Zeitgeist. I'm afraid
you wouldn't understand . . . What do you plan to do now?"

Helooked at her for along time. He weighed the softness of her cheeks againgt the austerity of her
eyes, tried to baance the fullness of her lower lip with thefirm line of her chin. Finaly: "That dependson
you, Your Virginity."

Surprise widened her eyes. He saw her reach ingtinctively into her robe, "Explain yoursdf,” she sad,
and her voice was so cold he could amost see her frosted words.

"I want you to take meto the Temple of Heaven."

The surprisein her eyesintengfied, turned into disbdlief. "And what do you expect to find there?"

"The Tekgod, for one thing. The way back to summer, for another.”

"Y ou're being quite presumptuous for amere morta.”

"Aml, Your Virginity? 1 got up one morning and the grass was silvered with frozen dew. I'd never
seen frozen dew before, and for awhile | couldn't understand what it was. | went outside and it was
cold. Cold. Before that moment, the word as gpplied to air had no meaning for me. Suddenly it had



overwhdming meaning.

"The morning after that | got up and the sky was overcast and rain wasfdling. Faling furioudy in the
daytime, not softly in the night the way sanerain should, but in the daytime. | could not believeit ill |
went out and felt the rain on my face, and then | had to believe.

"There came anight not long after when die sky brightened blindingly at intervals, and the brightness
wasfollowed by deafening, demoralizing rumbles. Morerain fell. The next day | noticed something e se.
The color of the leaves was changing. To red, to gold, to brown —to a thousand intermediate hues. And
not only that, the |eaves were detaching themsalves, one by one, and drifting dowly to theground. . .
No, Your Virginity, | don't think I'm being presumptuous in wanting to find the Tekgod, in demanding an
explanation. | think he owes me—and the rest of mankind—an explanation.”

"I think he does, t00," the tekress said unexpectedly.

"Will you take meto him, then?"

Shelowered her eyesto her hands. They lay pae and immobile on the table. The long, sengitive
fingers weretightly interlaced, and the fingertips were white. Presently: "Perhaps you are presuming a
qudity inmewhich | do not possess,” she said.

"I'm presuming nothing. I'm merdly asking afavor.”

"The qudity | had in mind was courage.”

He gtared at her. Her eyeswere il lowered, still preoccupied with her hands. Finaly: "You have a
flyabout, don't you, Y our Virginity?'

“Yes"
"Then let me borrow it and tell me theway | should go.”
There was asilence. Then there was the whispering sound of her robe as she stood up, findly the
sound of her voice. "I'll takeyou," she said.

Haze hovered over the land, and through the haze the gold and red and russet of the new season
showed, in the unpremeditated patterns of woodlands, in the haphazard outlines of fields and meadows.
Now and then the sapphire loveliness of alake drifted by beneath them, and once they glimpsed the
serpentine ribbon of ariver.

The tekresss flyabout was a one-man affair, and they were forced to lie close together on the
horizontd pilot-bed. But, despite the severe limitation of space, the tekress till managed to maintain an
inch's distance between their prone bodies. Lathehand was grateful for that: he was not used to
consorting with tekresses, and sharing a bed with one, even when the term was figuratively applied,
embarrassed him as much asit indubitably embarrassed her.

But aninch wasvery little, after al, and it could not begin to dispel the sense of intimacy which the
Stuation imposed. Lathehand found himsalf glancing at her more and more often, marveling again and
again a her symmetrica profile, at the soft swell of her throat. He kept thinking of a statue he had seen
once—a sendtive impression of a nude woman that somehow, abnegated the very sex it seemed to
shout.

Presently she raised her eyesfrom the floor viewer, intercepted one of his glances. He noticed her
long dark lashes, the way the golden hue of her skin-tight cowl intensified the milk-whiteness of her
complexion. He wondered curioudy what her hair was like: whether it matched the midnight darkness of
her eyebrows, whether it was straight or curly, whether it was dull or bright.

Her gray eyes, probing coldly into his, disconcerted him, and he looked away. He culled hismind for
something to say that would take the edge off his embarrassment. A question would be best. Tekresses
were accustomed to answering questions, and he had any number of them to ask. "How could anyone
destroy summer?" he said presently. "Even a Tekgod?"!

"Strictly speaking, he didn't destroy summer. He Smply deactivated the Meteorologica Modifier and
summer departed of its own accord, for the smple reason that the season wasn't summer at al—at least
not in ameteorlogica sense, but fal instead.”

"l don't understand, Y our Virginity."



"Y ou could hardly be expected to ... The pre-tek period was deleted from the public mentors tapes
generations ago, and today only teks and tekresses are taught that there was a period in human
history—alengthy one—when men, instead of machines, worked, followed by another period when
machines worked but had to be operated by men. Most of our present surnames are derived from the
chief occupations of this machine-operation age, though our given names date back to amuch more
remote age . . . Anyway, weether control followed soon after the birth of automation and was integrated
into the early Tekchurch asamatter of course. It seems fantastic, even to me, that there could have been
atimewhen man had to accept the wesather for what it was, had to endureits various and unpredictable
moods; atime when months like January and June were associated, in the northern temperate zone, with
thewords 'cold' and ‘warm'; atime when there were four seasons, instead of only one—summer,
autumn, winter, spring—"

"What seasonisthis?' Lathehand asked.

"Autumn. The last phase of autumn, in fact. Winter isnear..”

"Iswinter worse?"

"Muchworse."

"Then why did the Tekgod ddliberately bring about its return?'

She dropped her eyes. "I told you before: | do not know."*

"But you suspect.”

"Thentel me. | havearight to know."

"A tekressisforbidden to discuss religio-technologica matters with anyone who isnot amember of
the hierarchy,” she said with sudden hauteur. "'I've said too much aready.”

"I'msorry, Your Virginity."

She acknowledged his apology with a brusque nod, and the conversation ended. When she returned
her gaze to the floor viewer, he followed her eyes, saw that the Flyabout was passing over the ruins of an
ancient city. Steel, over aperiod of 5,000 years, was as ephemeral aswood over 500; beams and
girdersthat had once supported and held together fabulous tons of brick and mortar were now no more
than occasiond discolorations on crumbled masonry, and even the masonry itself had haf-vanished
benesth trees and vines and lichen. Lathehand had aways wondered who had built the cities; now, in the
light of his new knowledge, he understood that .they were products of the pre-tek period. Man had built
them, not machines. The concept was staggering, and he put it out of his mind.

Beyond the city, the terrain changed from a gentle drift of fields and valeysto asequence of hills. The
flyabout had been traveling north dl day, and the higher hills were covered with a strange white
substance. In the distance, mountains showed, and here the whiteness was more pronounced, extending
sometimes hafway down the dopes. Snow, Lathehand thought, wonderingly. Snow ...

One of the hills caught his eye, not because it was covered with snow but because it was covered
with something else. People. The tekress noticed too, and dropped the flyabout in awide spird.

Asthe distance diminished, details sood out with corrective clarity: only the dopes of the hill were
covered with people; the hilltop itself was reserved for asingle figure—aman in an incongruous white
robe. Hisarms were raised, and he appeared to be addressing the multitude with passionate earnestness.

L athehand heard the tekress gasp beside him, heard her voice: "It can't be! Even aparanoid old man
wouldn't be so deluded asto think that—" Abruptly she bit her lip, and he felt the sudden pressure
againg histhighs and chest as she threw the flyabout into swift ascent.

At that moment the white-robed man saw them. Heraised hisarm till hisfingers pointed directly at
the flyabout's prow. Blue light leaped from hisfingertips, and the craft began to flounder and lose dtitude.
The tekress worked the controls desperately, but the ground rose up relentlesdy, giddily,
overwhemingly. Then, at the last minute, the flyabout righted itself and settled serenely into the grassy
hollow &t thefoot of the hill.

The tekresss face was white. Aswhite, Lathehand guessed, as his own face probably was. It was



sometime before either of them spoke. Then: "Wed better get out of sight,” Lathehand said. "He might
blast usagan.”

The tekress shook her head. "I don't think helll harm us.”

"Then why did he knock us out of the sky? How did he knock us out of the sky smply by pointing at
US>

"l imagine he needed amiracle and was reluctant to deface the immediate countryside. We provided
him with a convenient meansfor performing one."

Lathehand threw open the coping, climbed angrily out of the pilot-bed. "I don't know what's going
on," hesaid, "but | do know he dmost killed us, and without any provocation at dl! | don't intend to let
him get away withit."

The tekress had climbed out after him. She touched hisarm. "He's gotten away with it already,” she
sad. "Look."

Lathehand turned toward the hill. The men, women, and children covering the dopeswere knedling,
their heads were bowed. The white-robed man stood imperialy above them, armsfolded, eyes uplifted
to the sky. He was speaking, and hisimpassioned, vibrant voice rolled over the land:

"|s there one among you who doubts my identity now?" he demanded. When no one answered, he
went on: "Once again | say unto you: My father isangry. Inyour pursuit of selfish pleasures, you have
neglected him. Y ou have taken hisdivine favorsfor granted and have given nothing in return. Y ou have
lost him, and now you must find him again—through trid and tribulation, through suffering and hardship;
through me!”

The speech — or sermon — was over. The white-robed man started down the hillside, his audience
making apath for him, faling in behind him when he reached the base. He headed straight for thefallen
flyabout. When he reached it, he halted and folded his arms across his chest. He regarded L athehand and
the tekresswith dark, dmost luminiscent eyes.

Hewas quitetall, and his bronzed face was strikingly handsome—the brow wide and high, the nose
amost geometricdly straight, the chin firmly molded. Lustrous chestnut hair tumbled in wavesto his
white-robed shouldersin chromatic harmony with his short wavy beard. His robe seemed to absorb the
pale sunlight, reprocessit, and then release it in soft shimmering waves.

"Follow me" he said abruptly, and turned and strode away. The peopletrailed after him like mindless
sheep.

The words had been spoken in atone that contained no hint of command. Y et Lathehand felt
compelled to fdl into line, to follow unquestioningly wherever the white-robed man might lead him. He
glanced at the tekress, curious asto her reaction, saw that she had re-entered the flyabout and was
sysemdicdly trying the controls.

Presently she climbed back out. "It's completely dead,” she said. "We can never makeit to the
Temple of Heaven on foot."

"Wecantry," Lathehand said. "Weve plenty of food . . . How far away are we now?"

"About two hundred miles.”

Lathehand glanced at the sky. The sun waslow in the west, disappearing rapidly into abrooding
cloud bank. He lowered hiseyes. The hillsrolled bleskly away in al directions. Trees, sanding in groups
in the valeys and aone on the hills, |looked dead, and some of them—the tropical ones scattered
incongruoudy among the endemic oaks, maples, ems, and poplars—redlly were dead.

A wind was drifting down from the north. He felt its cold breath againgt hisface. He returned his eyes
to the tekress. "What do you think, Y our Virginity?'

"| think we'd better ‘follow him' —for tonight, anyway. We can leave our suppliesin theflyabouit . . .
Perhaps we can start out tomorrow.”

Lathehand nodded. Then: "Who ishe?" he asked.

"According to him, he'sthe Tek-god's son."

"Isheredly?

Thetekresssighed. "Inaway, heis," shesad ... "Come, wed better hurry."



Therewas avaley degping among the hills, along deep valley scattered with trees, mottled with
meadows, bisected by abrook. Poplars, their leaves yellowed by the first frosts, grew aong the brook
looking like huge stalks of goldenrod in the afternoon light: tall fall flowerswith sturdy semsand pale,
impromptu petds.

There was a settlement in the valey, and they started down the dope. The uniform dwellings were
gray in the deegpening shadows, their windows warm with light. People moved aong the narrow,
geometric streetstoward a central square where the white-robed man was breaking bread.

Lathehand stared disbelievingly when they reached the square. There was but asingle loaf of bread,
but the white-robed man broke and broke, and the loaf never diminished. Not only that, the bread was
richand filling: Lathehand had been hungry, but his hunger vanished with the first mouthful.

He regarded the white-robed man with new respect, a respect colored with awe. Abruptly he heard
the tekresss voice beside him: "L ook at them! The gullible foold All of them have duplicatorsin their
own houses and yet they are so influenced by a change of setting, by an unprecedented situation, that
they interpret atechnologica commonplace asamiracle.” She glanced a Lathehand contemptuoudly.
"And you're no different!"

"But he has no duplicator,” Lathehand said,

"Not ostensibly. But there's probably one hidden in hisrobe.”

"Why should he want to hideit?"

"Because miracles cregte awe. Technologica gadgets do not. The Tekgod, evenin hisdotage, is
aware of that"

"Your Virginity, that's blasphemy!"

She paed dightly. "Perhapsitis” shesaid. "But I'm glad | saidit.. . Here comesyour savior

The white-robed man had finished breaking bread and was approaching them. "Follow me," he said
again, when he came opposite them, and Lathehand took the tekresss arm and they fell in behind him.

Hedid not pausetill he reached the outskirts of die settlement. Then he turned suddenly and
confronted the tekress. ™Y ou doubt me, don't you?' he said".

Thewhite ova of her face sood out starkly in the darkness. But her eyes were clear and unafraid,
her voicecalm. "Yes" shesad, "l do."

"l am the son of God," the white-robed man said. "I am the divine Repairman come out of the
wilderness to reanimate your souls and to lead you back into my father's grace." He faced an empty plot
of ground, raised hisarm. "L et there be shelter!" he said, and adwelling grew out of the earth. "L et there
be light within!" Y ellow radiance poured forth from doors and windows. "L et there be suitable
furnishings" Chairs and tables and couches took shape. "L et there be heat!" Steam condensed on the
window panes. He turned to the tekress. Y ou till doubt me?”

She was shaken. Lathehand, who was shaken himsalf, saw the dight twitching of her lower lip, the
trembling of the hand she raised to her throat. But she said: "I'm quite familiar with matter transmission.”

"Machindess matter trangmisson?’



“Y ou have amachine hidden somewhere."

A pause. Then: "You will havedl winter to look for it!" Abruptly the Repairman’s voice rose, took on
aghill quaity. "What are you doing in the company of acommon mae?' he demanded. "Why did you
disregard my father's decree and leave your temple?' When she did not answer, he went on: "If you had
evinced avestige of the smplefaith you seein the eyes of the people around you, in the eyes of your
companion, | would have created you adwelling fit for atekress despite your wanton behavior, despite
your derdiction of duty. Now | will create you nothing. If your companion seesfit to take you into this,
his dwelling, he may do so; but you will not enter it as atekress—you will enter it asan ordinary
women!"

The tekress stood straight and still. Her white face seemed choked by the tightness of her cowl. ™Y ou
haven't the authority to deprive me of my rank," she said.

"I have the authority invested in me by my father who is the one God and the only God and upon
whosesdel shdl stin the Temple of Heaven when the ravages of winter have brought his children back
to an awareness of his omnipotence!" the Repai rman shouted, and, seizing the tekresss cowl in
sted-strong fingers, hetoreit from her head and ripped it to shreds.

He turned and strode away .

Scarlet usurped the whiteness of the tekresssface. It was as though the Repairman had torn, her
robe from her, instead of her cowl, and |eft her standing naked in the street. Her hair, a breathless mass
of midnight, tumbled darkly to her shoulders, and shetried futilely to cover it with her aamsas sheran
sobbing into the newly-created dwelling.

Lathehand did not move. He wanted to move; he wanted desperately to run after the Repairman and
beat him with hisfists. But he couldn't. His awe of the son of God outweighed his anger.

Hedidn't know how long he stood there, listening to the tekresss sobs, but hislimbs were tiff from
the cold and the sky was pulsing with starswhen hefindly threw off hisinertiaand entered the hut—

For it waslittle more than that: neat, white, uniformly heated, divided into two main rooms—but a hut
witha. The tekress was huddled in a corner of the front room. Her sobs had ceased, but her head was
buried in her arms and her hands il tried unsuccessfully to hide her hair.

Lathehand closed the door quietly. He took adeep breath, dowly expelled it. Then: "I know next to
nothing about the tek hierarchy, Y our Virginity," he said, "and | would be the last to disagree with, any of
the rules and regulations by which it operates. But it seemsto methat honest beauty isararething, in any
of our lives, and that when we come across it we should not turn our eyes away from it, nor hideit, nor
suffocateit . . . nor, abovedl, be ashamed of it, no matter what tradition says, no matter what convention
dictates"

Shedid not answer him. She would not even look at him. Her arms were white and rigid against her
temples, her hands pressed tightly upon her head.

“Your har isbeautiful, Your Virginity . . ."

Silence stepped into the room and sat softly between them. He saw her armsrelax, drop dowly to
her sdes. He saw the artificid light touch her hair, disintegrate into amillion mic-rocosmic sars. Her eyes
lifted to his. Once there had beenicein their deep grayness. He saw the last particles of it melt away.

She stood up, smoothed her golden robe. She did not speak. Lathehand stepped across the floor,
opened the door to the back room, and stepped insde. It wasidentical, both in decor and appointments,
to the front room. The Repairman, he thought wryly, was as sex-conscious as the Tekgod.

He returned to the front room, shoved the couch against the wall opposite the connecting door. The
tekress had not moved. "I'll deep here," he said, not looking at her.

"Yes"

"He said you were no longer atekress," Lathehand went on. "His saying it doesn't makeit so. Tome
you are gtill atekress—and thereforeinviolable ..."

"Yes" shesad again. He was perplexed by the tone of her voice.

It should have connotated rdlief, but it did not " The tradition you mentioned amoment ago,” she said.
" —I wonder if you know why tekresses cover their hair.”



"No, Your Virginity."

"|—I"d dmost forgotten mysdf." Shelowered her eyesto her hands. "It began millenniaago, when
machines had women operators. A lathe or adrill press could be quite dangerousiif the operator's hair
became entangled in it, and because of this it became customary for women operatorsto wear
head-coverings. The custom was discontinued when fashion brought about bobs and bangs and feather
cuts; then, much later, when complete automation revol utionized our way of life and our way of thinking,
it was revived and integrated into the early Tek-church. It has endured ever since, though most of us have
forgottenitsorigin . . ." Abruptly sheraised her eyes. "Y ou realize, probably, that the only reason I'm
telling you dl thisisto make mysdf fed better.”

"I suspected you might be," Lathehand said. "Do you fed better?’

"Alittle"

Helooked at her. She was standing in the doorway that connected the two rooms. Now that it was
no longer surmounted by a cowl, her robe was suggestive of agolden dress. Her hair lay like jet Silk on
the golden swell of her shoulder. Her eyeswere wide and luminous, the corness pinkened from crying.

Her lower lip contrasted more sharply than ever with the strong line of her chin.
"Tomorrow well try to get out of here" Lathehand said. "If you want to."

"Do you want to?"'

"y esh

"Then | do, too." Sheturned and stepped into her room. " Good night,” she said.
"Good night, Y our Virginity."

She closed the door. Softly . . .

The world was white, and particles of whiteness sifted steadily down from the sky. Lathehand was
frightened at first when he looked through the window, and when he opened the door and the dawn-cold
struck him, he was shocked. Then, when he redlized what the whiteness meant, he was bitterly
disappointed.

He closed the door and stepped back into the room. "Snow," he heard the tekress say, behind him.

"Yes" hesaid. He had not heard her enter the room, and he turned and faced her. He noticed
ingantly that her hair was different. Last night it had been tumultoudy beautiful; now it was beautiful ina
different way. It was smooth now, dmost glossy, and fdl to her shouldersin orderly waves. "I'm afraid
we can't leave today, after al,” he said.

"No."

"But the snow can't last forever. Well leave as soon asit's gone.”

"Whenever you say."

Hefdt uncomfortable, why he did not know, and he was relieved when aknock sounded on the
door. Opening it, he saw atall bearded man standing in the snow. "The Repairman's bresking bread in
the square,” the bearded man said. "Better hurry or you'll missout.”

Lathehand turned to the tekress. “I’ll get adoubleration,” he said.

"All right."

In the Street, the bearded man said: “1’m Pressman.”

"Lathehand . . . Thanksfor sopping by."

"Notrouble”

They walked in slence for awhile. Then: "What are they like without their clothes on?' Pressman
asked suddenly. "Not worth a second look, I'll bet!"

L athehand came to a dead stop. The question was in poor taste, but it was a perfectly natural one.
He had heard many jokes about teks and tekressesin his day, and he had laughed as heartily as anyone
else. A norma person could hardly be expected to take chastity vows serioudly. And yet, instead of the
mild annoyance which the question should have evoked, he experienced an immense, overwhelming
anger, and for an insane second he debated on whether he should kill Pressman by strangling him, by
besting him, or by bresking his neck.



Pressman shrank away, hisface ashen. "In Tek's name, what's the matter with you?" he gasped.
"Get out of my sight,” Lathehand said. "Don't ever come near me again!™



Pressman amost ran down the street, disappeared around a corner. Lathehand followed dowly. The
snow stung hisface, cooling hisrage, but his hands were till trembling when he reached the square.

The square was a"busy placefor so early in the morning. Men, women, and an occasiona child
waited in along line at the end of which the Repairman stood barefooted in the snow, breaking bread
from hisinexhaugtible loaf. The Sght of their warm clothing made Lathehand conscious of histhin leisure
dacks and blouse, and he felt the wind more keenly. He dso felt curious eyes upon him as he took his
placeinline.

When it came histurn, he asked for two portions, and the Repairman obligingly broke them off and
handed them to him. Lathehand tried to hate the man, but looking into those dark, deep and emotionless
eyes, he could summon nothing but wonderment . . . awe. Deliberately he recaled the scene of the night
before, and thistime hate did stir in him. But somehow it would not risetill he was waking away with the
bread in his hands, and. then it wastoo late.

"Wait," the Repairman said.

Lathehand turned.

"Y ou have no warm clothing.”

He saw the garments in the Repairman’'s arms, garments that had not been there a moment ago. He
accepted them, was about to utter histhanks, when he saw that there was clothing for one person only.
"But the tekress," he said. " She needs clothing, too."

"l know of no tekressin this community.”

Lathehand swallowed. He knew what he had to say. "Thewoman in my hut,” hesaid, hating himsdif.

Immediately more clothing appeared in the Repairman’'s arms. Lathehand accepted it before he saw
how cheap and coarseit was, and when he tried to return it, the Repairman looked over his head as
though he were not there. He dmost threw it on the ground, but didn't. Clearly, coarse clothing was
better than none at dl, and equaly clearly, coarse clothing was dl the tekress was going to get.

She made no comment when he handed it to her. She merely carried it into her room, then returned
and ate bread with him. "Why isit sofilling?' Lathehand asked when they had finished. "I've never tasted
breed likeit."

"It isn't bread: it'sa condensed dinner camouflaged asbread . . . After dl, we wouldn't be of much
comfort to the Tekgod'sego if helet uswaste away through manutrition.”

"Y ou mean the Repairman’'s ego, don't you, Y our Virginity?*

Shelooked at him quickly, glanced away. "Y es, of course. The Repairman'sego . . . Please don't call
methat."

"Why not?'

"Even tekresses have names.”

"Y ou've never told meyours."

She hesitated amoment, then; "Mary . . . Mary Machine. I—I don't know your name, either.”

"Joseph Lathehand.”

A dlence settled around them, a strange silence permeated with a qudity that Lathehand could not at
firgt identify. The room, with its Smple furnishings, seemed to bask in awarm light: the chairs, thetable,
the couch—afar cry, dl of them, from the mechanized appointments he was used to; gppointments that
anticipated your every wish, that entertained you, that worked for you, that adored you.. . . But,
certainly, smple appointments were better than none, and there was arefreshing honesty, a certain
dignity, about achair that did not follow you around like adog, atable that refused to devise new
delicaciesto delight you, a couch that would not make up reassuring dreams to tranquilize your deep.
Suddenly Latheland knew what the quality was—

It was peace.

The snow fdll for three days and three nights. Morning, noon, and evening, L athehand went to the
square for bread. At night he went to the square to hear the Repairman speak. Attending the sermons
was not mandatory, but despite the wegther, everyonein the settlement turned out. Everyone except
Mary Machine.



The Repairman spoke of many things, but he spoke primarily of mankind'sindifferenceto the
Tek-god. Thisindifference, he said, semmed from the average person's reluctance to accept the Tekgod
asared god, to relegate him instead to the position of a sort of supremetek. This, the Repairman
insisted, was sheer apostasy. The Tekgod was a divine being, and right now he was an angry divine
being. The weather was areflection of hiswrath, and the only way to modify it and to bring about the
return of summer was to come to him through his son and to accept him asadivine being.

L athehand was bewildered. "I've never questioned the Tekgod's divinity," hetold Mary Machine. "'l
don't think anyone else has. Why should he accuse us of alack of faith?"

"Paranoia," Mary Machine said.

He was shocked. "But he can't be insane! He's God!"

"God or not, he has the symptoms of paranocia. And not only that, he's betraying another facet of
menta ingability: hewantsusto fear him."

"But why should he want usto fear him?"

"For onething, he'sin his dotage. For another, he's apparently been reading history and has
discovered that there were gods before him, gods who did not need to rely on technology for their
divinity. Unquestionably, he's been reading about a certain god in particular, agod who—"

"But theres only one God," Lathehand objected. "There's never been another!”

"There have been many. Theworld is much older than you think."

Lathehand stood up, distraught. "Y ou're atekress. How can you say such things!™

"| say them because they're true. Astrue asthe Repairman isfdse.”

"But he'sthe son of God! Y ou believe that, don't you?'

"With qudifications”

"Then why do you say hesfadse?

She dropped her eyesto her intertwined fingers. "I—I don't know," she said presently.

Anger touched him. Y ourelying!" he said impulsvely. Then; "Forgive me, Your Virginity."

"Theré's no need to forgive you. | was lying"

"Why?'

"We may be herefor sometime. | want to preserve your peace of mind."

"The minute it stops snowing, wereleaving," he sad. " So whatever you haveto tell me, you can tell

She shook her head. It occurred to him suddenly that even tekresses weren't above stubbornness.
"After weleave, I'll tell you," she said. "Not before.”

Hehadtoletit go at that.

On the fourth day, the snow ceased falling. When he awoke, Lathehand blinked his eyes at the
unexpected brightness of the room. He became aware of avague tightnessin his chest as he hurried over
to the window and looked out at the immaculate new world, and there was a strange instability about the
floor. Presently heredlized that it wasn't the floor that was unstable, but himself.

Other changesin hisphysica status quo manifested themsdves as he dressed. There was adragging
achein the smdl of hisback; hislimbswere heavy; despite the fact that the room was cool, he was
swesting. But in hishaste to get started, he paid no attention.

When he finished dressing, he knocked on Mary Machine's door. She was aready up and dressed.
"Pack as many blankets asyou can,”" hetold her. "I'll get our supplies from the flyabout.”

"All right.”

He started for the door. Abruptly the room spun, and he staggered. Nausearose in him. He saw
Mary Machingswhite face svimming in the gray, swirling mist thet redlity had become, felt her am
around hiswaist. He marveled a her strength at she half-carried him back to the couch, and suddenly he
knew the coolness of her hand on his white-hot forehead. He heard her voice:

"Y ou're not going anywheretoday," she said.

It wasan old, old word, so old that it had nearly vanished from the language; so old that only a
tekress who had read too many ancient books would remember it at al—



Influenza

The viruswouldn't have hit him so hard, Mary Machine told him—much later, when hisddirium was
behind him—if he had been living in the pre-tek age. But centuries of summer had undermined man's
immunity to his oldest enemy, and the mild but €l usive virus that had been capable of causing athree or
four days illnessfive thousand years ago was now an omnipotent entity capable of keeping ahedthy
person flat on his back for weeks.

For along time Lathehand thought he was going to die. For along time he wanted to die. His dreams
were cesspools of fears and repressions whose existence he had forgotten. His waking momentswere
little better. What made them endurable at al was the reassuring softness of avoice he could never quite
place, and the reassuring presence of awhite face, framed in midnight darkness, that was the same, and
yet not quite the same, as aface he had known in afar happier redlity.

At the beginning of the second week, he began to fed better. Mary Machine read to him then—not
out of books, for there were none, but out of her mind. She had an eidetic memory, and he would watch,
sometimes, while she closed her eyes and searched for aphrase or aline mentally photographed years
ago, and invariably be startled a the unexpected freshness her voice would give to an archaic turn or
twist of thought.

The books she read to him were commensurate with his recovery. In the beginning, there was one
cdled lvanhoe—a romantic fantasy which he found difficult to understand because it was based on a set
of vauesfor which his own thought-world could provide no criteria. Much later there was one called The
Brothers Karamazov, another fantasy which he found difficult to understand for the same reason.

Findly, there was one cdled 30 Pieces of Chrome, and this one he had no difficulty in undersanding
because it had been written during the early years of the Tek-church. But, while, he could understand it,
he could not accept it, for it was a blazing indictment againgt the Tekchurch and againgt mankind. From
itsimpassioned prose arose the startling accusation that man, after afew haf-hearted and much
publicized efforts to reach the planets, had turned his back on the stars and converted his scienceinto "a
contemptible lapdog dedicated to the gratification of its master's every whim." The end result wasthe
glorification of universa automation and the apotheosis of the supreme tek who, from agrategicaly
located ganglion, held eectronic jurisdiction over every sub-ganglion in the world, and through them
controlled the operation and maintenance of the vast system of subterranean machines and reactors that
supplied energy to everything from a household mentor to the Meteorologicad Modifier itself. The over-al
result was spiritual decadence, the increasing reluctance of married people to accept the respongbilities
of parenthood and the consequent falling off of the birthrate, an unrestrained indulgence in the physical
pleasures of the moment because of the Tekchurch'sfailure to come up with new concepts of "heaven™
and "hell", and the popular identification of the latter concept with boredom. The author, Mary Machine
said, had been tried by the tek tribund for heresy, found guilty, and given the radiation chamber.

After 30 Pieces of Chrome, Lathehand's recovery was rapid. Soon he was able to walk around the
room, and not long afterwards he was able to spare Mary Machine the humiliation of going to the square
for bread. On hisfirst visit, he was surprised at the smalness of the crowd, and then it dawned on him
that the virus had not singled him out in particular, but had spread throughout the whole country.

When he got back to the hut, Mary Machine was missing. A note on thetable said: I'm at the
Diemakers. Their childisill. Uptill now, she had had nothing to do with their neighbors—alogica
reaction in view of thefact that their neighbors would have nothing to do with her. Apparently the
Diemakers had suffered a change in attitude, or, more probably, had adapted their attitude to fit their
gtugion.

Curious, he went out into the street and inquired hisway to their hut. The wind had shifted to the
south and the snow was swiftly turning into dush and dirty water, John Diemaker opened the door. There
were dark pouches beneath hiseyes. "Comein,” he said.

Lathehand stepped inside. A little girl lay on acouch in thefar corner of the front room and Mary
Machine was knedling over her. The girl's mother stood to one side, crying.

"We thought she might be able to help," Diemaker said. "Tekresses know lots of things.”

"Can't the Repairman do anything?'



Diemaker shook his head; “He was here. But dl he did was ook at her and turn away. |—I didn't
know what to do—till | thought of the tekress."

Thelittle girl's moon-face was flushed, her bresthing labored. Mary Machine's hand rested on the
small forehead and she was speaking in alow, dmost inaudible voice. Looking down at her, Lathehand
caught her facein profile, and it was as though he were seeing her for thefirst time. Her face had
intrigued him before because of its contradictions: the contrast between diefull lower lip and the
determined line of the chin; the clash between the austere gray eyes and the soft full cheeks. Now anew
qudlity had appeared—aqudity that eliminated the incongruities completely and brought every fegture
together into a supremely balanced composite that came very close to beauty. Perhaps as close to beauty
asit was possible to come.

Lathehand couldn't identify the quality. It was too tenuous for him to put hisfinger on. But, watching
her, he remembered suddenly the strange face he had seen during the ddlirious phases of hisillness, and
he redlized that thiswasn't the first time he had seen the new version of Mary Machine; that it had been
her facefloating in the mists of hisnightmares, caming them and turning them into bearable dreams.

As hewatched, standing there in the hot close room, he became aware of adifferenceinthe
background sound. The wind still moaned around the eaves, the mother's crying continued
uninterruptedly, and the father kept clearing histhroat at intermittent intervals as though about to voice a
question hewas afraid to ask; but beneath al those various  sounds, the sound of the child's breathing
had changed. It was even now, and quieter, and looking closer, Lathehand saw that the small
moon-face was no longer flushed, that sweat no longer glistened on the little brow. The mother
noticed the change then, and her sobs died away, and when Mary Machine stood up, she knelt at her
feet and pressed the hem of the tekresssrobe to her lips.

Two patches of red appeared in Mary Machine's cheeks. She pulled her robe away, raised the
woman to her feet. "'l think shell bedl right now," she said, and turned and left the hut. Lathehand
followed.

Intheir own hut, he said: "'l brought out bread. Are you hungry?'

She nodded. They ate slently, facing each other across the table. After awhile: "The snow's
melting fast," Lathehand said. "Maybe we can leave tomorrow.”

"If youwish," shesad.

"It'snot what | wish that counts.”

"Then nothing counts.”

"| don't understand, Mary Machine."

"A woman can be many things. sheisnever onething only. It'sunfair to assumethat thefirst person
you thought her to be isthe only person sheis capable of being. Y ou till don't understand.”

"No," hesaid. Then: "Would you rather stay?"

She looked around the room, and he got the impression that for her the walls were no longer there,
that she was seeing the whol e settlement, perhaps the whole world. Presently: "Many of them are sick
now," she said. "Many more of them will be sick tomorrow. And tomorrow and tomorrow. Isit right to
leave them?'

"They're the Repairman's respongbility, not yours.”

"It would be more appropriate if you said they're the Tekgod's responsibility, not mine. It would also
be equaly untrue.

"But what do you owe them? For weeks they've ignored you. For weeks they've made up obscene
little stories about our relationship. Yes, it'strue,”" he went on, when ablush darkened her neck and
cheeks. "It'strue and you know it'strue!™

She spoke with difficulty. "Whatever they've said arose from the same frugtrations and fears that have
aways afflicted human beings and probably awayswill. | have no right to condemn them for it."

"Then you'd rather Stay?"

"Only if you do."

He sghed. "All right then. Well stay.”



For amoment he thought he saw a smile soften the corners of her mouth, but he couldn't be sure. He
had never seen her smile before, nor heard her laugh—
It occurred to him suddenly that Mary Machine was a very unhappy woman.

The snow melted far fagter than it had falen, and the settlement became a quagmire of muddy streets.
Then, one morning, the Repairman raised hisarm and said: "L et there be flagstone walks among the
houses and a flagstone pavement upon the square!™ The problem was solved.

The influenza problem, however, was not solved. The epidemic grew worse, seemed to thrive on the
warmer weather. More and more men, women, and children took to their beds, and when word of Mary
Machine's curing the Diemaker girl got around, more and more people sought her out.

Shewas hardly ever home. Morning, noon, and night there was always someone who needed her,
and she never refused them. Lathehand could not understand what powers of healing she possessed, but
whatever those powerswere, her patients invariably recovered. And it wasn't dways amatter of
touching their foreheads and murmuring afew words, ethe—though sometimes this smple treatment
effected an immediate turn for the better. In the mgority of cases she spent hours, sometimes days, a a
snglebedside.

Once, when she was employing the first method on an afflicted woman, the Repairman entered the
hut. Lathehand, who was kneeling beside her, imploring her to go home and rest, saw him dip into the
room and stand unobstrusively in the background. The dark, luminous eyes glittered oddly in the artificia
light asthey followed her every movement, and the expressionless face took on the hue of yellowed
parchment. Severd dayslater, Lathehand learned that he had used the same technique on another
patient. The patient had died.

With the thaw, the ranks of the Repairman's followers swelled. The snow and the cold had convinced
even the most skepticdl that the change in the weether was going to continue unlessthey did something
about it, and even the most stubborn that freezing in heatless houses would profit them nothing. Word of
the Repairman's coming had somehow got around, and every day people poured into the settlement,
beseeching him for bread and shelter. He did not refuse them, and the settlement overflowed till it
covered hdf thevaley floor.

Some of the incoming people had dready been exposed to the virus, others were haf-dead fromit.
And still they came, eager to see the Repairman’'s miracles, hopeful that he would restore the westher to
itsnormd status quo. But, while they came to witness the Repairman’'s miracles, they stayed to witness
the miracle of Mary Machine heding thesick.

Shewasafamiliar figure on the dreets, tal, hurrying, immaculate, and strangely beautiful, in the
coarse gray clothesthe Repairman had given her. A white kerchief covered the top of her head, but her
hair spilled down in ritous darkness to her shouldersfor everyone to see. People, when they met her,
bowed and stepped aside. Some of them even made the sign of the atom on their breasts.

The Repairman, on the other hand, passed dmost unnoticed among hisflock. His nightly sermons
were attended by mere handfuls of the faithful, and sometimes even they did not stay to hear him through.
At firgt he gave no evidence that he resented the wane in his popularity. He continued to break bread in
the square, morning, noon, and night. He walked the Streetsin the dignified manner that befitted the son
of the Tekgod. Every so often, he performed amiracle or two. Finaly he went so far asto move a
mountain, but the performance faded into insignificance when, severd hourslater, Mary Machine
performed the smple miracle of saving another human life. That night hefailed to show up in the square
with hisinexhaudtible loaf of bread and, later on, he failed to show up to deiver hisequaly inexhaudtible
sermon.

He didn't show up the next morning, either, or the next noon. That night, when hefindly did show
up—minus his bread but burgting with his sermon—he had a capacity crowd.

Lathehand stood with Mary Machine on the outskirts of the crowd. She had insisted on coming
despite the fact that she had not dept for nearly two days. Fatigue had devastated the fullness of her
cheeks, thinned her lips. Her eyelids were much too heavy, her eyesfar too bright. By accident, his hand
touched hersin the darkness and he was Startled by the hotness of her skin.



"Mary," hesaid, "youresick."

"No."

Suddenly she swayed, half-fell against his shoulder; but when hetried to lead her back to the hut, she
resisted with surprising strength. "I'm al right!" she said, and the anger in her voice made him step back.
Presently he redlized that he was till holding her hand, and he dropped it hastily. The brightness of her
eyes seemed more pronounced than ever: they seemed dmost to glisten in the starlight.

The Repairman's sermon was brief and to the point: "Once again you have failed my father," he cried,
"and once again my father isangry! Thereis nothing he cannot do for his children, nothing he would not
do for them. But when they forsake him for afaithless tekress with the powers of awitch, hiswrathis
great. His discontinuance of your daily bread is merdly the first manifestation of hisdispleasure. There are
many more to come—unless you repent; unless you reject the fa se tekress and return to me, and through
me, return to him!”

At first there was sllence, then the scraping sound of feet on flagstones. People glanced covertly a
Mary Machine, glanced quickly away. A murmur arose, gained in volume asit spread throughout the
crowd. Abruptly someone shouted: "And if we do, will you hedl our Sck?"

The Repairman's face retained its undeviating impassivity, but the shrillness of hisvoice betrayed his
fury, "Isthat your answer?'

"Yes," someone ese shouted. “What good is bread to the dead!"

"Thendie!" The Repairman raised hisarm. "Fall on them!™ he shouted to the distant mountains.
"Cover them!" he screamed to the surrounding hills.

The ground began to tremble. Therewas arumbling in the distance.

"Wait!" Mary Machine cried.

The Repairman lowered hisarm. Ingtantly the ground steadied and the rumbling faded away. She
started through the crowd toward the center of the square, "Can't you see heé'sinsane!” she said, when
Lathehand tried to stop her.

"Then useyour pardyzer pistol on him!"

She shook her head, freed her arm from his grasp. "1t wouldn't do any good,” she said.

He watched hel plessy while she walked through the lane the people made for her. When she
reached the Repairman she stopped and bowed her head. "What must | do?"' she asked.

Asusud, the Repairman's face provided no index to his mood; but again his voice betrayed him, this
time not by shrillness, but by a pervasive purring note. "L uke Seven, thirty-eight,” he said.

Without aword, Mary Machine turned, |eft the square, and started down the street to her hut. When
Lathehand fell in beside her, she waved him back. "Trust me," she said, "and please don't interfere.”

Minutes |ater she returned, bearing abasin of water. She set it at the Repairman's feet and knelt
beforeit. Sowly, meticuloudy, she washed each foot and dried it with her hair. Lathehand watched
numbly, forced himsdlf to go on standing where hewas. A gibbous moon showed abovethe lip of the
vadley and itsslver rain glistened, dmost glittered, in her dark luxuriant tresses. Presently he saw her
stand up, her head till bowed. Suddenly he saw her fdl ... and he was running, then, forcing hisway
through the speechless spectatorsto her side.

He picked her up and carried her out of the square. Behind them the Repairman began breaking
bread.

The southwind breathed its last bresth and gave up the ghost, and the west wind came riding over the
land like afurious Brunnhilde on a savage white charger. Snow fdl again, not softly asthe first snow had,
but in danted fury, in white and swirling gusts, souming down from the hillsand collecting inthe valeys.
The days were bitter with cold, and the nights haunted by the VVakyrie-voice of the blizzard.

Mary Machine made an idedl victim for the virus. Her lack of degp and her overexertion had
weskened her more than L athehand had suspected, and he was dismayed at the rapidity with which she
succumbed. Worgt of dl, while she could hedl others, she could not heal hersdlf, and there was no other
Mary Machine available to come round and cure her by the sheer force of unsdlfish devotion. True,
severd of their neighbors did drop by and selfconscioudy offer their help; but their lowered eyes



betrayed their ingncerity. Lathehand turned them away.

Gradually he understood the reason behind their change of attitude. The Repairman had played his
hand shrewdly, and even though Mary Machine had given the people back their bread for her act of
humility, the nature of the act itself had-destroyed their respect for her. And this, coupled with thefaling
off of the influenza epidemic—strangely coincident with the drop in temperature—had restored the
Repairman to hisformer position.

Day dfter day, night after night, Lathehand sat by her bed. For along time she was delirious, and
during this phase she seemed obsessed by a coming event which she referred to asthe "transfiguration.”
He humored her, though he hadn't the remotest notion of what the term meant. As nearly as he could
undergtland from her vague ramblings, the "transfiguration” was a change which was supposed to occur in
the Repairman's physical make-up at a prearranged date and in accordance with the historical episode
upon which the Tekgod was basing the anadlogous "ministry™ of his son.

Once she said: "We never should have let him stay in office for so long. We should have known that
senility wasinevitable, and we should have known that when he reverted to childishness, he would
mindlock himsdlf in his ganglion tower and make some childish gesture calculated to attract attention to
himsdlf. And most of al, we should have known that a childish gesture on the part of aman with
illimitable power could result in the destruction of the world.”

On another occasion, she said: "'l sometimes think that in clothing mere maintenance men and women
inthe robes of priests and nuns and in forcing them to forego their sexual need, we have only succeeded
in stultifying the ided we tried so desperately to sanctify.”

On 4till another: "The events that fashion ideol ogies sometimes reoccur, and the ideol ogies themselves
follow soon after. Basicdly, history isapanoramaof repetition.”



And once, inthe middle of adark and londly night, she shocked him by crying out: "Let him kiss me
with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better thanwine! . .. | amarose of Sharon, alily of
thevalleys. . . The voice of my beloved! behold, he cometh, leaping upon the mountains, skipping
upon the hills. My beloved islikearoe or ayoung hart . . . | was asleep, but my heart waked; it is
the voice of my beloved that knocketh, saying, "Your hair is beautiful, Your Virginity ..." "

Lathehand lacked an eidetic memory, and even if he had had one, there would have been no books
in hismind. He had never seen one.

But, in common with mankind, he had certain experiences which he had never forgotten, and when
Mary Machine's eyes cleared again, hetold her of hislifein the mech-town that had been his birthplace:
of hismentors and their stereotyped lessons, of the vague shapes of the two pleasure-seeking people
whom he had been taught to regard as his parents; of stalking deer in the animation gardens and bringing
them down with his deectivator rifle, and then activating them again and watching them run brainlesdy
away; of hisvarious exploitsin hisflyabout and of hisvarious exploits (expurgated) with women. . . and
as hetaked, the conviction grew in him that he had noright to talk at all, that in al hisingpid life he hadn't
done a solitary thing worth recounting to someone else. But if Mary Machine was ever bored, she-gave
no sign; in fact, there were times when he could have sworn that she was absorbed in his every word.

Presently he redlized that she was getting better. Her forehead seemed dmost cool now, when he
touched it, and there were vestiges of color in her cheeks. But she was strangely nervous, and her
nervousness did not dissipate even after she was strong enough to walk. She questioned him again and
again about the Repairman's activities, and indsted that he attend the nightly sermonsin the square.

He complied. Once again the Repairman was talking to a capacity audience, and his voice, vibrant
with asort of hysterical expectation, rose above the winter wind in strident overtones. " Soon you will see
my father in me, see me resplendent in his shining glory, transfigured from a, mere morta to atrue son of
God! And then thewrath of my father will riseto its glorious zenith, and the hillswill come tumbling
down, the mountainswill tremble, the skieswill darken and rain will fall, and the riverswill rise and cover
the earth. Only those of you who bdievein meshdl survivel™

With each sermon, the hysteriain hisvoice built up more and more. At last the date for the great
event wasrevealed: it was to transpire on the morrow. Everyone, men, women, and children, wereto be
ready at dawn to accompany him into the hills. Those who failed to do so were to perish in the coming
flood.

Mary Machine was still wesk, but she inssted on going. Dawn broke, gray and lowering. Thewind
was gtill from the north, harsh and piercing. Lathehand took her arm, and they blended with the forming
crowd—with the Diemakers and the Oilers and Welders, with the Shearmans and the Toolmakers and
the Metters—and flowed with it, in the Repairman'swake, out of the valey and into the hills.

The Repairman chose the highest hill of al. He ascended it dowly, and with vast dignity. When he
reached the summit, he turned and faced the people covering the dopes. Then heraised hiseyesto the
heavens and spread hisarmswide.

The minutes tiptoed past on tiny, soundless feet. The crowd was slent, its multiple faces white. Mary
Machine's face was whitest of dl, and Lathehand saw that she wastrembling. "I had to do it," he heard
her murmur, A mad god isworsethan no god at al.”

Someone in the crowd gasped, and Lathehand raised his eyesto the hilltop. A change wastaking
placein the Repairman. He had begun to glow as though an eternal brightness, hitherto repressed, were
seeping outward through his skin, through hisrobes. The glow increased, became aradiant, pulsing red,
turned dowly to yellow. Someone screamed. A man standing some distance from Lathehand, fainted.
The yellow radiance brightened relentlesdy to white. It became apparent, then, that something was
wrong. The Repairman began beating his body with his hands, as though the brightness were unbearable.
Suddenly hisrobes flashed into flame, disintegrated. The Repairman, naked, was definitely not aman. His
skin started to flake, turned to ashes and drifted to the ground. The white radiance turned to blue. The
Repairman's face blackened, pedled away; metd mesh glittered where it had been. A single agonized
scream rushed from thelip-less mouth, briefly rode the winter wind. There was ablinding puff of smoke,



and abruptly the Repairman was gone.

Lathehand felt Mary Machine sway againgt him and he caught her in hisarms. "Take meto the top of
the hill," she whispered.

Heled her through the shocked crowd. She was crying. On the hilltop, they paused beside the smdll
mound of smoking ashes and blackened meta parts. She took a deep breath, waited a moment, then
turned and faced the multitude. She straightened her shoulders. Her rich voice warmed the clear cold air:

"Go hometo your mechtowns. The Tekgod isdead . . . For, lo, the winter is past, and therainis
over and gone—"

And suddenly the winter wind became a summer breeze, the sky brightened to blue, and the sun
broke through the last absconding clouds.

"When | wasalittlegirl," Mary Machine said, "I wanted adoll. My mentors told me that wanting to
play with dollswas an aavigtic yearning, and they refused my request. So | made one.”

They had opened the windows of the hut and the warm wind blew through the room. Outsidein the
street, happy people were passing in the sunshine,

"It was quite an unusual doll," shewent on, when Lathehand made no comment. "So unusud that,
when my mentors called it to the locdl tek's atention, it wasinterpreted asmy call, and | wasimmediately
enrolled—confined would be amore accurate term—in the nearest tek convent. Naturdly, thefirst thing
they did wasto take the doll away from me. But before they took it away, | had agreat deal of fun with
it.

"It could walk, talk, see, and hear, but in addition to that, it was a sort of amechanica projection of
my sdlf-image. Wherever it went, | went too; whatever it saw and heard, | saw and heard too; whenever
it spoke, it spokewith my voice. | was S0 closdly alied to it eectronicaly that | could actudly fed its
pain, and if someone had destroyed it while it was activated, | would have been destroyed along withit.

"Wanting to play with dollsis not ayearning confined to little girls only. Old menin their second
childhood can experienceit too . . . The Tekgod's 'doll' was a much more complex mechanism than mine
was. it contained an inbuilt maiter disintegrator, an inbuilt matter duplicator, and an inbuilt matter
transmitter with areceiving radius of at least Sixty feet. But essentidly it wasthe same asmine: if you
destroyed it, you destroyed its creator also." She dropped her eyes abruptly to the table where her white
fingerslay tightly interlocked. "I didn't want to do it. But someone had to, and | was the only one with the
opportunity.”

"But you didn't destroy the Repairman. It destroyed itself.”

She shook her head. "1 knew that the Tekgod would, sooner or |ater, try to prove the Repairman's
godhood beyond any doubt, and since he was following the pattern of an ancient episode, there waslittle
doubt but that he/d employ atechnologica verson of the ‘transfiguration’ contained in that episode. So
when | washed the Repairman'sfeet in the square, | shorted one of the ‘trangfiguration circuits initshed.
It was a Smple operation and occasioned no pain, but even if it had, the Tekgod was so engrossed in his
own sdf-idedlization that he probably wouldn't have noticed; When hefinaly did redizethat 1'd spotted
his subterfuge, it wastoo late: the ‘transfiguration’ was aready taking place. And of course, when he died,
his mind-lock on the ganglion door collapsed, and the Temple of Heaven teks were able to enter and
reectivate the Meteorological Modifier.

"Held shown Sgns of mentd ingtability before, and we've been afraid for yearsthat something lifethis
might happen. Y et we were reluctant to take him out of office because such an act would have been
unprecedented. Traditionaly, tekgods servetill they die, and then the Tek Council eectsanew onefrom
their ranks. So al of uswaited instead of acting, and when you finadly shamed meinto action, it wastoo
late. The Tekgod's paranoia had aready become critical, and his'doll* was on therampage . . . And yet,
for dl his madness, hetried to give the world what it needs the most—anew Chrigt."

"A Christ?"

She nodded. "But of course he failed. He couldn't endow his ‘'doll’ with qualities he himsdlf lacked.
The Repairman was ahollow Chrigt, a Christ without compassion, without atruism, without maturity.”

Lathehand waslooking at her. "A Christ, then, would be a person unusually strong in those three



qudities”

"y es"

"Would aChrist necessarily haveto beaman?'

She was gartled. "'|—I never thought about it that way before," she said. "Perhgps not.”

He continued to look at her. Abruptly she stood up and walked over to the door. Bewildered, he
went over and stood behind her. "I am not a Christ,” she said.

"Y ou could be one."

Suddenly he saw that she was crying bitterly. "Can't you see, can't you understand, that before | am
anything, | am awoman?' she said. "The Tekgod freed me from one sexless prison; now you'retrying to
lock mein another. Why? Am | hideousto look at? Am | an animated statue with stone breasts? ... Or is
it because you're not aman.”

It was as though she had dapped hisface. He seized her shoulders, spun her around. He kissed her
savagely, tried to bruise her lipswith hisown . . . and lost himsdlf in them instead. The sunlight pouring
through the doorway turned her tearsto drops of gold. Her hair was a soft summer's night. He reached
up and touched it wonderingly—

"Your har isbeautiful, Mary Machine," he whispered.

EPILOGUE

It isone year later. The new Tek god, alarmed at the continued decline in the birthrate, has
decreed that all citizens return to their native mechtowns so that an accurate census can be taken.
Joseph and Mary Lathehand have returned to the town of Joseph's birth.

They have landed their flyabout on the outskirts and have entered the town in search of a
place to sleep. Mary is great with child. But the town is crowded with travelers and all of the
stopovers are full, and the best they can do is a stable which the owner has convened into a
makeshift apartment.

During the night, Mary cries out. Towards morning, a child is born, and a resplendent
supernovarisesin the east...



