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          I. — THE MEANING OF FEAR




          THE sun, an hour risen, flooded the Mountain with brightness. The morning wind whispered softly through the forest that cloaked the mountain with a robe of living green. Within the cool underbrush-shadows of the forest scuttered the small woods creatures; the chipmunks, the rabbits, the field mice. The forest walled the clearing with the dark brown pillars of its boles, with the shining green of its foliage, and out of the clearing rose a unison of young voices.




          "We pledge allegiance to our Flag…" the voices chanted in unison.




          Before the Fire Stone at one end of the clearing, Dikar stood, straight and tall and proud. The sun dusted with gold his bronzed limbs, his muscle-banded torso. It made golden his silken beard, his shock of yellow hair. There was strength in his broadly sculptured face, solemnity and thoughtfulness in his high brow In his blue eyes was a light that did not come from the sun.




          Braced against Dikar's taut belly was the lower end of a straight, white pole that a week ago had been a birch sapling in the woods. Dikar's great hands grasped the pole, holding it slanting only slightly forward, the muscles swelled under the smooth, brown skin of Dikar's arms. Above Dikar's shining head the flag hung from the pole. The folds of the flag lifted a little in the morning wind, settled down, and lifted again.




          Red-striped the flag was, and white-striped, and in one corner of the flag was a white-starred square of blue deep as the cloudless sky at dusk. The sun's light lay on the flag, but the brightness and the glory of the flag seemed to come from the stuff itself of which the girls had sewn it.




          "And to the country for which it stands…"




          High and clear and youthful, the voices of the bunch chanted the words Johndawson had taught them. Row on row the boys and the girls of the Bunch stood in the grass of the clearing, facing Dikar and the flag, their right arms upraised.




          To the right of the Bunch was the long, low, weather-grayed wall of the Boys' House, to their left that of the Girls' House. Behind them was the post-propped roof of the Eating Place and beyond that the mountain lifted high and green and shining into the shining blue of the morning sky.




          The Girls made the forward rows, their slim forms robed in the lustrous mantles of their hair. Rounded shoulders, sun-browned flanks, peeped through those black and blond and russet robes. Waists were clasped by thigh-length skirts plaited from reeds, deepening breasts were hidden by circlets woven from leaves for the unmated, of gayly-hued flowers for the wed.




          Behind the Girls were the Boys, a few full-bearded like Dikar, some hairless as yet, their faces rashed with pimples, the faces of most fuzzed with the sparse beginnings of beards. All the boys were naked save for small aprons of twigs split and deftly intertwined, all were clean-limbed, narrow-hipped, their hollow bellies and deep chests plated with flat, lithe muscles.




          In the eyes of boys and girls alike, was the same brightness that glowed in the wind-lifted stuff of the flag.




          "One nation, indivisible…."




          ONE nation. On this shining morning it was a nation enslaved. From the circling base of the mountain, far and far to where the sky and ground met and unthinkably far beyond that meeting, yellow-faced men, black-faced men, were masters of the land for which the starry flag stood. Ravening, brutish hordes. They had come out of the East and out of the West and up from the South in a long-ago time of fear that Dikar recalled only dimly and most of the Bunch not at all. They had come with a rolling of thunder, and a death-hail that rained from sea and sky, and though the people that dwelt in the land had fought them, desperately, frantically, when their thunders rolled to silence and their death hail no longer shook the earth they had made themselves masters of the land, and of those of the people that still lived in the land.




          "With liberty and justice for all."




          No liberty was there in all the land, no justice. Only the whips and the guns of the green-clad men who were its masters, only their barbed-wire fenced prison camps and their hangman's nooses, their driving and their cruelty.




          In all the vast land there was liberty and justice only here on the Mountain to which, in the time of fear, the Old Ones had brought the little children who now were grown to be the Boys and the Girls of the Bunch, and had hidden them here from the green-clad hordes.




          High, twice and three times as high as the tallest tree in the woods, a drop circled the base of the Mountain.




          The face of the drop was sheer rock that gave neither hand nor foothold to an unaided climber, and circling the base of the drop was a wide space of tumbled stones. While the death-thunder still rolled in the flaming sky, the Old Ones had brought the little children to the Mountain and had blasted away the one narrow, slanting hill atop which ran the road by which they had reached the Mountain.




          The Old Ones themselves had been crushed under the falling stones of the narrow hill, but they had left with the children Musts and Must-nots that the children obeyed, and because they faithfully obeyed the Musts and Must-nots of the Old Ones, and because the woods screened them from the far land below, and from the planes in the sky above, the children had grown tall and strong on the mountain.




          They who were masters of the land knew nothing of the children on the mountain. And the children had known nothing of the far land below and nothing of Those who were masters of the far land until Dikar had ventured down the drop and into the far land, and had learned the terror that stalked it, and had brought back from the far land two, Marthadawson and Johndawson, who had taught him more.




          And because of what he had learned, and because of a dream he had dreamed all the time he had lived on the mountain, a dream that was not a dream but a memory of the long-ago time of fear, Dikar had added to the pledge Johndawson had taught the Bunch, another pledge, that the Bunch now were chanting.




          "We pledge ourselves, our strength, our lives," the clear, young voices of the Bunch proclaimed, "to drive the invader from the land and make our country free again."




          The chorus ended, but for a moment longer the brown arms remained outstretched to the flag, and there was a lump in Dikar's throat, in his eyes a stinging of unaccustomed tears.




          THE arms fell. Dikar dropped the butt of the pole to the ground, catching on his arm the folds of the flag that they might not trail the ground, and as he did so, Marilee, Dikar's brown-haired, gray-eyed mate, came lithe and silent from the front row of girls.




          Dikar rolled the flag smoothly about its staff and slanted the staff down so that Marilee might draw over it the long bag of black cloth she had sewed for that purpose, and tie its mouth about the peeled, white wood of the staff.




          The Bunch broke up into chattering groups that moved off to the jobs Dikar, Boss of the Bunch and of the Boys, and Bessalton, black-haired Boss of the Girls, had given out at breakfast. But Dikar went into the woods beyond the great oak whose spreading, leafy top canopied the fire from the eyes in the sky, and Marilee went with him.




          It was cool and shadowy in the woods as Dikar and Marilee went towards a new little house that the Bunch had built there, away from the clearing.




          "Dikar," Marilee said, "do you think we ever will?" Her eyes were grave in her elfin face, her tanned body was slim and supple within its ankle-length mantle of lustrous brown hair, though in that body Marilee carried her child, and Dikar's.




          "Do I think we ever will what?" Dikar asked, smiling tenderly.




          "Ever free America from the Asafrics?" That was the name by which Johndawson called the masters of America, explaining to Dikar and Marilee that it was a shortening of the long words, Asiatic-African Confederation, that was the real name of the green-clad hordes. "We are so few, Dikar, and they are so many," Marilee worried. "What can we do against them?"




          Dikar's eyes were shadowed. "I don't know, Marilee." The brush rustled about their bare legs, and the forest seemed to darken with a kind of dread. "I don't know," Dikar repeated, after they had gone a space in silence. "But we can try. We've got to try." His white teeth flashed in a wide grin and his voice was young again, boyishly confident. "We'll make a good try, too. You just wait and see."




          "I know you'll try, Dikar." They were coming to the little log house in the woods. "And I want you to try."




          The house was like those in which the mated pairs lived, in the woods behind the Eating Place, but it was larger than the rest and up from its roof rose a strange network of wires that glinted red-yellow where the forest foliage had been cut away to give them space.




          "But I'm afraid," Marilee whispered. Dikar stopped to lift down the flag from his shoulder, so that it might go through the doorway of the house.




          "Not for me am I afraid, but for you. I've been afraid for you ever since I saw them, down in the far land, ever since I saw their long guns and shining knives, and their cruel eyes."




          Dikar held still, his face troubled. "But, Marilee—"




          "Marilee," a new voice said from inside the little house. "You've been afraid for your man two weeks." Marthadawson came into the doorway. "I've been afraid for mine for so many years that I have forgotten what it is not to be afraid."


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          II. — THE SILENCE A-TREMBLE




          HER skin was tightly drawn over the bones of her face, strangely pale by contrast to Marilee's. Her unbound hair was brown as Marilee's, but without luster, and it neither fell unbound nor was braided as the girls braid theirs while working, but was piled, straggly and thin, on top of her head. Her scrawny frame was clothed in a gray and shapeless dress, her feet in broken, shabby shoes.




          "Long ago, Marilee," Marthadawson said and put a hand on Marilee's shoulder, "my John went off to fight the Asafrics, and that was when I began to be afraid for him." Her voice was a tired shadow of a voice. "All the time the fighting kept on I was afraid that he would be killed. And then the fighting ended, and news came through of what they were doing to our men who had not been killed, and I was afraid that John had not been killed."




          Marthadawson stopped talking for a moment, the woods were very still, and Marthadawson's eyes remembered agony.




          "One night," she began again, telling what her eyes remembered, "there was a scratching at my door. I opened it and a thing fell in that I thought was the scarecrow from the cornfield. Then I saw that it was John.




          "Before I dared do anything for him," Marthadawson's low, tired voice went on, "I had to carry him up two flights of stairs to the attic to hide him. He had been a big man when he went away to fight, and I am not strong, but what there was left of him I could carry easily.




          "When I had brought him back to life, I wanted him to flee with me to the woods, as many had done, to live there like hunted animals or to die, but to live and die free. But he told me he had been chosen as an agent of the Secret Net that works always, blind and in the dark, against the invaders, and we did not flee.




          "That was five years ago, Marilee. For five years I hid John in the attic, and for every minute of those five years, every second, I was afraid, afraid as you cannot be who do not know what they do to the agents of the Secret Net whom they catch. For five years, my dear, I lived with fear, but never once did I reproach John for the work he had chosen, or ask him to give it up.




          "Reproach him? Ask him to give it up?" Marthadawson straightened, and her head was high and proud. "I would have cut out my tongue first. I would have killed myself with my own hand."




          Marthadawson's voice had risen to a fierce, ringing note.




          "Oh, Martha!" The name was a sob in Marilee's throat, and Marilee's arms were around the older woman, Marilee's face buried in the other's flat breast. "I'm so ashamed. I—"




          "Now, honey," Marthadawson crooned, stroking the girl's back. "Now, my dear. There is nothing for you to be ashamed of in being afraid for your man. Only you must learn not to let him know that you are afraid. And you'll learn that lesson fast enough, for it is the hard and bitter lesson the first woman learned when the first man went into peril, and it is the lesson every woman has learned ever since."




          "NO!" Marilee's hands pushed her away from Martha. "No!" Marilee cried again, her gray eyes flashing, red mouth rebellious. "When he goes into danger I go by his side, and you and no one here has the right to tell me that I shall not go with my mate, to share his peril, to share whatever comes to him."




          "What's going on here?" a cheery voice said, and Dikar turned to the man who came around the end of the house. "What are you three talking about with such long faces?"




          Johndawson was tall, taller than Dikar. His hair was gray and his cheeks sunken, and his eyes were deep-sunken in hollow sockets, but there was quiet courage in them and a flame of new hope.




          He was stripped to the waist. The cage of his ribs pressed through pale skin that was netted with old scars.




          "Where have you been, John?" Marthadawson asked. "I couldn't see you, after the pledge, so I came right back here." They did not touch each other, those two, but Dikar sensed the love between them, a love too deep for touch or for words or kisses.




          "Just walking in the woods." John's thin nostrils flared as he pulled in a long breath. The way he did that, the way his scarred chest swelled and swelled, made Dikar aware in a new way of the familiar forest smells, of the green smell of the woods and the tangy smell of the pines, the stinging smell of some crushed leaf and the warm, deep life-smell of the dark loam underneath it all.




          "Feeling free space about me, Martha, and the free wind on my skin. Feeling the free spring of the earth under my feet." His long-fingered hand made a little gesture. "After five years— But I'm keeping you standing with that heavy flagstaff in your hands, Dikar. Come inside, son, and put it away. I've got something to show you two."




          "You've got it finished, John?" Dikar exclaimed.




          Johndawson nodded, his thin mouth smiling clumsily, as though it was just learning how to smile again. "I think I have, Dikar. I haven't had a chance to test it yet. But come along."




          The dimness and the smell of the forest was inside the little house, and the clean, sharp smell of new-hewn wood, of the pine boughs that, piled butt-ends down, needles up and covered with blankets of white rabbit-fur, made the bed at one end of the room.




          There were in the house two stools—half-logs footed with short lengths axed from saplings, the gray, moss-blotched bark left on them; and a small table similarly fashioned. Into the wall above the bed, wooden pegs had been driven to hold the few clothes John and Martha had been able to bring with them from the far land. All this save for the clothes, was the same as it was in the houses of the mated, but there were things in this house that were different and new and strange to the mountain.




          Into the wall opposite the doorway, for instance, had been driven two longer pegs, high up, across which Dikar placed the flag. Beneath these ranged still more pegs, row on row, and on these rested eight long things of shining wood and dull-gleaming metal, things that were silent now and harmless-seeming but that could speak with a loud, frightful voice, the voice of death.




          Long guns, these were, or rifles, as Johndawson called them, and the Asafrics to whom they belonged lay dead down in the far land, in the ruins of the house where Johndawson hid from them for five terrible years.




          From one peg each, beside the rifles, hung nine little guns, automatics, that also once belonged to the Asafrics, and on a shelf beneath the eight rifles and the nine automatics were piled belts that held in many little pockets the cartridges that all the weapons needed to give them the voice of death.




          Nor were these things all.




          "Come here," Johndawson called from the other end of the house. "In two minutes it will be time to make the test." He was seated on a third stool, and his voice was not loud, but there was a quiver of excitement in it, and in his gaunt neck the cords stood out, rigid.




          DIKAR went, with Marilee close beside him. Martha stood on the other side of Johndawson, her hand on his shoulder.




          In front of them was a long shelf that ran along the endwall of the house, from one sidewall to the other. Under the shelf were little black boxes—and Dikar recalled how heavy these boxes had been when he had helped to carry them through the woods from the house of Johndawson to the top of the high, steep drop that circled the mountain.




          On the top of the shelf was a jumble of wires, and small black boards standing up and lying down, and round things marked with little white lines, and a row of pear-shaped things that you could look through and see a lot of tiny wires inside of. These, Johndawson had told Dikar, were called bulbs.




          Against the wall above all this hung the almost flat disk that Dikar had remembered, when he first saw it in the attic of Johndawson's house, was called a radio. And from one end of the shelf, and from the radio, wires ran up to the roof, and through the roof to the maze of wires glinting red-yellow against the green of the foliage that had been cut away to make room for it.




          Right in front of Johndawson lay a little round thing with a white face. There were black marks around the white face, and two thin black lines that were joined at the center of the face. The little round thing was a watch. It made a ticking noise, and the thin black lines moved, very slowly, and Johndawson was looking at them, and a tiny muscle twitched in his cheek as he looked.
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