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    A hero called Rider, his mount steel and lightning.


    Rides straight and true does Rider, brave Rider.


    Reapers give chase, but Rider outflies em.


    Wings like a falcon has Rider, swift Rider.


    Sounds the alarm to wake the sleeping.


    Thunder and fire speaks Rider, bold Rider.


     


    Hail Rider, our Rider, savior of us all!


     


    —The Ballad of Brighton Freehold, Anon., c. 2160
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    I shoot out of Lake Town on my buzz bike just after the moon goes down, with my headlight off and only the wasp drone of the motor to give me away. I hope to catch the reapers napping, but they’re on me before I hit the highway, three of em on hogs, and they got shotguns. I know that, cuz one of em takes a shot at me. Would’ve knowed anyway cuz these bogeys are always carrying.


    I figure I still got the edge, though. I know the terrain. I know every pothole and seam of broken asphalt on the highway, every patch of shrubbery struggling up out of the cracked road. I know where the overturned school bus is, the spot where road pirates used to lay ambushes till us townies sealed it up with river mud that dried hard as rock. I know where them six drifters was hung from the overpass and where the pieces of em fell when the birds had done feeding and how slippery the road is there.


    The three behind me are strangers to these parts, and they don’t know nothing. With their headlights aglare, they can spot most things, but at the speed they’re traveling, they gotta swerve at the last second, which serves to slow em down some.


    Anyway, there’s another thing I know about, and it’s coming up. I’m counting on it to save my waldo cuz I sure can’t outrun them hogs for long.


    The bridge over the inlet is the worst part of the ride. It’s two lanes, a straight shot, and while I’m on it I can’t go nowhere but dead ahead. No chance to veer off-road on a durn bridge, unless you wanna jump the rail and kersplash into the water a hundred feet below. But the bridge ain’t more’n a few hundred feet long and I’m over it and still breathing and the exit to River Road is right there.


    I haul ass off the highway and zigzag down a twisty street that dives past rows of tumbledown houses and the roofless shell of the country club, where people played a game called golf, which I don’t know the rules of, but if it was like most games it was a waste of time, the kind of luxury people in the old days could afford, people that always had their bellies full and their power on.


    The thing I know, the most important thing, is just zactly where the trap is laid. Lake Town put it in place a couple years past to stop any eaters drifting down from the north, but it’ll work just as good in the opposite direction.


    Stay sharp now. Stay sharp or you’ll be hoist on your own bustard, as the saying is.


    I recognize the sharp bend in the road where the trap is set, and lickety-splitecky I zoom over to the shoulder and bounce up a little weedy hillside that was somebody’s front yard once, past the utility pole, and down on the far side. The bike wobbles, and I gotta make some fancy moves to keep it upright. Just then, the first of three headlights burns into view. I switch on my headlight to let him see me good. I want the sumbeech to think he got a chance to ding me.


    He comes on with a vengeance, seated high on his ride, bearing down, eyes on me like a feral dog after a rabbit, and I think I catch the gleam of his teeth in a yellow smile just before he hits the wire.


    It’s five yards of lectrical wire strung across the road from one pole to another, a taut line at just the right height to catch a fella on a bike. It snags him below the chin and shears his head clean off. The head goes one way, bouncing like a ball, and the headless body on the hog goes another, zigzagging like a drunken thing and coming to a stop in the middle of the road. It just stands there like it’s confused for a tick or two before clunking down on its side.


    By then, the second one is at the wire, not knowing what’s happened. At the very last tick he figures it out and ducks down, but not enough. The wire rakes the top of his skull and scalps him good, and the bike flips horizontal and goes skidding along the macadam, throwing up sparks—they look real pretty—and grinding the sumbeech into the road surface.


    That leaves number three, my biggest worry, cuz he’s got the most time to react. Which he does, and right smartly too, twisting the handlebars and skirting the wire altogether. For a bad moment I fear he’ll duplicate my maneuver, take the hillside and come down on the other side of the trap. If he does, I got no chance. He’ll catch me for sure, and after what I done to his amigos he won’t be too friendly.


    But like I said, he don’t know the terrain like me. He hits the hill too fast and loses control of the hog. It surges in the wrong direction and slams him straight into a tree. The bike caroms off and falls backward, slip-sliding down the hill, but the man stays put, like he’s hugging the gnarly trunk. Which is something odd, something that pricks my curiosity. I shouldn’t linger, cuz there’s danger in no-man’s-land, skeeters in the pine forest and the overgrowed brush behind the houses, and maybe croakers and bleeders and other bogeys, but even so I turn my scooter around and go back to look him over.


    Turns out the tree’s got a spiky, leafless branch sticking out straight, and the poor dumb bustard got impaled on it, and now he’s hanging there with the spike drilled all the way through his chest. Not bleeding much, or kicking, but still alive. I see his eyes moving in his slack face.


    “You lose, bogey,” I say to him. “I’m gonna warn the folks in the next freehold about you, and the ones after that. You motherless fugs won’t catch em with their pants down like you done us.”


    His mouth works, and he croaks out something like “pill river,” which don’t mean nothing. He finds it sufficiently humorous, though. His lips twitch in a smile, and then he coughs, spits up a mess of black blood like tar, shivers all over, and dies. After that, he’s just a dead man on a tree, not such an unusual sight around here. I seen a street lined with em, tree after tree and corpse after corpse, when I was a kid and the Lake Town elders put down the Malley Rebellion. That was a long time ago, when I was maybe six years of age. I’m nineteen now.


    I wheel the scooter away and pass by the second guy, the one that was scalped, only now I see it ain’t no guy but a female. Hadn’t noticed her dugs, which are mostly hid under her jacket and ain’t too big anyways. I park the scoot and check if she’s breathing, which she ain’t. Her eyes are wide open, ice blue in the glow of my headlight, like the waters of the inlet on a winter day. Not that it’s winter now. It’s July coming on August, dog days. I’m just being poetical.


    The woman is dead but still warm, with an ooze of blood from the top of her skull, the hairless, fleshless part, but she ain’t tore up too bad down yonder. Some guys would take advantage, but I ain’t that kind.


    Anyways, the animals will scavenge her soon enough, and by animals I mean the human type. I get back on my scoot and speed off before one of em can whiz an arrow at me from the dark beyond the trees.


    I ain’t sure zactly how far the next freehold is, though I’m told it goes by the name of Brighton. Go east and north, they told me. And spread the word. Spread the word.


    Locusts is coming, and they mean to feed.
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    Brighton Freehold starts at Scuttle Pond. I bop along a measly little highway till it’s blocked off with rubble and trees dragged into place and fixed with concrete to form a wall. To the east is a winding road along the shore of the pond, which looks big enough to me to be called a lake, but I didn’t name it. I take it for a klick or so and come to a gate.


    The left side of the road is fenced with razor wire, and behind the fence some mongrel dogs are kicking up a racket. Alarm system, get it? The lake or pond is unprotected, but anyone trying to get across that way would be an easy target for snipers. Then too, the water might be mined, rigged with half-submerged bombs tripped by the blade of an oar. I’ve heard it can be done.


    The gate is secured with locks and suchlike, and it looks formidable enough, but I know the reapers can blow right through it. They’ll gun down the dogs, smash open the gate, and keep on going. The defense is built to stop an eater or a small war party, but not an army.


    I wait till the welcome committee arrives, taking the form of a rusty old van that’s all boarded up ’cept for a slit that lets the driver see out. A megaphone tells me to get off the bike and strip. I take off my duds, which if you’re interested are boots, deerskin trousers I made from a stag I trapped, and a sleeveless jacket made of vinyl sheeting a lady friend of mine repurposed from a ripped-up pup tent.


    That chore done, I pose in the altogether, hands in the air, under the glare of the headlights. These folks can gun me down where I stand, and maybe they will.


    “State your business,” says the megaphone.


    “I got news. Trouble’s coming.”


    “Where do you hail from?”


    “Lake Town. Ten klicks southwest.”


    “Don’t move.”


    The van’s side panel slides open, and men with guns come out. They’re wearing clunky steel-toe boots and home-brew armor, helmets and goggles. Opening the gate is an elaborate operation, undoing one lock after another. Once it’s done, they push it ajar and approach, stopping a couple yards away to look me over up close.


    I half expect em to interrogate me here, with my waldo hanging out and the headlights burning holes in my peepers. One of em sets about going through my clothes. “No gun,” he reports.


    Never been no good with a gun. The Lake Town elders wanted me to take one, but I turned em down. Wouldn’t help me none in a fight, and could get me killed in a situation like this. That’s why I wasn’t tempted to take the guns off them reapers, in case you wondered.


    One guy, who seems to be in charge, pulls off his helmet and slides his goggles up on his bald scalp. Big dome-headed fella with steel-rim glasses. He’s old, sixty at least. He’s looking at me hard.


    “State your business, son,” the codger says. He ain’t pleasant but not as hostile as he could be.


    The three bucks with him, his lieutenants, are a different story. Even with their faces half covered, I can see their disapproving scowls. They look ready to hang me on the spot.


    All this time, the dogs are barking, throwing themselves against the fence and making it rattle.


    I tell him I was sent by Lake Town cuz it’s under siege. An army of reapers is on the march. A prisoner we captured told us they been burning and pillaging everything along the road they travel. They’ll overrun a freehold and conscript the able-bodied, leaving the rest to starve amid the ashes.


    The codger chews on this, then asks me, “What’s your name?”


    “Rider.”


    “That your first or your last?”


    “It’s all there is. Just Rider.”


    “Sounds made up,” one of the bucks says with a nasty twist of his lip.


    I don’t answer the buck, cuz I can see he don’t matter. He’s just a skin bag full of wind, all puffed up with his own importance, itchy to prove how deadly he is. In a fight I could take him, but only if he ditched his shotgun first.


    I ain’t lying, of course. I got just the one name, Rider, which was my daddy’s surname, the only thing he ever give me. Nobody ever come up with a first name for me that stuck, not even Preacher Bob, who was the only one to take a lasting interest. I wouldn’t say Bob’s like a father, zactly, but he’s more of one than anyone else ever tried to be.


    “Rider, eh?” the codger says. “I’m Charlie Kerrigan.”


    I nod him greetings.


    “Afraid we can’t help you, son,” he goes on. “We’re not set up for military action. We have neither the population nor the weaponry.”


    He thinks I’m asking for a rescue mission. “That ain’t it,” I say. “We know you can’t help us, and our town’ll be swarming with reapers before you could get there, anyway.”


    “Then why are you here?”


    “Cuz you’re next in line.”


    The young bucks stir a bit. They seem to take it as a threat. Maybe they take everything that way.


    “You mean you risked coming here just to warn us?” Charlie says, in a quiet, mildly surprised way.


    I know he can’t figure why I would risk my skin to do that. The freeholds stick to themselves. They don’t look out for their neighbors, or trade with em or even talk to em. I may be the first man from Lake Town to step foot in Brighton in a generation.


    He gives the situation a good long think. “All right,” he says at last. “Come with us.”


    The others pick up my clothes and wheel my bike into the van. One of em throws the dogs some food as a reward. It looks like a couple of dead water rats from the pond. Probably the locals catch em in traps just to feed the animals. There’s some meat people won’t touch. Unless they’re eaters, of course. Eaters’ll eat anything, hence the name.


    I climb in, followed by the last guy, and the panel slides shut, and we’re off, the van clunking and clanking, the lectric motor humming loud, and my bike banging against the wall. I sit there naked, a half circle of guns on me, and the three lieuts still wearing their helmets and goggles so I can’t read their eyes. But I don’t gotta read em. They’re thinking that maybe my tale is true, or maybe it ain’t, but they’re gonna hang me one way or the other, just to be on the safe side.


    I get that. It’s what we in Lake Town done with that prisoner we took. Yeah, he said he was a conscript, fighting against his will and happy to change sides, but in a war you can’t trust nobody.


    There’s no window I can look out of, and that’s a disappointment, cuz Brighton lies on the ocean, which is something I’d
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