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To Nick, good friend and soldier. To the
brave men and women in uniform who risk their lives each day. To my
readers, as always, thank you for your support. I hope you enjoy
Rider and Mike’s story.
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Prologue

 


Rider

 


I woke up before my alarm rang, not
surprised to find my entire body covered in sweat. Panic threatened
to set in but I remembered to breathe. Not there, but here.
I took a good look at my surroundings and reminded myself to take
comfort in the familiar motions. Hints of sunrise streaked through
my window blinds. I kicked at the empty beer cans and a week’s
worth of laundry to reach my drawer. I repeated the hollow words my
therapist said numerous times. “Easy, Rider. Take one day at a
fucking time.”

Not looking in my mirror, I pulled on a
shirt and yanked up a pair of well-worn jeans before I padded
downstairs. My parents’ house remained silent with the exception of
my footsteps echoing on the floorboards. Most days I felt like a
ghost, inconspicuous and untethered to reality.

I opened the sliding doors leading to the
backyard. Fresh morning air hit my face and it became easier to
breathe. I inhaled the fresh scent of pine and wriggled my toes
into the grass. Beyond the thick fringe of trees, the sun peeked
through the horizon.

I stood there and soaked up the sunlight
like a monster kept in the dark for so long, all it could do was
stare enviously at the world he could no longer be a part of. I
thanked God for the gift of life and for bringing me back home.

It’s easy to look up at the startling blue
sky, feel the sticky summer air sticking against my skin, and
remind myself the nightmare was finally over. During the day, the
sun is there to chase away my demons. Nighttime spoke a different
story. Trapped in the realm of sleep, the nightmare played all over
again like a tape stuck in an endless loop. The past couldn’t be
undone. I’ve made the mistake of taking the long road and ended up
in hell by my own choices.

 


The day started out normal enough, pretty
standard routine. The truck we were in managed to pass over every
bump and rock in the road. There was nothing around us, but miles
of desert sand. Nothing better to do during the two-hour drive, so
we made crude jokes, checked and re-checked our equipment, gear,
and the state of our fatigues, and twirled nervous fingers around
dog tags. We talked fondly of home and about those we left
behind.

“I’d fucking kill for a nice hot shower,”
Sam complained.

“If I can sink my teeth into a juicy burger
and fries, I can die and go to Heaven,” Josh joked.

“How about you?” I asked Rex.

It didn’t matter. We repeated the same
conservation like broken records. Thinking about what we could
return to was the only thing keeping us moving forward. Rex grinned
and gave me the same answer.

“I’m going to lock Shelly in my room and
fuck her like there’s no tomorrow,” Rex declared, and the other
guys would laugh like a rehearsed chorus. “After that, I’m going to
drag her to the first priest I see. Who knows when we’ll be called
back?”

Rex shifted his attention to me and began
teasing me endlessly about a mystery girl I never had. Everyone
would chime in, except Eli and Josh—lovers always—lost in their own
little world. Sometimes I envied those two. I never told the guys I
played for the other team. After seeing Eli and Josh wade through
shit before being accepted by everyone else, why bother?

I had no one special someone waiting for me
back home. Who did I have? Absent parents, a sister who left home
once she reached her majority and was never heard from again, and
distant friends I’d never bother letting in close. I had no steady
boyfriend who waved at me when I left. It didn’t matter because I
found family among my brothers.

Before enlisting, I was a solitary
individual by nature. In my twenty-one years of life, I’d never
formed a lasting or meaningful relationship with anyone because the
whole relationship package felt like a pain in the ass to manage.
Nothing but a time-consuming headache I could do without. Why
bother when I could usually score with some random guy in a bar,
have a hell of a night, and do it all over again the next evening
with someone else?

The truck suddenly lurched. The commander
started hollering orders from the front and the colorless scenery
shifted like the stage of a set, to a tiny town lined with
whitewashed buildings and frightened dark faces peering from alleys
and windows. Then real action began—the smell of smoke clogging the
lungs, the sound of rapid gunfire deafening the ears.

Fear was really the only thing keeping each
of us alive. Well, those who made it anyway. Sam died from a
gunshot wound to the chest and an entire fucking house fell over
Eli.

The desperate will to live, to go back to
the things we’ve never really thought we had, to come back home,
was what really pulled us through...barely. Because no one comes
back from something like that whole. Only in pieces.

Everyone lost something in the war. Rex, the
use of his legs, Josh, an entire arm and his Eli. And me? I didn’t
lose a limb, but the entirety of my back is covered in scars, a
grotesque crisscross of dead skin. The entire piece of skin
shredded when the truck crashed into a pile of rubble while we
narrowly made our escape from a town bathed in flames. At night,
they hurt like a bitch, like someone poured gasoline over my flesh
and carelessly threw a match.

Out of the five of us, three of us lived
through the ordeal. Took us awhile to realize we weren’t the lucky
ones. Dead men have it easy, but those left behind? We were doomed
to pull through the rest of our lives as broken men. It wasn’t just
the new physical injuries but the demons and scars we carried back
with us. We each lost something that day. Seen too much to carry on
like nothing happened.


Chapter One

 


Rider

 


Some days were simply worse than others.
Even lying flat on my stomach, fire licked at every inch of my
back, and agony woke every damaged muscle. An invisible hand
clutched at my lungs. Made it hard to breathe, let alone think past
the pain. I clawed at the sweat-soaked sheets, relieved to find
thick store-bought cotton instead of the thin military-issued
blanket.

“I’m safe. I’m home.” I repeated the words
over and over again like a prayer. Kept saying them until my
heartbeat no longer raced, my breathing became even and I finally
remembered my back had healed from raw red to thick white scars a
long time ago. They weren’t any prettier, but it was a vast
improvement.

I flung the blanket away, stood in front of
the mirror hanging on the wall and turned my back. The phantom
pain, chased away by the light of morning, made me feel pissed and
stupid.

“Fuck, Rider. It’s been months and you’re
still a fucking pussy.”

I took a cold shower, peeked at my calendar
and the red circle on the date made me forget about my foul mood.
Friday 3pm. A date with my tattoo artist and a day I’d been
waiting for weeks.

There was only one man I trusted to do the
enormous cover-up. Before I enlisted, I already had my eye on the
local tattoo artist, Mike Ferrara, to do a small piece. Something
meaningless. He was booked solid then. Only free slot he had was a
week after my enlistment, so I took my mind off it. This time
though, I made sure to reserve a spot weeks ahead.

On my bedside table, I spotted a couple of
missed calls and messages on my cell. Old friends who made an
effort trying to re-connect and whom stopped trying right after I
yelled and blew them off. The only people who kept trying were Rex
and Josh, Josh especially, but I didn’t want to see them.

I heard from a mutual friend that Josh now
lived with Eli’s younger brother, Johnny. Don’t get me wrong. I’m
happy for him but seeing a brother who experienced the same shit
finally moving on made me envious, made it too hard not to loathe
myself for not being able to do the same.

Even though it was the middle of summer and
the town was in the middle of a heat wave, I dressed like I always
did—a battered, leather jacket over a long-sleeve shirt. Call me
paranoid, but I couldn’t help it. Like the fucking therapist said,
“It’s all in your mind that people keep staring, or they somehow
have x-ray vision and are able to see past the layers of clothing
and see your imperfections.”

Still, Rex, Josh, and I lived in a small
town. Most people knew what happened. Some kids in my neighborhood
even started calling me the Scarred
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