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Ryker

Six years ago, the sky over the village was the color of a bruise, and the whole world smelled like diesel and burning straw.

I remember that smell better than I remember my own mother's face. That's the part nobody tells you about coming home. The things you want to keep fade first. The things you'd pay to forget get carved into you like initials in a school desk, and every time you run your hand across the wood, there they are.

"Vance." Sully's voice crackled in my earpiece, thin and too calm. "Vance, I'm hit."

I was already moving. That's what the training does. It takes the part of you that wants to freeze and it cuts the wires, so your legs go before your brain has finished being afraid. I came around the corner of a mud-brick wall and saw him slumped against a well, one hand pressed to his thigh, the other still gripping his rifle like it was the only solid thing left on earth.

Sean Sullivan. Boston kid. Red hair he kept buzzed so short it looked like rust on his scalp. He had a laugh like a car alarm and he told the worst jokes I have ever heard in my life, and I'd heard every one of them at least four times, because Sully believed a joke got funnier the more you told it. He was twenty-four. He had a daughter he'd met exactly once.

"Hey," he said when he saw me, and he grinned, because of course he did. "You look terrible."

"You're bleeding on my boots."

"They were ugly boots."

The blood was coming too fast. Bright, arterial, pulsing between his fingers in a rhythm that matched the thud of my own heart. I got the tourniquet on him, cranked it until he screamed, and the scream was the best sound I'd heard all day because it meant he was still there to make it.

Behind us, the roofs were catching. Somebody had lit the fields to cover a retreat, and the wind had turned, and now fire was walking through the village the way a man walks through his own house in the dark. Easy. Like it owned the place.

"Can you stand?"

"Can you dance?" Sully asked, and then his eyes rolled a little, and I didn't like that.

I got his arm over my shoulders and hauled him up. He was heavier than he looked. They always are. A grown man with his gear on is a sack of wet cement, and a wounded grown man is worse, because every step you take jolts something in him and you feel him flinch against you and you keep going anyway, because the alternative is stopping, and stopping is how people die.

The extraction point was four hundred meters east. Four hundred meters. I'd run that distance in under a minute in Ranger school with a ruck on my back and a sergeant screaming in my ear. That afternoon it took us eleven.

Smoke rolled through the narrow lanes in thick gray waves. I couldn't see more than ten feet. Somewhere a goat was screaming, high and human, and somewhere farther off a woman was calling a name over and over, and I'll never know whose name it was. Embers drifted down around us like orange snow. One landed on the back of my hand and I didn't even feel it until later, when I found the little white blister and couldn't remember how it got there.

"Ry." Sully's head lolled against my neck. "Ry, tell Annie."

"Shut up."

"Tell Annie I'm sorry I missed her birthday."

"You can tell her yourself. Her birthday's in March. You'll be home in March."

"Promise me."

"I'm not promising you a damn thing, because you're going to—"

"Promise me, Ryker." His fingers dug into my shoulder with more strength than he should have had left. "You go see her. You make sure she knows I wanted to come home."

And because he was bleeding, and because the sky was on fire, and because I was twenty-nine years old and still believed that if you said a thing hard enough the universe would have to listen, I said, "I promise. I'll get you home, Sully. I promise I'll get you home."

That wasn't what he asked for. I know that now. He asked me to see his kid. I promised him something bigger, something that wasn't mine to give.

We made it to the bird. I remember the rotor wash flattening the burning grass, the medic's gloved hands grabbing for Sully's vest, the way they lifted him in like he weighed nothing at all. I remember climbing in after him and holding his hand, and I remember that his hand was cold, and that it had been cold for a while, maybe for the last hundred meters, and I'd been too busy running to notice.

He died somewhere over the desert, twenty minutes from the field hospital. The medic said there was nothing I could have done. The medic said I'd done everything right.

The medic didn't know about the promise.

I came home that spring. March, as it happened. I bought a plane ticket to Boston three separate times, and three separate times I sat in the airport parking lot with my hands on the steering wheel and couldn't get out of the truck. What was I supposed to tell a little girl? Hi, sweetheart, I'm the guy who said he'd bring your daddy home. Sorry. Turns out I'm a liar.

So I didn't go. I bought a motorcycle instead. I found a club full of men who'd come back from their own burning villages, men who understood that sometimes the only way to keep breathing is to keep moving, and I let them call me Reaper because it was easier than letting them call me Ryker. Ryker was the man who made promises. Reaper didn't make any.

That was six years ago.

Today, the first snow of December came down over Cinder Falls, Montana, soft and slow, like somebody upstairs was shaking out a feather pillow.

I rode in on Route 12 with my collar up and my jaw locked against the cold. The Harley's engine growled under me, the only voice I'd heard in three days of riding and the only one I wanted. I'd been up north, chasing nothing in particular. Some of the brothers ride to get somewhere. I ride to get away from somewhere, and the somewhere is always inside my own skull, so I never actually arrive.

Cinder Falls sits in a crook of the mountains like it's been dropped there and forgotten. One main street, a grain elevator, a courthouse with a clock tower that's been stuck at ten past four for as long as anybody can remember. The Hellfire Riders have had a clubhouse out on the old mill road for going on twenty years. It's the closest thing I have to a home, which is to say it's a building with a bed in it where nobody asks me how I'm doing.

It was barely past six in the evening and already full dark. The town had strung lights across Main Street, big old-fashioned bulbs in red and green and gold, swaying a little in the wind, and every shop window had a wreath or a tree or a cardboard Santa with a faded smile. It looked like a postcard. It looked like the kind of place where people had families and went caroling and believed in things.

I hated it.

I passed the old feed store, where somebody had built a nativity scene out of hay bales and spray-painted the camels gold. I passed the Lutheran church, its steeple wrapped in white lights, a sign out front promising a candlelight service on the twenty-fourth. I passed a family loading a Christmas tree onto the roof of a minivan, the father wrestling with bungee cords while two kids in puffy coats shrieked and threw snow at each other. The mother looked up as I rumbled by. Saw the leather, the beard, the patch. Pulled the smaller kid a little closer to her hip.

Not the town. The feeling. That pressure behind the ribs that comes this time of year, like the whole world is having a party in the next room and you can hear the music through the wall but you were never invited. I kept my eyes on the road and told myself I'd be at the clubhouse in ten minutes, and I'd have a beer, and I'd go to bed, and tomorrow would be just another day that wasn't Christmas yet.

Then I saw the light.

Everything else on Main was closing up. Hardware store, dark. Diner, chairs on the tables. The bookshop had a hand-lettered sign on the door that said GONE SKIING, BACK MONDAY. But halfway down the block, on the corner by the old bank building, there was
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