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Chapter 1: Ride with the Damned
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The spirits came to him first in the fever dreams, four shadows against the white-hot sky of his delirium. When the sickness broke and he could walk again, they lingered at the edges of his vision like heat shimmer on desert stone.

Silas Cord sat upright in the narrow cot, his body slick with the last sweat of dying fever. The adobe walls of the mission infirmary seemed to breathe in the candlelight. Outside, Tucson settled into its evening quiet, but the silence in his head was different now. Occupied.

You live when others do not.

The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. Silas turned his head slowly, the motion sending lightning through his skull. In the corner where shadow met shadow, something shifted.

"Who's there?"

We are the four who were made less so that you could be more.

The shadows resolved into shapes that hurt to look at directly—a wise man with holes where his eyes should be, childlike twins whose faces kept switching between young and ancient, a warrior whose chest cavity was a window to star-filled night.

"I'm still fevered." Silas swung his legs over the side of the cot. His body felt hollow, scraped clean. "This is sickness talking."

Eight summers past, you rode with Yellow Hair Morse's wolves. You remember Ash Creek.

The words hit him like a fist to the solar plexus. Ash Creek. The peaceful camp. The women and children who had run. The things they had done afterward.

You took four that day. Four innocents who had offered no resistance.

The twins stepped forward, their faces cycling between youth and age with each blink. When they spoke, their voices overlapped like an echo of an echo.

Eight scalps you must take. Eight who have earned the blade. When the eighth falls, the debt is paid.

When the debt is paid, we rest.

When we rest, you are free...or dead.

Eight names we give you.

Eight lives to balance four.

Eight scalps to buy peace.

From the folds of shadow, the twins produced a scalpers pouch that looked older than the mission itself. It landed on the floor with a wet sound.

The first waits in El Paso. Chen Lu Wei. He builds his fortune on flesh that breathes. Children from the boat-people, sold to men who make them less than animals.

The spirits began to fade, but their voices remained clear.

Find him. Study him. Learn the weight of his sins.

Take his scalp.

Begin the dance.

Brother Miguel, the mission's healer, dozed in a chair beside the window. The old priest had tended Silas through ten days of fever that should have killed him, spooning broth between cracked lips and changing sheets soaked with sweat that smelled like copper and gunpowder. 

When he finally awoke and saw Silas was conscious, Miguel had wept with relief and crossed himself three times.

If only he knew what was coming.

The Mexican barber came at dawn, his razor stropped to surgical sharpness. Silas sat still as grave while the man worked, scraping away weeks of growth to leave only a narrow strip of hair running from forehead to nape. The mohawk of a warrior. The mark of a man who had chosen a different path.

"Soldado loco," the barber whispered, crossing himself. Crazy soldier.

Silas paid him without speaking and walked out into the desert morning.

A week later, Silas stood at the edge of El Paso as the sun bled out across the Rio Grande. The scalpers pouch hung heavy at his hip, his horse, a gray gelding with intelligent eyes, snorted and pawed at the dusty ground.

The town sprawled before him like a wound in the desert, all raw wood and makeshift buildings thrown up around the railroad. Chinese workers moved in clusters near the rail yard, their blue shirts dark with sweat. Somewhere among them, or preying upon them, was Chen Lu Wei.

Silas touched the knife at his belt—a cavalry saber shortened to a blade the length of his forearm. The steel hummed under his fingers, eager. He had modified the handle himself, wrapping it in the hide of the first buffalo he had ever killed. Good leather. It wouldn't slip when wet.

The mohawk he had cut into his scalp itched in the heat. The mission barber had protested, crossing himself and muttering prayers in Spanish, but Silas had insisted to himself. If he was to be a hunter of men, he would dress the part. The spirits had approved. He could feel their satisfaction like warm honey in his mind.

Now begin your vindication, a spirit whispered in his ear.

Silas gathered his reins and rode into El Paso. Four shadows followed.

Chen Lu Wei kept his business in a warehouse near the rail yards, hidden behind a legitimate shipping concern that moved goods between El Paso and San Francisco. The building squatted between two grain elevators, its windows painted black from the inside.

Silas Cord had been watching for days.

He lay on his belly in the loft of an abandoned feed store, his body pressed against sun-warped planks that creaked with the desert wind. Through the field glasses he'd taken off a dead Apache scout, he could see the warehouse clearly. Small shapes moved behind the painted windows—shapes too small to be grown men.

Chen Lu Wei emerged from the warehouse at sunset, same as he had the two previous nights. The Chinaman was careful, never alone, always flanked by his three Mexican enforcers. Silas knew their names now from listening to conversations through the thin walls. Raul, the one with the knife scar bisecting his left eyebrow. Domingo, who walked with a limp from some old wound. And Carlos, barely eighteen but with eyes like winter stones.

They climbed into a wagon loaded with legitimate cargo—sacks of rice and tea—and rolled toward the cantina district. Chen Lu Wei preferred to conduct his real business after dark, in places where screams would blend with drunken laughter.

Silas waited until they were three blocks gone, then moved.

He dropped from the loft window to the alley below, landing in a crouch that sent pain shooting through his left knee—a gift from a Comanche lance two summers past. The shortened cavalry saber at his hip whispered against the hide sheath as he ran. He'd cut the blade down from thirty-six inches to eighteen.

The warehouse had two entrances. The main door faced the street, heavy oak reinforced with iron strapping. But there was a smaller door on the north side, half-hidden behind stacked crates. Chen Lu Wei thought it was secure. He was wrong.

Silas had been picking locks since he was twelve years old, a skill learned from his father's regiment cook. The mechanism gave way with a soft click that was lost in the evening wind.

The smell hit him first. Unwashed bodies, human waste, and something else—the sweet-sick odor of infected wounds. Silas drew his knife and stepped into hell.

The warehouse was larger than it appeared from outside, the ceiling lost in shadows above oil lamps that cast more darkness than light. Wooden platforms lined the walls, and on these platforms were children. Chinese children, ranging in age from perhaps six to sixteen. They were chained at the ankles, the iron links bolted to thick posts driven deep into the earthen floor.

None of them looked up when he entered. They had learned not to show curiosity.

A boy near the door couldn't have been older than eight. Bruises ringed his throat like a necklace, and his left arm hung at an unnatural angle. When he finally raised his eyes to Silas, there was no hope in them. Just the flat acceptance of an animal that knew it was going to die.

Something cold and sharp moved through Silas's lungs. He had seen bad things in his time—the war had shown him depths of human cruelty he'd thought bottomless—but this was different. This was commerce. Children reduced to inventory, souls sold by the pound.

He moved through the warehouse like a ghost, counting. Forty-one children on the platforms. Forty-one reasons why Chen Lu Wei needed to die.

Voices outside. Spanish, growing closer.

Silas moved to the painted window and peered through a scratch in the black paint. Chen Lu Wei and his men were returning early, the wagon rattling over the rutted street. They'd be at the door in less than a minute.

He could leave. Slip out the back, wait for another opportunity. That would be the smart thing, the careful thing. Instead, he blew out the three nearest oil lamps and settled into the shadows beside the main door.

Chen Lu Wei entered first, as Silas had hoped. The Chinaman was slightly portly, dressed in the style of a successful merchant. His ponytail was perfectly braided, his silk shirt unstained by honest sweat. He moved with the confidence of a man who had never known real fear.

That was about to change.

Silas came out of the shadows like a wolf, his left hand clamping over Chen Lu Wei's mouth while his right brought the shortened saber around in a tight arc. The blade found the soft spot just below the Chinaman's left ear and punched through to the brain stem. Chen Lu Wei went rigid for a heartbeat, then collapsed like a marionette with cut strings.

"Jefe!" Raul's voice, sharp with alarm.

Silas was already moving, using Chen Lu Wei's falling body as a shield. Raul's pistol barked twice, the bullets thudding into his employer's torso. In the muzzle flash, Silas saw the scar-faced Mexican's eyes go wide with horror.

The saber came up in a diagonal slash that opened Raul from hip to shoulder. The man's scream died in a gurgle of blood and torn lung.

Domingo was fumbling for his gun, his bad leg hampering his movements. Silas stepped inside the Mexican's guard and drove his knee into the man's groin. As Domingo doubled over, retching, Silas grabbed his hair and brought the saber across his throat in a single clean motion. Hot blood sprayed across the warehouse floor.

That left Carlos.

The boy—for that's all he was, really—stood frozen in the doorway, his pistol half-drawn. In the lamplight, his face was corpse-pale, his hands shaking like leaves in a storm.

"Por favor," he whispered. "Por favor, señor, I have a sister—"

"Then you should have thought of her before you helped sell children."

Silas's blade found the boy's heart immediately. Carlos looked down at the steel protruding from his chest with something like surprise, then slid off the blade to sprawl beside his dead companions.

Four men dead in less than a minute. Silas wiped his saber clean on Chen Lu Wei's silk shirt, then set about the real work.

Scalping was an art, and like all arts, it required patience and the right tools. The curved skinning knife he drew from his boot had been honed to razor sharpness. He positioned Chen Lu Wei's head carefully, making sure the man's ponytail was out of the way.

The first cut was crucial—a shallow line across the forehead, just above the eyebrows. Too deep and you'd score the bone. Too shallow and the scalp wouldn't come away clean. 

Silas had learned the technique from a Crow warrior named Plenty Horses, who'd taken seventeen scalps in the fight at Rosebud Creek.

He worked the blade under the skin, separating it from the skull with small, precise cuts. The scalp came away with a wet, tearing sound that resonated through the warehouse. When it was done, he held up a perfect circle of skin and hair, blood still dripping from the edges.

Only Chen Lu Wei's scalp went into the leather pouch at his hip. The others had been following orders, corrupted by their master but not architects of evil. There were rules to this quest, lines that could not be crossed.

He freed the children—forty-one thin wrists released from forty-one sets of iron shackles. They fled into the night like ghosts, disappearing into the maze of El Paso's back streets. Some would find their way to family. Others would simply trade one hell for another. But they would have the chance to choose their own deaths, and that was more than Chen Lu Wei had given them.

The desert began twenty miles south of El Paso, where irrigation ditches surrendered to alkali and mesquite. Silas rode through the night, his gray gelding picking its way through moonlit wasteland. The pouch seemed to pulse with heat.

He knew where he was going, though he'd never been there before. The knowledge had come in fever dreams, along with other things—names, locations, crimes. Dreams that had grown stronger since his sickness broke.

The place was a natural amphitheater carved into a mesa, red stone walls rising like ancient ribs. Petroglyphs covered the lower walls—spiral suns and dancing figures that seemed to move in torchlight. This had been sacred once, before the Spanish came. The kind of place where spirits gathered to witness important business.

Silas dismounted in the center of the circle. The sand here was darker than the surrounding desert, almost black, as if soaked with something other than rain. He built a small fire and sat cross-legged before the flames.

The pouch felt warm as he drew out Chen Lu Wei's scalp
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