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The line shack sat crooked on its footings, tilted west like it was trying to get away from something, and the wind came through the chinks in the logs with a sound like a man whistling through his teeth. Somebody had built it fifteen, twenty years back for a line rider who needed a place to winter cattle drifted down off the high pasture, and whoever he’d been, he hadn’t built it to last, only to serve, and it had done both a good deal longer than anybody planned. The stovepipe leaned at an angle that worried Sundance every time the wind picked up, and the single window, four cracked panes of glass gone the color of dishwater, let in just enough gray light to read a map by if a man didn’t mind ruining his eyes doing it.

Butch Cassidy had the map spread across a flour barrel turned on its end, holding down one corner with a coffee cup gone cold an hour ago, and he was talking the way he always talked, like the words might run out if he didn’t get to them fast enough. He was not a big man, not the kind a stranger would pick out of a crowd as dangerous, built more for a saddle than a fight, with a face that seemed made for grinning and did the job often enough that the lines were starting to set that way permanent. He’d shaved that morning with cold water and a straight razor he kept honed sharper than any blade had a right to be for a man who claimed he never used it for anything but his own chin, and there was a nick under his jaw he kept forgetting about and touching.

“Prosperity Creek,” he said, tapping the map with two fingers. “You hear the name of that town? Man doesn’t name his town Prosperity Creek unless there’s money sitting in it too stupid to spend itself.”

Sundance sat on an upturned crate by the stove, working a whetstone along the edge of a knife he didn’t strictly need sharpened, and he didn’t look up. He was taller than Butch by a couple of inches, leaner through the face, with the kind of quiet that some men mistake for slowness right up until it costs them something. He wore his gun the way other men wore a wedding ring, so used to the weight of it he’d have noticed its absence a good deal quicker than its presence. “Man might name it that hoping it comes true,” he said. “Man might be an optimist.”

“Bank’s been there eleven years. Harold P. Hargrove, president. I asked around.”

“Asked who.”

“Fellow in Rock Springs. Runs the mercantile. Talks a blue streak if you buy him a beer and let him think you’re a drummer selling threshing machines.”

“You tell him you sell threshing machines?”

“I told him I sell threshing machines.”

Sundance turned the knife over, drew the stone the other way, unhurried, the small hiss of it filling the space between sentences. “And he believed that.”

“He believed it fine. Man like that, he’s been waiting his whole life for somebody to ask him a question he knows the answer to. You give him that, he’ll tell you the color of his wife’s underthings.”

“He tell you that.”

“Didn’t need to know it. Man’s got a daughter though, or the town’s got one, belongs to the banker. Fellow got all soft in the face talking about her, like she was something the town kept behind glass.” Butch waved a hand like he was swatting the thought away before it could take root, though it plainly interested him some. “Not why I’m telling you this. Point is the man talked. Point is I know things about that town I’ve got no earthly business knowing, on account of a fellow who sells thread and a bottle of beer that cost me a dime.”

“You don’t know the first thing about a threshing machine.”

“Neither does he. That’s what made it easy.”

“You didn’t have to sell him one.”

“No,” Butch agreed, “but a man’s got to have a story or the questions don’t come natural. You walk into a place asking about the bank, folks get careful. You walk in selling machinery nobody around there’s got money to buy anyway, they relax right up, on account of they figure you’re the one who’s going to walk away disappointed, not them.”

Sundance considered that, the way he considered most of Butch’s reasoning, from a distance, like a man looking at a horse he wasn’t sure he wanted to buy yet. “All right,” he said. “Go on.”

Butch tapped the map, a spot he’d circled in pencil so many times the paper had gone soft there and started to tear at the fold. “Now look here. One road in from the east, one from the north, and the rail spur doesn’t come within nine miles, which means anybody wanting to wire ahead for help has got to ride to do it, and riding takes time. Sheriff’s an old fellow, name of Otis Redding, wears his gun like it’s a hat he forgot he had on. Got one deputy, name I didn’t catch, supposed to be laid up half the year with a bad knee.”

“You know all that from a fellow sells feed and thread.”

“I know all that because I rode through there in March and I’ve got eyes, and because Rock Springs and Prosperity Creek aren’t but thirty miles apart and news travels between the two of them the way news does between any two towns close enough to gossip and far enough apart to make the gossip interesting.” He straightened up, rubbed at the small of his back the way a man does when he’s spent too many nights on a bad bedroll. “The bank sits on the corner across from the livery. Brick front, wood the rest of the way round, on account of brick’s dear out here and a man only spends it on the part of the building strangers are going to look at first. Vault door’s the kind they made maybe fifteen years back, the kind opens if you know the right fellow to write a letter to.”

“You know the right fellow to write a letter to.”

“I know a fellow who knows a fellow.”

Sundance set the whetstone down on his knee and looked at him for the first time since he’d started talking. He had a way of looking at a man that didn’t require much in the way of expression, just a steadiness that made most people finish saying whatever fool thing they’d started saying a good deal quicker than they’d meant to. “You got a system,” he said.

“I got a system.”

“Last system you had, we come out of Telluride with forty dollars and a mule with a bad hoof.”

“That mule served us fine.”

“That mule died in Ouray.”

“Everything dies somewhere.” Butch folded the map along its old creases, careful, like it was a letter from somebody he liked. “This is different. This here’s a small bank in a small town that thinks nothing bad’s ever going to happen to it on account of nothing bad ever has. That’s the whole system, Harry. Find the place hasn’t learned to be afraid yet, go in polite, come out rich, and be three counties gone before anybody’s sure which direction to be angry in.”

“And after.”

“After we ride out rich men and nobody the wiser.”

“Rich men.” Sundance stood, sliding the knife back into the sheath at his belt, and stretched until something in his shoulder popped, loud in the small room. “You said that in Telluride too.”

“I say a lot of things in a lot of places. Some of them come true.”

“Which ones.”

“The good ones, mostly.” Butch grinned, and it was a wide, easy thing, the kind of grin that had gotten him out of more trouble than it had gotten him into, though not by so wide a margin as he liked to claim. “You coming or you going to stand there sharpening a knife that’s sharp enough to shave a peach?”

“I’m coming.” Sundance reached for his hat off the nail by the door, settled it low against the light. “Somebody’s got to keep you from getting shot admiring your own system.”

“Nobody’s shooting anybody. That’s the whole point of a system.”

“Every point you ever made had a bullet hole in it somewhere.”

“Not this one.”

“We’ll see.” Sundance pushed the door open, and the cold came in flat and hard off the ridge, carrying the smell of sage and old snow not yet melted out of the shadowed draws. “We’ll surely see.”

They saddled up in a silence that wasn’t unfriendly, just practiced, the kind two men fall into when they’ve done a thing together often enough that talk isn’t required to get it done right. Butch checked his cinch twice, out of habit rather than doubt, and Sundance checked his once and trusted it, and neither man thought the other’s way of doing it was wrong so much as simply his own.

“An hour,” Butch said, swinging up. “You first, on account of it was your idea to argue about who goes first, and I figure a man ought to get what he argues for.”

“Wasn’t my idea. Was common sense.”

“Common sense argued for itself, then, and I’m agreeing with it. Go on.”

Sundance went, without further argument, because arguing with Butch’s theories took longer than just proving them wrong later, if they needed proving wrong at all, and there was something to be said for getting the disagreeable part of a plan finished early in the day while a man still had the patience for it.

The land between the line shack and Prosperity Creek rolled brown and gold under a sky scrubbed clean by the wind, broken here and there by stands of cottonwood gone yellow along the dry washes, their leaves not yet dropped, hanging on the way certain things do past the point of good sense. Sundance rode it without hurry, the way a man rides who has never in his life needed to arrive somewhere before he got there, and the country unfolded around him mile on mile, sage flats giving way to low rock outcrops streaked rust and ochre, a hawk working the thermals off to the south with the kind of patience Sundance recognized in himself.

He crossed a dry wash where the tracks of a dozen cattle drives lay pressed into ground gone hard as brick, and further on a live creek, narrow and quick, cold enough to numb a hand that lingered in it, and he let his horse drink there a spell before pushing on. A jackrabbit broke from a clump of rabbitbrush and ran a crooked line ahead of him for a hundred yards before losing interest in the whole business and cutting off sideways into the scrub, and Sundance watched it go with the flat attention he gave most things, filing it away without particularly meaning to.

He thought, riding, about the banker’s daughter Butch had mentioned and then waved off like it was nothing, and about the way a man waved off the things that had actually caught in him. He didn’t say anything about it, not being there to say it to, but he noted it, the way he noted most things, and rode on.

He came down off the last rise
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