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Shots chewed the mud-brick wall, spitting grit over them as they dropped low.
“Butch... it’s been an honor,” Sundance said, voice thin, one hand jammed over the bloody hole in his arm, the other hovering near the torn flesh of his leg.
“Sundance, I’m so sorry it’s ending like this,” Butch said, fingers dug into his shoulder wound, his jaw locked hard.
He took in the room with a quick, desperate glance. Two Bolivian soldados who’d busted in about an hour back lay face-down in the dirt, twisted where they’d dropped when the boys still had some fight in them. Now they were just bodies cooling on the floor. Butch stared at them a long moment, then crawled over, his knees sliding through sticky blood.

“What’re you up to?” Sundance asked.

“I got a fool idea,” Butch said, a dry, pained chuckle catching in his throat. “If you can manage it, peel that shirt off.”

They stripped the dead men and swapped clothes, piece by piece, dragging the bodies into the cone of lamplight by the back wall. Every move pulled a grunt out of Butch; Sundance cursed under his breath that it was a waste of strength, but he kept at it—there wasn’t much else left to try.

Butch eased Sundance down behind a low interior wall, out of sight of the doorway, then took Sundance’s revolver. Standing over the corpses, he pressed the muzzle to each man’s head and squeezed off two shots. The blasts were deafening in the tight room, rattling the lamp and shaking fresh dust from the ceiling in choking clouds. When the echoes died, the place went dead quiet. The lamp guttered, gun smoke hung thick, and Butch forced his hand to let go of the revolver, dropping it near one of the dead men’s fingers like it had slipped there in his last breath.

The soldiers waited for a few minutes and then entered in a slow, disciplined line, muzzles first, eyes scanning every shadow. They found the two bodies, faces blown out, clothing and gear matching the description of the foreign bandits, and the officer gave a tired, almost disappointed nod: it’s over. While they argued over identification and loot, a loose board at the far corner of the house shifted, revealing a low, hand-dug crawl space, where Butch and Sundance dragged themselves on their elbows through cold earth, every scrape and breath muffled as the soldiers stood just a few feet above their heads. Emerging into a narrow drainage gully behind the house, they didn’t exchange quips or even look back—just limped into the dark, one hand on the other’s shoulder, leaving the myth of their deaths behind in that mud-walled room.

In November 1908, El Diario reported:

“Two foreign bandits were killed yesterday after a payroll robbery and shootout in the mining town of San Vicente,” according to authorities in Bolivia. “The men were believed, though never conclusively identified, to be Robert LeRoy Parker (‘Butch Cassidy’) and Harry Longabaugh (‘the Sundance Kid’).”
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Two years had passed.

“Very good, men. Grab your tools and let’s head back to the barn,” the foreman called. “Jose’s got supper waiting.”

The ranch hands gathered the tools, tossing shovels and picks into the wagon with the easy rhythm of men who’d done it a hundred times before. When everything was loaded, they climbed aboard and rattled back toward the barn in a cloud of dust.

After they’d unloaded, each man took a plate, filled it from the pots Jose had lined up by the fire, and found a spot around the blaze that had been burning for hours. The light from the flames flickered over tired faces, the air thick with the smell of coffee, beans, and woodsmoke.

“Butch, you and Kid have been a real asset to us,” the foreman said, settling onto an upturned crate. “Glad you came back. We missed you boys.”

Butch tipped his hat in a quiet thank-you, but it was Kid who answered. “Wasn’t easy getting back here,” he said, staring into the fire. “But I don’t figure we’re going anywhere for a long while.”

*************************
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Mordechai stared at the stone marker until his eyes burned. His fingers locked around the machete's hilt—knuckles white, tendons screaming. His father. Malachar. Dead. And not just dead—stolen. Claimed by Butch Cassidy like Cassidy had a right to take what wasn't his. The rage lived in Mordechai's chest like something that needed feeding, something that gnawed and clawed for release. The Veil would be different under him. Harder. Colder. He wouldn't let himself go soft like his father had through Hamilton, wouldn't let mercy creep in like a slow poison. Not this time.

"Master, I know you are never to be disturbed here at the Shadow, but we need you down at th—"

The blade moved almost without thought. One moment the soldier stood in the cave opening, the next he was falling.

Mordechai didn't watch him hit the ground. He only wiped the blood from his blade with deliberate care, using the soldier's own sleeve as he passed. "Your words broke the law," he said flatly, as if commenting on the weather. "Your own mouth sentenced you."

The body lay cooling as Mordechai descended the stone stairs. By the time he reached the lower chamber, his rage had transformed into something colder—something that didn't burn, but froze everything it touched.

The surviving messenger stepped forward, trembling. Mordechai noted the sweat on the man's brow, the way his eyes kept darting toward the stairwell. Good. Fear kept men careful.

"Speak," Mordechai commanded.

"Word from Bolivia, Master. Two men—fitting the descriptions of Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid—were killed in November."

Mordechai felt something tighten in his chest. Dead? After three years of hunting, of planning, of burning? He let the silence stretch between them like a rope pulled taut.​

"Bring me the bodies," he said quietly. "And verification. Written confirmation from every witness. Everything."

"Master, if they're truly—"

"They're not dead." His voice cut through the air like the blade had cut through flesh moments before. "Or if they are, they don't get the mercy of dying before I find them. Three years I have watched my father's grave and asked it why. Three years." He stepped closer to the messenger. "Butch Cassidy will hurt for three years minimum. Then he will hurt for three more. And then he will finally understand what he took from me."

******************************
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John Stevenson poured his coffee and surveyed the Pronghorn crew—a mix of men and women who knew how to work. They were his responsibility, which meant he caught blame for their triumphs and credit for their failures. That was the foreman's bargain, and why he pushed them hard.

"Settle down," he called over the noise. "Two acres of fencing today. The barn roof needs patching. The horses need shoeing. And after lunch—" He paused, letting the moment hang.

The collective groan when he grinned told him the joke landed.

The crew scattered to their work—Butch and Sundance assigned to fencing. By noon, they'd cleared an acre. A rider brought lunch down to the trees where they gathered to eat.

The new hand looked between them, squinting. "You guys are Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid, yeah?"

Sundance grinned sideways at Butch. "Pretty sure those guys got shot to hell in Bolivia."

The men erupted. The new hand didn't understand, but the rest of them did—they all knew these two, had worked beside them before, usually when the law was too close and the boys needed to disappear for a few months.

Curly wiped his mouth. "How long this time?"

Butch stared into his chili. When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter than it should have been. "This time? I think this is it."

The men didn't press. They'd all heard that before.

****************************
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Rafael stepped out into the dust as three riders pulled up hard. Their horses were lathered—they'd come fast from the north.

"The Master wants confirmation," the lead rider said without preamble. No titles, no formality. That meant it mattered. "What happened in Bolivia."

"Bodies too," the second rider added.

Rafael watched the dust settle. He already knew which bodies they meant. Everyone did. "We're working on it."

"The Master isn't patient." The lead rider's hand rested on his thigh. "He wants verification in two weeks or he's coming south himself."

The riders wheeled their horses and were gone, leaving Rafael standing in the settling dust with something cold blooming in his chest. Two weeks. He turned toward his men. "Get every contact in Bolivia moving. I want those bodies found and identified, or I want confirmation they don't exist."

One of his lieutenants stepped forward. "And if we can't?"

Rafael's smile was thin as a blade. "Then we tell him what he wants to hear."

​"That'll get us killed if he finds out we lied."

​"We'll be dead either way," Rafael said quietly. "At least this way, we control the story for a while."
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