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The newspaper had gone soft at the fold from three days in Butch’s saddlebag, and he unfolded it now with the particular care of a man handling something worth more than the two cents he’d paid for it, spreading it flat against his knee while his horse cropped at a stand of bunchgrass and waited on him to remember they had somewhere to be.

“Union Pacific’s laying spur track sixty miles south of the main line,” he read, “aiming to reach the coal seams before winter closes the passes. Says here they’re running payroll out to the end-of-track camp every two weeks, cash money, on account of there’s no bank within eighty miles willing to extend the company credit.”

Sundance sat his own horse a few feet off, working a stem of grass between his teeth, unmoved by the reading so far. “Says all that.”

“Says all that and more. Says the line crosses private range in three places, and one of the ranchers is fighting the company over right-of-way, which means there’s already bad blood out there before we ever show up to make more of it.”

“Bad blood’s good for us or bad for us?”

“Depends which side the bad blood favors.” Butch folded the paper again, tucked it back where it had ridden three days already, and looked south across a stretch of country gone brown and gold under a sky scoured clean by wind, not unlike the country they’d left a season back, though emptier, harder, the kind of land that made a man understand why anybody building a railroad through it wanted the water bad enough to fight for it. “We go in slow this time. No riding straight into town asking after payroll schedules like we’re selling insurance on the shipment.”

“You’re saying we’ve learned something.”

“I’m saying a woman with a ledger book taught me something, and I don’t intend to waste the lesson.” Butch put his horse forward, and Sundance fell in alongside, and they rode a while without talking, the particular ease of two men who’d covered enough ground together that silence didn’t need filling just to prove the company was still worth keeping.

“So what’s the plan,” Sundance said, eventually, “beyond not riding in like fools.”

“Plan is we hire on. Ranch on the line’s likely to need extra hands what with a fight going on over its water and its boundary both, and extra hands see everything a payroll shipment does from a distance a man riding through town never gets. We work the range a spell, learn the schedule, learn the guards, and ride off with something worth the trouble before anybody’s the wiser.”

“You want to be cowhands.”

“I want to look like cowhands long enough to case a railroad, which is a different thing from wanting it, though I expect the wanting doesn’t enter into it either way.”

Sundance considered that, chewing his grass stem down to a stub before he answered. “Last time you had a system, we ended up in a woman’s ledger book getting compared unfavorably to each other for a week.”

“This time there’s no woman to compare us.”

“There’s always a woman, Butch. You just haven’t met her yet.”

They came down off the last rise late that afternoon and saw the ranch laid out in the flat below, a low ranch house with a stone chimney and a scattering of outbuildings gathered around it the way chicks gather around a hen, corrals holding a modest remuda, and beyond it all, a good two miles off, a raw brown scar cut straight through the grass where graders had been working, the line of it running arrow-straight toward a horizon neither man could see the end of.

A sign nailed to a post at the turn-off read DIAMOND T RANCH, the letters burned into the wood by somebody without much natural gift for lettering, and under it, smaller, a second board, newer, read HANDS WANTED, in handwriting that looked considerably more hurried than proud.

“Well,” Butch said. “Looks like the advertising’s already done half our work.”

They rode down slow, giving whoever might be watching plenty of time to watch, and were met in the yard by a man built like a fence post left standing too long in weather, bowlegged, weathered brown, with a face that had been out in the sun so many decades it had settled into permanent creases regardless of what expression happened to be passing through underneath. He looked the two of them over the way a man looks over horseflesh he suspects has been dressed up to hide a bad hock.

“You riding for work or riding through,” he said, by way of greeting.

“Work,” Butch said. “Saw your sign.”

“Saw my sign.” The old-timer spat, unhurried, off to one side. “Name’s McCabe. I run this outfit’s day-to-day, such as there is a day-to-day left to run, and I’ll tell you plain I don’t need men can’t work, on account of I’ve got about all the trouble a short-handed spring can hand a man without adding two more mouths that don’t earn their keep.”

“We earn our keep,” Sundance said.

“That what you’ll say, or that what’s true?” McCabe’s eyes moved between them, unblinking, the particular patience of a man who’d hired enough drifters in his life to have a system of his own for sorting the useful ones from the ones who’d be gone with the first paycheck and half the tack besides. “Names.”

“Jim Lowe,” Butch said, the name coming easy, on account of he’d used it before and found it fit him considerably better than most.

“Harry Place,” Sundance said.

McCabe wrote neither name down, having nothing to write it in, just filed them the way he seemed to file most things, behind eyes that gave away nothing they weren’t ready to give. “You ride for the Bar H down in the basin? Rode a fence line that country a few years back myself.”

“Different outfits,” Butch said, smooth, “up north mostly, Wyoming basin country, cattle and some horse work,” and felt, saying it, the old familiar comfort of a lie worn in enough places to sit like a well-broken boot.

“Horse work.” McCabe’s gaze drifted, unhurried, to the two animals they rode, decent stock, better kept than most drifters bothered to keep a horse, and something in his face suggested he’d noted the discrepancy without deciding yet what, if anything, to do about it. “We’ll see what horse work you know soon enough. Mr. Tanner’s up at the house. He does the actual hiring, on account of it’s his name on the deed, though he generally does what I tell him is sensible once I’ve told him twice.”

The house, when they reached it, showed the particular wear of a place built solid once and maintained since on stubbornness more than money, and the man who came out onto the porch to meet them carried that same quality in his own bearing, broad through the shoulders even gone into his sixties, gray through a beard kept short and a face lined deep with weather and, more recent by the look of the lines around his eyes, worry.

“Jubal Tanner,” he said, and shook both their hands in turn, a grip that hadn’t gone soft with age the way the rest of him plainly had. “McCabe tell you the wage?”

“Hadn’t got that far,” Butch said.

“Thirty a month and found, same as any outfit in this country, though I’ll tell you honest there’s more work on offer right now than the wage properly accounts for, on account of I’ve got a boundary dispute with the Union Pacific eating half my patience and most of my hands’ goodwill, and I need men willing to ride fence and hold their tongue about company business they might overhear doing it.”

“We’re not much for gossip,” Sundance said.

“Good. I’ve had my fill of gossip lately from men who ought to know better.” Tanner looked out past them, toward that raw brown scar of graded earth cutting across his land, and something in his face went tight and old in a way that had nothing to do with his actual years. “Railroad thinks a man’s range is theirs for the taking soon as they’ve got a survey stake in the ground, and I mean to prove them wrong about that if it takes every dollar and every hand I’ve got left to prove it with.”

“Sounds like a fight worth being on the right side of,” Butch said, and meant it, mostly, though the part of him that had ridden two hundred miles with a newspaper clipping about a railroad payroll folded soft in his saddlebag kept its own counsel on the matter for now.

“It is that.” Tanner extended his hand again, the meeting apparently concluded to his satisfaction. “McCabe’ll show you the bunkhouse and put you to work come morning. Fair warning, Lowe, Place — I don’t tolerate laziness, and I don’t tolerate men who talk more than they work, though I understand from the look of you both that might be asking a considerable favor.”

“We’ll manage,” Butch said.

“See that you do.” Tanner went back inside, and McCabe led them toward a long low bunkhouse with smoke already curling from its stovepipe against the cooling evening, and it was there, walking, that Sundance leaned close enough to speak without carrying.

“Thirty a month,” he said. “We used to make more than that robbing a man’s till in an afternoon.”

“We used to make more,” Butch agreed, “and spend considerably longer running from the getting of it. This time we work a wage, learn the schedule, and take something worth the trouble once, clean, and ride before anybody’s the wiser. Same system as before.”

“Your systems have a way of costing more than they save.”

“This one’s different.”

“You said that last time too,” Sundance said, and pushed open the bunkhouse door, where six other hands looked up from a card game gone quiet at the sight of two new faces, sizing them up the exact same unhurried way McCabe had.

The bunkhouse smelled of woodsmoke and boot leather and the particular staleness of too many men sleeping too close together through a long winter, and the lamp light showed a room longer than it was wide, bunks stacked along both walls, a stove at the center throwing more heat than the drafty walls knew what to do with. The card game belonged to three men gathered on upturned crates around a barrel head, and it was the oldest of them, gray-bearded and missing two fingers off his left hand, who spoke first.

“New hands,” he said, not a question, more the kind of flat observation a man makes when he’s seen enough new hands come and go to know exactly how much interest the fact deserved. “I’m Pruitt. Was here before the railroad was a rumor and expect I’ll be here after it’s forgot too.”

“Jim Lowe,” Butch said. “This is Harry Place.”

“Place,” a younger hand said, looking up from his cards with more open curiosity than Pruitt had bothered to show, a lanky boy of maybe nineteen with a face that hadn’t yet learned to hide what he was thinking. “Any relation to the Etta Place teaches school over in Cheyenne? Cousin of mine took her class a spell, said she was sharper than any three men put together.”

“No relation,” Sundance said, “far as I know,” though something in the way he said it
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