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TWILIGHT

	 

	The skyscrapers of the big city — those steel mountains that screech and glare all day long — finally hush up as the sun sinks low. That’s when the vultures start circlin’ and the coyotes slink outta whatever holes they call home.

	Night-owl hours.

	My hours.

	John Diesel, my loyal old ride, gives a happy little whinny as I stroll up and tap his hood.

	We head down the empty main drag of Rockland City, just me and my steel-horse Diesel. A dry desert wind blows in from those over-fertilized farmlands outside the city limits, pushin’ a couple of shriveled hamburgers across the asphalt. Their foam boxes scrape along the ground like tiny coffins with unfinished business.

	The saloon sits at the end of a long, miserable row of concrete bunkers folks call “apartments.” I hitch John to the nearest streetlamp. He’s slow these days, my old Diesel. Probably guzzled more gasoline than a respectable vehicle ought to.

	 

	 

	With the heel of my left boot, I nudge a mangy dog outta my path. The critter yelps like I insulted his ancestors. Later on I find out his name’s Bobby — and that he belongs to Ilona.

	As always, I shove both hands against the saloon’s swinging doors. They fly open wide — and smack the bouncer square in the face like a portrait frame. Two teeth take flight.

	I clap him on the shoulder, hand him my dentist’s number, and toss in my spare toothbrush for good measure.

	 

	
IN THE SALOON

	 

	Inside the saloon, the air hangs so thick under the ceiling you could slice it with a dull butter knife. Smoke, sweat, and yesterday’s regrets all swirling together like they’re payin’ rent.

	A grizzled old veteran eyes me from beneath the brim of his hat. His face is a roadmap of dart-arrow scars — the kind you only earn by standin’ too close to the board or too far from good decisions. He spits into the nearest spittoon with the kind of contempt a man usually reserves for taxes and ex-wives, then curls back around his whiskey glass like it’s the only friend he’s got left.

	A handful of plucked-clean poker players squint at me through the dusty, half-blind lamps overhead. Their eyes flicker my way, then drop right back to their cards.

	Looks like they’ve decided I ain’t trouble.
Not yet, anyway.
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THE GIRL DANCING WITH LASSO

	 

	Up on the saloon’s pint-sized stage, a cowgirl’s doin’ her thing — and it ain’t no pole dance. She’s got a lasso in each hand and hips that move like a hula hoop’s got a vendetta.
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