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The afternoon wind had been kicking up dust on the prairie all day long, making the air dry, and the rider thirsty. He entered town noting the way faces poked out of windows or turned to watch him. 

This was a ranching community, off the main trail, with little to draw outsiders to it. 

A sign hanging over the saloon, its letters faded from the high-desert sun, promised rooms to rent and meals. 

He stopped there, swinging off his horse and undoing his saddlebags. He put them over his shoulder, keeping his gun hand free.

He walked cautiously into the saloon, seeing a bar, a potbellied stove, and a couple of tables. Standing tall, his eyes scanned the place and the people, looking for a twitch that might mean someone was going for a gun. 

Behind the bar, a smallish man looked up at him, sizing him up, likely wondering if he’d need to reach for the shotgun he’d have close by behind the bar. 

Justin gave the man a friendly smile. “Whiskey,” he said. 

Over at the far table, under the window, a pretty, dark-haired woman he figured to be nineteen or twenty sat playing solitaire and chatting with some young buck who stared at her intently. 

“Anything else?” the man behind the bar asked.

Justin turned back and saw the shot in front of him. “I hope so.” He pulled a gold coin out of his pocket and tapped it on the bar. “I’ve been on the trail for a while now. I need another drink, and I’ll want a meal and a room for the night.” 

The man scooped up the coin. “I’m sure we can oblige you.” He reached under the bar and pulled out a glass and a bottle of whisky. “Ella,” he called. “We got a boarder. You got enough food on?”

“A big pot of stew is cooking,” she said. “There’s plenty for everyone.”  

“Looks like we got you taken care of mister...” he glanced at Justin, his eyes asking him to finish the sentence.

“Name’s Justin,” he said.

The man’s eyes flickered with some emotion. 

He noted that the saloon girl, who had been heading into the kitchen, had stopped still for just a second at the sound of his name, frozen there long enough for him to think it meant something to her. That would be odd. He’d never been here before. But when you were known as a gunman, made your living collecting bounties, you got a reputation and that was based as much on gossip as what you’d actually done.
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