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	The Home of Great 

	Western Fiction!

	 


Like most banks, the Munro, Colorado branch of the Western States offered its customers a range of services. Like all banks, you had to pay for them.

	Right now the man called Edge was availing himself of one of the facilities to wire $150 on to a sporting house woman he owed up in Cheyenne. Only one thing was holding up the transaction: the other customers, who were holding up the bank.

	Four old-timers, they were overseeing the transfer of certain funds—the entire contents of the safe—to their saddlebags for onward transmission to their hideout in the woods.

	Not a service willingly offered by the bank, nor one for which these customers looked likely to pay, but when a withdrawal demand is backed up by four Colt .45s, most any bank teller will do as she is told.
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Chapter One

	 

	THE STRIKING LOOKING woman seated on the high-backed chair behind the counter that divided the room into two unequal sections was called Donna Terry. This was announced in white lettering on a triangular-shaped block of wood, stained dark brown, that sat on the counter top beside where she was writing in a ledger.

	Where she worked was at the Munro branch of the Western States Bank, which comprised two rooms in a small, one-story granite building on the north side of the community’s main street.

	Munro was a fine looking little town in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado’s south west corner, close to the New Mexico Territorial border.

	Donna Terry was a neatly attired, attractive woman who sparked a disconcerting sexual stir in Edge.

	When he rode into town, the half-breed gave it only casual attention: decided right off Munro was in most respects like a hundred other towns he had passed through during his years as a lone drifter. And since it was mid-afternoon and he had no need to halt this early to supply the demands of hunger or sleep for himself or his roan gelding, he expected to keep riding on through: unconcerned by the mistrustful looks cast toward him by the local citizens.

	Then, three-quarters of the way along the main thoroughfare, Lark Street, closer to the western than the eastern limits of town, he saw ahead on his right the familiar wooden sign—its white-painted message confined to the left half of a cut-out map of the US—of the Western States Bank. Which caused him to angle away from the center of the less than bustling street, rein in his horse at the rail out front of the bank.

	He had been aware of a lessening of the tension—never dangerously high—as he rode by the midway point on the length of the street, kept his mount moving at the same even pace. Was seen to be a stranger with apparently no intention of calling a halt in Munro: unless, disinterested in all other aspects of town, he elected to stop by the Centennial Saloon to lay the trail dust in his throat. Which would have been no cause for immediate concern.

	The majority of Munro’s citizens were doubtless decent, quiet-living, law-abiding people, judging by the appearance of their town. The kind who would not welcome the disreputable saddle tramp this stranger seemed to be. But if he did feel the need to stop over for a while, best he rest up in the Centennial.

	The saloon, with five horses standing contentedly at its hitching rail, was next to the bank, across a wagon-wide alley. So it was not until Edge swung down from his saddle, wound the gelding’s reins around the rail out front of the bank, that most of those who watched him realized which of the two neighboring buildings had caused the stranger to pause in Munro.

	And without doubt, Edge pondered fleetingly as he crossed the sidewalk and stepped through the open doorway of the bank, he became the subject of rasping exchanges: as the quiet-living, law-abiding people of Munro voiced anxieties about this travel-stained, foreign-looking, mean-eyed, hard-mouthed stranger who entered the local bank.

	A revolver butt jutting from the holster tied down to his right thigh.

	Thus did Edge judge the effect he created on the community at large. But because he was so accustomed to being regarded with disquiet by people on first impression, he paid little attention to the almost tangible pressure of watching eyes he left out in the chill, sun-bright fall air. And welcomed the pleasant stove heat of the bank’s interior: even more the warm smile of Donna Terry.

	It was a habitual expression of friendly welcome as she looked up from writing in the bulky ledger on the polished counter top, and she obviously expected to see the familiar figure of a regular customer she would know.

	When she saw a complete stranger the amiable expression immediately faltered and the warmth in her eyes was displaced by fluttery nervousness. But she recovered from the jolt immediately: her mouthline had remained unchanged and it was a smooth, fast and easy process to resume the smile. Edge touched the brim of his hat, cracked a smile of his own that she did not see failed to touch his eyes as he said: ‘Afternoon, ma’am. I guess this is the same Western States Bank has a branch in Cheyenne, Territory of Wyoming?’

	‘Why yes, I ...’ She needed to swallow that portion of her nervousness which created a lump in her throat. Then she blinked her big round blue eyes, completed: ‘ ... certainly think so. In fact, I’m sure there’s a branch in Cheyenne. But I can check on that in just a moment.’

	She reached to the side, slid open a drawer beneath the counter top, took out a sheet of paper, studied it.

	Edge advanced across the thirty feet square public area of the room. Halted at a halfway point to remove his Stetson, grimly aware in the clean and recently repainted room of the trail dust dislodged from its brim and dented crown. But he spent only a moment with this inconsequential thought, then discovered a more obtrusive brand of self-consciousness bothered him: he was experiencing a totally unbidden stirring of lust for Donna Terry.

	She was still a year or so the right side of forty, with the kind of figure—at least the upper half of it he could see above the counter top—that many women half her age might envy. Slender without any hint of skinniness, the curves of her body full enough in the right proportions to arouse the sexuality of any red-blooded man. Especially one who had been on the trail for many weeks while he kept his mind clear of unwelcome notions: probably the least pressing of which were concerned with women.

	He had been in brief contact with over a score of women since he left San Cristobel in far off southern Arizona Territory. In trailside towns, at stage line way stations or on isolated ranches and farmsteads. And a handful of those he had exchanged the time of day with might have triggered the kind of emotion he felt as he looked at Donna Terry: but they had not.

	Now, for no obvious reason, this blue-eyed blonde with the maturely pretty rather than beautiful face, an upper body demurely clothed in a high-necked, long-sleeved, crisply-pressed white blouse, had that effect on him. And next caused within him another feeling he at first failed to identify. Then realized, when she replaced the paper, closed the drawer, nodded and made an affirmative sound, that this was a sense of shame.

	Which was damn fool crazy.

	‘Yes, sir,’ she confirmed, nodded again to further express satisfaction at being proved right. ‘There is indeed a branch of Western States in Cheyenne. Mr. Abraham Nicholas is in charge up there.’

	Edge was not embarrassed by the instant arousal he felt at first sight of this woman who was again easily smiling. Instead, it was because everything about her acted to underscore the sordidness of the events, far off in time and distance, that led him to stop off here today at the Munro branch of the bank.

	‘Is that all you require to know, sir?’ she asked.

	Her smile became less bright, but not because of nervousness. Instead, Edge thought, because Donna Terry realized what kind of interest she had unwittingly triggered in the man: and was disconcerted by her own response to the knowledge of this.

	‘No, ma’am,’ he told her. Advanced across the rest of the public section of the room, placed his hat on the counter top in front of her name block, reached into the right hip pocket of his pants, ‘I owe somebody in Cheyenne a hundred and fifty dollars. Planned to ride up there and pay it back in person. But I guess if I deposited the money here, the same amount can be paid to who it’s owed in Cheyenne?’

	She took a second too long to answer and it was plain this was not because she needed to think of a reply. She just was not fully listening to him as she came to terms with what she was seeing—and feeling.

	She saw a man something over ten years older than her: a big man, at least two inches taller than six feet, who weighed a solidly packed two hundred and some pounds. With Mexican blood in his veins: this seen in the Latin bone structure of his lean face and the skin tone a shade of brown established by heritage long before the burnishing effects of the elements had added their coloration.

	The shoulder-length hair, too, although it was streaked with gray, was mostly of the kind of jet black that suggested Latin stock. And the man emphasized the Mexican set of his face by wearing an underplayed moustache which curved low at either side of his mouthline. This was just discernible in the middle of the afternoon, many hours since his last shave.

	In contrast to the Latin look, his eyes were a glittering ice blue, the deeply crinkled skin around them suggesting they were permanently narrowed under the hooded lids. Also, the thin-lipped mouth, which held a smile line like it was an expression unfamiliar to the man, was as Aryan as his eyes.

	So the stranger had mixed racial parentage and the resultant melding of features he had drawn from this could either be attractive or repulsive to women: their reactions to him dependent upon how they viewed the underlying latent cruelty that lurked within him.

	He was dressed for the chill of a Colorado fall day in a short sheepskin coat that had seen much hard wear. His hat, the holster hung from his gunbelt and the pants and spurless riding boots, had seen long usage too.

	But she saw it was not shortage of money that prevented him buying the outfit he badly needed when he produced a sheaf of bills from his hip pocket. He had much more than the hundred and fifty dollars he had mentioned.

	‘Yes, sir, you can certainly leave it to Western States to take care of that for you,’ she assured him at length. ‘You’ve no doubt seen we have a telegraph office in town. So we can wire Mr. Nicholas at the Cheyenne branch. And the business can be completed by this time tomorrow, most probably.’

	Edge finished counting off the money in fives and tens, said: ‘I’m much obliged.’

	Donna Terry said quickly as he made to replace the balance of the money in his pocket: ‘There’ll be a fee of three dollars for doing the business, sir.’

	He nodded, added three ones to the pile of bills he had been about to hand to her. And her smile brightened again for she was a professional at her business who had completed a transaction successfully. Just maybe her good mood was intensified by the fact this customer was such an unlikely looking one: who had frightened her, then attracted, even excited her.

	When she took his money, she rose from the chair and turned. And he could see she wore a tightly fitted blue skirt that reached to midway down her high button boots. Then as she moved toward a large safe in the corner he saw that her lower body and legs were a match for her slender, alluringly curved torso.

	She walked with easy grace, a natural sway to her hips: or that was what Edge guessed because, working in a bank, he thought she was not likely to be the kind of woman—certainly during business hours—to flaunt her feminine charms. Either with purposefully daring clothes or exaggerated movements of her body.

	‘I’ll just see this is locked securely away, sir,’ she told him without looking around from the green-painted, iron safe, six feet high by four feet square. ‘Then I’ll take a note of the necessary details I need from you.’

	‘Details, ma’am?’

	‘Your name—’

	‘It’s Edge.’

	She started to unlock the safe, which required both the keys she carried on a ring hung from the left side of the belt of her skirt.

	‘Right, Mr. Edge. Also the name of the gentleman in Cheyenne to whom Mr. Nicholas is to pay the one hundred and fifty dollars.’

	He felt a fool again and vented a low grunt of annoyance with himself. Obviously she needed such details.

	When she swung open the heavy door of the big safe four shelves could be seen inside: stacked with paper money, fabric bags of coins, heaps of documents and some ledgers similar in size and color to the one she was working on when he entered the bank.

	‘It’s a lady,’ he corrected. Experienced a mild feeling of disloyalty toward a woman who had been good to him in a time of need when he added: ‘Using the word loosely, I guess.’

	‘I’m sorry?’

	‘Nancy Raven is a loose woman.’

	Donna Terry glanced sharply over her shoulder at him, her eyebrows arched: but in an unrancorous mocking manner rather than shock. A smile continued to curve up the corners of her mouth.

	Edge explained: ‘Mr. Nicholas at the Cheyenne branch of the bank will need to contact her at the Heaven’s Gate Hotel, ma’am.’

	‘Miss Raven is a ...?’

	Footfalls shuffled on the roofed sidewalk which the bank shared with a row of stores on the other side from the saloon. And her expression as she looked toward the open doorway implied she hoped regular customers were not about to interrupt the talk she suddenly found as intriguing as the stranger himself.

	‘Right, ma’am,’ he replied with a wry smile as she held back from voicing the word. ‘That’s what Nancy is. I’m not going to claim she’s one of those with a heart of gold, but I’ve come across a lot more respectable women I don’t think would have loaned me money on such short acquaintanceship. You have those details? Cash is for Miss Nancy Raven and her crib’s at Heaven’s—’

	‘Well, the man’s talkin’ of heaven and lookee here, good buddies!’

	Edge had curtailed what he was saying an instant before the man with the croaky voice spoke: reacted to the way Donna Terry suddenly fixed her gaze on the doorway. Looked like she was seeing something a whole lot more frightening than her first glimpse of the last man to come into the bank.

	‘Hot damn, Ruben! Paradise is a ready open safe sure enough!’ This one cackled liked he’d just told a favorite dirty joke, suddenly ended the sound when a third man snarled:

	‘Shut up, you sorry old fool!’

	A fourth ordered, even-toned: ‘Step away from that safe, young lady. And leave it open the way it is.’

	Ruben told Edge: ‘And you reach for the roof, young feller.’

	He had a Colt .45 rock-steady in his right hand thrust forward from his hip, trained on Edge’s chest. In his other hand was a black, polished wooden cane which he brought up off the floor, waved high in the air for a moment to illustrate the order he gave.

	Edge lifted his arms to the sides, bent at the elbows, until his splayed hands were level with the shoulders. Then drawled to the line of four men with aimed guns and kerchief masks concealing their lower faces: ‘Okay, I’ve got the idea. It’s a stick up.’

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	THEY WERE ALL elderly: this was plain from the crinkled flesh and watery eyes visible above the masks. It was also seen in the gnarled condition of their hands gripping the revolvers, and the way they moved as they advanced, shoulder to shoulder, across the bank: none of them painfully arthritic, but all with the stiffened joints and measured pace of advanced years.

	But with the passing of these years had come experience. And it was clear they were well practiced at holding guns on people while they robbed them.

	‘I don’t believe this,’ Donna Terry gasped, her tone incredulous to match the sense of what she said. ‘I just don’t believe this can be happening here.’

	The man with the croaking voice, who wore wire-framed spectacles with highly magnified lenses, told her: ‘Maybe not, but I reckon you’re a young lady believes in God, though, Miss Terry. You don’t move away from the safe like Pete told you, you’ll pretty soon find out if there’s any truth in that kinda belief.’

	‘Gene ain’t the kindly old coot he sounds sometimes, lady,’ Pete warned. He was afflicted by a twitch that affected the left side of his torso and his left cheek. But it did not impair the steadiness of his aim with the Colt in his right hand. ‘He’ll put a bullet right plumb between those cute little titties of yours easy as he’d swat a fly was botherin’ him.’

	Ruben moved in on the half-breed’s right, slid the Frontier Colt out of the holster while Pete and the man with a stiff left leg trained their revolvers on him. And the bespectacled Gene continued to aim his Colt at Donna Terry.

	Edge shot a glance at the woman and realized she had hardly moved since the four masked men appeared on the threshold. Except to become rigid: like she was on the verge of launching into some reckless move. He told her evenly: ‘It’s only money, ma’am. If you die, that’s only good for paying the undertaker.’

	She wrenched her gaze away from Gene, who was at the far end of the counter from the safe, lifting a flap in the top and pushing open a hinged front section. Now stared at Edge, at first with a puzzled frown, then a grim scowl. Seemed about to blurt out a stream of abuse that would place him in the same category as the four masked old-timers holding up the bank.

	But suddenly the spirit drained out of her. She stepped back from the safe, raised her hands in the same manner as Edge, was abruptly sullen. Which seemed somehow to add a wanton quality to her look. But perhaps this impression was created because she was in an attitude of reluctant surrender, and the way her raised arms acted to lift and thrust the conical swells of her breasts.

	‘Wise lady,’ Ruben complimented. Moved away from Edge and pushed the half-breed’s Frontier Colt into his gunbelt behind the buckle, his own revolver back into the holster.

	‘Want you to know somethin’, Miss Terry,’ Gene said as he went past her and holstered his weapon. He reached the safe, swung the door open wider than she had left it. ‘I would’ve shot you easy as Pete said. But I wouldn’t have liked to have done it.’

	‘Quit the talk and make with the action, Gene,’ the man with a stiff left leg urged.

	‘Yeah, hurry it up in there, you guys!’ a fifth member of the gang rasped from out on the sidewalk. He sounded as old as those inside.

	Gene had already begun to ransack the safe while he spoke to Donna Terry, continued to work at the same measured, efficient pace against the calls for haste. Shifted the bags of coins from the safe to the counter top. Then took out the stacks of bills, pushed them into a gunnysack he removed from inside his coat.

	Edge watched this for just a few seconds. Tried to ignore the angry-eyed gaze of the woman that constantly flicked around all the men in turn: viewed him with the same degree of animosity as the others. Then he looked at Pete and the stiff legged man, who kept their attention trained on him: further proof these men were no first-timers at the stealing business. They did the chores assigned to them at the planning stage, willing to wait until the proper time to look on the ill-gotten gains Gene took out of the safe, apportioned between himself and Ruben.

	‘Who you think you’re lookin’ at, mister?’ Pete demanded sourly. ‘You see him lookin’ at us that way, Rich?’

	‘A hard man is all,’ Rich countered. ‘Who don’t take kindly to a bunch of oldsters like us gettin’ the drop on him, I’d say. Ain’t that right, mister?’

	‘Hurry it up in there, Goddamnit!’ the man outside urged.

	‘Just you take it easy or you’ll wet your pants, Duff!’ Ruben countered. ‘Be through in a second.’

	‘You’re right, I don’t take kindly to what’s happening,’ Edge replied to the question from the man with a twitch. ‘Particularly I don’t like having guns aimed at me. You let it be known to the whole gang, uh?’

	‘Goddamn hard man!’ Rich said.

	Edge pressed on: ‘You let it be known if any of you fellers points a gun at me again, he better be ready to kill me. Because I’ll certainly do my best to kill him.’

	Gene had emptied the safe of money, started to move back along the length of the counter. His gun was drawn again, his left hand clutching the bags of coins. Which left Ruben with the sack of bills. This was lighter and he could manage it with the same hand as the stick he needed to walk with. With the other hand he drew his Colt.

	Gene growled: ‘You want we should kill you now, mister? Save keepin’ us all in suspense until the next time?’

	Donna Terry made a deep sound in her throat that could have meant many things.

	Edge had to look at her face to discover she was expressing a brand of contempt as her big eyes roved the room: again classed him with the bunch of old-timers robbing the Western States Bank.

	Duff called anxiously from outside: ‘Some folks are headed this way, you guys!’

	‘Let’s get out of here!’ Ruben ordered. As earlier, his tone of authority and the manner in which the rest of them responded branded him the top hand of the bunch.

	Because of his need to use the stick, Ruben could not easily back toward the door. Likewise, the stiff-legged Rich had to face the way he went and shot anxious glances over his shoulder as Gene and Pete backed away, Colts levelled at Edge, eyes above their kerchief masks showing hard-set determination to do whatever was needed to carry through the bank robbery.

	From along the street to the east, a man yelled: ‘Hey, you people! What’s up at the bank?’

	‘Hot damn!’ Duff gasped in a strangled tone. And either he, Ruben or Rich fired a shot.

	Gene and Rich both wrenched their heads around to peer out through the doorway as a discordant chorus of shouting sounded in the wake of the report.

	Edge ordered: ‘Down on the floor!’

	He vaulted the counter. Had a blurred image of the woman as she switched her wide-eyed gaze between him and the doorway, shock and fear at last on her face. He also had a hazy impression of Gene and Rich snapping their heads around, aiming their guns again.

	He hit the floor hard in back of the counter. As another gunshot exploded. Within the bank this time, and the bullet thudded into the wall. Closer to Donna Terry than to him, but not close enough to scare her into ducking behind the cover of the counter.

	Edge felt a burning rage at her stupidity as he scrambled clumsily on hands and knees toward the woman, a cacophony of shouts and gunshots ringing in his ears: none of the raucous noise within the bank now.

	‘Down, you crazy bitch!’ he rasped softly when he reached her, looked up at her as she stared down at him. Shock had turned to horror, and the horror held her more rigid than had shock. When she snapped open her mouth the look on her face suggested she intended to vent a tirade of scornful abuse at him. But nothing emerged, until a man cursed and there was another shot inside the bank: this bullet came close enough to Donna Terry to trigger a scream from her. Which was suddenly more shrill when Edge curled an arm around the backs of her knees, rose high enough to thrust a shoulder into her
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