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They called her Little Miss Pretty. Her real name was Dixie Talon, and she was the newborn daughter of railroad magnate Conrad Talon. Which meant that the tiny baby was worth big money to the gang that kidnapped and held her to ransom.

	The gang was led by Scarlett Considine and Jesse Mansfield, the so-called Sweetheart Killers, and they had not a single ounce of compassion for the vulnerable infant in their care. But once Duke Benedict and Hank Brazos took a look into Dixie’s little shoe-button eyes, they decided that the Sweetheart Killers and their cut-throat followers were going to pay for their crime. The trouble was, when it came to a showdown, could Benedict or Brazos kill a woman, especially a woman like Scarlett?

	That was when Fate stepped in and blew the whole deal to shreds.

	 


[image: Image]

	 

	 


 

	BENEDICT AND BRAZOS 35: THE LEGEND OF SCARLETT AND JESSE

	By E. Jefferson Clay

	First published by Cleveland Publishing Co. Pty Ltd, New South Wales, Australia

	© 2019 by Piccadilly Publishing

	First Electronic Edition: August 2022

	Names, characters and incidents in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

	All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information or storage and retrieval system, without the written permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

	This is a Piccadilly Publishing Book

	Series Editor: Ben Bridges

	Text © Piccadilly Publishing

	 


 

	 

	Table of Contents

	 

	 

	Chapter One – The Sweetheart Killers

	Chapter Two – Death in the Hungry Hills

	Chapter Three – Beyond the Law

	Chapter Four – Ride the Wind South

	Chapter Five – “Born in Hades …”

	Chapter Six – Decoy

	Chapter Seven – Devil’s Spawn

	Chapter Eight – The Disbelievers

	Chapter Nine – Lovers of Jordantown

	Chapter Ten – Cold Steel

	Chapter Eleven – Outlaw Armageddon

	Chapter Twelve – “Burnin’ Too Bright to Last …”

	 

	About the Author

	The Benedict and Brazos Series

	 

	 

	 


Chapter One – The Sweetheart Killers

	 

	“THERE’S NO BEATING you is there, Benedict?”

	“Pardon?”

	“Old, fat, sway-backed or married—they only have to be female and they’re fair game to you, ain’t they?”

	“I didn’t know the fair Matilda was married, Brazos. I certainly didn’t know she was married to that hard-nosed sheriff.”

	“Would it have made one lick of difference if you had?”

	“Possibly not.”

	Brazos’ disgust was mounting. “So, thanks to you not bein’ able to keep your slick hands to yourself, you get yourself nabbed red-handed, take a pot-shot at a goldurn sheriff and stand a whole town on its ear. Then we get ourselves chased fifty miles by the sheriff’s posse and wind up in a dead-end canyon with no place to go but the jailhouse. Like I say, there’s no beating you.”

	“Your reappraisal is colorful but not totally accurate, Johnny Reb. I merely touched off a couple of shots in the sheriff’s direction to curb his impetuosity. Had I taken a ‘potshot’ at him, the fellow wouldn’t be closing in on us at this very moment. But I don’t shoot lawmen.”

	“Why not?” Hank Brazos was in a critical mood as his eyes played over the silent, sunbaked canyon where the posse-men must soon appear. “You’ve pot-shotted everythin’ else in your time, ain’t you?”

	“Never lawmen or women, Reb. I have my code too, you know.”

	“No more code than a rattler.”

	“The time could come when you’ll eat those words.”

	“Reckon I’ll be in hell with my back broke first.”

	Duke Benedict’s eyes narrowed at the sound of hoofbeats. “That could be sooner than you’d prefer, Johnny Reb. Here they come.”

	 

	Righteous retribution was so close at hand that Sheriff Dobie Parker could almost taste it—until the last of the three scouts he’d sent out came riding down to the mouth of Cracker Canyon with the news that set the sheriff of Cripple Ditch on the horns of an agonizing dilemma.

	“Are you certain sure, Jackson?” the red-faced badge-toter called out as he threw up a hand to halt the posse men behind. “You couldn’t be mistaken?”

	“Sure as I’m seein’ you, Sheriff Parker,” panted the pop-eyed Jackson who served as Parker’s deputy back in Cripple Ditch. “I seen the camp smoke across yonder about two miles and I come up on it ghost-quiet thinkin’ it might be that slippery, heel-clickin’ gamblin’ man that your Matilda went and done her—”

	“Never mind all that, Deputy!” the sheriff barked, turning even redder. “All I want to know is, are you sure it was him?”

	The deputy’s head bobbed. “It’s that feller we got a dodger on back at the jailhouse, with the gal, Sheriff. The feller they say’s called Jesse ... the dude half of the Sweetheart Killers.”

	“The Sweetheart Killers!” exclaimed a posse man, almost falling off his horse. Then recovering quickly, he turned in the saddle and shouted: “Hey, boys, Deputy Jackson’s flushed the Sweetheart Killers!”

	Watching the reaction of the posse men with a slack jaw, Sheriff Parker felt the horns of his dilemma prod him hard now. The fifteen-man posse he’d mustered to pursue Benedict and Brazos across fifty rough miles had never really had their hearts in the chase, he knew. But this was different. Instead of chasing somebody whose only real crime had been a little illicit hand-holding with the sheriff’s wife, the men were now scenting the prospect of a really big catch. At last reports, the Sweetheart Killers were worth a cool ten thousand dollars. Five thousand for the dashing Jesse whom Jackson seemed so certain he’d just sighted, and five thousand for the lovely Scarlett, reputedly one of the deadliest killers in the West.

	“Forget Benedict, Dobie,” shouted the blacksmith. “We got five and mebbe ten thousand bucks’ worth of outlaws on the hoof here.”

	“If Jesse’s up there then so’s the female,” predicted old Tennessee Burns whose hobby was following the deeds of the desperadoes of the West in the papers and dime novels. “They’s inseparable, so they reckon.” The old man’s rheumy eyes fairly shone. “By tarnation! We could make ourselves a pile of money and go down in history all in one throw!”

	All eyes were on the sheriff now. It was up to him. Would they press on down Cracker Canyon after the gambling man and the giant Texan and risk permitting one of the West’s most infamous outlaws to escape, and kill again? Or would they attempt to achieve glory and some hard cash by hot-footing it after handsome Jesse?

	It finally boiled down to a simple question: Was the sheriff of Cripple Ditch more concerned with his plumply pretty wife’s honor or his ambition?

	It took the sheriff about half a second to make up his mind. Scenting impending glory, he gave the signal and led his posse men back out of Cracker Canyon, leaving behind a great cloud of dust and two very bemused fugitives.

	The posse’s dust had well and truly settled, before the sound of hoofbeats could be heard in Cracker Canyon. Full of doubt and suspicion, but at the same time unwilling to look a potential gift horse in the mouth, guilty and unrepentant Duke Benedict, and innocent but disgruntled Hank Brazos, shuffle-walked their mounts to the canyon mouth, saw that the posse men had really gone, then took off at a furious gallop for the beckoning ramparts of the Hungry Hills.

	The sounds of their departure carried faintly to the ears of Sheriff Dobie Parker just as he reached the ironstone ridge beyond the outlaw’s campsite—the outlaw’s empty campsite.

	There was a splendid view from this high, ironstone ridge. From here, a man could see all the way east to the Hungry Hills, southeast to the shimmering blob of color on the Slave River that was the mid-western track-end town of Sutlerville, then all the way south to the majestic line of the mighty Jubal Mountains. A panorama of sky and cloud, broad prairies and tumbling hills, the deep Colorado River and the steely glitter of railroad tracks that were bringing a new era to the West. But nowhere in all this vista of gold and green, tawny browns and ochres was there a solitary badman to be seen.

	The scouts did their best. They rode in ever-widening circles around the campsite scouring for sign. But ironstone left no sign at all, neither here, nor as it was subsequently revealed, farther to the northeast where Duke Benedict and Hank Brazos had also taken advantage of the flinty terrain to make good their escape.

	None of the posse men spoke until they finally realized they would be going home empty-handed, and then it seemed all were speaking at once. Everybody had a suggestion. Some said they should stop off at Sutlerville and warn Sheriff Sackett that the Sweetheart Killers might be lurking close. Others thought they should all go back to Tumbridge Flats and tie one on; while old Tennessee Burns’ suggestion that they dismount and rest while the scouts rode to Tumbridge and brought the booze back, met with considerable support.

	The only man without a suggestion to his name, was the good sheriff himself. For a heady few minutes, Dobie Parker had been transformed, in his own mind at least, from a cranky, small-town lawman and wronged husband, to one of the overblown western heroes that old Tennessee was endlessly reading about. Now, Dobie Parker was back to where he’d been before. Or maybe even a little behind that. As he confided to his deputy as they finally set off wearily west: “I feel lower’n whalebones, boy, and they’re at the bottom of the sea.”

	But having experienced defeats and reversals of fortune all his life, the sheriff of Cripple Ditch should have known that things seldom got so bad that they couldn’t get worse. And Sheriff Dobie Parker was destined to feel worse before twenty-four hours had passed, when he received confirmation that it had indeed been the deadly Jesse whom Deputy Jackson had sighted.

	 

	Conrad Talon blinked as he came from the gloom of the stables into the bright flare of lights surrounding the railroad depot and the spur line where his luxurious private car stood.

	Trail dust fell from the stocky man’s expensively-cut riding suit as he peeled soft, doeskin gloves from his hands and followed the planks past the depot landing. A man more suited by nature and inclination to sitting a chair rather than a saddle, Conrad Talon wasn’t fond of riding, although he’d kept at it consistently for six weeks since the medic in Bodie told him to take more exercise. He hadn’t really minded today’s journey out to the timber leases along the Upper Slave River. It was amazing how the smell of profit could take a man’s mind off physical discomfort.

	Today the railroader had clinched a deal with a timber cutter to supply ties to the Mid-Western Railroad at a cut price. Despite a little saddle soreness, he was feeling in good spirits and almost smiled as Kipp greeted him from the shadows of the depot porch.

	“Everythin’ go all right, boss-man?” Kipp was a slender silhouette in the shadows. A young man with a big gun. The Talons’ bodyguard.

	“Fine, Pico,” he replied. “And here?”

	“Runnin’ like a clock.”

	Talon nodded and continued on towards his big, red and gold coach. Because he didn’t like the gunfighting breed the railroader didn’t like Pico Kipp, but he couldn’t deny the man was efficient and always felt secure when he quit the workings, leaving the gunman in charge of security. A bodyguard was essential when a man grew successful, and Conrad Talon was very successful indeed.

	The car which carried the railroader and his little family from one Colorado town to another, in these busy days of westward expansion, had been originally designed for Queen Victoria. Her Majesty loved luxury and the car was lavishly appointed in red upholstery, black leather, gilt, polished oak and silk.

	Glass in hand, Talon lowered himself into his favorite chair in the car’s lounge, sighing as he eased himself into a comfortable position. His boots barely touched the Brussels carpet. It was a tall chair and Conrad Talon was a short man; short and powerfully built with a chin like rock and hair the texture of steel wool. ‘Tough’ Talon his army of red-necked Irish tracklayers, dump-carters, tie-cutters and gandy-dancers called the boss-man, but never in his hearing. Not only was Conrad Talon likely to fire them if they gave him cause, but he was capable of handing out a beating into the bargain if the mood took him. Talon had started his railroading career as a laborer and could still use his fists.

	Talon sat up sharply at the sound of footsteps, and all the day’s weariness vanished magically when the woman came through the door carrying a baby in her arms.

	“Hello, darling,” Esther Talon greeted. “You’re just in time to see her before I put her to sleep.”

	Bounding from the chair, Talon kissed his wife and swung the baby high. At times like this it was difficult for the hard-driving Talon to realize that just eighteen months ago he was a confirmed bachelor. His taste in women, then, had run to the bold, big-breasted kind who were worldly-wise enough to know that the Talons of the world simply didn’t have the time or the inclination to get serious. Even in Talon’s biased eyes, his wife could be best described as plain. She was a thin, serious-faced young woman twenty years his junior, and the first thing she’d told him when they met back in Kansas was that all his money and success hadn’t made him happy. That night, Talon went home, thought about it, and realized she was right. He was back on her doorstep next morning to propose. Marriage and a whirlwind honeymoon had followed and Talon had believed himself to be the happiest man in the West until twelve months later, when plain Esther presented him with ‘the most beautiful baby on the continent’.

	‘The most beautiful baby on the continent’ began to throw up now, because her father was tossing her about over-vigorously too soon after her feeding.

	“You’d better give her to me, darling,” the woman smiled. “Otherwise she won’t be settled down by the time Miss Wells arrives.”

	“Miss Wells?” Talon said, passing the gurgling infant back. “Why is she coming?” He suddenly banged the heel of his hand against his forehead. “Oh, lordy, the Cattlemen’s Association dinner at the Eagle House Hotel. I clean forgot.”

	“I thought you may have. Well, you’d best start getting ready while I put Dixie down.”

	“Do we have to go, Esther?”

	“You know you have to win the support of the cattlemen before they will allow you to build the tracks across their land, darling.”

	The little man sighed gustily.

	“That’s nothing but the simple truth, tarnation take it. Well, do I have time for another drink before Miss Wells arrives?”

	“She said she would be here at seven-thirty.”

	Talbot looked at the wall clock and sighed again. No time for another shot. It was seven-twenty already and the formidable Miss Wells was never late.

	Until tonight ...

	Less than a mile away, Nurse Wells was at that moment closing the door to her drab room in the respectable but austere Acme Rooming House on North Street. The silver watch pinned to the front of her severe gray gown told her that it was twenty after seven. It was exactly an eight-minute walk to the depot. As she had done on the many previous occasions when she had cared for the railroad tycoon’s infant daughter, she intended walking briskly to the depot landing, where she would wait for two minutes before knocking on the door of the private car at precisely the appointed time.

	There were no whistles for Miss Wells as she sallied along the uneven plank walk of North Street, despite the fact that there were any number of brawny railroaders abroad. Sutlerville was a woman-starved town, but the boys weren’t that starved yet.

	Judith Wells was large, homely, efficient, brisk, and overbearing. The last word one would associate with Miss Wells was romantic. But there is a Juliet in every woman somewhere and formidable Judith Wells actually blushed when she turned the corner into the broad, bustling main stem and saw him standing there sweeping off his hat to her and smiling with all those lovely white teeth.

	He was a newcomer to Sutlerville and Nurse Wells had never clapped eyes upon him
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