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​Prologue 

​Before the Nineteenth Badge
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At twenty-five, Josephine Cade stopped counting roads by where they took her away from.

That was new.

For years, every trail had been measured against the dead.

Every creek crossing, every campfire, every town she passed without entering, and every man who looked too long at her guns or her face.

Every mile had carried her farther from the wagon where Solomon Cade, Keziah Cade, and Aurelia Cade had been taken from the world, but distance had never done what people claimed it did. It did not heal. It did not forgive. It did not bury anything decent.

It only made a person harder to catch.

Josephine had become very hard to catch.

By the spring of her twenty-fifth year, men in three counties knew enough to lower their voices when speaking her name. Some called her Cade. Some called her the woman with the Navy Colts. Some called her that Black pistol woman, as if fear became smaller when wrapped in insult. A few called her when trouble had grown too mean for prayer alone.

She answered some of them.

Not all.

She had learned the difference.

A frightened woman with a missing daughter was one kind of summons. A banker wanting a poor man frightened off land was another. A widow with a forged lien needed help. A cattleman with paid hands and a bruised pride could hire somebody else.

Josephine did not work for every coin offered.

That was one of the first signs vengeance no longer owned her entire soul.

The second was that she sometimes let men live.

That sounded small until a person understood what it cost.

A man named Harlan Ketch learned that cost near a dry crossing west of Medicine Lodge when he pulled a shotgun on a farmer and his two sons over a disputed wagonload of sorghum. Josephine rode up as Ketch was explaining that possession was law when a man held the larger weapon.

She sat the dun gelding in the road and watched him finish his sentence.

Ketch turned.

His shotgun swung with him.

Josephine’s Colt came out before his mouth closed.

“Set it down,” she said.

Ketch looked at the pistol. Then at her. Then at the farmer, who had one arm in front of his youngest boy and terror sitting plainly on his face.

“I know you,” Ketch said.

“Then learn fast.”

He did not set the shotgun down.

He did lower it half an inch.

Three years earlier, Josephine would have killed him there and slept without calling it regret.

At twenty-five, she saw his finger outside the trigger guard.

She saw the way his eyes moved, hunting dignity more than blood.

She saw two boys watching death decide what shape it wanted.

“Set it down,” she said again, “or leave this world over sorghum.”

Ketch set it down.

He hated her for letting him live.

That was common.

Men preferred to call a woman cruel when she killed them and insulting when she did not.

Josephine tied him to his own wagon wheel and left him there for the county deputy out of Medicine Lodge, who arrived two hours later sweating, cussing, and grateful in the private way of men who disliked owing women anything.

“You could wear a badge yourself,” he said while cutting Ketch loose.

Josephine mounted the dun.

“I could wear a bonnet too.”

“That ain’t the same.”

“No.”

“Town like Sun Creek could use a woman with sense.”

“Then elect one.”

The deputy looked at her Colts.

“Not what I meant.”

“It never is.”

She rode on before he thought gratitude made them friends.

The years that followed changed her hands.

Not the shape of them.

The habits.

Vengeance had taught her speed. Work taught her patience. Vengeance had taught her to track a man from blood, boot cut, ash, rumor, and fear. Work taught her to read the people around him: the wife who lied badly to save a beating; the store clerk who remembered too much after dark and nothing by noon; the child who pointed at a barn and then denied having hands.

She learned that most wrong did not begin with gunfire.

It began with permission.

A shopkeeper extending bad credit to a man he knew would never pay because the man owned a gun.

A councilman calling extortion a private agreement.

A preacher asking a widow to be peaceful while the man who cheated her sat in the front pew.

A jailer turning his back.

A witness forgetting.

A town deciding silence was cheaper than truth.

Those things made gunfire later.

Josephine came to understand that law was not the badge first.

Law was the moment someone said no while no still had a chance to matter.

That understanding did not soften her.

It refined her.

At twenty-six, she rode with freight wagons long enough to learn that hired guards often ran before the horses did. She found missing witnesses, returned stolen horses, handled forged debts, and walked into saloons asking questions that made card games die slowly.

More than one town offered her a badge.

She refused each one.

A gun could stop a man.

A badge could make others decide whether they stood with the stopping.

That was heavier.

Dirtier.

Harder.

A badge made private courage public.

It also gave cowards something to hide behind and killers something to aim at.

Staying was still the hardest work she knew.

That winter, she returned once to the Brackett place.

Ruth Brackett saw her from the yard and said, “You look thinner.”

Josephine dismounted.

“You look shorter.”

“I am old. You are rude. Come eat.”

Matthew Brackett was mending harness in the shed with a blanket over his knees. His beard had gone whiter. His eyes had not dulled.

“You still riding away from beds?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Road treating you kindly?”

“No.”

“Good. Kind roads make fools.”

Ruth fed her stew thick enough to argue with a spoon. Josephine slept in the washroom again, not because Ruth had failed to offer the bed, but because mercy was still easier from the floor.

Near midnight, she woke with one hand on Solomon’s Colt and Aurelia’s necklace cold against her skin.

No danger stood in the room.

Only moonlight.

Only wind.

Only Ruth’s old house settling around its own bones.

Josephine sat in the dark a long while and realized she had not dreamed of the massacre.

She had dreamed of a town street.

She did not know the town.

Dust.

Windows.

Men watching.

A badge on a table.

When morning came, Matthew was waiting near the gate.

“Desperation is growing,” he said.

Josephine tightened the saddle cinch.

“That does not sound like good news.”

“It ain’t.”

“I heard it was barely a road stop.”

“It was. Now it’s a road stop with a saloon, a jail, a council, and men pretending that makes it civilized.”

Josephine looked south.

She had avoided the place twice already.

Not from fear.

From instinct.

Some places called to the worst in people, and Desperation had started calling loud enough that even distance carried the sound.

Matthew rested one hand on the gatepost.

“They hired a marshal last month.”

“Then they have law.”

“They hired a man with a badge. That ain’t always law.”

Josephine thought of all the men she had seen hide behind titles, papers, pulpits, ledgers, gun belts, and clean shirts.

“No,” she said. “It ain’t.”

Matthew watched her a moment.

“You keep circling that place.”

“I keep avoiding it.”

“Same circle, different pride.”

Josephine looked at him.

Matthew did not smile.

That was why she listened.

“I am not looking for a town,” she said.

“No. But towns are starting to look for you.”

She mounted and rode west.

Not south.

Not toward Desperation.

Not yet.

By twenty-eight, Josephine Cade had become a woman men described carefully.

Her draw had grown faster, but her hand moved less often.

Her aim had grown colder, but her judgment had grown slower.

She could kill a man without blinking.

She could also watch him live and make him suffer the law, which in some cases seemed to offend him worse.

She still wore Solomon’s gun belt.

Still carried both Colt Navy revolvers.

Still kept Aurelia’s necklace close enough to feel when she breathed.

Still folded the old list and carried it, though she opened it rarely now.

The names on it were done.

The work was not.

That was the truth she had spent three years learning.

Vengeance ended.

Wrong did not.

In the late spring of 1878, Josephine rode into a settlement east of the Medicine Lodge country with dust on her skirt, one tired horse, little powder, few caps, and three paper cartridges left in her pouch, and a bruise along her jaw from a freight-yard fight she had won without much satisfaction.

A boy outside the livery saw her guns and ran to fetch his father.

A woman at the well stopped drawing water.

Two men near a feed wagon lowered their voices.

Josephine watered the dun and asked the liveryman for oats.

He stared too long.

She let him.

Then he said, “You Cade?”

“Yes.”

“Josephine Cade?”

“That depends who is asking.”

He swallowed and looked toward the street.

“Men from Desperation were through yesterday.”

The name sat between them like a snake in shade.

Josephine took the water bucket from his hand and finished filling the trough.

“Men from Desperation go many places.”

“These were council men.”

That made her look up.

The liveryman seemed relieved to have her full attention and sorry for it at the same time.

“They were asking after lawmen.”

“Plenty of lawmen to ask after.”

“They said they’d gone through plenty.”

Josephine said nothing.

The dun drank.

Dust moved along the road.

Somewhere behind her, a shutter closed.

The liveryman wiped his hands on his apron.

“They asked about you.”

Josephine felt no surprise.

Only the old narrowing inside her.

The place Matthew had warned her about had stopped waiting beyond the road.

Now it had sent a hand out.

“What did you tell them?” she asked.

The liveryman looked at her Colts.

Then at her face.

“I told them if they were desperate enough to ask for you, they had named their town proper.”

Josephine almost smiled.

Almost.

She paid for the oats, checked the dun’s legs, and walked to the edge of the street where the road ran south.

Desperation waited somewhere beyond the heat shimmer.

A town with a jail.

A council.

A saloon.

A grave count.

A name that sounded less like a place than a warning.

Josephine touched Aurelia’s necklace beneath her shirt, then let her hand fall to Solomon’s gun belt.

At twenty-five, she had still been learning what to do after vengeance.

At twenty-eight, she knew.

Not peace.

Not rest.

Not yet.

Work.

She mounted the dun and turned south.

The road toward Desperation was dry, rutted, and mean-looking under the white sun.

Josephine Cade rode it anyway.
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​Eighteen Badges
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Desperation had buried five lawmen, run off seven, bought two, broken three, and converted one into a horse thief.

That made eighteen, if a man counted Marshal Edwin Pritle, who lasted four hours, signed his name wrong in the jail ledger, saw the Kester brothers dragging a barber by his ankles, and climbed out the back privy before noon.

The town council counted him.

The undertaker did not.

“Man didn’t stay long enough to learn where I keep the coffins,” Silas Poke said.

Nobody argued with Silas. He had spent twenty-one years measuring men after they ran out of opinions.

The eighteenth badge lay that morning on the council table, bent at one point, darkened along the left edge, and still carrying a smear of blood nobody had wanted to wipe off. It had belonged to Marshal Henry Dobbs for nine days, six hours, and one bad breakfast.

Dobbs had come from Abilene with a clean hat, polished boots, and the kind of mustache that made men believe the world was waiting to hear their thoughts.

Desperation had cured him of all three.

He had been found facedown near the livery, one hand under him, one boot gone, his pistol still loaded. That bothered the council more than the body. A lawman who died firing was one thing. A lawman who died before he cleared leather meant somebody had gotten close, and in Desperation, close usually meant somebody had smiled first.

Mayor Amos Tull sat at the head of the table and looked at the badge like it had personally disappointed him.

“We need order,” he said.

There were six men around the table. Five nodded. One watched the window and calculated whether he could reach his horse before anyone asked him to volunteer.

Outside, the town went about its business the way Desperation always did after a killing.

The saloon opened early. The church bell stayed quiet because Reverend Pike said the rope had frayed, though everybody knew he had stopped ringing it for dead lawmen after number twelve. Two boys stood barefoot near the water trough, arguing over whether Marshal Dobbs had died scared.

“Everybody dies scared,” one said.

“My pa says some men die too stupid to notice.”

That settled nothing.

A dog slept under the jail steps. Three bullet holes marked the jail door, one fresh enough that splinters still stuck out like little wooden prayers. A woman crossed the street carrying flour and did not look toward the livery. A man with two fingers missing leaned outside the saloon and laughed at something nobody else heard.

Desperation did not mourn like other towns.

It adjusted.

Inside the council room, Amos Tull tapped the table beside the badge.

“We must appoint a replacement.”

Nobody moved.

Bartholomew Quince, who owned the mercantile and considered profit a Christian virtue, cleared his throat.

“We sent inquiries.”

“To who?” asked Calvin Meeks, the blacksmith.

“To proper men.”

“Proper men read the first line and got proper somewhere else.”

Quince frowned. “There are still candidates.”

“Name one.”

Quince unfolded a paper. “Mr. Elias Broom of Tascosa.”

“He’s seventy.”

“Experienced.”

“He falls asleep standing up.”

“Steady temperament.”

“He got bit by his own mule because he forgot which end took oats.”

Amos rubbed his eyes.

Quince looked lower on the list. “Mr. Wilbur Hask of Fort Griffin.”

“He was marshal here already,” Meeks said.

“He was?”

“Number eleven.”

“What happened to him?”

Silas Poke leaned against the wall with his hat in his hands. “Left town in a rain barrel.”

Quince blinked. “Dead?”

“Embarrassed.”

“Better than dead,” muttered one councilman.

“Depends on the barrel,” Silas said.

The room went quiet again.

From outside came laughter, horses, a wagon wheel squealing, and one gunshot far enough away that no one got up. In Desperation, a gunshot was not news unless it became two.

Amos picked up the badge. It looked smaller in his hand than it had on Dobbs’s coat.

“We cannot leave the office empty.”

“It’s been empty with men inside it,” Meeks said.

That was truer than anyone wanted.

The marshal’s office sat across from the jail, square and ugly from sun-baked boards. It had a desk, two chairs, a stove that smoked, a cabinet with three unpaid warrants, and a wall full of nail marks where badges had been hung by men who believed themselves necessary.

Desperation had educated them.

The town had not always been like this, though old men lied and said it had. It had started as a stop between harder places, then became a crossing, then a trading point, then a place where men with warrants realized nobody asked questions if the money was silver. Cattle passed through. Whiskey stayed. Gambling came dressed as business. Business came armed.

A town did not become Desperation all at once.

It compromised.

One unpaid debt.

One ignored beating.

One witness who suddenly could not remember.

One outlaw allowed to drink in peace because no one wanted blood before supper.

One lawman warned to be reasonable.

Then another.

Then another.

By the time men started calling Desperation lawless, the town had long since learned to profit from being afraid.

“We need a man with nerve,” Quince said.

Silas chuckled.

Quince turned. “Something funny?”

“Plenty.”

“We are discussing public safety.”

“That’s what makes it funny.”

Amos set the badge down. “Silas, if you have wisdom, spend it.”

Silas scratched his jaw. He had white stubble, gray eyes, and the peaceful expression of a man who knew everybody else would eventually come to him horizontal.

“You don’t need a man with nerve,” he said. “You’ve hired those. Nerve gets loud. Then nerve gets buried.”

Meeks leaned back. “What do we need?”

Silas looked toward the window.

Across the street, a man stumbled out of the saloon backward and landed in the dirt. He was big, red-faced, and drunk enough to believe volume was a weapon. A second man stepped after him with a broken bottle in his fist.

Then Josephine Cade came out of the mercantile.

She crossed the street carrying a sack of coffee, a coil of twine, and no visible concern.

Every man near the saloon noticed.

Men usually did.

Josephine Cade was beautiful in a way that caused poor judgment in weak souls. Dark skin. High cheekbones. Full mouth. Eyes sharp enough to cut thread. She wore a brown riding skirt, boots dusted pale at the toe, and a dark jacket fitted close enough to make clear she had no interest in hiding from the world. Her hair was pinned back, though one curl had escaped near her temple like it had more courage than sense.

The drunk with the broken bottle grinned at her.

That was his first mistake.

He said something the council could not hear.

That was his second.

Josephine stopped.

The whole street changed shape.

It was a small thing. Just a woman turning her head. But men who lived near violence recognized the weather of it. The man with the bottle should have.

He did not.

He stepped toward her.

Josephine shifted the sack of coffee under her left arm.

The broken bottle came up.

Her pistol cleared leather so fast the councilmen inside did not see the draw, only the result. One heartbeat, her hand was empty. The next, the bottle shattered out of the man’s grip, glass spraying into the dirt. He screamed and grabbed his hand.

Josephine did not move closer.

She did not speak loud.

Whatever she said made the drunk go pale, nod twice, and sit down carefully in the street as if the earth had invited him.

The saloon went quiet.

Silas Poke smiled.

“That,” he said, “is what you need.”

Quince stood so quickly his chair scraped the floor. “Absolutely not.”

Amos kept looking through the window.

Meeks let out a low breath. “She shot the bottle.”

“Out of his hand,” Silas said.

“Without killing him.”

“Worse,” Silas said. “She let him live embarrassed.”

Quince slapped the paper against the table. “You cannot be serious.”

“I ain’t,” Silas said. “I’m delighted.”

Amos turned from the window. “Josephine Cade is not a law officer.”

“Neither were half the men you hired,” Meeks said.

Quince’s face tightened. “She is a woman.”

Silas looked at the blood-smeared badge. “That badge has been worn by eighteen men. How’s masculinity faring?”

Nobody answered.

Quince pressed on. “This town will not accept her.”

“This town accepts gunfire before breakfast,” Meeks said. “It can stretch.”

“She is Negro.”

The word sat there, ugly and ordinary.

Outside, Josephine had picked up her coffee sack again and continued across the street. The man in the dirt held his bleeding hand and thanked God under his breath for the fingers he had left.

Amos looked older than he had five minutes before. “The outlaws will test her.”

“They test everybody,” Meeks said.

“They may kill her.”

“They may try,” Silas said.

Quince gave a short laugh. “And when she fails?”

Silas stepped away from the wall. “Then you can hire another proper man to die with cleaner handwriting.”

Desperation creaked in the heat. Dust moved through the street in thin yellow sheets. Somewhere, a horse kicked a rail. Somewhere else, a woman laughed too hard at a joke that was not funny.

The town was alive in the way a wound was alive.

Amos picked up the badge again.

“Send for her,” he said.

Quince stared. “Mayor.”

“Send for her.”

Josephine came ten minutes later, not because she hurried, but because she did not.

She entered the council room with the coffee sack still under one arm and the twine looped over her wrist. She smelled faintly of dust, leather, and gun smoke. Her eyes moved once around the room, counted every face, dismissed two, measured three, and settled on Amos Tull.

“You sent?”

Amos stood. The other councilmen did too, except Silas, who had enough sense not to pretend height mattered.

“Miss Cade,” Amos said. “We find ourselves in need.”

“That condition looks permanent.”

Meeks coughed into his fist.

Amos pushed the badge across the table. “We are prepared to offer you the position of town marshal.”

Josephine looked at the badge.

She did not touch it.

“No.”

Quince exhaled like a saved man.

Amos blinked. “No?”

“No.”

“You haven’t heard the terms.”

“I’ve heard the funerals.”

Silas laughed once, sharp and pleased.

Amos folded his hands. “The town needs law.”

“The town had law. Kept feeding it to wolves.”

Meeks nodded. Nobody had asked him, but he nodded anyway.

Amos tried again. “You are capable.”

“That true before today?”

He had no good answer.

Josephine shifted the coffee sack higher under her arm. “You came to me because every man with a clean coat and living mother said no.”

Quince bristled. “That is not the whole of it.”

“No,” Josephine said. “The whole of it is you want somebody dangerous enough to stand in the street and disposable enough to blame when the street doesn’t improve.”

That took the room by the throat.

Amos looked down.

Quince looked offended, which was what guilty men did when accuracy lacked manners.

Silas Poke watched Josephine as if he were seeing the first honest negotiation this room had ever hosted.

“What would it take?” Amos asked.

Josephine’s eyes returned to the badge.

“Authority.”

“You would have it.”

“All of it.”

Amos hesitated.

Josephine continued. “Written appointment. Jail keys. Warrant book. Control of the office. Right to choose my deputy. Funds for ammunition, locks, repairs, and whatever else your last eighteen men failed to keep in working order.”

Quince made a noise. “That is excessive.”

Josephine looked at him.

He quieted.

She turned back to Amos. “I decide arrests. I hold prisoners. I carry warrants without asking a shopkeeper whether justice is convenient. Any man on this council who interferes with my work spends a night in my cell and learns humility
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