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  Chapter one
The Arrival


“When’s the new sheriff coming?” Jimmy blurted, abandoning all pretense of attention to his arithmetic lesson. 
Young Jimmy Smith had turned around in his pew for the third time to peer toward the door, while Sarah Mills tapped her slate pencil against the wooden bench in a rhythm that matched the hammering from the courthouse construction outside.
The chalk dust danced in morning light streaming through the schoolhouse windows as Ellie Harper—a petite woman whose voice could rein in a stampede if it had to—wrote a new set of practice sums on the chalkboard and pretended not to notice her students were fidgeting like trapped rabbits. She swiped at the honey‑brown strands that had escaped her braid and stepped back to inspect her work.
“Sheriff Bracken’s train arrives at ten,” Ellie replied, hazel eyes sharpening with irritation as she wiped chalk dust on the sturdy blue cotton of her skirt. “Now, who can tell me seven times eight?”
“My pa says he’s from Chicago,” this from Billy Hutchins, who’d spent the morning sketching what looked suspiciously like a pistol on his slate. “Says Chicago sheriffs shoot first and ask questions after.”
Mary Kate sneered at Billy, unimpressed. “Silly, they don’t have sheriffs in Chicago. They have police detectives. I’ve read all about them.”
Ellie set down her chalk and surveyed the room. Twelve pairs of eyes stared back at her, bright with excitement and completely uninterested in multiplication tables. Every child in Cypress Run sat in that makeshift classroom, but their minds had clearly wandered to the train depot and the stranger who would arrive on the morning rails.
“That’s enough for today.” The words left her mouth before she’d fully decided to speak them. “Go on home. Mind yourselves around the construction.”
The children didn’t need to be told twice. They scattered, their voices rising in excited chatter as they spilled out into the humid morning air.
Ellie gathered her teaching materials and headed across the churchyard to the path that would take her to the clinic on Main Street.
The clinic smelled faintly of alcohol and camphor, the air still except for the scratch of a pen. Dr. Diego Delgado—a man shaped as much by the Cuban sun as by his years of frontier duty—looked up from his ledger, reading glasses balanced low on his nose, sleeves rolled precise, and eyes dark with a calm intelligence.
“Let me guess,” he said, wry as a cat watching a dog chase its tail. “Arithmetic proved less fascinating than the looming specter of our shiny new sheriff.”
“Couldn’t get them to sit still if I’d nailed their feet to the floor.” Ellie hung her satchel on its peg and twisted her braid up to pin it into the practical bun she wore when helping the doctor in the clinic. “Half the town’s acting like the President’s coming to visit.”
“Can’t say I blame them. It isn’t often we get assigned an elected official without actually going through the election process. Been a whole two weeks since Judge Hartwell announced it. Long enough for all sorts of wild stories to take root.”
“The children are half-convinced he’s a dime novel hero finally settling down after too many adventures.” Ellie moved to the medicine cabinet and began organizing bottles that didn’t need organizing. “What kind of stories have you heard?”
“Oh, the usual frontier nonsense. Gunfighter from Texas. Federal marshal with a grudge. Some say he’s a big city lawman who shot an innocent man.” Diego’s voice carried the weary skepticism of a man who’d heard too many tall tales. “Mrs. Mills swears he’s seven feet tall and carries two revolvers.” 
“Mrs. Mills thinks the railroad’s bringing Yankees to steal her chickens.”
“True enough.” Diego stood and walked to the window facing Main Street. The skeleton of the new courthouse rose beyond the saloon, cypress timbers climbing toward a roof that existed only in the surveyor’s plans. “My question is whether this mysterious sheriff is a step up or a step down from our last one.”
Ellie rolled her eyes. “Don’t get me started on Sheriff Brown. Nobody could be a step down from that man. Didn’t make it past one shootout.”
“You say that as if you would have done any better with the Carter gang using you for target practice.”
“You’re right, I can’t say whether I would have done much better. But at least I would have shot back instead of running off, which would have been a step in the right direction.”
Diego chuckled and shook his head, eyeing the construction site across the street. “Sometimes I wonder if all this progress is worth the trouble it brings,” he said.
Ellie joined him at the window, watching workers guide timber into place while the foreman shouted instructions that carried on the morning breeze. “You think the railroad’s bad for us?”
“Good. Bad. Hard to say. Change is change.” Diego adjusted his spectacles. “And change is coming whether we want it or not, Ellie. Only question we get to decide is whether we meet it head on or hide in the sand and hope we don’t get washed away in the tide.”
A train whistle echoed in the distance, long and mournful across the pine flats.
Ellie untied her apron and put it on the hook. “I’m going to meet that train.”
“Professional curiosity?”
“Something like that.”
Diego reached for his hat. “I’ll come with you. If our new sheriff is half as dangerous as rumor suggests, someone’s going to need medical attention before the day’s out.”
“Especially if Mrs. Mills is right about those two revolvers he’s supposedly carrying.”
“Dios mío, let’s hope she’s wrong about this one.”

      At the depot, Judge Hartwell stood rigid as a courthouse pillar, her silver hair pulled back so severely it could have been carved from marble. She clutched a leather portfolio against her chest and watched the approaching locomotive with the expression of someone expecting damnation, or at the very least a death sentence. 
“Mrs. Harper, Dr. Delgado.” Hartwell’s greeting carried an edge sharper than usual. Her gray eyes darted toward the approaching train, then back to them. “I trust you’re here to welcome our new sheriff?”
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Ellie said, glancing around at the gathering crowd—shopkeepers, dock workers, curious children pressed against the platform railings. “Whole town’s curious to meet him.”
Hartwell’s mouth tightened. “Yes, well. Curiosity may be... premature.” She cleared her throat, the sound lost in the growing rumble of the locomotive. “I should mention—Sheriff Bracken arrives with certain... complications to his record.”
Diego raised an eyebrow. “What kind of complications?”
“The big city variety.” Hartwell’s fingers drummed against her portfolio. “There was an incident. The details remain murky, but it involved a politician’s son and a poker game that went poorly.”
Diego squinted against the glare. “And by ‘went poorly,’ I take it you mean that our new sheriff survived the poker game and the other man didn’t?” he asked.
“Self-defense, supposedly,” Hartwell continued over the noise. “But the timing was too coincidental to be anything other than suspicious; the young man was involved in a police investigation just before he was killed.”
The locomotive trundled into the station, belching steam and cinders across the platform before hissing to a stop. Passengers began disembarking. 
Ellie watched the stream of passengers, none of whom looked particularly sheriff-like. “You think he killed a man to cover up a crime?”
“I think Chicago wanted him gone, and we were the most convenient dumping ground.” Hartwell’s voice dropped.
“Meaning?” Diego pressed.
“Meaning we’re getting a man other jurisdictions wouldn’t take. The governor made it clear: Everfield County gets Thomas Bracken—or we get no sheriff at all.”
The platform gradually emptied. The depot fell quiet except for the tick-tick-tick of cooling metal.
“Maybe he missed the connection?” Ellie suggested.
Then a figure emerged from the last car, moving with the careful deliberation of a man nursing a substantial headache.
“Madre de Dios,” Diego muttered. “Please tell me that’s not him.”
It was hard to say which piece of his outfit looked the most ridiculous in the sweltering humidity of Central Florida: the black wool frock coat, the blue jacquard vest, the starched white shirt collar, or the shiny laced up shoes—it was an ensemble that belonged in a fancy Chicago gambling parlor where the cooler climate would have allowed him to look distinguished, but here in the muggy heat of Cypress Run, he just appeared wilted and miserable. The odd outfit was made even more incongruous by the overly large canvas duffel that hung from one shoulder.
He paused at the bottom of the train steps, swaying slightly and squinting against the brutal sunshine like a cave creature dragged into daylight.
“Dear Lord,” Ellie whispered. “Is he drunk?”
“More likely heat exhaustion,” Diego observed, studying the man’s posture, the careful way he held himself. “He looks like he’s about to collapse, or attend a funeral. Probably his own if he doesn’t do something about that coat.”
The platform cleared around the figure in black, leaving him isolated in a pool of suspicious stares and uncomfortable silence. Children peeked around their parents’ legs while shopkeepers exchanged meaningful glances.
The man attempted to straighten his shoulders, which only emphasized how thoroughly the heat had defeated him.
Judge Hartwell’s mouth formed a thin line. “Mr. Bracken, I presume?”
The man in black turned toward them, and Ellie got her first clear look at the new sheriff. Long, angular face with a lean jawline that hadn’t seen a razor in a day or two, dark auburn hair that may have been combed at some point but was now tousled and damp with perspiration, and bloodshot green eyes that couldn’t help flicking from one detail to the next, even while being assaulted by the worst of the afternoon sun. If she were being honest, Ellie might have admitted that he could have looked handsome if he hadn’t also looked like he’d been dragged behind the train instead of riding inside it.
“Judge Hartwell.” His voice carried a Northern accent as sharp on the ear as rye bread was on the palate. He attempted what might have been a polite nod. “Grateful to finally meet you in person.”
“Indeed.” Hartwell’s tone could have frozen the Everglades. “I trust your journey was... comfortable?”
Bracken glanced down at his wool suit, then back at the judge. “Well… I’ll tell you truthfully, I almost got burned alive once, and I am looking back on the memory with an unexpected amount of nostalgia for how chilly it was in comparison.”
Hartwell seemed unimpressed by the man’s attempt at wit. “Well.” She cleared her throat. “May I introduce Mrs. Eliza Harper and Dr. Diego Delgado? Dr. Delgado is our local physician as well as the county coroner. And Mrs. Harper is both his nurse as well as the school teacher here in Cypress Run.”
“I’d say it was a pleasure,” Bracken said, “but that seems like a very strong choice of words today. I do look forward to getting acquainted when it’s not…” he trailed off, waving his slouched felt hat vaguely at the sun as if it had personally offended him, “…whatever this is.”
Ellie and Diego made their pleasantries before making their excuses to retreat. This was definitely Hartwell’s show now. The judge could handle whatever mess the government officials had dumped on their doorstep.
“Perhaps,” Hartwell said, her voice carrying across the platform, “we should discuss your accommodations somewhere with shade.”
“I’d be much obliged.” Bracken hefted his duffel and gestured weakly toward the town. “Lead the way, Your Honor. Just... slowly, if you’d be so kind.”
Judge Hartwell ignored the request and set a brisk pace down Main Street, her heels clicking against the wooden boardwalk. Behind her, the new sheriff followed a half-step back, hop shuffling occasionally to quickly catch up again when he fell behind, his duffel slung over one shoulder and his free hand occasionally reaching out to steady himself against a post or rail. 
That black wool suit was drawing stares from every porch and doorway they passed—exactly the kind of spectacle Hartwell had hoped to avoid. The man was a walking advertisement for poor judgment, and she had the distinct pleasure of having to explain why good judgment mattered in this jurisdiction.
“Let me be clear about your situation here, Mr. Bracken,” she began without preamble, her voice carrying the authority of the bench even in casual conversation. “You are here because the previous sheriff abandoned his post, not because anyone requested your particular... expertise.”
“Understood.” He squinted at the storefronts they passed, his steps slowing as they passes the general store where his eyes flicked from the bullet gouges in the wood, to the fresh paint on the door. He shuffle hopped to catch up again.
At least he wasn’t arguing. Yet.
“You didn’t come to us recommended,” Hartwell continued. “You came to us because we needed a body with a badge and men in powerful positions—with agendas they have not chosen to share—decided you would be suitable.”
“That does seem to be a fair assessment of the situation. Mighty grateful you took the time to summarize it for me.” He tugged at his starched shirt collar, already darkened with sweat. “Though I have to ask—when you say ‘abandoned,’ are we talking about a strategic retreat to greener pastures or did he just decide he preferred breathing to badge-wearing?”
There it was—that flippant Chicago mouth she’d been warned about. Judge Hartwell kept walking, noting how his sharp green eyes didn’t settle on one space for very long, focusing briefly on every building and every watching face along the street before moving on to the next thing. 
“The Carter gang shot up the Sheriff’s Office. Your predecessor was last seen heading for Tampa at a full gallop. Which brings me to my first expectation. I will not tolerate any sheriff in my jurisdiction who resembles the stereotypes associated with big city police work—corruption, excessive force, or playing favorites with local interests.”
His survey of the watching faces paused. “Well, Your Honor, if I run across any corrupt, trigger-happy, bribe-taking lawmen wandering around your swamp here, I’ll be sure to pass along your message.”
Her mouth twitched. The man had brass, she’d give him that. Whether that was an asset or a liability remained to be seen.
“Everfield County is attempting to build something civilized here. We have railroad investors watching, state officials taking notes, and a new courthouse taking shape.” She gestured toward the half-built courthouse rising from the town square like a promise. “That represents order, Mr. Bracken. Law that doesn’t depend on who’s fastest with a gun or smoothest with a bribe. That represents six months of civic investment and railroad confidence.”
She let her voice harden deliberately. “Those investors expect their money protected by competent law enforcement, not some scandal-ridden exile looking to drink away his Chicago troubles.”
“Ah.” Bracken met her eyes for a moment, jade green and sharp as glass despite looking like somebody had thrown sand in them. For a moment, Hartwell thought he was going to say something about those Chicago troubles, but the man smiled and looked away. “Speaking of drinking away troubles,” he said, nodding politely to a laborer who wouldn’t stop staring, “I’m assuming that ‘room and board’ doesn’t actually cover the occasional saloon beverage, so when could a sheriff new to this jurisdiction reasonably expect his first wages?”
Judge Hartwell stared at him with an eyebrow raised. Was he truly this obtuse, or was this some sort of test of her patience?
His playful grin faltered, and he stammered a little on the recovery. “Or maybe I should let you get to know me better before I start making tasteless jokes. Message received and understood; question withdrawn.”
At least he could recognize when he’d overplayed his hand. She rolled her eyes and resumed walking, pointing out landmarks with the efficiency of a land surveyor. “Mrs. Wyatt’s boarding house—the closest thing Cypress Run currently has to a hotel. Our more respectable city patrons and passers through pay for rooms there. Dr. Delgado’s clinic—where you’ll likely become a regular patient, I suspect, if you don’t learn to keep track of how fast your tongue is wagging. The Cypress House Saloon—our primary source of Saturday night disturbances, and most certainly not an establishment covered by the ‘room and board’ clause in your contract.”
The sheriff’s office squatted at the end of Main Street like an afterthought—a simple clapboard building with a covered porch and a single barred window. A hand-painted sign reading “Sheriff” hung crooked above the door. She watched Bracken take it in with what might have been resignation. He reached out and prodded at one of the bullet holes in the timber frame, picking at a loose splinter around the edge, then took a deep breath and crossed the threshold.
The interior matched what she assumed were his lowered expectations: a desk, two chairs, a gun rack, and a potbellied stove that would be useless against the heat but might prove valuable come winter. A door at the back led to the jail.
He pushed through and stopped short. Two cells stood side by side along a narrow corridor, their iron bars painted black and solid as a bank vault. The cell closest to the door contained a cot, a washbasin, and a small table with crooked legs that might have been a nightstand.
“Cozy.” He set his duffel on the bed and tested the mattress with one hand. From the look on his face and the suspicious shape of the mattress, the bedding was clearly less than ideal. “Tell me, Your Honor—do all your lawmen sleep in jail cells, or did Chief Killigan honestly give me that bad a recommendation?”
“Practical economy. The county provides a building, not luxury accommodations.” She surveyed the cramped space with obvious distaste, though she had to admit the symbolism wasn’t lost on her either. “But I trust a man of your... flexible moral background can adapt to frontier conditions.”
“Well, at least if I arrest myself for excessive drinking, I won’t have far to stumble.” He sat heavily on the bed, which creaked ominously under his weight. “And it’s definitely an improvement over my last apartment. It’s free and not a single rat that I can see.”
She studied him through the bars, noting the brittle edge to his smile.
“Your first priority is establishing order without antagonizing the railroad surveyors, cattle ranchers, or dock workers. Think you can manage that?”
“Sure thing. I’ll just politely ask everyone not to commit any crimes for the foreseeable future. Then I won’t have to antagonize anyone.” He loosened his tie with a grimace. “Any other priorities you need me to manage?”
Judge Hartwell watched him through the bars, her expression carefully neutral. He was either the most reckless man she had ever set eyes on, or clever enough to hide sharp instincts behind careless humor.
“The town council meets Thursday evenings at the church. I expect you to attend.”
“Wouldn’t miss it.” He folded forward, resting his elbows on his knees and pressing his palms to his eyes, evidently still fending off the headache from earlier. He groaned, then forced himself to sit up straight again, shooting her another of his little half-smiles. “Anything else?”
Her expression remained unchanged. “Don’t disappoint me, Sheriff. I already don’t expect much, so the bar is as low as it can be set. But please, God, don’t disappoint me.”
She left him sitting in his cell-bedroom, her heels clicking purposefully down the boardwalk. Whether Tom Bracken would prove to be Cypress Run’s salvation—or just another disaster they couldn’t afford—remained to be seen. But one thing was certain: he was her responsibility now, for better or worse.






  
  Chapter two
Welcome to Cypress Run


Bracken sat on the bed in his cell long after his boss had left, wondering if exile to a Florida swamp was really better than whatever fate he had dodged by fleeing the political fallout of his actions in Chicago. When he finally forced himself to move again, his first order of business was shrugging out of his black coat. The garment peeled away from his shoulders like shed skin, revealing a well-worn leather shoulder harness holding a pair of holsters against his chest. Two mismatched Colt .45s sat snug against his ribs, their grips darkened by years of handling. He draped the coat over the back of the desk chair and rolled his shoulders, working out the kinks from the long train ride. 
His canvas duffel bag landed on the desk with a solid thump. Bracken pulled the drawstring loose and began extracting his worldly possessions. The small bundle of clothes came out first. He looked around the spartan office for someplace to store them, then realized the futility of the search.
“Well. That’s a problem.”
The desk drawers yielded nothing but dust and a few scattered paperclips. A small bookshelf held only a bible and what appeared to be a guide to Florida wildlife. The filing cabinet stood against the far wall like a metal monument to bureaucracy. Bracken tugged the top drawer open and peered inside. Empty as a politician’s promise.
“Perfect.” He began folding his shirts into the top drawer, treating the filing cabinet like the world’s most official chest of drawers. He never thought he’d be the sort to organize his clothes alphabetically, but there it was: shirts, trousers, undergarments, vests.
From the bottom of the duffel, he extracted a mahogany case roughly three feet long. The brass fittings caught what little light filtered through the dusty windows. He set it carefully against the wall behind his desk, then pulled out a leather rifle scabbard. The slide-action Colt Lightning inside stacked neatly into the office gun rack, joining the dusty weapon already hanging there. Later tonight, he’d give them both a good cleaning; his own Lightning could use the love, and the other rifle… well, it would be nice to know whether it was strictly decorative before someone needed it for something useful.
The canvas bag that contained his gun cleaning kit and boxes of ammunition, he stored in the desk’s bottom drawer, the metallic rattle of cartridges unnaturally loud in the quiet office.
A small stack of sheet music followed along with three books that completed his literary collection: a volume of Shakespeare’s comedies, an extremely well-thumbed and dog-eared copy of “Elements of Geometry and Trigonometry” by Charles Davies, and a random dime detective novel with a lurid cover that he hadn’t had time to tear into yet—but judging by the Main Street in this town, it was only a matter of hours before he’d miraculously find the time to read it cover to cover.
Bracken stacked the books on the small shelf and tucked the sheet music into a desk drawer. The entire unpacking process had taken less than ten minutes, a testament to either efficient packing or a life lived light.
He studied his new domain with hands on his hips—one desk, two chairs, a filing cabinet full of clothes, and a gun rack. Not to mention his own personal jail cell in the back. That was a lovely touch. The office looked exactly the same as when he’d arrived, except for the coat draped over the chair and the billiard cue case leaning against the wall. His entire existence had been absorbed into the space without leaving a mark.
“Home sweet home,” he muttered with a sigh.
And that, he decided, was enough sentimentality for one afternoon. It was time to see what passed for civilization in this godforsaken swamp.
He grabbed his coat and shrugged back into it, the familiar weight of the wool draping just right to settle the shoulder holsters into place. The jacket hid the weapons completely, returning him to the appearance of a traveling death salesman or perhaps a very serious accountant.
The lights of The Cypress House Saloon beckoned from across the dusty street where the sound of piano music promised whiskey, shade, and the kind of conversation that might teach him which locals were worth trusting and which ones would put a knife between his ribs for sport.
Bracken locked the office door behind him and headed toward the sound, figuring that if he was going to be the sheriff of this town, he might as well meet the people he’d be sheriffing.

      [image: ]Jennifer Starr had seen every type of man walk through her fine wooden screen door in the six years she’d owned The Cypress House. Cattlemen with dust in their beards and murder in their eyes, railroad workers flush with payday whiskey money, drifters who’d kill you for the coins in your pocket, and smooth-talking gamblers who’d take your ranch with a smile. She could read them all like yesterday’s newspaper. 
But the man who stepped through her doors at half past three looked like he’d wandered out of a men’s fashion catalog and onto the wrong side of the Mason-Dixon line. Black wool frock over a fancy blue vest buttoned tight despite the swamp heat, white shirt that might have looked sharp before he began to sweat through it, and shoes that had never seen honest mud. The man paused just inside the doorway while the screen shut softly behind him, blinking against the saloon’s perpetual haze of pipe smoke and lantern light.
Jennifer watched him from behind the bar, polishing a glass that didn’t need polishing. His shoulders dropped the moment he cleared the threshold, like a man finally allowed to breathe. His eyes swept the room with the calculating precision of a cardsharp, cataloging exits and potential threats, evaluating the action at the three card tables and the subtler action up the stairway. 
But when his gaze landed on the billiard table in the back corner, something shifted in his posture entirely.
Relief. Pure, desperate relief flooded his features for exactly three seconds before he caught himself and straightened. His hands flexed at his sides like he was fighting the urge to grab a cue stick and never let go.
Instead, he walked straight to her bar with measured steps, each one deliberate as a chess move.
“Whiskey,” he said, settling onto a stool. “The good stuff, if you’ve got it. The bad stuff if you don’t.”
Jennifer reached for a bottle of Kentucky bourbon she kept for customers with taste and deeper pockets. She poured two fingers, then set the bottle down with a deliberate thunk—close enough he could read the label, far enough he’d have to ask for more.
“Fresh off the train, I’m guessing.”
He nodded and reached inside his coat where, instead of a wallet, he had a small fold of bills stuck to the lining with a straight pin. As he worked it loose, his coat fell open just enough to reveal the shoulder holster strapped across his chest.
Jennifer slid the glass toward him and tapped the bar with one knuckle.
“You ever consider buying yourself a billfold?”
The stranger’s mouth quirked into a genuine smile. “I do have a billfold. Just never has any money in it.”
“Lost it gambling?”
“Nah. Just makes the pickpockets back in Chicago happy if they know they can borrow it from me from time to time when they really get the itch to lift something. I usually get it back in a day or two.” 
He unpinned a dollar bill and held it out. 
“Landlady only had to throw her shoes at me once before I learned to keep the rent money tucked away in other places.”
Jennifer plucked the bill from his fingers and made change at the till. “Your landlady. In Chicago?”
“That’s the one. Don’t worry, I settled up with her before I left. No need to worry about her hunting me down and flinging shoes across your bar.” He gestured around the saloon with his whiskey. “Speaking of satisfying financial arrangements, though, does Cypress Run have anything similar I should worry about?”
“We’ve got our share of light-fingered folks, but they tend toward bigger game than pocket change. Cattle, lumber, the occasional shipment of goods that falls off a wagon.” 
Jennifer pulled out a rag and wiped down the countertop nearby where a patron hadn’t quite got all the beer to his mouth, studying the stranger out of the corner of her eye as she did. The smile was real enough, but his eyes never stopped moving, flitting from one potential trouble spot to the next almost as well as Jennifer did—and she owned the place. 
“You planning on staying in Cypress long enough to worry about our local talent?”
“That depends on a number of things, I suppose, including how much I have to worry about.”
“Sugar, in my experience, you should always be worried.” 
She leaned forward, elbows on the bar, and let the posture do its work. He glanced—quick, polite—then met her eyes again without lingering.
“I imagine worrying’s half the fun with you,” he said. “I’m just trying to keep an eye out for the kind that’s not so much fun.”
“Well,” she said, leaning into her Savannah drawl, “we’ve got Two-Finger Jake who thinks he’s clever lifting wallets during church service, but he’s dumber than a bucket of rocks. Old Maria runs a decent shell game down by the docks, but she’s honest about being crooked, if that makes sense. Then there’s the railroad crew—they’ll steal anything that ain’t nailed down and half the things that are.”
The stranger sipped his bourbon and made an appreciative sound. “Anybody I should watch out for special?”
“Depends on a number of things, I suppose,” she grinned as she volleyed his earlier words back, “including who’s asking.” 
Jennifer leaned forward, inviting confidence with proximity, her smile warm enough to hide the sharp teeth underneath. “We don’t get many strangers through here who dress like riverboat gamblers and pin their money to their clothes. You selling coffins or buying trouble?”
“Neither, if I’m lucky.” He took a sip of the whiskey. “Name’s Tom Bracken. Everfield County’s new sheriff, for better or worse.”
Jennifer had figured as much the moment Judge Hartwell walked him off that train platform looking like she’d swallowed a live toad. “Jennifer Starr. I own this establishment and most of the gossip that comes with it.”
“It’s very nice to meet you, Miss Starr.”
Jennifer grinned, appreciating how his voice had dropped to a flirtatious purr. “Normally I’d tell you to just call me Jennifer, but I do like the way you say, ‘Miss Starr.’”
“How about we split the difference with ‘Miss Jennifer?’”
She smiled. “I think I could be agreeable to that.”
“Miss Jennifer, then. Any other local customs I should be aware of? Besides creative pilfering techniques.”
“Judge Hartwell probably told you about the railroad coming through. That’s stirring up all kinds of interesting negotiations.” Jennifer’s smile never wavered, but her eyes cooled. “Men with more money than sense, making deals that don’t always account for existing arrangements.”
“Existing arrangements?”
“Every town’s got its ecosystem, sugar. You mess with one corner, the whole thing shifts. Sometimes violently.”
Bracken nodded slowly, and Jennifer could tell that he’d taken her warning to heart.
“Well then,” he said, raising his glass. “Here’s to understanding the local ecosystem.”
“You play?” She nodded her head toward the corner. The sheriff followed her gaze to the green felt, where one of the men was lining up what looked like an impossible bank shot. Bracken actually winced when the man missed it, even though it was obvious he was going to.
“Little bit,” he grudgingly admitted.
“‘Little bit,’ he says.” Jennifer laughed. “Honey, I’ve seen that look before. You’re practically undressing that table with your eyes.”
“Your table’s very pretty.”
“Mmm-hmm.” She refilled his glass without being asked. “Well, Sheriff, a man’s got to have his vices. Some folks drink, some gamble, some chase women. Long as you keep the peace in my establishment, I don’t much care if you want to show off your stick work.”
The double meaning wasn’t lost on him. He grinned—actual dimples this time, not the practiced charm. “I’ll try to keep my demonstrations tasteful.”
“See that you do.” She tilted her head, considering him. “Though I’ve got a feeling, Sheriff, that ‘tasteful’ isn’t a word that follows you around much.”
He raised his glass in concession. “You’d be surprised how often I prove people wrong.”
“No,” Jennifer said, her smile sharpening, “I really wouldn’t.”
The screen door swung open, swirling around a gust of humid afternoon air, and announcing the arrival of three men who looked like they’d spent the day wrestling cattle. They moved with the particular swagger of cowhands with fresh pay burning holes in their pockets, scanning the room for opportunities to lighten their financial burden.
“Speaking of trouble,” Jennifer murmured. “That’s Lloyd Hendricks and his cronies. They drive cattle for the local farmers when the mood strikes them, and they’ve got about as much sense as God gave a turnip. Fair warning—they don’t much care for authority figures.”
Jennifer and Bracken both watched the newcomers push toward the billiard table, where they began loudly critiquing the ongoing game. One of them, a tall man with tobacco-stained teeth, shoved a lumberyard worker and backed him against the billiard table, thick fingers jabbed into the smaller man’s chest while his two cronies flanked him like hunting dogs waiting for the word. The bullied man clutched his hat in both hands, sweat beading on his forehead despite the saloon’s shade.
“Two weeks’ wages, Murphy,” Hendricks growled, loud enough for half the bar to hear. “You said you’d have it yesterday. Yesterday came and went, and here we are.”
Murphy stammered something about needing more time, about his wife being sick, about the logging crew cutting his hours. Jennifer had heard it all before. The man was a decent sort when sober, but he had the worst luck with cards this side of perdition. Hendricks, on the other hand, was exactly the kind of customer she tolerated because his money spent as well as anyone else’s—but barely.
Bracken finished his whiskey in one smooth pull and set the glass down with deliberate care. “Well,” he said, straightening from the bar, “This has been a real pleasure, Miss Jennifer, but I figure it’s time I should go earn my pay.”
Jennifer leaned forward on her elbows. “You sure about that? Hendricks brought two friends, and they’re not the talking type.”
“Always best to introduce yourself proper.” Bracken’s smile held no warmth. “Set up good relationships with the neighbors.”
He strolled toward the back corner like he was heading to Sunday service, hands loose at his sides, that heavy wool frock coat swaying with each step. Jennifer noticed how the other patrons tracked his movement—some curious, some wary, all waiting to see what the new sheriff was made of.
“Afternoon, gentlemen.” Bracken’s voice carried just enough to cut through the tavern noise. “Couldn’t help but notice you’re having a spirited discussion.”
Hendricks turned, sizing up the stranger in the undertaker’s coat. “This ain’t your business, mister. Just collecting what’s owed.”
“Tom Bracken. Everfield County Sheriff.” He pulled back his coat just enough to reveal the badge pinned to his vest. “And everything in this town’s my business now.”
The two cronies exchanged glances, but Hendricks erupted in laughter. “Sheriff? You look more like a peacock at a barn dance, all dressed up and nowhere to go. Why don’t you scuttle off and let the real men handle this?”
Bracken glanced at the billiard table, running his finger along the felt edge like a man appraising fine silk. “Tell you what, Mr. Hendricks. You seem like a sporting man. How about we settle this civilized-like?”
“What’d you have in mind?”
“Game of eight-ball.” Bracken selected a cue from the wall rack, testing its weight and balance. “I win, you forgive Mr. Murphy’s debt and buy a round for the house. You win, I’ll pay what Mr. Murphy owes out of my own pocket and cover your drinking for the rest of the evening.”
Jennifer saw the calculation flicker across Hendricks’s face. Free drinks for his crew versus one game against a city boy who probably learned billiards in some fancy Chicago parlor. The cattleman’s grin spread wide as a gator’s.
“You got yourself a deal, Sheriff.” Hendricks grabbed his own cue and chalked the tip with theatrical flair. “Hope you brought more than five dollars to this town.”
Bracken rolled the chalk between his fingers, coating them white as bone. “Oh, I think I can cover it.”
Murphy pressed himself against the wall, clutching his hat like a life preserver.
Jennifer watched Bracken chalk his cue with unhurried care. The saloon had gone graveyard quiet—even the piano player had stopped mid-song to crane his neck toward the back corner. Money was about to change hands, and in Cypress Run, that always drew a crowd.
Hendricks broke with the confidence of a man who’d hustled railroad workers out of their paychecks since the war ended. The balls scattered across green felt like buckshot, two solids dropping into corner pockets. He circled the table with a predator’s swagger, chalking his cue between shots.
“Your boy Murphy here owes me fourteen dollars,” Hendricks called to the room, lining up his next shot. “Figured the new law might want to know the kind of deadbeats he’s protecting.”
Bracken leaned against the wall, studying the table layout with undisguisable interest, the same look in his eyes that a cat got when a colorful bird caught its attention; Jennifer was certain if Bracken had a tail, it would be twitching in anticipation of easy prey. 
When Hendricks missed his third shot—a tricky bank that would’ve impressed a circus performer—the sheriff stepped forward and surveyed his options.
“Fourteen dollars,” Bracken mused, selecting his target. “That’s two weeks of Mr. Murphy’s logging wages?”
“Three, the way Old Pete’s been cutting hours.” Hendricks crossed his arms, confident the stranger was about to learn an expensive lesson about frontier justice.
Bracken’s first shot dropped the nine-ball clean into the side pocket. His second sent the twelve spinning off two rails before it found home in the corner. By his fourth shot, Hendricks had stopped smirking. By his sixth, a bead of sweat traced down the logger’s temple.
Jennifer found herself leaning forward despite her best efforts to maintain professional detachment. She’d seen plenty of men play billiards in her establishment, but Bracken’s movements around the table held the fluid grace of a man who’d spent more hours with a cue than most men spent with their wives. No wasted motion, no showboating—just one ball after another disappearing into leather pockets while Hendricks’s confident grin slowly curdled.
The eight-ball sat trapped behind two of Hendricks’s solids, an impossible shot that would require either magic or angles that defied common sense. Bracken studied it for a long moment, rolling chalk between his fingers like prayer beads.
“Corner pocket,” he announced, pointing his cue toward the far end of the table.
The room held its breath. Bracken’s stroke sent the cue ball careening off three cushions in sequence, clipping Hendricks’s ball just enough to nudge it aside. The eight-ball rolled forward with agonizing slowness, caught the corner pocket’s lip, and dropped from sight.
The silence stretched until Hendricks’s curse broke it like a gunshot.
“Aww, dammit.” The cattleman threw his cue onto the table where it clattered against the remaining balls. “Where’d you learn to shoot like that?”
Bracken set his own cue neatly in the rack, almost with a reverence. “Picked it up from a math book, if you can believe it. Good game.” He extended his hand. After a beat, Hendricks took it, grip uneasy but firm.
“Well then, gentlemen,” Bracken went on easily, his voice carrying over the hush, “looks like our wager’s settled. Mr. Hendricks, the house is owed a round. Mr. Murphy… seems your slate’s been wiped clean.”
Hendricks dug into his vest, every motion reluctant, while his cronies scuffed their boots at the floorboards. A few bills slapped onto the felt with the weight of execution.
“Round for the house,” Hendricks muttered.
“Much obliged,” Bracken said, touching the brim of his hat. Then, almost as an afterthought, his green eyes flicked to the bar and back. “And for being such good sports, Miss Jennifer will pour a drink for Mr. Hendricks and his men on my tab.”
The cattle driver blinked in surprise, then gave a grudging nod. A single whiskey apiece didn’t balance the scales, but it kept him from being the butt of every joke tomorrow.
The saloon erupted in noise, laughter and jeers in qual measure, and boots stomping toward the bar. Murphy, pale as chalk, clasped Bracken’s hand with both of his before stumbling for the front door like a man just released from the gallows.
Jennifer poured the first glasses herself, hiding her smile behind a neutral curve of lips. Bracken had walked the knife’s edge—shamed a man without making him an enemy, bought goodwill with a gesture that cost him little but earned him plenty.
And when she looked back across the room, she noticed his shoulders had loosened, his stride carrying an easy swagger as he returned to his original spot at the bar, like he’d just remembered something good he’d left behind in Chicago and finally found again on her billiard table.
“Well now,” Jennifer said, refilling his glass without being asked. “That was quite a show. You hustle pool for a living before you took up law enforcement?”
“Just a hobby. Little practice, lotta patience. Or the other way around.” He swirled the whiskey, watching the amber liquid catch the lamplight.
“Hendricks has been running that same con on newcomers for two years.”
“Figured as much. Man like that doesn’t challenge strangers to billiards unless he’s used to winning.” Bracken picked up his glass but didn’t drink. “Question is, how much of that debt was real and how much was Murphy getting worked over for sport?”
Jennifer considered her answer while she wiped down glasses. In most towns, she’d play it close to the vest with a new lawman, see which way he leaned before revealing too much. But something about the way Bracken had handled Hendricks—firm without being cruel, clever without being vindictive—suggested he might be worth trusting.
“Murphy’s good for about half of what Hendricks claimed,” she said finally. “The rest was interest and fees that somehow kept growing every time they talked.”
Bracken nodded like that confirmed something he’d already suspected. Bracken straightened, rolling his shoulders to work out the tension from leaning over the table. “Speaking of which, I don’t suppose I could trade my share of Hendricks’s largesse for something more substantial? Been living on train coffee and stale biscuits for three days, and I think my stomach’s preparing to file a formal complaint.”
Jennifer laughed, the sound carrying genuine warmth. “Sugar, after that display, I’d be happy to rustle you up something decent. We’ve got beef stew that’s been simmering all day, fresh cornbread, and I think there’s still some of that apple pie Mrs. Henderson dropped off this morning.”
“Sounds like heaven on a plate.”
“Coming right up.” She turned toward the kitchen, then paused. “Fair warning though—word’s going to spread about tonight faster than wildfire in August. By morning, every card sharp and pool hustler within fifty miles is going to know there’s a sheriff in Cypress Run who can make balls dance to his tune.”
Bracken’s grin held no trace of concern. “Let them come. I could use the entertainment.”
“Careful what you wish for, Sheriff. This town’s got more than its share of folks looking to prove themselves against anyone fool enough to claim they’re faster, smarter, or luckier.”
“I guess it’s a good thing I never claimed to be any of those things.”
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  Chapter three
The Crime Scene


Bracken stood on the boardwalk just outside of the saloon feeling something approaching optimism. A hot meal, good whiskey, and his first decent billiards game since leaving Chicago—it had unwound a knot of stress he hadn’t even realized was there. 
The afternoon sun had gotten lower, and he no longer felt like he was wedged between Satan’s ass cheeks. He could even see the street in front of him, now that the sunlight wasn’t jabbing ice picks into his eyes. It seemed as good a time as any to take a stroll and see what sort of place he’d been sentenced to.
The sound of children’s voices cut through his woolgathering—not the usual playground chatter, either. These voices carried the pitch of fear wrapped in excitement that every lawman learned to recognize.
Bracken followed the sound around the corner of Cotton’s General Store and found a cluster of five children, the oldest not more than seven or eight, huddled near the wooden steps, all talking at once in that breathless way kids had when they’d stumbled onto something bigger than their usual mischief.
“—tell you it was a body, Jimmy! I seen it plain as day—”
“You’re full of beans, Mary Kate. Bodies don’t just float around—”
“This one did! All chewed up like something got at it—”
Bracken slowed his approach. The children hadn’t noticed him yet, too caught up in their heated debate over whatever they’d stumbled across. A girl with pigtails clutched a sodden hat in her hands, wringing water from its brim.
The conversation died the moment they spotted Bracken approaching. Five pairs of eyes went wide, and the group instinctively shuffled closer together like a school of minnows sensing a predator.
Bracken stopped a good ten feet away and studied their faces. 
“Afternoon,” Bracken said. When none of them responded, he lowered himself to sit cross-legged in the dirt, deliberately making himself smaller. Bracken watched the kids watching him. 
Asking flat out where they saw the body was about the easiest way he knew to not get the information he needed. They’d clam up and close ranks. He’d have to get them to talk voluntarily. Like any interrogation, it was just a matter of finding the correct angle and applying just enough pressure to sink the ball without scratching.
He removed his own hat and set it beside him. “Name’s Tom Bracken. I’m the new sheriff here. Which probably makes me about as fascinating as a rat on a church pew, I reckon.”
A few nervous giggles broke the tension.
“That’s a fine hat you got there,” he continued, picking up a stick and pointing with it before drawing meaningless patterns in the dirt. “Yours?”
The girl with the pigtails shook her head.
“Looks like it’s been swimming,” Bracken continued. “Hat tell you how it learned to do that?”
A giggle escaped before she could stop it. “Hats can’t talk, mister.”
“Ah, that explains it.” Bracken picked up his own hat and studied it with exaggerated seriousness. “I’ve been wearing this particular hat for near on two years now, and it hasn’t told me a single useful thing. I just figured it wasn’t much of a conversationalist. Guess that was pretty silly of me, huh?”
That earned him a few more giggles, and he saw shoulders start to relax.
“Well, if a hat can’t talk... How are we going to find out how it learned to go swimming? Think we could ask its owner?” He drew what might have been a very sad horse or a very happy cow.
The girl shook her head so hard, her pigtails flailed.
“No? That’s a shame. Think it’s got any friends? Maybe we could ask them. Think you could show me where you found it?”
The other children began creeping forward, drawn by curiosity and the strange sight of a grown man making pictures in the dirt like he had all day to waste.
“We was just playing by the water,” the girl said eventually, her voice barely above a whisper. “At Gator Creek, down past the cypress grove where Mama says not to go ’cause of the gators.”
“Mamas are usually pretty smart about things like that, but sometimes they aren’t all that much fun,” Bracken agreed solemnly. “If I promise not to tell your mamas that you were having fun and not being so smart, think you might tell me what the hat was doing when you found it?”
“It was floating,” piped up a freckled boy with dark hair. “Right near where we seen—” He clammed up as the girl shot him a warning look.
“Near where you seen what?” Bracken kept his voice casual, still focused on his stick drawing. “More hats? Whole hat parade maybe?”
“A man,” the girl whispered. “Floating face down. His chest was all torn up like something with big teeth got him.”
The stick went still in Bracken’s hand. He looked up slowly, meeting her frightened gaze directly for the first time. “That’s a mighty scary thing to see, Miss. I’m very sorry you had to see something like that. You think maybe it could have been something else? A log or… or somebody trying to get rid of their mama’s prize rug before she discovered they spilled some ink on it?” That got a little bit of a giggle. “Nothing like that, huh? You definitely saw what you saw?”
She nodded vigorously. “Billy said he was just sleeping, but sleeping folks don’t float. And they don’t bleed like that.”
“Well, do you suppose it might help if I went and had a look?” Five children all nodded in the affirmative, so Bracken stood and dusted off his pants with his hat. “Think you kids could show me this hat swimming spot?”
The children exchanged uncertain glances, and he could see the debate playing out on their faces. Adventure versus safety, curiosity versus the ingrained warning to stay away from the creek after dark. The girl looked down at the soggy hat in her hands, then back up at him.
“You won’t tell our folks we was where we wasn’t supposed to be?”
“Far as I’m concerned, you were being good citizens reporting suspicious hat activity.” He winked. “That’s sheriff business. Confidential.”
The children led Bracken through a maze of cypress knees and Spanish moss. The barely-there path that wound between palmetto scrub and stands of saw grass, sweat already collecting under his hat band despite the canopy overhead. The air grew thick with the smell of rotting vegetation and stagnant water, punctuated by the occasional splash of something large disturbing the surface. The children’s voices dropped to whispers as they approached the water.
“There,” Jimmy said, pointing toward a bend in the creek where a fallen log created a natural dam. “Right by that big cypress.”
Bracken saw it immediately—a dark shape bobbing face-down in the tea-colored water, arms spread wide like a man trying to embrace the whole swamp. Even from twenty feet away, he could make out the torn fabric of what had once been a shirt and the pale gleam of exposed skin beneath.
“Oh, that’s going to be awful,” he muttered, not at all relishing the thought of wading into that murky water to retrieve the body. He began shrugging out of his coat. “Alright, kids. I’m going to need you to stand way back from the water while I—”
A splash cut him off. The dark-haired boy with freckles had already waded knee-deep into the soupy water, pushing through lily pads and duck weed toward the floating corpse.
“Hey, kid! Get outta there!” Bracken called out, his voice sharp with alarm. “Come back here!”
One of the older girls yelled, “Nate, you get out of there right now!”
The boy—Nate, it would seem—ignored them both completely. With the grim determination of someone who’d made up his mind, he grabbed hold of the corpse’s shirt and began to drag it toward shore. “Can’t leave him floating out here,” the boy called back, his voice steady despite the circumstances. “Ain’t right.”
“Kid, I appreciate the sentiment, but if you get hurt out there, your mother’ll use my hide for a throw rug.” Bracken took a step toward the water’s edge.
The kid glanced back with brown eyes that held too much knowledge for a boy his age. “Already got him halfway. Might as well finish.”
The boy gave one final push, and the corpse bumped against the muddy bank with a wet sound that made two of the younger children step back. Nate waded out, water streaming from his pants legs, and wiped his hands on his shirt like he’d just finished hauling in a particularly uncooperative catfish.
“Much obliged,” Bracken said, studying the boy’s face. No tears, no trembling—just the practical acceptance of someone who’d seen death before. Either this kid was tougher than rawhide or he was in shock. “You always this helpful with dead folks?”
“Mama says you help when you can, even when it’s ugly.”
“That’s a very excellent philosophy. But next time, let the grown-ups handle the corpse-wrangling, understand?” Bracken studied the boy’s face, noting the stubborn tilt of his chin. “You got a name?”
“Nate Harper.”
Harper. Bracken nodded—same name as the schoolteacher Judge Hartwell had introduced him to at the train. The resemblance was there too, in the shape of the eyes and the faint dusting of freckles.
“Well, Nate Harper, you just saved me from having to swim in swamp soup, so I owe you one.” Bracken turned his attention to the body, now visible in the shallow water.
The chest wounds were extensive—four parallel gashes that had opened him from collarbone to sternum. Could’ve been claws, could’ve been something else entirely.
“Who usually comes running when there’s a medical problem around here?” he asked, not looking up from the corpse.
“Dr. Delgado,” one of the girls piped up. “He looks at dead folks to figure out what killed them. Miss Harper helps him sometimes.”
“Miss Harper being this one’s mama?” Bracken nodded toward Nate.
“She’s our teacher,” Jimmy said. “And she helps the doc with sick folks, too. She knows about blood and such.”
Bracken looked at the group of children, all staring at him with expectant faces. He needed to secure the scene, examine the body, and figure out whether they were dealing with an animal attack or something worse. But first, he needed the people who actually knew what they were doing.
“All right.” He straightened and pointed at Jimmy and the girl with braids. “You two—Jimmy and... Mary Kate, right?—I need you to run and fetch Dr. Delgado and Miss Harper. Tell them the new sheriff needs them down at Gator Creek, and to bring whatever they use for looking at dead folks. Think you can do that?”
Both children nodded vigorously.
“Good. Rest of you, we’re gonna wait right here and make sure nothing disturbs our friend in the water. And Nate?” He fixed the boy with a stern look. “No more swimming until we figure out what made those holes in his chest.”
The two messengers took off at a run, leaving Bracken alone with three children and a corpse. He pulled out his pocket watch and checked the time. Half past four. The sun would be setting in only an hour or two, and he had a feeling this particular investigation was going to require more daylight than Florida was willing to provide.
“Well,” he said to no one in particular, “so much for a quiet first day.”

      [image: ]The sound of voices carried across the water before Ellie and Diego reached the creek bank. She’d been making her rounds at the clinic when word reached her that some of the younger children had stumbled across something down by Gator Creek—something that required the new sheriff’s attention. 
“Should’ve known he’d be trouble,” Diego muttered beside her, adjusting his grip on his medical bag. “First day on the job and the man’s already tripping over bodies.”
Ellie pushed through the cypress grove and stopped dead. 
“Nathaniel Harper!” Her voice cracked like a whip across the water.
Two figures crouched beside what was unmistakably a corpse: the tall man in the black coat from the train station, and her son. Her dripping wet son, water still plastering his shirt to his chest. All while four other children clustered around watching, all far too close to the water’s edge.
Both figures looked up from examining the corpse. Nate scrambled to his feet, and the guilty expression that crossed his face told her everything she needed to know. He’d been here the whole time. Close enough to touch whatever was floating in that creek.
Diego caught her arm as she started forward. “Ellie—”
She shook him off and stalked toward the water, fury building with each step.
The man in black—Sheriff Bracken—straightened with what might have been a sheepish expression. “Mrs. Harper, I’m afraid we weren’t properly introduced earlier.” The stranger pulled off his hat in a courteous gesture and extended a hand. “Tom Bracken, the new—”
“I don’t care if you’re the President of these United States.” Ellie’s voice pitched low and dangerous as she took in the scene—her son soaked to the skin, the other children clustered too close to the water, and a dead man sprawled face-up on the muddy bank. “Do you have any idea what lives in that water? Do you know what time of day it is?”
The sheriff gave up on the offered handshake and glanced around, clearly confused. “It’s... evening?”
“It’s gator hunting time, you absolute imbecile!” She grabbed Nate’s shoulder and pulled him further from the water’s edge. 
“Gator hunting?” Bracken asked.
“Prime feeding hours,” Diego explained. “They hunt anything that moves near the water, especially when it’s getting dark.”
“Ma, we were just—” Nate started.
“Not a word. Not one word from you, Nathan Harper. You know better.” She didn’t take her eyes off Bracken. “What in God’s name were you thinking, sending a child into that water?”
“Mrs. Harper, I can explain—”
“Can you?” Her voice came out flat and deadly calm. “Can you explain why my son is kneeling next to a corpse in gator-infested water? Can you explain what you were thinking when you let children—children!—get close to a dead body at a gator attack site?”
“I’m pretty sure this wasn’t an animal attack, actually.” Bracken’s voice carried a note of strained defensiveness as he crouched back down beside the body. “See, if you look at the wound pattern here—” He pointed with his left hand toward a series of cuts across the dead man’s chest. “These are too clean for teeth, more like a knife—”
“That’s not the point!” Ellie spun to face him, and Diego watched with grim satisfaction as the cocky sheriff rocked back on his heels. “There are live gators in this water. Right now. Hunting. And you had my son standing knee-deep in their dinner table.”
Diego cleared his throat. “She’s right, Sheriff. Alligators are most active during twilight hours. They’ll take anything—deer, wild pig...” He looked pointedly at Nate. “Curious children.”
Bracken’s expression shifted between several unreadable emotions, but Diego was sure that he saw confusion, embarrassment, and defensiveness all muddled in there somewhere. He used his left hand to brace himself as he shifted his feet underneath him so he wouldn’t overbalance when he leaned forward again. “I wasn’t... well… I mean, how dangerous can they really—”
The water erupted.
A six-foot gator lunged from the shallows with shocking speed, jaws snapping shut around Bracken’s outstretched forearm with the sound of a bear trap snapping shut. The sheriff let out a yelp that was part surprise, part pain, and all terror as teeth punched through fabric and skin, grinding against the bones of his forearm. He tried desperately to yank his arm back, but one hundred pounds of predatory muscle had already decided to drag him into the black water. 
His world narrowed to the prehistoric eyes staring up at him and the fire shooting through his left arm. Without thinking, his right hand swept to his holster, the Colt clearing leather in one smooth motion.
The first shot punched into the gator’s back with a wet thump, the report echoing across the water like thunder, sending every bird in the cypress canopy into shrieking flight. He fired again, catching it closer to the spine. The creature didn’t even flinch; if anything, its jaws ground down tighter as it tried to spin him into the water.
Bracken’s boots slipped in the mud and panic clawed at the edges of his vision. 
“Sonofabitch—”
The thing was going to drag him under, and he’d drown in three feet of creek water on his first day as sheriff.
Bracken flipped the gun in his grip and brought the butt down hard on the gator’s snout. The first blow barely registered, the second made it hiss. The impact jarred through his arm. 
“Let go, you son of a—” 
He hammered down again, until finally those terrible jaws popped open like a spring trap releasing.
Bracken stumbled backward, falling to the ground but he managed to keep his gun hand steady. The shots came fast and angry—bang, bang, bang, bang—he emptied the cylinder into the creature’s skull until the hammer clicked on empty chambers.
The gator lashed its tail in the shallows, its jaws opened aggressively wide. The guttural hissing snarl made the hair all over his body stand alert with terror. And then the damned thing turned and swam off…
The sudden silence felt louder than gunfire. Bracken stared down at the gun in his hand, then at the spot in the water where the reptile had disappeared, his chest heaving and his left arm shaking as he cradled it to his chest. Blood dripped steadily from his fingers into the mud.
Ellie and Diego were on him fast, each grabbing him under the arm pits and dragging him away from the water’s edge with surprising strength, hauling him up to his feet. Diego supported him as he swayed.
“No. No, no, no. That’s not right. That’s just not right.”
“Easy, Sheriff,” the doctor ordered, his voice cut through the ringing in Bracken’s ears. “Let’s sit you down before you fall down.”
Bracken couldn’t look away from the water.
“No, you don’t understand, I put six shots in that thing—six—with a .45 at point blank range—and it just swam off? Six bullets and it didn’t affect it at all.”
“You affected it plenty, amigo,” Diego said. “You pissed it off.”
Tom finally tore his gaze away from the water to search Diego’s face only to discover with real horror that in spite of the doctor’s teasing, he wasn’t at all joking. Six bullets from a .45 really had just pissed it off.
“Oh, sweet Jesus.” His legs made the sudden decision to try their impression at a frayed length of wet rope. Diego grunted as he took more of the sheriff’s weight than he was ready for.
“Easy, Sheriff, I got you.”
The adrenaline was wearing off, leaving behind a throbbing ache that made his vision swim.
Diego had gotten him settled on a cypress leg and Ellie worked his coat off, then used scissors to cut open what remained of his shirt sleeve, her hands careful as she peeled the torn and bloody fabric away from the wound.
Bracken looked down at the damage, his stomach lurching. Two deep puncture wounds marked where the gator’s teeth had found purchase, and the skin all the way around his forearm was already turning an ugly purple.
“How bad?” he managed.
Diego studied the damage with clinical detachment. “Couple of teeth punctured the skin, but the bone doesn’t seem to be broken. I’ll be able to take a closer look when we clean and stitch this properly back at the clinic.” 
He stood and moved out of the way, gesturing for Ellie to step in and begin field dressing the wounds. “If you think you can keep from bleeding out for ten minutes, I want to take a look at our body before our friend comes back for his dessert.”
Diego was already moving toward the corpse that had started this whole mess, still sprawled on the muddy bank like discarded laundry.
Bracken followed his movement with his eyes. “Thing’s a goddamn dinosaur,” he said, his voice still shaky from shock and blood loss, “you people have goddamn dinosaurs in your creek.”
Ellie paused in bandaging his arm to glare at him as if he was a special brand of idiot—which he was, in all fairness. “Gators,” she said finally. “We have gators in Gator Creek. And yes, that is exactly what I was trying to tell you.”
“There are dinosaurs in your creek and you people live here voluntarily.”
“No, Sheriff, the dinosaurs died off. Gators are what survived when the dinosaurs didn’t make the cut. And we people,“ Ellie said while she finished wrapping his arm with efficient, unsympathetic movements, “know better than to go poking at corpses next to gator holes at feeding time. So next time maybe you should listen when someone tries to warn you about the local wildlife.”
Her expression suggested she had several choice words waiting for him once he stopped bleeding. He couldn’t help but feel a little grateful that she was granting him a grace period on the lecture that he no doubt deserved—because the adrenaline was hitting him hard, leaving him shaking and hollow with far too much pain pulsing through his torn arm.
“Welcome to gator country, Mr. Bracken,” she said dryly. “I hope for your sake that you’re a quick learner.”






  
  Chapter four
Just a Love Bite


Ellie set out clean bandages and towels next to the examination table where the sheriff’s long frame was stretched out like a scarecrow someone had dragged through a bog. He stared at the ceiling with that blank stare that men sometimes got after tangling with something bigger than their pride. 
Even the children understood how close they’d come to watching their new sheriff get dragged under. Ellie had returned them home with a firm warning to stay away from the creek—one she hoped might actually stick this time. Nate had been the hardest to pry away, full of questions about whether gators could climb trees and if Sheriff Bracken’s gun was really as fast as it looked.
Diego laid out the tools he would need—forceps, scissors, scalpel… “So, what did you think of the body?” he asked conversationally.
Bracken frowned, seeming to surface from wherever his mind had gone while dealing with the pain. “What? Oh. I didn’t realize we were back on speaking terms.”
“Oh no, that’s Ellie. She’s the one not on speaking terms, and that’s entirely for you two to sort out.” Diego glanced toward where Ellie stood with her back turned, aggressively organizing bandage rolls. “I’ve just been busy dealing with the excitement.”
A ghost of Bracken’s usual smirk appeared. “In that case—” He shifted on the table, extending his good hand. “Tom Bracken. Sheriff of this godforsaken swamp, apparently.”
“Diego Delgado. Doctor, coroner, and
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