
  
    [image: Murder by Moccasin]
  


  
    
      MURDER BY MOCCASIN

      WADE DALTON AND SAM CATES MYSTERIES BOOK 2

    

    
      
        JIM RILEY

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright (C) 2020 Jim Riley

      Layout design and Copyright (C) 2020 by Next Chapter

      Published 2020 by Next Chapter

      Cover art by CoverMint

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, 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 storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To the Most Beautiful

      

      

      

      
        
        You Always Were and Always Will Be

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1

        

      

    

    
      Wade stared at the largest pot all night in the middle of the poker table.

      “I’ll raise you five hundred.”

      With all of their concentration focused on the action on top of the table, none of the seven men noticed the old rattlesnake slither underneath it. Its flickering tongue sensing potential danger on every side. The confused serpent, finding no escape, struck at the nearest source of heat, sinking its toxin-filled fangs into the soft flesh. In the chaos that followed, the serpent struck twice more.

      “I’ve been bit!” yelled one player, the chips on the table no longer important.

      “There he is!” Wade pointed at the snake.

      Almost turning the table over, he leapt from his chair. He grabbed the forked fireplace poker with shaking hands and carefully approached the slithering reptile. Wade attempted to pin its head against the floor, but missed on his first attempt. The snake coiled and sprang at Wade’s hand, barely coming up short. Wade removed his shirt and wrapped it around his arm from his hand to his elbow.

      Not only were Wade’s hands shaking, but also his legs. He feinted at the snake once again and watched it strike, hitting nothing but air. Wade pinned its head against the floor with the poker and grabbed the six-foot long reptile right behind its head.

      “Here’s another one!” yelled a player.

      “I see another one over here!” another player screamed.

      “Gus, get me one of those feed sacks out of the shed.” Wade instructed.

      “Can’t, Pard. I’ve been bit.”

      “Bruce, can you grab a pillowcase out of the linen closet? It’s right down the hallway.” He asked in a clear, firm voice, “Who else is bitten besides Gus?”

      “I am.” Peter responded.

      Me, too” echoed John Grimes, the city attorney for Evergreen.

      “Wade glanced around and saw that only Bruce was moving with any purpose.

      “Doc, get these guys to the hospital as quickly as you can,” he yelled at Phillip Wilder, the veterinarian.

      The shaking in Wade’s hands and legs subsided.

      Bruce returned with the pillowcase, and Wade dropped the long snake into it. He caught the other two and placed them in the same pillow case.

      “Be careful, Bruce. They can strike through that material.”

      Others started coming out of their rooms in the Lodge at the Evergreen Plantation, one of the largest deer breeding and commercial hunting operations in Mississippi. Wade, the owner, took control of the situation.

      “Go back into your rooms until we find out what’s going on out here. I’ll call you when it’s safe. Turn on your lights. If you see or hear a snake, then yell. Otherwise stay there.”

      Doc Wilder got the last of the victims herded to his waiting car.

      “I hope the hospital has enough anti-toxin on hand. That stuff is too expensive to keep it lying around.”

      “I’ll call them and let them know you’re coming. If they don’t have enough on hand, they can get some started that way from the hospital in Jackson before you get there.”

      The feminine voice of Sam Cates, the Sheriff of Evergreen County, surprised Wade. He hadn't seen her come out of her room.

      “Thanks, Sam. I appreciate it.” The veterinarian replied.

      “We’d better check on the other rooms to make sure everyone's okay. It’d be better if you check on the rooms with the women left in them.”

      Sam nodded and began checking in on the occupants of the many bedrooms in the vast Lodge.

      One man standing beside Wade picked up the sack of snakes.

      “What do you want to do with these, Wade?”

      “There’s a fellow over in Picayune that raises them and milks them for their venom. I’ll take them over there in the morning. Be sure to tie it up tight. I don’t want any loose snakes in the cab of my pickup. Might cause me to drive worse than usual.”

      “I’m not sure that’s possible.” He heard Sam say from down the hall, in between rooms.

      The back door of the Lodge burst open. “What’s going on, Boss?”

      “I don’t know, Felipe. Looks like the rattlesnakes took over.”

      “Do you need any help?”

      “Check all the empty rooms, the office, and the kitchen for snakes. Oh yeah, you might as well wake up Maria and let her know she will need to fix an early breakfast. I doubt if anyone is going back to sleep tonight.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Check on the folks in the cabins and make sure they aren’t having any problems.”

      “Hey, Wade. You’d better come check this.” Sam yelled from down the hall.

      “What is it?”

      “I opened the door to the third bedroom. It’s Betty. Doc’s wife. She’s dead.”

      Grabbing the fireplace poker, Wade sprinted down the hallway. He carefully entered the open door and slipped inside. He turned on the bright light and waited beside the open door. On the bed was the body of Betty Wilder. He eased next to the bed and felt for a pulse on Betty’s neck. Not only was there no pulse, but her body was turning cold. Wade jumped back when the covers moved between her feet.

      “There’s a snake under the covers, Sam. Be careful.”

      Sam remained in the doorway several feet away, watching her fiancée cope with the situation.

      Wade flung the covers away, exposing the coiled snake between Betty’s feet. Wade maneuvered to the foot of the bed, fully aware of the constant rattling. He jabbed at the snake with the poker, but missed. The old snake struck at Wade, hitting his wrapped arm.

      “Wade!” Sam screamed.

      Wade remained calm.

      “Don’t worry, Sam. The fangs aren’t long enough to penetrate the shirt.”

      His second attempt to pin the snake on the bed was successful. He grabbed it behind the head and carried it to the bag with the other snakes.

      There was a yell from down the hallway. Wade raced down the hallway with Sam right on his heels. Shoving the door open, he saw the Thomas twins, Mindy and Mandy bouncing on top of their bed. They were pointing towards the corner of the room where Wade saw a tremendous rattlesnake.

      “You guys hold still and put your clothes on. I’ll take care of the snake.”

      Wade quickly captured the cornered snake and placed him with the others. He returned to the room and checked all the recesses, under the bed and dresser, and in the bathroom, but found no other reptiles in there.

      “It’s okay, girls. You can get down now.” Both of the girls began crying and hugged Wade.

      “Thank you.” They said almost in unison.

      “You’re welcome. Why don’t you get dressed and see if you can help your Dad? He’s out there trying to keep everybody calm. Or you can help Maria in the kitchen. Let’s put out some coffee and pastries for everyone. I doubt if anyone is still asleep.”

      “Okay, Detective Ranger. And thanks again.” Mindy gave Wade a big hug.

      Sam stepped into the bedroom. “I’ve checked on everyone else here. Maria found a snake in the kitchen. But you don’t have to worry about catching it. Maria doesn’t like snakes.”

      “I don’t blame her. I’m developing a disliking for them myself.”

      “What do we do about Betty?”

      “I guess the only thing we can do. Get a medical examiner out here as quickly as you can. I need to get to the hospital before Doc hears about it over a scanner and let him know. Man, where did these snakes come from?”

      “How many were there?”

      “At least six. And we don’t know what Felipe might have found in the cabins yet.”

      Where did they all come from?”

      “Don’t know, but someone’s responsible.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “That many snakes didn’t hold a conference down by the lake and attack the Lodge tonight. Somebody put them in here.”

      “Who'd do something like that?”

      “Somebody who didn’t like us, I’d say.”

      Sam wiped her forehead.

      “But you can’t control a snake once you turn him loose. Whoever did this couldn’t have known who'd get bitten. There were three guys and Betty, right?”

      Another scream from another bedroom made both of them jump.

      Wade raced down the hall and opened the door to find Joan Grimes in the shower. A small rattler coiled on the bathroom floor, the sound of its rattles overwhelming the small room.

      “Mrs. Grimes, grab a towel and put it around yourself. I’m gonna try to capture this little critter. Step as far back in the shower as you can.”

      Sam showed up with the fireplace poker in her hand. In no time, Wade had the serpent in the bag with the others. “That makes seven snakes. We’re lucky they bit only four people. It could've been a lot worse.”

      “Add two more snakes to the list.” Felipe added from the hallway by the door. “I found two more and killed them. I don’t like snakes, Boss.”

      “Damn,” Wade said with his head in his hands. “Why, why, why?”

      Sam shook her head. “One dead and three in the hospital. I don’t know if someone did this as a joke, but it’s not funny.”

      “You’d better get that medical examiner on the way. I’ll see Doc at the hospital. That’s one conversation I’m dreading, but I need to do it.”

      Sam grabbed Wade and gave him a big hug.

      “Be careful, Wade. Somebody out there isn't your friend.”

      Wade nodded. “I came to the same conclusion. One of our guests had to bring these things with 'em and let 'em loose in the Lodge tonight.”

      “That means we’re walking around with a murderer. But at least that limits the number of suspects we have.”

      “Get a good list of everyone here. Don’t forget the three guys on their way to the hospital.”
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      The morning sun was already shining when Wade entered the Lodge after returning from the hospital.

      “Felipe, let’s turn the deer back into their pens. We won’t get them vaccinated today, and there’s not much use in keeping them all pent up if we’re not.”

      “Will do, Boss.”

      Wade found Sam and gave her a big hug.

      She asked, “How is Doc?”

      “Not too good. I can’t blame him. Last night, he was happily married and this morning he’s a widower. That would affect anyone.”

      “I can’t imagine. It’s been like a tomb around here. Everybody keeps looking around for more snakes, and they’re scared to be by themselves.”

      “Did you get a good list of everyone here?”

      “My deputies got here a couple of hours ago and they’re interviewing all of those left. I believe there are sixteen people here, not counting the four at the hospital and me and you.”

      Wade almost laughed. “I know I didn’t put those snakes in the Lodge, and I'd bet anything that you didn’t either considering your last encounter with rattlers.”

      “You can say that again. If I never see another again, it’ll be too soon.”

      “I think we can also eliminate the twins. After Mindy’s experience stranded in the Basin, she wouldn’t come within a hundred feet of a rattler.”

      “That leaves us with eighteen suspects.”

      “For the time being, let’s eliminate Gus and Bruce. Gus would have to be a different man than the one I know and Bruce wouldn’t have let a snake in the same building with his daughters no matter what.”

      “I agree with you about Gus. He’s not only my lead deputy, he’s my friend.”

      “And Bruce?”

      “I agree with you about him. He’d rather sacrifice himself than see something happen to one twin. They’re everything to him.”

      “Did I hear you mention our names?” Mindy and Mandy appeared beside Wade and Sam.

      Wade looked at them both.

      “We were just discussing who might have done this and we’ve narrowed it down to you two.”

      “Yeah, right?” Mindy said. “You know how I feel about those devils since you abandoned me in the swamp with one.”

      “Abandoned you? I came back to the fire, and you weren’t playing nice with your new friend. You had him upset. We ended up having to eat him if I remember.”

      “You ate him. I had a sandwich. That’s the problem with men. You guys have a selective memory.”

      Sam arched her eyebrows. “You didn’t try some of that Cottonmouth Pie he’s been bragging about since ya’ll got out of that godforsaken place?”

      “Hell, no. And if you want the truth, neither did he. He ended up stealing one of my sandwiches.”

      Wade laughed. “I didn’t want the mayonnaise to spoil. That’s the only reason I switched.”

      “You told me it was leaving an aftertaste in your mouth. And I’d say that’s what you’ve got going on here. This snake invasion has left an unpleasant aftertaste in everyone’s mouth. I don’t think you’ll get very far with your deer vaccination today.”

      “I’ve already told Felipe to turn them back into the breeding pens. We’ll try it again in a couple of weeks.”

      “Any idea who did this?” Mindy asked.

      “It must have been someone here. We would have noticed if someone drove up last night and the snakes weren’t on the loose that long, so it must have been someone here that did it. That’s what we were discussing when you walked up.”

      Mandy replied, “We know the Doc and his wife were having problems. Seems like she was getting restless, if you know what I mean.”

      “I understand.” Wade nodded.

      “The Jackson’s were rumored to be having financial difficulties, though’ I’m not sure where I heard that. Mr. Grimes is cheating on his wife again, but I’ve been told that she doesn’t care as long as he pays the bills.”

      “Where do you get all of this information?”

      “Around.” Mindy played with her strawberry-blonde hair.

      “Around what?”

      “Just around, that’s all. People talk and we listen.”

      “Anything else on that magical grapevine of yours?”

      “Only that Gus has a new girlfriend at a bar downtown. He’s convinced her he’s rich, and he’s just working at the Sheriff’s office for the insurance benefits.”

      Sam shrugged her shoulders.

      “With the cost of insurance these days, that’s almost believable. I don’t see how people can afford to pay that much for something they hope they never use.”

      “It’s not that bad working for the city. They pay something like ninety percent. That’s one reason we work there. The other reason we like it is that’s where Daddy works.”

      “Did your sources say if Doc has a girlfriend or not? Or did Betty have a boyfriend?”

      Mindy looked at Mandy and both shrugged.

      “Can’t tell you. The only thing we’ve heard is that she is, or was tired of being married to a small town vet. She wanted to move to a bigger city where more was available.”

      “Who's John’s new girlfriend? Did you hear that?”

      “We heard it was one of the wives in the Lodge. Maybe Peter Baker’s wife, but we’re not sure. You know, Peter was bitten. And there was a snake in Joan Grimes’s bedroom. Who knows if John might have been ready to move on?”

      “Except the snakes also bit him. Seems like he would have been more vigilant if he was the one responsible for all of this.” Sam said.

      “I’ll follow up with him at the hospital.” Wade walked away.
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      “John, how are you feeling?”

      “Not that great. And you guys?”

      Sam and Wade nodded.

      “Neither one of us were bitten,” Wade said. “So by that standard, we’re doing pretty well.”

      “Then you’re feeling a helluva lot better than I am. This is the first time for me. Never been bitten before.”

      “I have.” Sam pointed toward her leg. “Had one bite my leg while I was in the patrol car.”

      “I remember that. “John grinned. “Somebody threw a couple of those critters in there. That was the Preacher, wasn’t it?”

      “He thought Wade and I were getting too close to all of Rachel’s friends and solving her murder case.”

      “I’m glad you figured it out before my name came up on his song sheet. I wasn’t ready to go then. But if the doctors can’t make this pain go away, I might be ready to go now.”

      Sam laughed. “I know what you mean. I see someone sent you flowers. That was very thoughtful of them.” Sam stared at Wade.

      He threw up his hands. “How long do I have to pay for that? I was busy trying to find out who was responsible for those snakes, not worrying about how many dead flowers you were gonna end up with.”

      “I’m gonna remind you for the rest of our lives. You said you loved me, but you were out there having fun with the Thomas twins instead of thinking of me lying in that hospital bed all alone.”

      “Sam, we didn’t come here to talk about the Thomas twins. We came to talk to John.”

      Sam gave him a wry smile. “Just so you know that I won’t forget.” She turned back to John. “Do you feel alert enough to answer a few questions?”

      He nodded. “Let’s give it a whirl, but don’t take it personally if I fall asleep.”

      “We won’t. When were you first aware there was a snake under the poker table?”

      “When that little bastard bit me. That kind of gave it away.”

      “Were you the first one bitten?”

      “I think so. I didn’t hear anyone else yell before me, but I’m not sure Gus would have known if he had been bitten or not. He was pretty much gone way before the snakes got there. He was having trouble seeing his cards.”

      “Ha! You’re right. As much alcohol as Gus had in his system, the snake should have been pickled. That old snake should have rolled over and gone to sleep.”

      The three of them giggled like schoolchildren.

      “Let’s assume they bit you first. What happened after that?”

      John snorted. “I bent over and asked the snake to take care of his anger management issues without involving me.” He rolled his eyes. “What do you think happened? I tried to get the hell out of there and the rest of the guys were in just as big of a hurry as I was. I don’t remember you staying in your chair long at all, Wade. I understand from Joan that Gus and Peter are doing okay after being bitten.”

      “Did she tell you about Betty Wilder?”

      “Yeah, Joan is close to Betty and Doc. This has to be tough on him.”

      “Wade tracked Doc down at the hospital after he brought you guys in to let him know. He didn’t take it very well at all. It was an enormous shock. I can’t imagine getting news like that.”

      John smiled faintly. “Doc is a vigorous man. If anyone can cope with adversity, it’s Doc.”

      “Gus is a different matter.”

      John laughed. “He screamed and hollered from the time we left the Plantation until we checked in here. From what the nurses tell me, he’s still screaming and hollering when he’s awake.”

      Wade nodded. “I tried to talk to him after I told Doc about Betty, but he was too far gone to know what I was saying. It’s a miracle that he even realized they bit him.”

      John looked toward the door. “I could hear him yelling earlier today, so his room must be on this floor somewhere. Anyway, he was telling the nurses he needed more pain killer in his IV. He was yelling at them that the least they could do was to bring him another bottle.”

      Sam grinned. “That sounds like the Gus I know and love. He has a way of letting people know he's around.”

      John looked at Wade. “I’m surprised Gus didn’t pull his gun out and shoot that old snake.”

      “He probably would have, but I took his gun away from him when he started drinking. With Gus, that’s the safest thing to do.”

      “I don’t think Gus could have avoided that snakes even if he was sober. From what some people have told me, rattlers can strike at over a hundred and fifty miles per hour. That’s damn quick.”

      Wade chuckled. “But not as quick as a woman’s temper when you forget to send her flowers.”

      Sam rolled her eyes. “Anyway, John. Did you see or hear anything suspicious last night before the snake bit you?”

      “Not really. We started playing around eight thirty or nine. We were still playing when we were hit, and all of us had a few refreshments during the game, probably more than we should have. We took several breaks to go to the restrooms. You know, my bladder doesn’t hold as much as it used to when I was a youngster like Wade.”

      “Did you see anyone come in from the outside?”

      “Some of us went outside during the breaks just to get fresh air or in some cases, smoke a cigarette or two.”

      Sam took notes on her pad. “Who went outside with you?”

      “I know Peter went out there twice. Two fellows were out there at least once. Somebody went down by the lake, but I couldn’t tell who it was. There were too many night shadows, and it was too dark. I wouldn’t know if any of the others were out back or if they went out front.”

      “Does anyone want you dead?”

      “About half of Evergreen. Seems like my involvement with Rachel might have leaked out to a few of the town folks. They aren’t too proud of their City Attorney right now.”

      “Does Joan know?”

      “I don’t know but I don’t think so. She’s not treating me any differently now than she always has.”

      “Did Joan tell you there was a snake in her room?”

      “I vaguely remember. She said she went out with all the commotion and left her door open. She saw the snake crawl in her room after she returned to it. She should have closed the door. But I was sedated when she was here, so I may have misunderstood her. That anti-venom threw me for a loop. But anyway, I’m just glad she wasn’t bitten.”

      “She wasn’t bitten. When I got there, she was in the shower screaming at the snake. I bet they heard her in the next county. She must be pretty scared of snakes.”

      John smiled. “Wish I could have seen that. You didn’t get some pictures, did you?”

      “We were a little preoccupied with her friend on the floor. He wasn’t in a good mood and kept hissing and threatening to bite us. Wasn’t friendly at all.”

      “What’s your take on all of this, Wade?”

      “Don’t have a clue. When it first happened, my first thoughts were that somebody turned the snakes loose as a joke and it got out of control. But if that was the case, they probably would have only turned one or two loose, not the seven or eight or whatever the number ended up being. Felipe and Maria killed some of them, so I’m not sure how many there were in the Lodge. “

      “So what do you think now? You don’t think it was a joke anymore, do you?”

      “I can’t see it being a joke, John. So I guess it’s down to two things; it’s either somebody there who wanted to kill someone else and didn’t care who else got hurt in the process or someone is really upset with me and the Plantation. Seems like snakes are a poor choice of weapons. Once you turn them loose, you can’t control who they bite.”

      “I know. I’ve been lying here trying to figure out why I was bitten. The only thing I can think of is that I was wearing shorts, so my legs were exposed from the knees down. I can’t remember if Gus and Peter were wearing shorts or not.”

      Wade paused, but only for a second. “I was wearing long pants for sure. I’m almost sure Doc was wearing long sweat pants. I don’t know about Gus and Peter. You may be on to something, John.”

      “Just guessing.”

      “Good idea, anyway. Now the tough questions. Are you up to it?”

      “Sure.”

      “Are you involved with anyone now?”

      John looked from Wade to Sam and back to Wade. “You guys kept my relationship with Rachel under wraps for a long time. I still don’t think you were the ones that let it out.”

      Wade and Sam nodded, but said nothing.

      “The answer is ‘yes’. I'm seeing a young lady. Joan doesn’t know about her, and I’d appreciate it if she didn’t find out about our friendship.”

      “Is it a friendship or a physical relationship?”

      “It’s a physical relationship.”

      “Who is it, John?”

      “I’d prefer not to say right now. I don’t think her identity has anything to do with the snakes. She’s more scared of them than I am.”

      “We may have to come back to you when we dig deeper into all of this. We’ll just have to see how it all plays out. What do the doctors have to say about your bite?” Wade asked.

      “Only that it was a single bite. My leg will experience a lot of swelling and pain for a while, but they won’t amputate or anything like that.”

      “That’s good. How long will you be in here?”

      “For a few days at least. Maybe a week. I thought they only gave you a shot of anti-venom once and it was all over, but it all depends on the bite. They give more anti-venom to some people. Others, they give more antibiotics. If the toxin is spreading, they’ll give you a little anti-venom over a longer period.”

      “Whatever it takes, John. Just get better.”

      “Will do. Let’s talk more when you get more information that you can share.”

      “All right. We’re gonna try to talk to Gus. Say a little prayer for us.”

      “You’re gonna need it.”
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      Wade and Sam heard Gus before they got to his room.

      “I told you I don’t need another needle stabbed in my ass. I need a drink. Why the hell can't you understand that?”

      A feminine voice replied, “Gus, we’ll get you a drink. You can have a drink of water, a drink of orange juice, or even a drink of your favorite soda pop. Which one would you like?”

      “I told you. I don’t drink water. I don’t drink orange juice and I don’t drink soda pops. I need a proper drink.”

      “Don’t be difficult, Dear. Those are proper drinks. Now lie back down or I’m gonna have to get mean and you won’t like me when I get mean.”

      Gus was still grumbling when Wade and Sam entered the room. They saw him getting into his bed, but still growling at the nurse that was helping him. The pleasant voice came from a lovely, long lady with short sandy blonde hair. But Gus was having none of her kindness.

      “Wade! Sam! Boy, it’s good to see both of you. Now maybe we can talk some sense into this place. This is my nurse, Sara Sue. She’s supposed to be taking care of me, but right now I swear she’s trying to kill me. I can’t talk any sense into her at all.”

      The nurse approached Wade and Sue. “I hope this gentleman will listen to you. He won’t do a thing I ask.”

      “Hi, Sara Sue. I’m Wade Dalton and this is Sheriff Sam Cates. Gus works for Sam, although sometimes it seems like the other way around. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      “I’m new in town. My daughter and I just moved here from Natchitoches.”

      “Hey, that’s where I was born,” Wade said.

      “Small world, isn’t it?” Sara Sue flashed a genuine, relaxed smile. “How long have you been away?”

      “Several years now. My parents are deceased and I don’t have any siblings, so there isn’t much reason to go back.”

      “Me, either. My daughter talks about going to Northwestern State when she gets to that point, but I’d rather her go somewhere locally down here. We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

      Sam jumped in. “Tell her my advice is to go to Southern Miss in Hattiesburg. I know little about Northwestern, but I took classes at Southern Miss. I found it to be a classy modern school with all the latest technology. It’s not as big as LSU, but it has more of a family atmosphere.”

      “I’ll do that, Sam. I assume this old coot bothers you all day long when he’s not causing pain and misery for every nurse here at the hospital.” Sara Sue grinned as she glanced at Gus.

      Gus blushed and looked down at his feet. Wade had seen no one have this kind of effect on Gus before.

      “Gus and I both work at the Sheriff’s office. He’s been harassing me since I was a child working there helping my dad out. I’ve heard every story and every joke at least a half a dozen times, but I still love him. Underneath that old gruff exterior is a real man. Sometimes you just have to dig a little deeper and wait a little longer to find him.”

      “I agree with you. He is a real man, for sure.” Sara Sue grinned at Gus’s blushing.

      Gus finally spoke up. “She’s something else, isn’t she?”

      “Yes, Gus. She is. You need to learn how to treat a genuine lady like a lady.”

      “Flattery will get you a lot of things, Gus. But you’re still not getting a drink. However, I believe I can come up with a can of prune juice.”

      Gus tried to sit up more erect. “Do you have any idea what prune juice does to me. I might as well call it poot juice. It’ll clean my system completely out.”

      “That’s the same thing it does to most normal people, Gus. We need go get your body to expel all those impurities and then fill it back up with good stuff, like orange juice.”

      Wade just shook his head at Gus and grinned..

      “All right, Sara Sue. Bring me some of that flush-out acid you people call prune juice. I swear it smells and tastes like one of those commercial pipe cleaning liquids.”

      “And just how would you know how one of those tastes?”

      “I wasn’t always the angel I am today.” Gus grinned.

      “I bet.” Sara Sue said as the door closed behind her.

      “Sure looks like you’re in a lot of misery, Gus.” Sarcasm oozed in Sam’s voice.

      “It’s a tough job, but somebody’s gotta volunteer to do it. Getting served breakfast in bed by a classy lady, watching TV all day while someone else cleans the room and hitting that little button over there whenever I need something. It ain't terrible duty once you get used to it.”

      “Nice nurses, too. It sure didn’t take Sara Sue long to get you under control and exactly where she wants you.” Wade added.

      Gus looked at Wade, glanced at Sam, and then returned his gaze to Wade. ‘If I remember back to when you first came to Evergreen, it didn’t take you long to decide which table you wanted to play at and you anted up. Now it looks like you’ve pushed your chips all in at that table and I don’t hear you complaining.”

      “I’d have to agree with you, Gus.” Wade put his arms around Sam. “It turned out to be a good bet, particularly after I went all-in.”

      “I don’t know if I’m ready to go that far, Son. But I’m definitely ready to raise the ante.”

      “If you keep some of your chips on the side, you aren’t fully committed to the hand. Either go all in or fold your hand and walk away from the table.” Sam said.

      “I’ll study my odds of winning the hand a little longer before I throw my last chip into the pot. Once I throw them in. I can’t take them out.”

      “Nor would you want to if you have a winning hand, Gus.”

      “True enough, girl. True enough.”

      “Seriously, when are you going to get out of here?”

      “I don’t know. They said I might get out of here by Friday if the swelling's gone down enough. From what the doctors are saying, the venom can affect an old man like me for quite a while.”

      Wade groaned. “It appears to me that Sara Sue is having more of an effect on you then the venom.”

      “Well now, that would be an entirely different effect, wouldn’t it?”

      “It would. Do you need anything while you’re here that we can bring you?”

      “I could use a drink.”

      Sam and Wade left laughing with each other.
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      “Peter, how are you feeling?”

      “Still a lot of swelling, but the pain is going away slowly. Ever once in a while, I get one that makes me sit up and take notice, but mostly, it’s okay.”

      ‘Wade and I wanted to drop in to see you. We visited with John and Gus yesterday, but you were asleep and we didn’t want to wake you.”

      “I appreciate that. When they give me enough pain medicine, I can doze off. I’d hate to lose one of those opportunities.”

      “Do you feel up to talking about the evening with the snakes?”

      “Sure, although I don’t remember much about that night. I’d had a good bit to drink.”

      “Yeah, most of the poker players had. That’s why Wade wins all the time. He gets the rest of you drunk while he’s sipping on a soda pop or iced tea.”

      “That’s not true,” Peter replied. “I can lose just as easy stone cold sober as I can drinking. Unfortunately, I can prove that. I admit I’m not very good at poker.”

      “That’s because you play your cards instead of the other player. It’s okay to play your cards if you’re playing online, but when you get at a table, you’ve got to play the player holding the cards.”

      “That’s a lot easier said than done. Some of you guys have been playing poker longer than I’ve been alive. Ya’ll have an advantage over me.”

      “And we’ll use it every chance we get. But the best I remember you were ahead for the evening and there was an enormous pot on the table.”

      “Yes, there was.”

      “You, Doc and Gus were still in the hand if I remember. I figured you had something like trips or two pair, that Doc had a small pair and Gus was bluffing. I would have liked to have finished that hand to see if I was right.”

      “The only thing I can say is you’re right about my hand. I had trip tens and was hoping the river would give me a boat. I was sure I was ahead of Doc, but with Gus I didn’t have a clue what he had.”

      “Peter, is there anyone that would want to harm you?”

      “If you mean my ex-wife, her three brothers and my ex-mother-in-law, maybe so. I can’t figure out anyone else who wants to see that much damage come to me. With those guys, hearing that a snake bit me would be music to their ears.”

      “Do you know where they were Friday night?”

      “No, and I hope I never know where they are. But I don’t think they could have snuck out there without someone seeing them. I know a couple of guys went out back on our breaks and I went out front to smoke a cigar. A lot of people get offended by cigar smoke, so I try to get by myself to smoke them.”

      “Was there anyone out front with you on the breaks?”

      “I was alone. Just me and the stars and my cigar. And my drink. Didn’t want to lose that.”

      “So nobody can account for your actions while you were out there by yourself?”

      “Wait a minute. If you think I had anything to do with letting those snakes go in the Lodge, you’re wrong. I hate snakes. I don’t know why. I’ve never had an awful experience with one until now, but I detest those little boogers. Now I hate them more than ever. I hope I never see one again.”

      “Was there anyone at the Lodge that you have a complaint with?”

      “Just Grimes.”

      “What do you have against John?”

      Peter’s face wrinkled. “He’s the reason my ex-wife is my ex-wife and not my wife.”

      “They had an affair?”

      “My wife had an affair. John had a fling. There's never any long-term goal for John—just quick sex. My wife thought it would become permanent and left me waiting for John to leave Joan.”

      All three of them jumped at the unmistakable sound of a scream from down the hallway.

      “Let’s go.” Wade signaled to Sam.

      The two of them raced through the doorway and down the hallway in the direction of the scream.

      “Dammit. It’s from John Grimes’s room. Wade crouched outside one side of the door while Sam positioned herself on the other side. He could feel his heart racing and saw Sam gasping breaths. Wade counted down with his fingers out front so Sam could plainly see them. When the last finger curled up in his palm, he crashed into the room with Sam attached like a shadow. He stood straight up and Sam crouched down.

      As his eyes focused on the scene inside the room, he froze. “What the—What are you doing here, Sara Sue?”

      The nurse, dressed in her whites, turned from the bed toward the door.

      “I came in to check on Mr. Grimes. This knife was on the floor and I picked it up. Then I saw he wasn’t breathing, and I screamed.”

      Wade kept his weapon aimed directly at Sara Sue.

      Sam’s voice was calm and controlled. “Sara Sue, put the knife on the table and walk away from it.”

      Sara Sue stared at Sam, not comprehending the words directed at her.

      “Sara Sue, put the knife on the tray,” Sam instructed a little louder.

      Sara Sue blinked and placed the knife squarely in the middle of the tray beside the bed.

      “Good. Now step towards me, Sara Sue. Slowly.”

      She took three steps toward Sam, and Wade leapt to her side and clasped her hands behind her back.

      Sam continued to speak calmly. “Sara Sue, for your safety and ours, we’re gonna put handcuffs on you. You aren't under arrest. We are only doing this as a precautionary measure until we can figure all of this out. Do you understand?”

      Sara Sue nodded.

      Sam passed her cuffs to Wade, and he placed them on the attractive nurse's wrists behind her back. She stepped to one side to get a glimpse of John lying on the bed.

      “Is he okay?”

      Wade turned and didn’t bother to check John’s pulse. “No, I’m afraid John is dead.”

      Sam turned to Sara Sue. “What happened?”

      Sara Sue’s eyes were still unfocused.

      “I don’t know. I came into the room to check on John. The knife—I saw the knife laying on the floor and without thinking I picked it up. There was blood on its blade. Then I realized what that must mean and looked at John. His gown had blood all over it and the stains covered the sheets. I could tell he wasn’t breathing. That’s when I screamed.”

      “Okay. Let’s go down to my car. I’ll take the cuffs off of you. I don’t want to embarrass you. We need to find out what happened. Okay?”

      Sara Sue nodded.

      “Wade will stay here with John to make sure nothing is disturbed.”

      Even though Sam was talking to Sara Sue, she nodded at Wade. He nodded in agreement.

      Wade told everyone in the hallway to back away from the door. “Sam has notified the Sheriff’s department and they will be here soon. Please back away from the door and give the officers space to enter so they can conduct a thorough investigation. Please keep this door closed, and no one is to enter until the detectives get here.”

      He looked around the room from his standing position. Not wanting to disturb any of the evidence, he focused on the knife on the tray. He was certain it was not part on any hospital equipment or doctor’s tools. In fact, it was unlike any knife he had ever seen before. What appeared to be a bone handle had several distinct markings etched in its side. One marking was a caricature of a deer. Another was a snake and Wade assumed from the rings around the tail, it was meant to depict a rattlesnake. The third etching on the handle was less clear and could be a rabbit or a small rodent. The last etching was a feather with a white tip. Wade took a picture with his cell phone.

      He turned his attention to the body on the bed. He saw a box of elastic gloves at the head of the bed and put on a pair. Careful not to disturb any evidence, he slowly pulled the gown up past the knife wound. From what he could see, there was only one puncture wound from the knife. It must have been fatal. The angle of the wound suggested the knife had been jabbed between two of the ribs directly into the lungs.

      Sam stepped back into the room. “I’ve got a deputy sitting with Sara Sue. He’s going to take her to the office. Find anything?”

      “The wound is precise. Whoever did this knew what they were doing. There’s only one stab wound and it would be fatal.”

      “Would be?”

      “It should be and probably is the cause of death. The only things that confuse me are the body and the blood.”

      “What about them?”

      “There aren’t any defensive wounds on the arms or the hands. I know if I saw someone about to stab me, I would put up a fight. The other thing is the lack of blood. It looks like a lot, but there’s really not much here. If someone gets stabbed in the lungs, he lives for a while and the heart keeps pumping blood.”

      “He may have been asleep and sedated when he was stabbed. That would account for the lack of defensive wounds. As far as the blood, I don’t have an answer for that.”

      “The only mistake the killer made that I’ve found so far is leaving the knife behind. It’s a very distinct weapon. We shouldn’t have much trouble tracking it down.”

      Sam studied the knife. “It’s different. That’s for sure. It looks like something from the Southwest, maybe the Hopi tribe.”

      “Those were the cliff dwellers, right?”

      “Living on the side of the cliffs protected them from the more aggressive tribes. But they were primarily farmers, so I’m not sure this knife is from them.”

      “I was thinking either Comanche or Apache, but it may have some Hopi influence in it. Looks authentic, doesn’t it?”

      “Especially the curved blade. I can imagine it being put together and etched in front of a tepee somewhere.”

      Wade nodded. “I need to talk to the hospital administrator. He’s probably wondering what’s going on down here and will be asked a lot of questions about it. Then I’ll go back and talk with Peter. He’s probably sitting on pins and needles. I’ll need to let Gus know what’s happening as well. Seems like he's grown fond of Sara Sue.”

      “Okay.”

      “Will you be okay here until the detectives get here?”

      “I am the Sheriff here, you know.”

      “It’s more than that, Sam. You’re my fiancée also and you only weigh a little more than a hundred pounds soaking wet. Anyone coming through that door is gonna be bigger than you.”

      “But they won’t be as mean. And they probably won’t be carrying a Taser with them.” She patted the weapon strapped to her belt. “They’ll be sorry if they try something in here.”

      “Holler if you need me and I mean that literally. Scream as loud as you can and I’ll be here in a jiffy.”

      They gave each other a big hug, and Wade left the small hospital room. He knocked on Peter’s door and entered his room.

      “Hey, Wade. What was all the commotion about? I’m about to piss all over myself trying to figure out what’s going on.”

      “John is dead, Peter. Looks like someone stabbed him.”

      “Can’t say I’m too sad, Wade. I told you what I thought of John. But somehow, I’m not glad either. My wife and I were having trouble long before John came along. If it wouldn’t have been him, it would have been someone else.”

      “I don’t guess you took out your IV and unhooked all of this equipment and snuck down there and stabbed him, did you?”

      “I wish I had. But if I wanted to kill John, I would have done it a long, long time ago. And I wouldn’t have been playing cards with him the other night.”

      “That makes sense. I need to go visit with Gus and let him know. He's become friendly with the nurse that found the body, so I need to speak to him before the rumors float around here. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”

      Wade tapped on Gus’s door and waited for the gruff “Come in” before he entered.

      “Hey, Pard. What’s all the ruckus about?”

      Wade explained the circumstances as best as he could about finding Sara Sue holding the knife in the room with John’s body. He omitted the part about Sara Sue being handcuffed.

      “How is she, Pard?” Gus asked, his wrinkled face creased in concern.

      “Having a bit of a tough time with it, I’m afraid, I don’t know how many murder victims she’s been around, but being a nurse in a hospital, I’m sure she’s been around deceased people before.”

      “I would have thought so myself. But I don’t know how long she’s been a nurse or what kind of facility she was working at before.”

      “I didn’t get around to asking her those questions myself, Gus. I need to do that.”

      “Just be gentle with her. I get the feeling she’s had a rough stretch of it lately.”

      “You know I will. Have you ever seen a knife like this before?” Wade showed him the pictures on his cell phone. “It has a bone handle, and a curved blade. There are some etchings on the handle.”

      “Hmm. I’ve seen one like this before. It's unique because of the different drawings and etchings on the handle.”

      “Can you remember where you’ve seen one like this?”

      “No, but I think I know something about it,” Gus said.

      Wade gave him time to think without disturbing him.

      Gus stared at the photograph. “Yep. It’s very similar to one I’ve seen before. That one belonged to those Mescalero people down in the Southwest. Their ancestors made it in the late 1800s. They preferred the curved blades, and most of the Indians made knives with straight blades. Other than the markings and the blade, most Indian knives made back then were remarkably similar.”

      “Makes sense to me. We need to figure out how a knife like this ended up in John’s hospital room.”

      “I don’t know, Pard. I know I’ve seen one, but for the life of me, I can’t remember where. I don’t want to change the subject, but does Sara Sue need a lawyer?”

      “That’ll be up to Sam and the District Attorney. They are the ones that will have to make that decision. I know you’ve become good friends with Sara Sue, but let’s just let the evidence play out. I’ve got a feeling she’ll be just fine if we give it time.”

      “What can I do to help her, Pard?”

      “Just get better. The best thing you can do to help Sara Sue and all the rest of us is to follow instructions, drink your prune juice and get out of here as quickly as you can.”

      “Yuck. Prune juice. But I’ll do what I can to help. Where do you guys go from here?”

      “I’m going to see what the hospital has for a security system now. They should have a record of everyone that went in or out of that room, and one of those guys is the killer.”

      “Good luck, Pard.”

      Wade went back to John Grimes’s hospital room, where he’d left Sam alone. He found Sam still there, but they had already removed the body.

      “That didn’t take long.” He put his arms around Sam.

      “What’s that?”

      “The initial investigation. I figured it would take a while to take all the photographs and gather all the evidence.”

      “They took pictures of the room and the body and looked for anything that really stood out other than the knife. They saw nothing that stood out, so they’re sending someone to pick up all the furniture and equipment. The hospital says they desperately need the room.”

      “Sam, are you okay? You’ve been through this before.”

      “I know, but we were here in this room just yesterday talking with John. We had no idea he would be dead in the next twenty-four hours.”

      “He was so upbeat and in such a good mood. It’s a shame. He was so alive when we left him yesterday. It’s hard to believe he would be so out of it that someone could stick a knife in him without him realizing it.”

      “But he had no defensive wounds, and he had the nurse’s button to push if he needed anything. I assume it works.”

      “Let’s try it.” Wade pushed the button laying on the tray beside the bed.

      “How may I help you?” came the voice over the box.

      “I’m Wade Dalton, a Federal Investigator. We’re just checking to make sure this works.”

      “It’s working fine.”

      “Do you know if it was working thirty minutes ago?”

      “We haven’t received any reports of a malfunction.”

      “Do you know if Mr. Grimes pushed the button before his death?”

      “Let me check.”

      Wade and Sam stared at the black box, even though they were almost certain of the answer.

      “He didn’t. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

      “Yes.” Wade responded. “Who was the last nurse or doctor to see Mr. Grimes before his death?”

      “Do you mean besides Sara Sue?”

      “Yes, before Sara Sue found him.”

      “Looks like Sara Sue checked on him about three hours earlier. I don’t have a record of anyone else.”

      “Did she give him any medications?”

      “The chart indicates that he was in severe pain. She increased the amount of pain inhibitor being released through the IV in his arm. It was within the guidelines prescribed by the doctor.”

      “What effect would that have had on Mr. Grimes?”

      “I can’t speak for any individual’s particular reaction. We all react differently to the same medications.”

      “No problem. I understand that. What is the reaction of most people when given the amount of the pain inhibitor Mr. Grimes was given?”

      “An individual would become more lethargic and less alert. He might get drowsy and it would be hard for him to maintain his attention or a conversation. In many cases, he'd fall asleep.”

      “When we talked with him yesterday, he was aware but lethargic, almost the same as what you’re describing now.”

      “Sometimes the pain causes the body to fight the sedative. The pain is only the symptom of something wrong inside of us. The actual cause of the pain is not cured by the pain inhibitor, and the body wants us to know there is still a problem. When just the right amount of pain inhibitor is given, the patient will not experience any problems and will be like everyone else. Just a little more pain inhibitor though and the patient’s body absorbs too much and they fall into a deep peaceful sleep until it wears off.”

      Sam and Wade nodded at each other.

      “Is there anyone else that might have checked on Mr. Grimes and not made a record of it?”

      “One of the nurses on duty may have poked their heads in if they heard anything. Some doctors change schedules on us without telling us, but they bill for checking on the patients.”

      “All right. Thanks. We may have a few more questions for you later.”

      Wade turned to Sam. “That would explain the lack of defensive wounds on his arms and hands. He could have been sound asleep when he was stabbed.”

      Sam nodded. “That confirms that somebody came here intending to murder him. It wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment argument.”

      “The choice of weapon surprises me though. I haven’t told you, but Gus thinks it comes from the Mescalero’s in the Southwest.”

      “Mescalero’s?”

      “I don’t know much about them yet. Seems like they were friendly with the Indian tribes in the Southwest when the settlers and ranchers tried to move in.”

      “How did a knife like that end up in Evergreen?”

      “I don’t know, but it tells me something. Either the killer panicked and left it there or someone left it there on purpose to misdirect us.”

      “I agree with you. The knife is so unique. Eventually, we’ll track it down to an individual. If the real owner of the knife killed John, then we’ll find him pretty quick. If not, we’re gonna be chasing bunny trails for a while.”

      Wade laughed, “I haven’t been down a bunny trail with you in a long time.”

      “And as tired as I am, that’s not gonna change soon. Do you realize how little sleep either of us has had lately?”

      “Sleep is so over-rated.”

      “If I don’t get some soon, you’re not going to enjoy being around me.”

      “Sam, I enjoy being around you no matter how sleepy you are.”

      “You say that now. But wait until I’m in one of those moods and one of those perky little twins walks by.”

      “They don’t hold a candle to you. But you have to admit, they have a fire all their own.”

      “And men never learn. When you get too close to the fire, you get burned. I’ve got a feeling that those two could light a fire in any man any time they want.”

      “I can’t argue with that. I guess we need to check with hospital security and view the security tapes to how many people went into John’s room besides Sara Sue.”

      “Don’t bother. I sent a deputy down there almost immediately. They had some technical issues and were in the middle of changing out parts when the murder happened.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me. What are the odds of the system being down at the exact time of the murder?”

      Sam giggled. “If you mean within the last two months, the odds are about one hundred percent. Those are good odds.”

      Wade’s eyes widened. “That’s incredible. The entire video security system hasn’t worked for sixty days?”

      “At least for four more months. They’re changing out the entire system, but that’s on the hush-hush. They’re scared if the staff and patients find out lots of medication will walk out of here without a prescription. So they aren’t telling anyone except us. We won’t get much help from hospital security.”

      “Oh well. We’re both going to think better if we get some sleep.”

      “Do you still have people out at the lodge?”

      “They’ll be there for the rest of the day. Some state detectives are out there today.”

      “Why don’t we go to my ranch and get a nap? Besides, you haven’t seen Dad and Connie in forever. They’d love to see you.”

      “Sounds good to me.”
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