

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	TO SOLVE A BRUTAL MURDER AT A FRANCISCAN MISSION NEAR SANTA FE, MORGAN WESTPHAL TRACKS THE KILLER FROM THE HIGH-STAKES HORSE RACING WORLD OF SARATOGA, NEW YORK, TO THE REMOTE WILDERNESS OF 1917 NEW MEXICO.


	 


	The murdered body of Thomas Whelan is discovered at the Franciscan Mission of San Sebastián del Valle located on an Indian reservation north of Santa Fe.  A recent arrival in New Mexico, nothing is known about the victim’s past or if his name is even Whelan. When Morgan uncovers clues to Whelan’s past linking him to the famous race track at Saratoga, New York, he goes there accompanied by Arianna Beltrane to find out more about the victim, the motive for his murder and who may have killed him. By the time Morgan learns the truth of who killed Whelan and why, Morgan and Arianna will risk their lives and reach an unexpected turning point in their relationship.


	 


	“Preston Holtry has done it again. The Good Thief lives up to the promise of the other Morgan Westphal mystery novels. In fact it is the best so far. Set in the years just before the First World War, the plot connects a brutal murder on a New Mexico Indian reservation to criminals in New York. Detective Westphal is more at home on horseback in the desert but is forced to follow the clues from Santa Fe to Saratoga and back again for a final resolution of the mystery and a stunning climax. Well researched, memorable characters and a cunning plot—The Good Thief is a great read.”—Charles H. Hayes, author of The Briefcase.


	 


	“Holtry is a master at creating characters that become a part of us, lingering afterward, and leaving us wanting more. The story is expertly crafted, clever and fast-moving, keeping readers guessing and pages turning. The Good Thief has become my new favorite in the Morgan Westphal Mysteries, but I urge mystery lovers to discover the other wonderful books if they haven’t already.”—Steve Brigman, author of The Orphan Train and Into Those Woods.


	 


	“The Good Thief opens with an action-packed prologue of horse racing drama reminiscent of a Dick Francis story. Jumping forward into the early years of the twentieth century near Santa Fe, a tortured body is found at a Franciscan mission on an Indian reservation near Santa Fe. Morgan Westphal’s  investigation takes him to Saratoga Springs in New York and back again to Santa Fe. As in a Thomas Pynchon novel, a cast of dozens of quirky characters move on and off the stage in dizzying succession. Characters and settings are obviously well-researched, and the writing is clean and easy to follow. Most importantly, in the end, loose ends are tied up and the reader feels satisfied that the journey has come to its proper end.”—William A. Adams, author of Hunter & Hunted and It Wasn’t Me.


	 


	"Holtry’s The Good Thief, the latest installment of his Morgan Westphal series, brings another satisfying chapter to the saga of the New Mexico private detective. Holtry’s great gifts are scene painting and character building, and he uses both to great advantage, weaving a compelling tale of horse racing, gambling and family drama against the backdrop of both New York and the desert southwest. Holtry adds to the series with a bang."—Gary Ettari, author of Sentimental Over You.
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	“…Holtry mixes mystery, mining history and romance in this well-written and well –paced story, which offers a look at mining in the west circa 1915.”—J.C. Martin, Arizona Daily Star. 
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	“The true genius of A Troublesome Affair is that it transcends the clash of culture and race of the period, and delves into the psychological evolution of not just the U.S. Military, but America writ large.” —Michael Bartelle Command Sergeant Major, U.S. Army, Retired.
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	“Intricately woven intrigue crafted by a gifted storyteller, Seal of Confession grabs you from the first page and doesn’t let go. Private investigator Morgan Westphal sets out to find a buried truth on the dangerous frontier with the beautiful and mysterious Arianna. On constant guard against those who have vowed to kill him, he must negotiate a maze of twists and turns on his way to a jaw-dropping truth. Set some time aside; you’re not going want to put this one down.” Steve Brigman, author of The Orphan Train.


	 




 


	 


	ACKNOWLEDGMENT


	 


	I want to acknowledge David Pietrusza’s biography Rothstein for insights and background to the (I hate to admit) fascinating world of crime, gambling and horse racing in the early twentieth century. 


	 


	I deeply appreciate the efforts of Judy,my wife, and my other beta readers, Bruce Filer, Ed Smallwood, Ph.D. and Don Ayers, DR, Ed, for the time they spent giving editorial counsel and trolling for the infernal typos that lie in wait, hidden from the author but inevitably noticed by the reader. Finally, but by no means least, my thanks to Gene Robinson and all others at Moonshine Cove Publishing for giving Morgan Westphal an opportunity to get back on a horse and solve another mystery.


	 


	 




 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 


	 THE GOOD THIEF


	 


	 




 


	 


	 


	Prologue


	 


	Saratoga Racetrack, August 11, 1915


	 


	Carrying his saddle, saddle pad and crop, Tommy Corcoran, known on the racing circuit as “The Cork” because of his smaller than average size for a jockey, stepped up on the scales. He looked expectantly at Jefferson Burwell, the burly handicapper, who was chewing on an unlighted cigar while leafing through his book to find the statistics on Little Dan. He found the page he was looking for and without looking up announced, “Little Dan, handicap 20 pounds.” 


	D.R. Jenkins, the track steward, standing on the other side of the scales raised a quizzical eyebrow but said nothing.


	Tommy Corcoran stared at the handicapper in wide-eyed disbelief. “Twenty pounds? There must be some―”


	“Shut your mouth, Corcoran,” Burwell said. “One more word and you’ll be disqualified.” 


	Corcoran abruptly stopped talking. He knew full well Burwell had the authority to do exactly what he threatened. He needed this race more than any other race he’d run. Jockeys known more for losing than winning had little future. If they were lucky, jockeys past their prime might become a trainer’s assistant or end up exercising the horses and doing odd jobs for one of the stable owners at a fraction of what a cut of the purse would offer. Dismayed, Corcoran stepped off the scales and waited grim-faced while Burwell’s assistant took two ten-pound lead plates and slid them into the leather pockets located on either side of the saddle. In addition to the jockey’s weight with tack, the handicapper’s decision was supposed to be based primarily on a horse’s age and racing record to achieve a theoretical parity for each horse entered in a handicap race. He accepted the reality an older horse like Little Dan might be assigned more weight based on the assumption it was more experienced in comparison to younger horses entered; however, twenty pounds was twice the amount he expected. Corcoran sourly concluded Burwell had unfairly considered Little Dan’s long racing career more than the horse’s actual record for winning. 


	Paddy O’Meara, standing just outside the weighing room, noted the grim look on Tommy’s face and knew the weigh-in had not gone the way the jockey hoped. The groomsman took the saddle from Corcoran. “How much?” 


	“Twenty pounds,” Tommy said with a sigh of resignation. “I thought it might be as much as ten and hoped for less. Holy Mary and the Sainted Son, I never thought it would be that much. Damn, I haven’t had anything to eat since last night to keep my weight down, and it was for nothing.”


	O’Meara shrugged. “The horse placed twice in the last eight races he ran. Maybe that’s why Burwell increased the weight.”


	“Yeah, he came in second four weeks ago. Since then, Little Dan has only come in third. And the last time was only because of a technicality when the horse that finished third was disqualified.”  


	“Well, at least you’ve got a mount and a chance for a few bucks if you can place.”


	Corcoran knew O’Meara was right even if the chance for coming into the money had just gone down. There were always more jockeys waiting for an invitation from one of the stables than there were rides to be had. He had been surprised two days ago to get an unexpected call from Redstone Stables and an offer to ride Little Dan. The five-year old thoroughbred had a good record for the first three years, but since then, it was clear the horse’s remaining racing days were numbered. He thought maybe he and Little Dan had a lot in common.


	“Hey, Tommy, you want me to ditch one of the weights?” Paddy asked in a low voice as they neared the jockey waiting room.


	Startled by the question, Corcoran looked at his friend and said more sharply than he intended, “Are you crazy, or have you forgotten we now have to weigh in after the race is over to prevent what you just said?” Corcoran regretted the days when a post-race weigh-in was not done, and there had been ample opportunity to surreptitiously lose one or more weights on the way to the gate.


	Equally embarrassed and defensive, Paddy said, “Yeah, I know, but I figured I could maybe get it back in the pocket when I took the saddle off before you headed for the scales.”


	Irritated at the impossible proposal, Corcoran said softly but urgently, “Jesus Christ, Paddy, forget it. The chance of not being seen is about as low as Little Dan coming in first―well, maybe not that low.” Corcoran looked sideways at Paddy and noted his downcast expression. “Paddy, I’m sorry I sounded ungrateful. I know you’re worried and just looking for a way to help. Tell you what you can do for me. Get me something sweet to drink. I’m feeling a little light-headed.”


	Paddy looked anxiously at the jockey. “What about the extra weight?”


	Corcoran laughed, “I don’t race for almost an hour. By then I’ll piss it away.”


	As the two men approached the entrance to the waiting room, Oren Williams, head trainer for Redstone Stables, came around the corner of the small building accompanied by Arnold Rothstein, owner of Little Dan and Redstone Stables. The pale, slight-built man had a prominent hooked nose and walked with a nervous step. As usual Rothstein was impeccably dressed and sported a straw boater.


	“Paddy, take Little Dan over to the paddock and walk him until it’s time to saddle up.” Turning to Corcoran, the trainer said, “Tommy, Mr. Rothstein wanted a chance to talk to you before the race.”


	Corcoran groaned inwardly. The last thing he needed was any last minute advice from the owner. Based on his past experience, such advice was usually uninformed and, if followed, resulted in more chance of losing than winning. Worse, if the race was lost, the owner might blame the jockey in the conviction his advice was not followed. 


	Although Rothstein flashed a smile revealing exceptionally white teeth, there was no warmth in the dark brown eyes regarding him with a mix of curiosity and speculation. He had done a few small jobs for Rothstein in the past but had never ridden any of his horses. For some reason he didn’t really understand, he wasn’t comfortable with the man.


	“Good afternoon, Mr. Rothstein,” Corcoran started to reach out his hand but stopped, knowing instinctively this was not the right thing to do; he nodded instead. “I appreciate the chance to ride for you. I hope you’ll be satisfied by the outcome.”


	“I’m confident I will be.” Corcoran wondered just how much Rothstein knew about his record over the past two years. Rothstein’s next comment made it clear the owner did. “Tommy, I’m aware that lately you’ve been, shall we say, absent from the winner’s circle. Frankly, that Little Dan will win this afternoon is as unlikely as canceling the race because of an unseasonable snowfall. So why would I enter the horse with a jockey whose recent record has not been particularly successful? I’ll tell you why. I think you and Little Dan will do well. You both have something in common that will ensure Little Dan has a chance to place or at least show. You are both experienced, and that is what I’m counting on.”


	Corcoran did his best to look confident while inwardly feeling anything but. “I’ll do my best not to disappoint you.” He thought this would be a good time to tell both men the outcome of the weigh-in if only to lower expectation to a more realistic level. “You’ve not had the opportunity to hear about the twenty-pound handicap Mr. Burwell assigned to Little Dan. I had hoped it would be only ten pounds, maybe less.”


	The trainer scowled. “Son of a bitch, that ain’t fair. If Dan don’t come in at least third, I’ll protest.”


	Rothstein held up a cautioning hand. “Oren, we’ll let the outcome of the race determine what I will do.” Rothstein’s emphasis on the word “I” was not lost on the trainer, and he flushed. “Admittedly, the additional weight is both unexpected and disadvantageous; nevertheless, I believe Tommy and Little Dan will overcome the handicap however unmerited and unjust. One more thing, Tommy, Redstone Stables is still looking for good horses and good jockeys to ride them. We’ll talk more about this after the race. Good luck.” Abruptly, Rothstein turned on his heel, and with Williams hurrying to catch up, the two men walked away.


	Tommy Corcoran remained where he was for a moment considering what Rothstein had said. There was little doubt the owner’s message was a veiled offer for more employment contingent on bringing Little Dan across the finish line somewhere in the top three. Maybe he’d been too hasty in turning down Paddy’s offer.


	 


	With Rothstein observing on the other side of the rail, Oren Williams carefully smoothed the saddle pad on Little Dan to ensure there were no folds that would bring discomfort to the horse. Although the saddle was now heavier by twenty pounds, the stocky trainer easily placed it on top of the pad then leaned down to tighten the girth. Williams stepped aside to allow Corcoran a close look and to verify the tightness of the strap. Corcoran shook his head and instead focused his attention on the horse looking for signs the animal was alert and eager. Even more, he carefully looked for any indication it was too nervous or too docile. Either extreme could be a negative and reduce the chance of a successful race. 


	“Tommy, there’s a couple of things you need to know about Little Dan. He ain’t a bad horse and still has the bottom to get you across the finish line ahead of the field, but if you’re not careful, he’ll try and break too soon. If he does, he’ll start to fade short of the last turn. It don’t matter what his position is, make the last turn before you let him out. Another thing to watch out for is he don’t like to be crowded so keep him off the rail. Let one of the other nags take the inside. And don’t try to muscle him through a pack, else he’ll likely break stride.” The trainer glanced at Rothstein to see if the owner had anything to add. When Rothstein shook his head, Williams turned back to Corcoran and looked as if he was about to say something else. The moment passed as the paddock official gave the order for the jockeys to mount. Williams cupped his hands to give Corcoran a leg up in the saddle.


	Little Dan side-stepped skittishly as Corcoran settled into the saddle. He quickly patted the horse’s neck and in soothing tones calmed the horse. He flicked the reins and gave a gentle tap with the crop to guide the horse away from the paddock rail to join the other horses walking around the paddock to allow the gathered crowd to glimpse and assess each animal’s possibilities in the race to come. Independent of Burwell’s official handicap, which would not be known to the spectators or off-track gamblers, the pre-post walk gave professional and amateur bettors alike a final chance to assess which horses were likely to come in the money. For the jockeys and their mounts, the paddock walk provided a last minute opportunity for horse and rider to become accustomed to each other. By the time the bugler blew the signal to exit the paddock for the track and starting gate, Corcoran was not only satisfied by the feel of the horse beneath him, his confidence that Little Dan would do well enough was growing. 


	Outside the gate, he passed Cal Sanders on Regent, the horse favored to win, and the younger jockey raised his crop in salute. “Good luck, Tommy. Too bad about Burwell’s call, but Little Dan will do okay. I rode him four weeks ago, and he did real fine.”


	Corcoran acknowledged Sanders’s  comments with a nod and terse thanks; however, instead of the well-intentioned words reinforcing his growing confidence, they had the opposite effect, and once again he felt his chance of future employment with Redstone Stables slowly fading.


	Once on the track, each jockey urged his mount to a canter toward the starting gate a hundred yards away. Corcoran rose up out of the saddle and pulled the reins to restrain the horse as it tried for a faster gait, already eager for a full-out gallop. Nearing the gate, the attendant waved him toward gate seven. He thought the next-to-last gate on the outside was another bad break for him and Little Dan. Dandridge on Roger’s Ranger had drawn the outside and Wycoff on Calico was on the other side. Both jockeys were competent, but he discounted their chances of performing well. Sanders on Regent would undoubtedly meet expectations with the added advantage of being in the first gate at the rail. He figured his competition for second or third place would be Pauli’s Pride and Easy Girl. Either horse was capable of finishing in the money, although Burchette on Easy Girl would have a slight edge because he was in gate two and Simcox on Pauli’s Pride had been assigned gate five.


	The gate slammed shut behind, and he took the last minute before the gate opened at the starting bell to adjust his helmet strap and give the horse a reassuring pat on the neck. He crossed himself, silently said a Hail Mary and tried to ignore the sounds of the restless horses snorting and banging into the sides of the metal cages. He needed to find that inner place where he was able to think about nothing except the race ahead and prepare himself for the split-second decisions he would need to make during the next few minutes. 


	The starter fired his pistol, and the gates opened with a loud bang. Accustomed to the sudden opening of the gate, the horses needed little urging as they erupted simultaneously from the close confines of the cages. Bred to run, the jockey’s initial demand was to restrain his mount to keep it from burning too much energy too soon. The first few seconds of the race was also the time for each jockey to maneuver as close to the rail as possible before the first turn, which would establish early on the position of each horse in the field. Corcoran knew with each turn the chance of improving position would become more difficult as the lead horses bunched close together. As he expected after the first turn, he was well back in fifth place ahead of Calico and Roger’s Ranger. Keeping in mind Williams’s instructions, Corcoran made no effort to improve his position, content past the second turn to maintain his position next to Calico on his left and a half-length behind Pauli’s Pride and Easy Girl running neck and neck. Regent as expected was ahead on the inside rail. At the third turn, he sensed Calico was losing ground and saw a chance to ease Little Dan closer to the rail and centered between Pauli’s Pride and Easy Girl. He would have preferred running closer to the rail but followed Williams’s instruction not to get too close to it. Approaching the fourth turn, Corcoran saw his chance and allowed Little Dan more rein to pass Pauli’s Pride and gain fourth position. 


	Rounding the last turn, the leading horses spread slightly apart with each jockey using the crop to urge his mount to reach its full potential. Corcoran felt the big horse under him surge forward and was exhilarated as much by the sensation of the motion as the perception he was slowly pulling ahead of Favorite on his right. He felt reassured of at least third place. Regent was still in first at the rail with Easy Girl close beside on the right and a half-length behind. To his surprise, Little Dan was slowly gaining on Easy Girl and Regent. Now second place was beginning to look like a real possibility. He smacked the horse several times with the crop, and Little Dan started to gain on Easy Girl. He saw Burchette look behind as he continued to gain on Easy Girl. Less than a hundred yards from the finish line, Corcoran was almost neck and neck with Easy Girl and close enough to Regent to see the stitching on Cal Sanders’s saddle. Then Burchette moved closer to Regent as if to cut off the chance for Little Dan to come between the leader and Easy Girl. 


	Corcoran sensed the impending disaster before it began to unfold. A moment later, he felt Little Dan break stride as the horse swerved to the left, spooked by Burchette’s move to narrow the space between his horse and Regent. Little Dan collided with Regent before lurching to the right into Easy Girl. Corcoran was dimly aware of the thunderous noise of falling horses and the sensation of floating as he was catapulted from the saddle. He saw the rail rushing to meet him, and a moment later he felt a searing pain in his right leg accompanied by the sound of splintering wood and the anguished roar of the crowd. Then there was nothing.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 1


	 


	New Mexico, Northeast of Santa Fe, April 7, 1917


	 


	There were few things Morgan Westphal enjoyed more than being on top of a fast horse with the wind in his face and feeling the power and rhythm of the animal in a full gallop. Several lengths ahead of him, he watched Arianna galloping Blackie, long black hair flowing behind her and knew she felt the same. He saw her veer off the road and head toward the shoulder-high stone wall flanking the open gate of Tierra Grande. Unsure of the capabilities of the horse he was riding, Morgan stayed on the road and held his breath as the sable stallion soared over the wall with little room to spare. As good as he was, Morgan knew Arianna was a better rider.


	Face flushed, breathing almost as hard as the stallion, Arianna waited for him to come up beside her. “Why didn’t you follow me? Jasper can do it.” 


	“I guess I forgot to ask him.” 


	“Morgan, you’re too cautious, go ahead and take the jump.”


	He took no offense at the veiled criticism and smiled. “Maybe another time and after Jasper and I know each other better. You’re right, I am cautious. Could be it’s helped a time or two,” thinking of his service in Cuba during the war and his years as a lawman before becoming a private investigator. “Being cautious is important in my business.”


	Arianna realized she may have sounded too judgmental and said, “Perhaps I’m a little too reckless.” 


	Morgan loved her smile, the way her face lit up showing off a dimple on her left cheek and softening the angular lines of her face. Arianna Beltrane was more striking than beautiful. She had inherited her dark eyes and features from a Mexican mother she had never known and not from her Anglo father.


	“You’re just like your father,” referring to Jordan Guettler, owner of Tierra Grande, the largest cattle ranch in northern New Mexico. “He never gave a damn about risk. He always did what he wanted, when he wanted. Nothing wrong with that, and it made him one of the most successful ranchers in New Mexico.” He paused and gave her a close look. “Reckless would be if you’d go back to Albuquerque with me.”


	“Is that a proposal?”


	Morgan brushed his flowing moustache and gave her a searching look. “Hadn’t got that far, but even if I did, you wouldn’t accept.”


	“Just for the hell of it, I’ve got half a mind to call your bluff just to see you sweat.” 


	“I’m not worried. You’ll never leave Tierra Grande any more than I’d come here to be the boss lady’s personal hired hand when Jordan turns the ranch over to you.”


	She laughed. “Guess you’re right at that and why spoil things? Besides, I tried marriage once – it didn’t work and ended badly.”


	Morgan thought her last comment was a bit understated, considering she had shot her husband, Phillip Beltrane, nearly ten years ago after finding him in bed with his partner’s wife. The wealthy Saratoga Springs investor and horse racing enthusiast died soon after from blood poisoning. Arianna was right about not spoiling what they had together, and it suited him fine.


	“As a matter of fact, I’ll go back to Albuquerque with you, but only for a couple of days. I’ve got to go back east for a week or two.”


	“What for?” He was surprised she hadn’t mentioned the trip until now.


	She was about to answer him when he saw her look past him. “There’s a wagon coming this way. I can’t make out who it is.” Tierra Grande was remote enough that visitors were infrequent and usually expected. A moment later she said, “I think it might be Father Juan.”


	Morgan reined Jasper around and confirmed the visitor was indeed the priest whom he hadn’t seen for almost a year. He vaguely recalled Ari had told him Juan Salas had requested assignment to the Santa Clara Indian Pueblo not far from Tierra Grande. He wondered why the priest had left his more comfortable parish in Santa Fe for self-imposed exile on a reservation. Ordinarily he might have been pleased to see him; instead, he had a premonition the cleric’s arrival had probably eliminated any chance of a pleasant day alone with Arianna.


	Morgan and Arianna trotted over to meet the dilapidated two-wheeled trap hauled by an aging sway-backed horse with a froth-covered muzzle and heaving sides. The condition of the horse and stubble on the priest’s normally clean-shaven face made it clear the cleric had not come to Tierra Grande to pay a social call. 


	Arianna greeted the priest and her confessor with a welcoming smile. “Father Juan, what an unexpected surprise. I hope you’ll be able to spend the night.”


	The priest’s sober expression softened. “If only I could.  Unfortunately, I’ve come only long enough to ask for the use of your telephone. Mr. Westphal, it must be providence that brought you here, although I suspect the real reason has more to do with Arianna than heavenly intervention.” 


	“What’s happened?” Arianna asked, her face showing sudden concern.


	“I need to contact the authorities in Santa Fe to report a murder.”


	 


	Morgan and Arianna listened quietly to the one-sided telephone conversation while the priest told the Santa Fe Police Chief about the brutal murder discovered early that morning. The victim was Thomas Whelan, a postulant at the Franciscan Mission of San Sebastián del Valle.  The dead man was last seen attending Vespers at 6 o’clock in the evening. He did not attend any of the prayers after that. When he didn’t appear at breakfast, the friars conducted a search of the mission grounds. Thomas Whelan’s body was eventually found in the vegetable garden behind the mission. His throat had been cut, and the naked body showed visible signs of torture. 


	After Juan Salas finished describing the circumstances of how and when the body was found, Morgan knew from the cleric’s frown the conversation with the police chief was not going well. He wasn’t surprised. He had cautioned the priest not to expect too much. The police chief’s authority did not extend beyond the city limits of Santa Fe, much less to an Indian reservation. 


	Morgan heard the priest mention his name, and a moment later Juan Salas handed him the receiver. “Chief Bradshaw wants to talk to you.”


	Without preamble and in his usual brusque manner, the police chief got to the point. “Westphal, I don’t think the priest understands the jurisdictional problem involving the reservation. I don’t have any authority outside of Santa Fe so I can’t send anyone out there. It gets worse. The reservation is in Rio Arriba County, and Sheriff Calloway defers to Indian Affairs here in Santa Fe. Indian Affairs will ask the sheriff to look into it, which he will about the time hell freezes over.”


	“What about the reservation police?”


	“That’s another problem. The chief of the reservation police is Sergeant Benito Cruz. He’s part Mex and Tewa. He only has two men working for him. He does a good job keeping a tight hand on things, mainly dealing with drunks and petty theft, but a murder is way past his capability. A while back he was on the force here in Santa Fe for a couple of years, but he was only working a beat on the south side. I told the priest I’d contact Indian Affairs and the county sheriff, but that’s as much as I can do, except maybe for one more thing.” When the police chief paused, Morgan knew what was coming. “Westphal, how about doing the priest a favor and take a look at what happened? It would be a big help to Cruz or the sheriff, if he shows up, which I doubt he will. You’ve got the experience neither Cruz nor Calloway has.” 


	“What happens if the sheriff of Rio Arriba doesn’t show up?”


	“Then I reckon it’s up to Indian Affairs and Cruz to do the best they can.”


	“I’ll go over there and talk to Cruz, but that’s as much as I’ve got time for. I’m going back to Albuquerque in a couple of days. I’ve got a business to run, and I don’t see how this is going to improve the financial concerns of Westphal & Cosgrove.”


	“Westphal, I’m obliged for whatever time you can spare.”  


	Morgan placed the receiver back in the cradle and turned to the priest. “Bradshaw wants me to go to the Santa Clara Pueblo and look around.” Noting the hopeful expression on the priest’s face, he quickly said, “I really can’t do more than that.”


	The priest gave a sigh of relief. “It is enough. I can think of no one better qualified than you to help find out who did this monstrous thing.” 


	 Arianna said to Morgan, “I do hope you can help. Thomas Whelan was a charming little man who wouldn’t have harmed anyone. He loved horses, and each time I went to the mission, he made a point of looking after Blackie. Morgan, you know very well how skittish Blackie can be. Well, he took to Thomas right away.”


	“What did Whelan tell you about himself, where he came from, what he did and why he ended up at the mission?”


	 Arianna shook her head. “Not much I’m afraid. I think he came from Ireland, and my impression is he’d been around horses all his life. I think he was lonely and not a very happy man.”


	Morgan turned to Juan Salas. “Do you know anything about his background?”


	The priest shook his head. “No, but I agree with Arianna’s assessment. I was surprised at his decision to become a postulant, almost as much as I was when Abbot Sylvestre accepted him as a candidate for the order.”


	“What do you mean?”


	“Only that Thomas Whelan did not strike me as having a deep faith, at least not to the extent for undertaking the commitment required for a religious life.” The priest shrugged. “But who can say what his final motivation may have been? I suppose one could have said the same about me when I first struggled with the decision to become a priest, wondering if I was worthy and able to commit.” 


	Believing the conversation was turning into a philosophical abstraction, Morgan said, “Did you contact the reservation police?”


	“I did. Sergeant Cruz was with the body when I left. He’s making certain no one comes near it until the authorities arrive.”


	 “We’d better get moving.  I’m supposed to be on vacation, and I’d like very much to stay on vacation.”


	Arianna gave the priest a determined look. “Father Juan, that nag of yours won’t make it back to the pueblo. Take my car. I’m sure Morgan won’t mind if you drive.” She glanced meaningfully at Morgan whose marginal driving capability and distaste of automobiles had been demonstrated in the past.  In contrast, the priest loved automobiles. He was also a skillful driver who never passed up an opportunity to drive. 


	“I’ll follow behind with the trap and a fresh horse,” Arianna said. The priest’s face lit up in anticipation of getting behind the wheel of an automobile, particularly Arianna’s two-seat roadster.


	 


	Sitting white-knuckled in the passenger seat, Morgan at times closed his eyes as Juan Salas negotiated the curves and hills between Tierra Grande and the mission at a speed he thought was both dangerous and completely unnecessary. To the degree Morgan was visibly uncomfortable during the ten-mile drive, it was evident the priest was enjoying every minute. From past experience, Morgan knew the priest was an experienced driver, yet he seemed unable to relax in an automobile no matter the skill of the driver. He always imagined the worst, something catastrophic, a blow-out, a wheel falling off or a brake failure. Rationally, he accepted automobiles had all but replaced horses, yet he couldn’t quite embrace the change. Mechanical travel, with the exception of trains, was something he might never become fully accustomed to. 


	The priest stopped at the top of a hill overlooking a valley bisected by the brown ribbon of the Pecos River and pointed to the buildings clustered a short distance to the west of the river. “There’s the mission of San Sebastián del Valle and next to it the Tewa village of Santa Clara.”  


	Even at this distance, it was clear both the mission and village showed obvious signs of neglect. The mission was imposing only because it dominated the collection of modest adobe dwellings clustered nearby. The two-story, cross-shaped and buttressed church with a bell tower rising above the front entrance was constructed entirely of adobe and surrounded by a low stone wall. One-story buildings, presumably where the friars lived and worked, abutted the east side of the church. Given its isolation and the sparse Tewa population, he was impressed with the effort that had gone into building it. Unfortunately, preservation had not kept pace with the passage of time. In many places, the adobe on the church was crumbling and the waist-high walls enclosing the mission looked no better.


	“The Franciscans are a mendicant order. They subsist entirely on alms and occasional donatives from the Holy See. As you can see, the latter does not provide sufficient funds to keep the mission from one day dissolving into the earth from which it was constructed. I fear that day may not be far off.”


	“How many friars live here?”


	“There are sixteen.  Thomas Whelan was the only postulant.” 


	“You said he intended to become a friar. How close was he to becoming one?”


	“Two years, possibly more. There is no precise time required. Some postulants may spend more time than others preparing themselves. Thomas was almost half-way to completing the minimum six-month requirement as a postulant in preparation to becoming a novitiate. It is during the time as a novitiate when he would learn about the order, study the Bible and experience at close hand the life of a friar without yet being bound to it. A postulant and novitiate can leave at any time if he decides not to continue.”


	“Does that happen?”


	“Of course, but that is not only true of a postulant or novitiate, but anyone who seeks to wear the habit or veil. A religious order does not bind anyone to remain unless they are fully committed; therefore, the path is intentionally designed to be lengthy and difficult to ensure each one who follows it has ample time to consider if a life dedicated to the service of God is the right choice. I might add it is also an opportunity for an order to determine if the individual is worthy. Desire is important, but the extent of the commitment must also be judged not only from within but from without. If judges decide a postulant or novitiate is unworthy, the habit will not be given.” 


	Above the noise of the engine, Morgan heard the faint tolling of a bell.


	“The bell indicates it is Tierce, the mid-morning prayer. The friars and novitiates are called to prayer every three hours. Sext or Sixth Hour is midday, and the next prayer, None, is the Ninth Hour prayer at mid-afternoon. Vespers is the evening prayer, followed by Compline then Matins at midnight, Lauds at cockcrow around 3 a.m. and finally, Prime about when Thomas was found. ” 


	“When do they sleep?”


	“As best they can when they can.  It is not uncommon for a brother to drift off during prayer or while performing chores.” Observing the doubtful expression on Morgan’s face, he said, “Prayer is not a penance. It is a measure of devotion and the opportunity to isolate one’s self from the secular world. Such contemplation provides constant renewal for commitment to God and service to the community. Mission life is not intended to be physically or mentally easy for those whose faith is not strong.” 


	“What about postulants? Do they follow the same prayer schedule?”


	“They are not required, although they are encouraged to do so.”


	“When did Whelan come here?”


	“I think perhaps a few months before I did. I believe he may have arrived around October or November the year before. He only decided about three months ago to become a postulant.”


	“Is there anyone at the mission who might know something of his background?”


	The priest shook his head. “The abbot or some of the friars might, but don’t expect too much. You must understand the past life of a Franciscan friar, or someone who wishes to become one, is of little interest. It is devotion and service to God that is important.” Juan Salas paused, brow knitted in thought. “Why is it important where he came from?”


	“It may not be, but what happened to him may have more to do with his past than anything to do with his time at the mission.”


	“Yes, I understand. That makes sense.”


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2


	 


	



Juan Salas pointed out the police station just inside the pueblo entrance as he drove toward the mission where a number of villagers were gathered, more out of curiosity than sorrow over the fate of the deceased. A muscular, dark-skinned man with shoulder-length hair detached himself from the crowd and approached the automobile. From the worn but neatly pressed blue uniform coat with chevrons on both sleeves, denim trousers, calf-length rawhide boots and holstered pistol, Morgan guessed the individual was Sergeant Benito Cruz. 


	 “Sergeant Cruz, this is Morgan Westphal, a private investigator from Albuquerque who has volunteered his assistance at the request of Chief Bradshaw. I am personally familiar with Mr. Westphal’s investigative talents, and I believe he will be helpful to you. He might be the only assistance you will get. Chief Bradshaw doesn’t think the county sheriff’s office will be interested.”


	Morgan nodded in acknowledgement of the introduction and extended his hand. The sergeant seemed to hesitate before taking the outstretched hand. He assumed the policeman’s stern, unsmiling face was in keeping with the seriousness of what had happened that morning. He also considered the possibility Sergeant Cruz wasn’t happy about interference from an unexpected outsider. The priest’s enthusiastic endorsement might also be interpreted as criticism of the sergeant’s inexperience. Morgan thought it would be best if he reassured the police sergeant that he had no intention of taking over the investigation. 


	“I’ll try not to get in the way,” Morgan said with a deferential smile. 


	“Mr. Westphal, if you don’t mind my asking, what are your qualifications?” 


	Morgan chose not to take offense in spite of the sergeant’s rude manner. “My company investigates a wide range of criminal activities.”


	“Had any experience in murder investigations?”


	“Some, I was in law enforcement before going into private business. I’ve handled a few cases since.”


	Satisfied, Cruz nodded. “I expect Father Salas is right you’re the only help I’ll get. I’ll be surprised if anyone else shows up. No one really gives a shit what happens out here. The victim being white, I figured it might be different this time.” 


	Morgan thought the observation, devoid of rancor, reflected an unfortunate reality. He felt slightly guilty for having the same thought when he talked to Bradshaw. “Sergeant, my time is limited, but I’ll do what I can. I’d like to see where the body is and hear what you’ve learned so far.”


	Cruz nodded and began walking toward the open double gate while Juan Salas headed for the crowd of men and women, presumably to add a measure of calm to the somber-looking villagers.


	“The body is still in the vegetable garden where it was found this morning. From the looks of it, he’s been dead awhile. One of my men is with it to make sure no one goes near it. My other officer, Ituha, is following a trail and hasn’t come back yet. He thinks the man who did it came in from the south and left the same way along the draw over there,” pointing to a shallow creek bed with a ribbon of water flowing east toward the Pecos River. 


	“Has anything like this happened here before?”


	Cruz shook his head. “Somebody getting knifed or shot ain’t unusual here. A man gets too much to drink, has an argument with his wife or somebody and settles it up with a knife or pistol.” Cruz gave Morgan a side-long glance and said in a neutral voice, “Course, white people know Indians can’t hold their liquor.” 


	Privately nettled at being included in the sweeping generalization he was just another bigoted white man, Morgan let the comment go unanswered in the interest of staying focused on the reason he was here. 


	“Did you know the dead man?”


	“Nah, I had no reason to. He kept to himself, mostly stayed on the mission grounds except when he brought his clothes to one of the women who takes in laundry; he paid her to do more than that I’m told.”


	“I’d like to talk to the woman.”


	“What for? You think the woman’s got anything important to say, or maybe you want to find out if Indian squaws do it different than–”


	Morgan had had enough. He stopped and faced the sergeant. “Let’s get something straight. I didn’t come here to make any apologies for who I am or what I am to you or anyone else. I would’ve come here if the dead man wasn’t white. If you’ve got your own problems, that’s your affair, but don’t make them mine. I’m not interested, and I don’t have the time. Do I make myself clear?”


	Tight-lipped, Cruz said, “Reckon so.” 


	“Sergeant Cruz, you have a right to feel I’ve been forced on you. If so, I can’t say I blame you; I’d probably feel the same. As a favor, Bradshaw asked me to come here and see if I could help out. I’ll take a look around and give you my opinion on what I find or think happened. After I leave, you can do whatever you want with the information. Does that sound like an arrangement we can both live with? Hell, I’m on vacation so if you don’t want me around, I’ll be happy to leave now.”


	“I guess I can use the help. Sorry I said what I did.” 


	Satisfied, Morgan continued. “The victim may have told the woman something about himself that might give some idea who hated him enough to do what they did to him.” 


	“What do you mean by ‘they’? What makes you think there was more than one man who did it? He was a little runt and not much bigger than a boy. Ituha’s tracking a single set of tracks.”


	“From Father Salas’s description of what was done to him, I’d bet there was more than one man involved. Even a small man would be difficult to handle if he knew what was going to happen to him.”


	“Could be he was unconscious when he was tied up. He was pretty well beat up.”


	“That’s certainly an equal possibility. Have you looked at the dead man’s personal effects?”


	“Yep, there’s a suitcase with some of his stuff in the storeroom besides what he had in his room.”


	“Find anything significant?”


	“Not really. Maybe you’ll see something I didn’t.” 


	Cruz turned right at the church entrance from which Morgan heard the melodic chanting of the mid-morning prayer and headed toward a high wooden gate. 


	“This entrance to the cloister is usually locked,” Sergeant Cruz said, opening a tall wooden gate revealing a rectangular courtyard. “The back gate to the stable, privies and school is open during the day; at night it’s barred from within. That way the friars have access to the privies through the night without having to bother with a key. The reason the search was expanded outside was the rear door was found open.” Cruz pointed to another door in the east wall of the church. “That door is never locked and is used by the friars when they go to and from prayers. The abbot lives in the small building next to the door.” 


	Close-up, Morgan thought the slow disintegration of the mission was even more evident. Attempts to reverse the erosion of the earthen walls with applications of fresh adobe seemed to him pitifully futile against the relentless effects of weather and time. The cloister was bounded on three sides by walkways covered by ocotillo branches. The sergeant pointed out the small, solitary cells along the opposing long sides of the courtyard where the friars and Thomas Whelan lived. The larder, kitchen, refectory, library and storeroom were located at the far end facing the church and the abbot’s residence. 
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