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Chapter 1
The Practice Window

LUCERO SKY RIDES — PILOT LOG Jan. 16. Milagro (~77,000 cu ft). Record-qualifying practice window, fiesta field, Río Alto. Surface calm, hard inversion, frost to the fenceposts, dead glass dawn. Steady N gradient aloft, 4–5 kt, setting down-valley. Off the deck 0714, first sun on the Sandías, ceiling unlimited. Ground observer: R. Fisk, official observer, running the sealed-recorder drill. Rode the gradient south over the bosque at about a thousand AGL, low sun, frost showing everything. Over the old creamery drain off the levee two-track — cottonwood-screened, no road looks into it — read a truck nose-down in the ditch. And in the silver frost, one set of boot prints walking away from it to a second set of tire tracks up on the levee. A truck can roll into the drain on its own. The boot prints walking away from it can't. Reported it on the radio. Landed 0759, all souls aboard and one dog first out. — T.L.

The field was white to the fenceposts when I got there, a hard bright winter white that isn't snow but frost grown thick as fur, and the whole valley lay under it holding still the way a bowl holds water. This is the season I love and the season I distrust, both at once. January in the middle valley builds itself a box every clear night — the cold air pools on the ground in layers, still and stacked and sweet, roofed over by a lid of warmer air that won't let it stir. Balloon weather. The calmest air a pilot ever gets, and the most honest, because in an inversion the wind can't lie to you about what it's doing; it simply isn't doing anything, all the way up until it is.

Marisol had the crew-cab backed into the layout already, the balloon-dented tailgate down and beaded silver, and she was stamping her boots and blowing into her fists in a way that told me exactly how long she'd been out ahead of me.

"You're late," she said, "and you're smiling, and it is fourteen degrees, and I want it noted that I got here first in all three categories."

"It's not a race."

"Everything's a race now. You're going for a record. Records are just races that took their time." She jerked her chin at Dominic. "He's been babying that drone like it's a preemie."

Dominic was cross-legged on the drop cloth with the drone tucked inside his coat against his chest, only the little propeller arms sticking out under his chin like he'd swallowed a spider. "Lithium doesn't fly cold," he said, with the patience of twenty explaining physics to its elders. "If I launch it at this temp the battery just quits mid-air and drops it in the acequia. You want that on the record footage?"

"I want it warm and I want it flying," Marisol said. "Same as the rest of us."

Ballast supervised. He walked the long slack length of the envelope where it lay across the frost, nose down, reading the grass the way he reads everything, and then he sat at the exact center of all of us, where he could keep the whole operation under one eye, which is the post he has appointed himself to for life. He is a cattle dog who has decided we are the cattle. He is not wrong.

Renata Fisk was there before the sun, which is the kind of thing that tells you what a person is made of. She'd driven down from Albuquerque in the dark with a clipboard and a hard plastic case and a thermos she did not offer to share, and she stood at the edge of the drop cloth in a parka the color of a traffic cone and watched me clip in with the flat, grading attention of a woman who has certified more balloons than most of us have flown.

"This is a dry run, so I'm going to talk you through it like it counts," she said. "On the day, you don't touch these." She opened the case. Two recorders sat in gray foam, small and stupid-looking, the way important things usually are. "Sealed barograph, sealed GPS logger. I install them, I seal them, I sign the seals. You fly. If a seal is broken when you land, the flight is scrap, no matter how far you went. I mark your launch point. I or another official observer verifies your landing point — witnessed, photographed, coordinates confirmed. The distance is the straight line between them, and it isn't a record because you say so. It's a record because the paper says so."

"And the paper doesn't like me," I said.

"The paper doesn't like anybody. The paper is the only honest party in the whole affair." She almost smiled. "You declare the attempt beforehand — straight distance down-valley in the fiesta’s winter category for balloons this size. Twenty-seven miles is the standing mark. We’re using independent observation and sealed records; this is the fiesta’s record, not an NAA national claim. You fly it clean. You land where the wind lets you, and you don't argue with it. The commonest way a record dies isn't a short flight. It's a broken seal or a landing nobody watched. So you fly it like somebody's always watching, because on the day, somebody is." She clicked the case shut. "Today's just to get the drill in your hands. Give me your launch coordinates and let's see the winter carry you."

I gave her the field. She marked it. I did not tell her that I'd wanted this for fifteen years and never once said so aloud, because a pilot who says the word record before she's earned it is asking to be humbled by weather.

Wes wasn't there. He'd be at Bosque Aerostat with Milagro's spare burner apart on the bench, running the record pre-flight the slow way he runs everything, because he test-flies what he fixes and he'd sooner miss Christmas than sign a leak check he hadn't done twice. Field for the practice, or the hangar? I'd texted him at five. Hangar, he wrote back. At the field for the real one. Every valve, T. Which from Wes is a vow. I'd sent him the frost. He'd sent back a thermometer and a little balloon, and I'd stood in the cold grinning at my phone like a teenager, which Marisol pretended not to see and will bring up for the rest of my life.

The pavilion warmed up gold across the field while we laid out, coffee urns and folding tables, and Hollis Trent came across the frost toward us the way the sun comes up — slow, expected, and somehow making the whole field look better lit. Seventy-seven years old and dressed for it, a good wool coat and a scarf his daughter surely bought him, and he had his hands out before he'd reached me.

"There she is," he said, and took my hand in both of his, and his were warm, which in that cold felt like a small miracle he'd arranged personally. "Río Alto's own record. My own field, my own pilot, going after a fiesta record right off this grass." He shook his head slowly, and his eyes were bright, and I would swear before anyone that the brightness was tears he was too courtly to spend. "Gus would have loved this, m'ija. He'd have driven the chase truck himself and told everybody he taught you, which he'd have had no right to, but Gus never let a right get between him and a good story."

"Ramón taught me," I said. "And Gus taught Ramón. So Gus gets a cut."

"That's how a valley keeps a thing," Hollis said, pleased, the way he's pleased at anything that makes the town one long unbroken line back to the man it was built on. "You put the fiesta's name on this. Whatever you need. Fisk's fees, the observers, the fuel — the board covers it, I'll see to it myself. When you set it, half this valley is going to be standing in a field down south watching you come down." He pressed my hand once more and let it go. "I've waited a long time to feel this good about a launch. Fly safe, and let an old man be proud."

"It's an honor, Hollis. Truly."

"The honor is ours," he said, which is what he always says, and he stood there a moment longer with his face doing something soft and full, and then he went back toward the pavilion to be Mr. Fiesta at someone else, and I turned to my burner and thought nothing at all except that I was lucky in my valley. You'll want to remember that I thought that. I want to remember it too.

Then the sun cracked the crest of the Sandías, and everything I'd been carrying went quiet in me the way it does.

We stood her up. Fan first, the cold air battering the envelope full and gray and vast, Marisol controlling the crown line while Dominic held the mouth open for inflation, me on the burner. Then the heat. There is nothing to say about the first long blast into a frozen envelope except that the balloon stops being a heap of nylon on the grass and becomes a decision. Seventy-seven thousand cubic feet of red and gold stood up over us and breathed. The basket rocked upright. Ballast hopped in and put his feet on the padded edge like a hood ornament, and Marisol let the crown go, and the ground did the thing I have flown a thousand hours and never gotten used to: it simply stopped touching me.

We rose straight up through the box. In an inversion you don't so much climb as ascend through layers, cold and still on the bottom, each one handing you gently up to the next, like floating up through the strata of very clear water. The valley opened underneath and gave me all of it at once — the bosque a dark rumpled seam sewn along the river, the acequias holding the low light in thin bright wires, the fiesta field a green baize table already shrinking beneath me. At six hundred feet I was still in dead calm. At about nine hundred I found the gradient, the shy steady breath out of the north the winter mornings make, and I nosed up into it and let it take me, and Milagro leaned onto the valley and began to carry south. Down-valley. Slow as a held breath, four knots, maybe five, the whole basket riding a river I couldn't feel because I was part of it. That's the thing people never understand about a balloon: I had no wheel. Warmer to go up, cooler to come down, and between those two I go wherever the air is going and nowhere else. This morning the air was going south, and so, for the length of a record run, was I.

I rode the gradient down over the bosque with the sun still low behind me, and at a thousand feet the frost showed me everything.

That's the gift of this hour and no other — the sun so low it lays the whole valley over sideways, and every mark in the frost throws a shadow, so that a world that looks blank at noon reads like a page. I passed over the levee two-track, the old ditch-bank road that runs the west side of the bosque behind a hedge of cottonwoods, and just past where the county tore down the old Río Alto Creamery two summers back there's a drain — an irrigation ditch cut deep and sunk below the levee, roofed over by the cottonwoods so completely that it's a green-black tunnel in summer and a gray thicket in winter, and there is not one road in this county that can see down into it. I have flown past it a hundred times with no reason to look.

I looked this time because there was a truck in it.

Nose-down in the drain, tail up, the way a vehicle sits when it has gone off the two-track at the one spot the cottonwoods thin and pitched straight into the cut. The frost had feathered white across its bed. And from the driver's door, out of the ditch and up the frosted bank to the top of the levee, ran one clean set of boot prints — a single track, dark where the feet had knocked the frost off the grass, going away from the truck. Just the one set. Nobody's prints going down to it. One man's prints coming up out of it. And where they reached the levee they stopped at a second set of tire tracks, two dark lines laid fresh through the silver, a vehicle that had waited there and then pulled away north up the two-track and was gone.

I looked at it the way you look at an instrument that's reading something that can't be true. A truck in a drain nobody can see. Bootprints out and none in. A second set of tracks, up on the road, waiting.

"Marisol," I said into the radio, keeping my voice flat and level the way the log stays level. "You copy? I've got a vehicle off the levee two-track, in the drain by the old creamery, nose in the ditch. Doesn't look driven out. Somebody ought to have a look — it's screened all to pieces, you can't see it from the bank at all." A pause, the radio hissing cold. "I'm the only one high enough to be looking at it."

"Say again — a truck in the drain?" Marisol's voice, small and far. "Off the two-track? There's nothing down there, Teo, that's all chained."

"There's something down there now."

Then the gradient slid Milagro on south, and the cottonwoods drew their gray thatch back over the cut. I filed it. Odd, I thought, and I want to be honest in the log and out of it: odd was the largest word I had for it. I could not yet have put a worse name to it.

I had a landing to make. The wind was so light I brought her down almost where I chose, a soft standing landing onto the recovery ground with the basket kissing the frost and settling like it was tired. Ballast was over the side before the second corner touched down — one glad brown streak out onto the field, running his lap, telling the whole valley we were home safe, which is his job and he has never once missed a day of it.

Fisk was already striding over with her clipboard, calling my landing coordinates before I'd cracked the parachute vent, and Marisol had the crown line, and beside his parked Suburban Hollis Trent stood watching me come down with both hands pressed together under his chin and his whole face lit, proud as a man at a christening, and I lifted a glove to him and he lifted both of his.

I looked north while we packed. From the field, the cottonwoods were only cottonwoods. Whatever had happened in that drain was hidden again, and I was back on the ground with everybody else.



Chapter 2
Mr. Fiesta's Boy

We had the envelope half into the bag when the first deputy's truck went by up on the ditch road, running no lights and no siren, just moving, which in a valley this quiet is its own kind of announcement.

Marisol straightened up out of the folds of nylon and watched it go. "That was Cordova," she said. "That was Cordova driving like Cordova doesn't drive." She had a length of Milagro's skirt gathered against her chest and she didn't put it down. "You said a truck in the drain."

"I said a truck in the drain."

"You didn't say it like it was going to be a Cordova-driving-fast kind of truck."

"I didn't know it was." I still didn't know anything. That is what I keep coming back to about that morning — how long I stood on the frost with a stuff bag in my hands, a woman who had already seen the whole of it from a thousand feet and understood not one bit of what she'd seen. I had reported an oddity and gone on with my landing, because a landing is a thing you finish. We packed Milagro the way we always pack her, careful with the panels and the wires, Ballast pacing the perimeter and looking north up the valley as if he could smell the ditch road from here, which maybe he could.

It was Dominic who said it first, because Dominic had the drone footage.

He'd launched the drone once the sun was up and the battery would hold, and he'd flown it out over the bosque to get me coming down for the record reel, and on the little screen strapped to his wrist he had, without meaning to, a clean high pass over the levee two-track. He came over to me with his face doing something I hadn't seen it do — twenty years old and all the sport gone out of him.

"Tía." He turned the wrist screen toward me. "That's the drain. That's — Tía, that's a truck." He thumbed the corner of the screen where the numbers ran. "It's stamped. Time and the GPS, right in the file, the whole flight. Whatever's down there, I've got it at 7:51 this morning." He looked at it and then he looked away from it, up the valley, the way the dog was looking. "I've got it from above just like you saw it. It's not nothing, is it. You don't drive Cordova like that for nothing."

"Keep the file," I said. "Don't trim it, don't crop it, don't post one frame of it. You hear me? Whatever it turns out to be, that file is exactly as it came off the camera, and you keep it that way."

"Because it might matter."

"Because it might matter."

He nodded, grave as a notary, and zipped the wrist screen inside his coat — the first careful thing anybody did that day, done by the youngest of us before the rest of us knew there was anything to be careful about.



They got Ray Baca out to the drain by eight-thirty, and word came back the way it always comes back in Río Alto — sideways and too soon and in pieces. A truck, they were saying; chained gate cut; a body in the cab; the fire department's rescue rig called out to bring it up because the cottonwoods were too thick to back a wrecker in. By nine we had brought Milagro back to the launch field. There were four county vehicles nosed along the levee road, little white blocks under the bare gray trees, and Verna Pineda had come out from the pavilion with a coffee urn nobody had asked for because that is what Verna does with grief before anyone has told her whose grief it is. She'd been running the volunteers long enough to smell a bad morning coming, and she got the coffee hot ahead of it.

It was Cordova, in the end, who drove back to the field to find me, because Baca wanted to know exactly what I'd seen and from where, and Cordova is careful and kind and a poor liar, and I read it on him before he'd parked.

"You're the one saw it from the air," he said, getting out. "Sheriff wants your flight track. Times, altitude, all of it — he says you'll have it logged."

"I'll have it logged." I already had the logbook out. "Deputy. Whose truck is it."

He looked at the frost between us for a second. He is a decent man and he did not want to be the one, but somebody was going to be the one, and he decided it might as well be somebody who'd say it gently.

"It's registered to Bryce Trent," he said. "And it's Bryce in it. I'm sorry, Teo. I know you knew him."

I knew him. Everybody in this valley knew him. That was the whole shape of the thing, standing there in the cold: everybody knew Bryce Trent, and three months ago everybody had learned what Bryce Trent was, and now Bryce Trent was dead in a ditch under the cottonwoods, and I stood on the frost and felt the two facts refuse to lie down together. A man who murdered a woman to keep a secret. A man dead in the cold, alone, nose-down in a drain nobody could see. You are not supposed to have to hold both of those at once. The valley was about to spend a season learning that you don't get to choose.



Here is what the county believed by noon, and believed easily, and I want to set it down the way I heard it, because I heard it a dozen times before the day was out and each time it was smoother, like a stone a creek has been working on.

Bryce had been out since November on a high bond, more money than most of us will see, put up against the Trent name and the Trent land. The court hadn't turned him loose to walk around — he was under house arrest, confined to the casita on the Trent grounds off Chamiso Road, the little guest adobe behind the wall where Sondra could keep an eye on him and the family could keep him out of sight. He wore a GPS ankle monitor, one of those black cuffs the pretrial company straps on and watches from a screen in Albuquerque, Sentinel Monitoring, a private outfit the court contracts. If he left the casita's boundary it flagged. If he cut it, it flagged. It was supposed to hold him in place until his trial, which was set for the spring, for the murder of Celia Ward.

And overnight, the monitor had flagged.

At ten minutes to four in the morning — 3:50, the log said, they'd already pulled it — the cuff on Bryce's ankle had recorded a tamper; its last transmission followed four minutes later, a "flight," they call it, when a monitored man breaks his boundary and runs. The read wrote itself. A guilty man, a spring trial he was going to lose, a plea he'd been talking about and then, everyone decided, thought better of. He'd cut the cuff in the dark and taken his own truck and run for the river the way a cornered man runs, and in the black of a moonless January morning he'd missed the turn where the levee bends above the old creamery, where the cottonwoods hide the drop, and he'd gone straight off the two-track and nose-first into the drain, and the cold water had done the rest. A coward's exit, I heard a man say by Verna's coffee urn, not even sorry about it. He ran from what he did to that poor woman and the river took him. Saved us all a trial.

And they were grateful. That is the part I don't want to soften, because it was true and human and ugly all at once: the valley was relieved. Celia Ward had been loved. For three months the town had carried the dread of a trial — of seeing Bryce in a good suit, of a jury maybe letting the Trent name buy him something. Now there would be no trial, because the man who killed Celia was gone, and the river had spared everyone the trouble of justice. I watched people's shoulders come down all morning. I understood it. I couldn't share it. There was a thing sitting crosswise in me, and I couldn't yet have told you it was anything more than the boot prints.

Because there were the boot prints.

I gave Cordova the log — off the deck at 0714, the gradient at nine hundred, the drain at seven fifty-one, landed 0759 — and let him write it down. I kept the question to myself. If Bryce was still in the cab, who had climbed the bank to the waiting vehicle? Odd wasn't holding the weight anymore.



The last time I'd seen Bryce Trent alive was two days before, in the courthouse hallway in the county seat, and I set it down here because I keep going back to it, and because I never got to see him again.

I was there because I'm a witness. Not a large one — I'd been at the fiesta archive the afternoon before Celia died, and I'd seen Bryce there too, so my name was on a list, and the defense and the DA's people both wanted an hour with me, all in the same gray building with a deputy standing off to the side. I came out of one of those little rooms and Bryce was in the hall with Dana Kirk, his attorney, waiting his turn, his monitor ankle turned in toward the wall the way a man does when he's ashamed of a thing on his body. He looked ten years older than the executive director who used to run the fiesta grid like a parade marshal.

He caught my eye and he didn't look away, which surprised me. He stepped toward me — Kirk put a hand out, Bryce, the way you'd steady a dog, and he ignored it.

"You still fly for them," he said. Not a question. Bitter and low and fast. "You still put the fiesta's name on your basket and go up over that field for Hollis Trent and everybody claps." He was frightened — I could see it under the bitterness, the way you can see the current under ice — cornered and frightened and so tired. "You listen to me, Teo, since nobody else in this valley will. I spent twenty years keeping other people's paper clean, Teo. You'd better believe I kept my own. If I ever go quiet, it won't be because I ran."

Kirk got him by the arm then and moved him off down the hall, saying something lawyerly and calm, and Bryce let himself be moved, and he looked back at me once and I didn't know what to do with the look so I did nothing, which I have thought about every day since. I'd taken it for a guilty man's self-pity. A man who'd done a terrible thing and wanted the world to know he was more than the terrible thing. If I ever go quiet, it won't be because I ran. I'd filed that too. I was filing a great many things that January and not yet reading any of them.



Hollis came out to the field a little after eleven, when the county had it confirmed and the family had been told, and when I saw him I understood that whatever else this was, it was a father-in-law who had loved the man his daughter married even after everything the man had done.

He looked like the frost had gotten into him. Gray under the good wool coat, older by a decade than the courtly man who'd taken my hand in both of his at dawn and told me Gus would have loved this. Verna went to him with coffee and he took the cup and didn't drink it, just held it for the warmth, and his hand shook a little around it, and he found me across the field and came to me because he is a man who, even ruined, comes to the people he thinks he owes something to.

"They tell me you're the one who saw," he said. His voice had gone to gravel. "From up there, this morning. That it was your flight that — that anybody found him at all." He stopped. He looked north toward the trees, toward the little white county trucks under the bare gray branches. "He'd have been down there a long time otherwise, wouldn't he. In the cold. Nobody can see into that place from the road."

"Nobody can, Hollis." I put my hand on his arm. "I'm so sorry."

"He was my daughter's husband. He was — " and here the old man's mouth worked, and he mastered it, courtly even now, unwilling to spend more of his grief in front of me than he thought was decent. "Whatever he did. Whatever he did to that poor woman, and God forgive him, he did it — he was Sondra's, and he was ours a long time before he was that. I brought him into this valley. I gave him the fiesta to run. Mr. Fiesta's boy, they used to call him." He tried to smile and it didn't hold. "I keep thinking he was so afraid. These last months. So afraid, and I told myself it was only what a man ought to feel, and I let him sit out there behind the wall alone with it." He looked down at the coffee going cold in his shaking hand. "You shouldn't leave a frightened man alone in the dark, m'ija. You shouldn't ever do that. I'll carry that."

I believed every word of it. I want that on the record too, next to the other thing I want remembered — that at dawn I thought I was lucky in my valley. I stood on the frost and watched an old man grieve a murderer he had loved, and I believed him all the way down, and I put my arm around him because it was the only true thing I had to give, and there was not one cell in me that suspected him of anything but too much heart.

They brought Bryce up out of the drain that afternoon. I didn't watch. I finished stowing my balloon and sent Dominic home with the drone and the file untrimmed, and the whole time the town went on setting its stone smooth — he ran, he missed the turn, the river took him, the man who killed Celia is gone.

Bryce Trent had told me, two days before, that if he ever went quiet it wouldn't be because he ran.

He'd gone quiet. And I could not, standing on that white field with my arm around his grieving father-in-law, make the frost say that he had run.



Chapter 3
Unbroken Frost

The Salazar County Sheriff's Office shares a low flat-roofed building with the assessor and a vending machine that has been out of the good chips since before my coverage and field clearance were restored. I went in a little after four with my green logbook in my coat and Ballast in the crew-cab watching the parking lot, which was his own idea. I'd told myself the whole way in that I was only being a good witness — a pilot brings her log to the sheriff when the sheriff asks for the times. That was the entire and honest reason, and I nearly believed it.

Ray Baca came out to the counter himself instead of sending Cordova, which told me he had a long day behind him. He is sixty-one and looks it on a bad day, and this was a bad day. He had his reading glasses shoved up into gray hair and a paper cup of the office coffee, which is a punishment, not a drink.

"Teo," he said, the way you'd say the name of a bill you'd forgotten was due. "Of course it's you. Nine years I've been sheriff and I don't think this county has turned up a body in a hard-to-reach place one single time without you being a thousand feet over the top of it."

"I'd apologize, but I don't think it's my fault."

"No," he allowed. "It isn't. That's the aggravating part." He lifted the counter flap and jerked his head, and I followed him back past the assessor's dark window to his office, which is small and square and has a topographic map of the county on one wall gone soft and furred at the pinholes. He dropped into his chair. Ballast, through the front glass, had settled into the driver's seat like a foreman waiting on a delivery. "Sit. You brought the log."

I brought the log. I laid it open and turned it so he could read it, and I walked him through it the way Fisk had spent all winter teaching me to walk an observer through a flight, plain and in order. Off the deck at seven-fourteen, first sun on the Sandías. Found the gradient at nine hundred feet, four knots out of the north, and let it carry me down-valley over the bosque at a thousand off the ground. Over the old creamery drain at seven fifty-one, the light thrown flat and long the way it only is for that one honest hour in an inversion. Landed at seven-fifty-nine, soft, standing.

He read it. He is not a man who pretends to read. He went over my numbers with a blunt finger, then sat back and waited, because he has known me long enough to know I do not drive to the county seat to hand-deliver a landing time.

"Say the rest of it," he said.

So I said the rest of it. "A truck rolls into that drain, I believe. Cold night, black morning, a bend where the levee turns above the cottonwoods and you can't see the drop — a man misses it, goes off the two-track nose-first. Terrible thing, but a thing that happens. I'll grant you the truck all day long." I put a finger on the map, on the green thread of the drain where it ran below the west-side levee. "What I can't grant you is the frost."

"The frost."

"One set of boot prints, Ray. One. Coming up out of the ditch on the driver's side and walking away — up the bank, over the top, along the levee — to a second set of tire tracks laid fresh on the two-track. A vehicle that had sat and then pulled off north. And everywhere else, every other inch of that bank and that road, the frost was unbroken. Nobody had come down to the truck. No prints going to it. Only the one man's, walking away."

He didn't laugh at me. I'll give him that, and it cost him something, because the easy thing on his desk was so much simpler and the whole county was already leaning on it. He took the glasses off and pinched the bridge of his nose.

"From a thousand feet," he said.

"From a thousand feet, at low sun, in the one light that shows you a boot print in silver frost like a photograph. You know I can read ground, Ray. You've had reason to know it."

"I've had reason to know it." He said it dryly, and there was a whole shared history in the dryness — a couple of things I'd seen from the basket that turned out, to his inconvenience, to be exactly what I said. "That's the problem with you. Anybody else tells me they saw shoe prints in the frost from a hot-air balloon, I thank them and put it in a drawer. You, I have to take out to the drain and look."

"That's all I'm asking."

"It isn't, though." He leaned forward, his voice dropping into the register a tired decent man uses when he's about to tell you the truth about the building he works in. "You know what I've got, Teo? A man out on the highest bond this county has written in twenty years, confined to a casita, monitored by a company in Albuquerque, and at ten to four this morning that monitor logged a tamper, then stopped transmitting four minutes later. His truck in a drain with him in it. And a whole valley that spent three months dreading his trial and got the news by lunch that there won't be one." He spread his hands. "You have any idea how badly everybody upstairs and downstream wants me to write he ran, he missed the turn, the river took him, sign it, and give this county its winter back? Nobody has to sit in a courtroom and look at the Trent name. It's clean. It closes. It's merciful, half of them are calling it, and


































