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Chapter 1
The Calm Before

LUCERO SKY RIDES — PILOT LOG March 23 — Milagro — dawn air check, fiesta field. Southwest stirring aloft; sharp easterly gust below, mean for this hour. Tether crews rigging below. Filled flat where a wash's got no business being flat. Nobody flies the Oberg mesa. Nobody but the wind, this once, and it took us there on purpose. Green pilot loose on a broke line and a whole family in the basket. You fly what the wind gives you. Today it gave me a rescue and a thing I wish I hadn't seen. — T.L.

The last calm morning of the season doesn't announce itself. It just arrives, the way grace tends to, before you've had your coffee and while you're still complaining about the hour.

I came onto the fiesta field a little before five with Ballast riding shotgun and a thermos I already resented for being nearly empty. The field lay under that flat, colorless not-quite-light that comes an hour ahead of the sun, when the mountains east of Río Alto are only a darker idea of dark and the bosque along the river is a black seam stitched down the middle of the valley. Cold sat in the low places the way water does. My breath hung. And the air — this was the thing I'd driven out to feel — the air didn't move at all.

That's the gift of a March dawn in this valley, and it's a gift with a countdown running under it. In spring the mornings are glass. Then, most days, somewhere between nine and ten the southwest wind wakes up mean and hungry and spends the afternoon dragging dust across the mesa and slamming screen doors, and by then any pilot with sense is on the ground drinking something and telling lies about how smooth it was. You get your flying done early or you don't get it done. Forty-two years old, twenty-three of them in a wicker basket, and I have never once resented a four o'clock alarm the morning it paid off. I have resented plenty of the ones that didn't.

Headlights were already crawling in off the frontage road. The volunteer fire department's tethered-ride fundraiser had turned out half the town to work it, which meant it would run three hours late and everybody would have a wonderful time. Chief Sedillo's people had the propane trailer parked by the old scoring shed, and a dozen sleepy teenagers in reflective vests were laying out ground tarps and arguing about which end of a fan was the front. Somewhere a coffee urn the size of a water heater was doing the Lord's work. The banner strung between two light poles read RIDE THE SKY — BENEFIT FOR RÍO ALTO VOLUNTEER FIRE, and under it in smaller letters, TETHERED FLIGHTS $10 — KIDS FREE, and under that, hand-lettered by an optimist, WEATHER PERMITTING.

Weather, I thought, is going to have opinions today.

I got Milagro off the trailer and laid her out with Ballast supervising from a polite distance, which is his way of helping. He's a cattle-dog cross the color of a dust storm, and he's been stiff in the mornings since he tangled with the wrong end of a bad business last winter; he came off the truck slow and did his old-man stretch, front paws out, spine dipped, before he decided the day was worth it. Then he went and sat exactly where the mouth of the envelope would come to rest, because he is a professional and that is his spot.

Rigging a balloon in the dark is mostly feel. I clipped the load frame to the basket, ran the cables, checked the carabiners by hand the way you check a thing you would very much like not to have fail at a thousand feet. The nylon came out of the bag in a long red-and-gold slither, seventy-seven thousand cubic feet of envelope that costs like a house and folds like a parachute. Marisol came over to handle the crown line while I checked the mouth and fired up the inflator fan. Cold nylon filling in cold air is a slow, luffing, cathedral-sized business — the fabric breathes and settles and finally stands up off the ground into a shape, and even after two decades that moment gets me a little. There's a half-inflated envelope on its side, this enormous striped animal lying in the grass, and you're standing at its open mouth in the dark, and you tip the burner up into it and pull the blast valve and the whole world goes gold and roaring for a second and the thing you built starts to rise on its own hot breath.

Milagro came upright a little after five-thirty, tall and swaying and lit from inside on each burn like a paper lantern the size of a grain elevator. Down the field the tether crews had their heads turned to watch her, which they always do, and I gave them a wave they couldn't see.

I wasn't flying paying passengers this morning. I was flying because I'm the closest thing this field has to a senior pilot, and because before you let a bunch of good-hearted volunteers and a low-time club pilot and a line of ten-dollar customers go up on ropes, somebody ought to go up on nothing and find out what the air is actually doing. You cannot read every layer of wind from one look at the ground. You can read a windsock, a smoke column, the way the cottonwoods turn their leaves — you can read the bottom ten feet, which is the least honest ten feet there is. The truth of a morning lives up where you're going to be, and the only way to get it is to go get it.

So I climbed in, and Ballast climbed in after me and put his chin on the padded rim, and I called it in to Marisol, back at the chase truck now, on the handheld.

"Milagro's up in two," I said. "Just me and the dog. Reading the air before the circus opens."

"Copy, just you and the dog." Marisol's voice came back scratchy and amused from the chase truck at the field edge. She had the chase truck ready. In air this quiet I hoped to land close, but a free balloon never owes you the ground it left. She had the radio and the coffee and the master list of who owed the fire department what. "Winds down here are nothing. Sock's asleep."

"Socks lie," I said.

"Socks lie," she agreed. It's an old liturgy with us.

I brought the burner up in a long steady blast, felt the basket get light under my boots, and let Milagro lift off the grass into the dark.

There is nothing in this life like the first hundred feet of a calm dawn. The ground lets go of you without a sound. No engine, no rotor, no rush of air — because you are the air, you're going exactly its speed, which right then was no speed at all, and the only noise in the whole wide world is the burner when you ask for it and, when you don't, a silence so total you can hear the propane ticking in the tanks and a dog breathing and, far off, someone on the field laughing at something. The field fell away under me. The knot of headlights and reflective vests shrank to a lit smudge. Milagro rose straight up out of Río Alto like a slow red bubble, and I rose with her into the cold, and I felt, the way I always feel and never quite get used to, that enormous private lightening of the heart that is the whole reason I never learned to do anything else for a living.

At five hundred feet the valley started to show itself. At a thousand I leveled her off with a touch of burner and just looked.

The sun wasn't up yet, but the sky over the Manzanos had gone the deep bruised rose that comes right before it, and that light lay down across everything below and gave it back to me all at once, whole, the way you never get to see it from a road. The river ran down the middle, the bosque a dark green-black ribbon following every one of its lazy bends. The old acequias threw off silver where they held water. Río Alto itself sat tucked into the elbow of the river — the church tower, the two blinking streetlights on the plaza, the tin roofs going pink. West of town the irrigated fields ran out in a grid of pale winter squares and then quit, all at once, at the edge of the mesa, where the green valley gave up and the country turned dry and tan and empty and rose in long steps out toward a horizon that was still all shadow. And straight below me, a green pool in all that, sat the fiesta field.

It's a good field. It's a strange field, if you think about it, and most people don't. It sits a little apart from the town, on the old commons that used to belong to everybody and now belongs, in the way of these things, to a tangle of nobody's quite sure. The town has flown balloons off it for as long as anyone remembers, and held its fiesta on it, and buried the occasional argument about who really holds the paper to it, and every few years the argument surfaces and everybody looks tired and it goes back under. My family's orchard runs up against its eastern edge, on that same old commons ground, gone half to weeds now but still ours, still bearing in the years it feels like it. From up here you could see the whole shape of it — the field, the orchard, the way they fit together against the town like two pieces cut from one board. My grandfather used to say the commons was the last thing in the valley that still belonged to the wind. I never knew if that was wisdom or just something he said. He said a lot of things.

There'd been talk lately. There's always talk, but this had a harder edge to it. Somebody named Kessler, a developer out of Phoenix, had a plan for the valley's edge — a whole thing, houses and a resort and a name, Bosque Vista, that made Marisol snort every time she said it. And the talk that had worked its way to me, at the Roost and over the fence and once from Cleo pouring coffee, was that Bosque Vista had its eye on the fiesta field. That the fiesta board was maybe, quietly, not saying no. Cleo had heard they'd want the orchard too, eventually, the whole commons corner, to square off their map.

I'd like to tell you I took it seriously that morning. I didn't, particularly. Land talk in this valley is a kind of weather — it comes up, it blows dust around, it dies down. A man wanting your field is about as remarkable as a man wanting rain. I filed it under things to be annoyed about later and I went back to the actual weather, which was the reason I was up here, and which had just told me something I didn't like.

I'd drifted. Not far. But I'd leveled Milagro over the field in what had seemed dead calm, and in the four or five minutes I'd spent drinking in the valley like a tourist, she'd walked herself a couple hundred yards to the northeast. That's not nothing. That's the air deciding to move. I fed her a burn and checked my track against the scoring shed and the GPS. Northeast. The air up here was coming out of the southwest.

Too early. It was not yet six. That wind had no business stirring before nine, and here it was clearing its throat at dawn, and the forecast had promised exactly this and I had half hoped the forecast was lying the way it usually does. Southwest, early, and mean for the hour. I keyed the radio.

"Marisol. It's moving up here. Southwest, light, but it's awake, and it's two, three hours ahead of schedule."

A pause. "You feel that on the ground?"

"You won't for a while. Feel it up here. Do me a favor and find Chief Sedillo and tell him he's got a shorter window than that banner thinks. If they're going to fly tethers they need to fly them now and be down and packed before nine, and if it comes up hard before that they scrub. Cody rigged yet?"

"Corriente's about half up. Kid's been at it since four, bless him."

"Tell him to talk to me before he takes a single soul up. On the radio or face to face, his pick, but before."

"Copy. You coming down?"

"Coming down," I said. "Air's read. I don't love it."

And I meant to. I brought the burner down and let Milagro settle, and I started the long slow business of coming home, feeling the balloon go heavy and honest under me, watching the field float back up toward my boots — the tarps, the vests, the coffee urn, the fat striped shapes of half a dozen balloons in various stages of standing up. Prettiest sight in the world, a field full of balloons at dawn. Down at the north end I could pick out Corriente, Cody Prentice's rented envelope, blue and white and swelling upright on her tethers, three lines running off her to the anchor points — the propane trailer, a water truck, a big pin driven into the earth. A cluster of people stood at her basket. A tall one, a couple of small ones. Somebody lifting a small one up to see over the rim.

I was maybe four hundred feet up and settling nicely when the first real gust came through.

I felt it hit me before I saw it do anything — Milagro shrugged under me, the basket swung, Ballast's nails scrabbled on the floor, and the whole envelope leaned and shuddered as a wall of moving air I hadn't earned came sliding out of the east below the southwest drift and put its shoulder into everything on that field at once. Loose tarps jumped. A stack of somebody's paperwork went to heaven. The windsock by the shed, asleep a minute ago, snapped straight out and stood there rigid and pointing, and every balloon on the ground bowed away from the wind together like a field of tall grass.

And down at the north end, Corriente — tethered, top-heavy, full of hot air and holding three ropes and a whole family in her basket — took that gust broadside, heeled hard over away from it, and came up short and cruel against her lines.

I saw the water truck lurch. I saw the pin heave. And I saw, in the flat pink light with nothing I could do about it from four hundred feet in the air, the upwind tether go bar-tight, and thrum once like a plucked string, and part.



Chapter 2
Free Flight

A free balloon doesn't look like a disaster. That's the thing nobody tells you. When Corriente's upwind line parted, she didn't drop or spin or do any of the things a person imagines. She simply came upright, all at once, released — a blue-and-white teardrop standing straight and serene in the pink light, rising a little as the load came off her, and beginning, with no hurry in the world, to travel.

The load snapped onto the other two lines. The pin tore free, and the last rope failed at its attachment to the water truck. Rope ends trailed below the basket; the pin dropped clear. Corriente, with Cody Prentice and the Reyes family aboard, rose off the field and started downwind like she'd meant to all along.

For one full second I did nothing but watch, because there is a second in every emergency that belongs to your stomach and not your head, and I have learned to let it have its second and not a heartbeat more. Then it was over and I was working.

I keyed the radio. "Marisol. Corriente's away. She's free, she's flying, everybody stay off her lines — nobody grab a rope, you hear me, nobody grab a rope." People die trying to hang onto a balloon that's decided to go. "Get Sedillo. Get the field shut down. Everybody else stays down."

"I see her — Teo, I see her going—"

"I've got her. I'm on it." I was already turning Milagro's nose, which is a thing you can't do — you don't steer a balloon, you go where the air goes — but the body does it anyway, leans into the work. What I could do was climb or sink to hunt for air that moved the way I wanted, and I could get on the same wind as that boy and stay with him. Both of us were corks now, on the same river. That was the whole of it, and it was also, if I played it right, enough.

I found Cody's frequency and made my voice into the flattest, most bored thing I owned. "Corriente, Corriente, this is Milagro. Cody. I'm off your right, little higher than you. I've got eyes on you and I'm coming to fly with you. Talk to me, hijo."

Static, a scrape, and then his voice, and God bless him, he was trying so hard to sound like a pilot. "Milagro, Corriente. Ah — I'm free. The tether — I didn't — it just—"

"I know it did. Wasn't you. Wind took you, that's all. We'll sort out what happened when we're down. Right now you're flying her, and I'm right here." I watched his envelope. She was flying beautifully, which was the mercy in it — Cody had a good clean burn going and plenty of hot air, and a balloon that's full and rising is a balloon that isn't landing hard. "First thing. How's your fuel?"

A pause while he looked. "Um. I've got — the front pair's about half. Back pair full, I never — we were only doing tethers—"

"That's fine. That's plenty. That's an hour of flying, easy, and we're not going to need it." Half a lie, that last part; I didn't know yet where the wind was taking us or how far. But a scared pilot burns fuel like a scared pilot, in long panicky blasts, chasing altitude he doesn't need, and I needed him calm more than I needed anything. "Here's your only job, Cody. You keep her lit and level. Little burns, like a heartbeat. You don't chase her, you don't fight her, you don't try to come down. You ride. Can you say that back to me?"

"Keep her lit and level. Little burns. Ride." A breath. "Milagro, there's — I've got a family up here. Ms. Reyes and her two kids. I've got kids up here."

"I know you do. And you're going to set them down soft, because you're going to do exactly what I tell you and not one thing more. Ma'am — Dana — you can hear me?"

"I can hear you." Dana Reyes's voice came thin off Cody's handheld, held close, and steadier than it had any right to be. A mother's steady, the kind that costs.

"You're on the best-flying balloon in the valley and the two best pilots. We do this at dawn for fun. Have Cody show you all the landing position and the handholds inside the basket. Knees bent, backs braced, hands inside. Stay clear of the burner supports and the ropes. Make it a game. We're going for a ride and then we're going to bounce a little when we land, and bouncing's the fun part. Yeah?"

A muffled beat, and then, incredibly, a small high voice threading up through the radio — the six-year-old, Lucy, informing the entire frequency that she was NOT scared, that Marco was scared — and Dana laughing, ragged, and Marco protesting, and it was the best sound I'd heard all morning because scared children don't argue. Scared children go silent. These two were fighting about who was braver at four hundred feet on a runaway, and that meant their mother had them.

We flew.

The wind that had come up mean was still coming, an easterly surge down low, and it walked us both off the green heart of the valley the way it walks everything eventually — west, toward the edge, toward the country that goes dry. I stayed off Cody's shoulder, a hundred yards and a little above, close enough to read his face when we drifted near, far enough that we'd never touch. I talked the whole time. Not about anything. That's a trick you learn — you keep the line open with nothing in it, weather and fuel and the color of the sun coming up, so that when you do need to say something that matters it lands in a calm ear.

"Marisol," I said, low, on our own frequency. "We're going west. Off the field, over the ditches, out toward the mesa. You copying our heading?"

"Copying and I do not love it." I could hear the truck already moving, the engine and the wash of gravel under it. "The roads out there quit, Teo. Past the Gutiérrez place it's all two-track and then it's nothing. I'll get as far as I can."

"Get Dominic on the phone. I want somebody pulling up whatever maps there are of what's west of the mesa road — flats, anywhere a balloon can put down without a fence or a power line. And call it in to the county, get Baca's people rolling this direction."

"On it. Teo—" a bump, the radio jarring, "—you know there's nothing out there, right? Nobody flies the west mesa. There's no reason to. It's Oberg's, most of it, and it's just — it's empty."

"Empty's fine," I said. "Empty lands soft."

We crossed the last of the fields. I watched the grid of pale squares slide under Cody's basket and give way to the tan and gray of the mesa's first bench, the green quitting all at once the way it does, and then we were out over country I had flown past a hundred times and never once flown over, because Marisol was right, there had never been a reason. It rose in long dry steps. Arroyos ran through it like cracks in old plaster, pale-bottomed, going nowhere. Nothing moved but us and our two shadows, thrown huge and blue across the dirt, sliding along side by side.

"You're doing it exactly right," I told Cody, and he was. "See how the ground's coming up to meet us out here? Mesa's higher than the valley. We're going to want to pick our spot before the fuel says pick it. Start looking down. You're hunting a flat — no rocks, no cuts, no fence. Long and open. Tell me what you see."

"There's — okay, there's a big flat, past the — there's kind of a wash thing—"

And that was when I saw it.

We came low over a broad dry wash — a cañada, deeper and wider than the cracks around it — and it was wrong, and I saw that it was wrong the way you see a word misspelled before you've read it. A wash is a ragged thing. Water makes it and water never makes a straight line. But this one had a floor. Flat and pale and level, graded smooth, filling the bottom of it for a quarter mile like somebody had poured a road down the throat of it and never finished. And swinging in off the high ground on the far side, curving down toward that flat pale floor, was a fan of tracks — heavy tracks, doubled and doubled again, the kind big machines leave — looping in from a direction where there was no road at all. I know the country's roads from the air the way you know the veins on the back of your own hand, and there was no road out there. There was nothing out there. And something had driven in and in and in.

It snagged. That's all. It caught on some hook in the back of my mind the way a sleeve catches on a nail, one hard tug — filled flat, no road, why — and then it was gone under me and behind me because I had a boy and a family on a runaway and no time on this earth to spend on a rancher's dirt. We drifted past it. I let it go.

"Cody. Forget the wash. See the long flat past it, the bench, up on the right? Little rise, then it goes flat and open, clean as a table. That's yours."

"I see it."

"Good. Now listen, because this is the whole game." We were maybe twenty minutes out from the field and the mesa was rising under us and the fuel that had felt like plenty was starting to feel like a clock, which it was, which it always is — a balloon flies on hot air and hot air costs propane and when the propane's gone you're coming down whether you like the ground or not. "You're going to set up a slow sink. Ease off the burner — don't stop it, ease it — and let her come down gentle over that flat. Watch your rate of descent and use the burner early enough to check it. Keep the final approach slow. Shut the fuel off for touchdown as your flight manual calls for, and use your landing vent when you're committed. She'll bounce. She'll maybe tip and drag. Let her. Everybody stays in the basket, stays low, holds on, till she stops. You do not get out of a moving basket. You hear me? Nobody gets out till she's stopped and I say so."

"Check the descent. Fuel off for touchdown. Stay in till it stops." His voice cracked on the last of it and came back. "Milagro — thank you. For flying with me."

"I'm not going anywhere. I'm right here and I'm landing with you. Start your sink."

I brought Milagro down alongside him, matching, the two of us settling toward that pale bench in the long shadows of a sun just clearing the mountains behind us. I watched his envelope go soft and honest, watched the flat come up, watched him wait — good boy, wait — and check his descent with a clean burn before the ground got close. Then he shut the fuel down and took the landing vent in hand.

Corriente touched, skipped, dragged, tipped, and stopped in a slow slew of dust with her envelope collapsing off downwind like a tired flag, and out of the toppled basket came a sound I will keep the rest of my life, which was a six-year-old shrieking with delight that we had bounced.

I landed Milagro forty yards off, harder than I'd have liked, the basket runner grinding and complaining across a rock I hadn't seen, and the burner frame gave a groan overhead that I filed away to worry about later. Fuel off, landing vent open, Ballast braced low beside me: I stayed with the controls until the dragging stopped and the envelope lay spent downwind.

Only when the basket was still and the balloon could lift us no more did I haul Ballast over the rim and set him on the dirt. First out, as always. The order mattered. So did waiting until it was safe.

He hit the ground and shook himself and stood a second getting his legs. Then his head came up.

I was checking that the vent line was clear, one eye on Cody's basket, calling across the flat — "Everybody all right? Cody, sound off, everybody talking?" — and hearing them talk, all of them, Dana's voice and both kids and Cody laughing something close to a sob, everybody alive, everybody whole, the rescue done and clean. That's what I was doing. I was counting the living.

Ballast wasn't. He'd gone stiff-legged toward the edge of that pale fill, low, quiet, no bark in him at all — and a dog that goes quiet is a dog that's found something a dog shouldn't. I called him. He didn't come. That never happens.

"Ballast. Here."

Nothing. He stood at the scoured lip of the wash where a hard rain had cut down through the pale fill and laid it open, and he wouldn't look at me, and I went to him because you go, and I looked where he was looking.

There was an orange vest. The kind surveyors wear. Half out of the pale dirt at the torn edge of the fill, where the storm water had scraped it bare, an orange survey vest and one boot and, near the boot, pale against the pale fill, a hand. Above it the pale bank ended in a rough fresh-looking lip, but the orange showed below, where the water had bitten deeper.

I didn't understand it and then I did, all at once, the way I'd seen the wash was wrong — the whole cold shape of it arriving before any single piece. Somebody was out here. Somebody had been out here a while.

I did not go closer. I put my hand flat on Ballast's back and I turned, careful, easy, and I made my voice ordinary. Across the flat the little girl was climbing out of the tipped basket into her mother's arms, and Marco was standing up tall and pointing at our balloons, and Cody had his face turned up to the sky like a man who'd been given his life back.

"Cody," I called, light as I could make it. "Keep everybody right there by your basket, would you? Ballast found a bunch of old junk over here I don't want anybody stepping on. Kids stay put. Dana — keep them looking at the balloons."

She caught it. Something in it. She looked at me one beat too long, and then she gathered her children in and turned them the other way, toward the color and the size of it, toward Corriente going down slow and blue and safe on the good ground, and away from the pale edge of the wash where nobody was ever supposed to come, and where somebody, out in all that empty, had been lying a long time waiting for the wind to bring somebody by.

I got my hand into Ballast's collar and held him, and I keyed the radio, and it took me a second to find a voice for it.

"Marisol," I said. "I've got everybody down safe. Everybody's fine." I looked out at the flat pale floor of that wash running a quarter mile to nowhere, and the tracks curving in off no road at all, and I made myself stop looking. "But you need to get Baca out here. Not for us. Tell him — tell him he's going to want to come himself."



Chapter 3
Get Off My Land

The wind had teeth by then.

It had come up the whole way it promised at dawn — easterly still, steady, full of grit — and out on that bare bench there was nothing standing to break it. It worried at Corriente's collapsed silk where she lay spilled downwind, and it kept trying to get back under Milagro until I spread her deflation opening and worked the last trapped air out of her on the dirt. The last thing I needed was seventy-seven thousand cubic feet of nylon deciding to fill again and take a walk with a family standing next to it. So there we were: two dead balloons on the ground, a clean rescue behind us, a good boy pilot laughing and shaking by turns, a mother and two kids alive and whole — and, forty feet off at the scoured lip of the wash, under an orange vest the wind kept lifting and dropping, something none of us were going near, out on a piece of country no road came to.

I kept Ballast at my knee with two fingers hooked in his collar. He'd stopped straining toward the fill. He just sat, leaning into my leg, the way he does when he's decided a thing is mine to worry about now, not his.

"Marisol," I said into the radio, low. "Tell me you're moving."

"I am the definition of moving." Engine noise behind her voice, and the particular clatter of her old crew-cab taking washboard faster than washboard wants to be taken. "I'm past the Gutiérrez place. Road's turning to a rumor. Talk to me — where are you, exactly, off the mesa road?"

"West and high, on a long open bench past a big filled wash. You'll see the balloons a mile off once you're up top. Everything out here's the color of a paper bag except us."

"Copy. Baca's people are behind me somewhere, and Dominic's got the county maps up, texting me every fork." A pause, a bump, a word she didn't quite say. "Teo. There is a lot of nothing between me and you."

"I know it. Come careful. We're not going anywhere."

That was true in more ways than one. A balloon that's down is down — you can't taxi it home. Somebody has to come to you, over whatever ground there is, and out here the ground was the problem.

That was when I saw the dust.

Not Marisol's — this came from the other direction, off the high side, from a low huddle of buildings I hadn't let myself really look at until now. There was a ranch down there, tucked against a rise a good mile off: a house gone gray, a couple of sheds, a windmill turning hard over what had to be a stock well, a scatter of pipe corral. And swinging down off the high ground toward the head of the wash, kicking up a rooster tail the wind tore sideways, came a truck.

It came fast, like a man who knew every rock, and slewed to a stop at the near end of the fill. A big square shape of a man got out, took us in — the balloons, the family, me — and came on across the flat with his shoulders set like weather.

He was maybe sixty, thick through the chest, gone soft at the middle but nothing soft about the rest of him. Gray stubble, a seed cap sweated dark, a canvas coat the color of the ground. He had a face like a fist clenched so long it forgot how to open. He didn't slow until he was close enough to hear over the wind, and what he said — before hello, before are you hurt, before any of it — was:

"You get off my land."

"Sir, we didn't come here on purpose—"

"I don't care how you come. You're on it." He jabbed a blunt finger back the way he'd driven. "There's a sign on my gate. Reads plain. You people—" his eyes went over the balloons, the spilled color of them, like they personally offended him "—flying over a man's ground at all hours, looking down into it, and now you're setting down in it. This here's private. You hear the word? Private."

I have been yelled at by better men than Dutch Oberg and worse, and I've learned the yelling almost never means the thing it's about. So I kept my voice where it lives when the basket's dragging.

"Mister, my name's Teo Lucero. That young pilot had a tether part on him at the fire-department benefit this morning — the wind took it clean out of the ground with him and this family aboard. I flew him down. This was the only flat ground for miles and we took what the sky gave us. Nobody's hurt. We'll be off your land the minute somebody can get a vehicle up here to us."

"Then get 'em up here." But something in him had heard the word family. His eyes cut to Dana and the kids by Corriente's basket, to Lucy in her mother's arms with her thumb in her mouth, done being brave, and for just a second the fist of his face didn't know what to do with them.

Then he saw where Ballast had been sitting.

I watched it happen. I watched his gaze walk out across the fill to the torn place at the lip where the storm water had cut down through the pale dirt, to the orange the wind kept flapping, and I watched him go still. Not the still of a man who doesn't understand. The other kind. The kind that costs something to hold.

"What's that," he said. Flat. Not really a question.

"There's a person out there, sir." I said it as gently as a thing like that can be said. "In the edge of your wash, where the rain cut it open. Been there a while. I've called the sheriff. That's who's coming."

For a man





























