Buried Deed

A Novel

Blurt Snodgrass



Buried Deed

TheBuried Deed

Chapter One— The Notice

Scene One — The Riders

The fence line ran northeast along the base of the first hill, and Cole was
working the third post from the corner when he saw them.

Three riders on the Santa Fe road, moving at the pace of men who
knew their destination and had authority behind them. He watched them
from the hillside the way he watched everything at a distance — without
moving, giving himself the thirty seconds his father had taught him a
moving thing deserved before you decided what it was.

Hisfather had been a surveyor. He had taught Cole to read what was
there before reading what it meant.

What was there: three horses, good ones, not the working stock of
ranch hands. Three men in town clothes, not trail clothes. A leather
satchel on the lead rider's saddle, the kind that held documents. The lead
rider sitting the way a man sat when he was doing a job he had done
before and did not need to think about.

What it meant: he knew before they reached the gate.

He climbed down from the post and walked back toward the ranch
yard, not hurrying. Hurrying would not change what was in the satchel.
He arrived at the yard as the three riders came through the gate, and he
stopped at the water trough and watched.

Don Vega came out of the main house when he heard the hooves.
He was sixty-one and moved like a man who had earned every year of it
— not slow, deliberate, the movement of someone who had learned that
most things that required haste had aready happened by the time you
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knew about them. He stood on the porch and waited.

The lead rider dismounted.

He was forty, dark-haired, with the specific quality of composure
that came from doing difficult work for a long time without taking it
personaly. He introduced himself as Trace Gideon, foreman for
Edmund Hargrove. He removed the satchel from his saddle. He
produced a document.

Cole watched Don Vegatakeit.

The document was one page. Cole was close enough to see the
territorial court seal at the top and the word order in the third line. He
was not close enough to read the rest. He did not need to read the rest.

Gideon said: thirty days is the period specified by the court's order.
Mr. Hargrove extends his appreciation for your cooperation in this
matter. He said it the way a professional said things that did not require
aresponse.

Don Vegasaid: thirty daysis sufficient.

He said it the way a man said things when the alternative was
silence and silence was not available.

Gideon nodded. The three riders turned their horses and went back
through the gate.

Cole stood at the water trough with his hands on the post and the
October sun on the back of his neck and the specific dread of athing that
had been approaching for along time finally arriving.

Scene Two — Don Vega Receives It

Don Vegaread the notice on the porch.

He read it once, moving his lips dlightly the way he did with
documents that required precision, the habit of a man who had learned
to read in three languages and treated each one with the same careful
attention. Then heread it again.
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Cole stood in the yard and watched him read it the second time and
understood that the second reading was not for comprehension. It was
for the preparation of the face that would carry the news back inside the
house.

When Don Vega finished the second reading he folded the
document along its existing creases. He put it in his vest pocket. He
looked out at the south pasture for a moment — the cattle moving along
the fence line, the mountains east, the specific afternoon light of October
in the valley — and then he looked at Cole.

He said nothing.

Cole said nothing.

Don Vegawent inside.

Cole stood in the yard for awhile. The cattle moved along the fence
line. The light shifted the way it did in the late afternoon, the shadows of
the hills beginning to reach toward the ranch buildings. He thought
about Hargrove. He had heard the name for three years — in town, at
the trading post, from the vaqueros who passed through looking for
work and talked about the valey south of here where Hargrove had
taken three grants in eighteen months. He had told himself the Vega
grant was different. The Vega grant went back to 1799. The Vega grant
had been confirmed by the US land commission in 1854. The Vega
grant was documented and established and not the kind of thing that a
man with a forged deed and a cooperative judge could simply take.

He had been telling himself thisfor three years.
He picked up histools and walked back to the fence line.
The fence still needed finishing.

Scene Three— The Family

They gathered at the main house after supper.
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Not aformal gathering — the family did not announce such things,
they arrived by the specific gravity that drew people together when
something had happened that required collective presence. Don Vega
and his son Rodrigo. Rodrigo's wife Elena with the youngest child
aready asleep against her shoulder. The four vagquero families from the
south quarters, the men standing at the edges of the room because there
were not enough chairs. Dofia Carmen, Rodrigo's mother-in-law, in the
chair by the window that she occupied so consistently it had taken on
the specific compression of her. Magdalena beside her.

Cole sat on the bench near the door. Present but not family. He had
occupied this position for six years and had learned to read it accurately
— hewas included and he was not included, trusted and not trusted with
the full weight of what trust meant in a family, which required blood or
a specific decision that had never been made about him.

Don Vega spoke.

He described the court's ruling. The forged deed Hargrove had filed
in 1862, claiming prior title to the Vega land. The territorial court's
decision in September — rendered without notifying the Vega family
that a competing claim had been filed, which was either an oversight or
not an oversight and Don Vega did not say which he believed. The
eviction order. Thethirty days.

He spoke without bitterness. He spoke about what they would do
with the thirty days — which animals to sell, which to move to the
Archuleta neighbor's land to the south, what could be carried and what
could not. He spoke about the families, the vaqueros, the arrangements
that would need to be made. He spoke practically. He had prepared the
practicalities before he came into the room so that the practicalities
could carry the weight of the thing rather than the grief of the thing,
because the grief of the thing would not help anyone arrange alternative
situations.

Cole watched the room while Don Vega spoke.

Rodrigo's jaw was set. Elena held the sleeping child more tightly
than the child required. The vaquero families listened with the specific
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still attention of people receiving information that changes their lives.
Dofia Carmen looked at her hands.

Magdalena did not look at anyone. She was looking at the south
wall of the room, at the space between the window and the doorframe, at
nothing. Her face had the quality of aface that had made a decision —
not about what to do, about what to feel, which was not to fed it in this
room, which was not to give Hargrove's men the satisfaction of having
made her feel it in front of the younger children even though Hargrove's
men were three miles away and would never know.

Don Vegafinished speaking. He said: we have thirty days and thirty
daysis sufficient time to do what needs to be done. He said it the way he
had said thirty days is sufficient to Gideon — with the composure of a
man who was holding something very heavy and intended to hold it
without showing the weight.

No one spoke for a moment.

Then Rodrigo said: we will start with the south herd. The Archuleta
family has already offered—

And they began the practical work of dismantling thirty days.

Cole listened and said nothing and watched Magdalena's face until
she looked at him. She held the look for one second — not an appeal,
not a message, just an acknowledgment that he was there and she knew
he was there — and then she looked back at the south wall.

Scene Four — Cole And The Coin

He went behind the barn after.

Not for any reason except that behind the barn was where he went
when he needed to think and the barn was between him and the house
lights and the conversation that continued inside. He could hear the
voices through the adobe wall but not the words, which was the right
distance.
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He took the coin from his pocket.

A Mexican silver peso, worn smooth on the high points, the eagle
on the reverse till clear enough to make out. His father's coin. The only
thing his father had left him — not deliberately, his father had not meant
to leave him anything, his father had ridden out on a survey job in 1856
and not come back. Cole had been nine. The coin had been in hisfather's
other jacket.

He rolled it across his knuckles. Left hand, then right. The habit
arrived before the thinking did, which was how he knew the thinking
was serious.

He thought about leaving.

He had no legal claim to anything on this ranch. He had worked
here for six years and been paid fairly and been trusted with real work
and been fed and housed, but the document that established his right to
be here was a handshake and an implicit renewal of that handshake each
season, and when the ranch ceased to exist as a functioning entity the
handshake ceased with it. He was a hand. A good one. A trusted one.
But not family, which meant the court's order was not his problem in
any legal sense.

He thought: thisis not my fight.

He thought this carefully and tested it from severa directions the
way he tested fence posts — not for what it said but for whether it held
under pressure.

It held.

And then the memory of Pratt arrived.

1861. Cole fourteen. A Tuesday in March, cold enough for a coat. A
lawyer from Santa Fe named Pratt, who had come to survey the ranch's
boundaries for what he described as a routine confirmation. Don Vega
had shown him the boundary markers on the south and west. Then Pratt
had excused himself to examine the outbuildings, and Cole had watched
him from the north pasture while mending the wire.

Pratt had walked directly to the original ranch house. The 1799
building, the oldest structure on the property, the northeast corner. He



Buried Deed

had unlocked the door with a key he had brought with him. He had gone
inside. He had stayed for forty minutes.

He had come out with nothing visible in his hands.

At the time Cole had thought: a lawyer examining old buildings. At
the time Cole had not known what Hargrove was planning. At the time
the memory had the quality of a curious observation without aframe.

Now the memory had a frame.

He rolled the coin and thought about what a lawyer does alonein an
old building for forty minutes with akey he brought with him.

He thought: he was looking for something. Or putting something
somewhere. Or taking something.

He did not know which.

He did not know yet that knowing which would matter.

He only knew that the memory was there and it had weight and he
had not thought about it in four years and now he could not stop
thinking about it.

He put the coin in his pocket and leaned against the barn wall and
looked at the stars through the gap between the barn roof and the
October sky.

He thought: thisis not my fight.

He thought this again and thistime it did not hold quite as well asiit
had the first time.

Scene Five — He Decides To Leave

He thought it through properly.

He was eighteen years old. He had his tools, his horse, the coin, a
bedroll, and the specific skills of a person who had grown up working
cattle and mending fence and reading terrain. These were transferable.
There was work in the territory for a man with his skills. There was
work in Colorado. There was work in Texas if he was willing to go that
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far.

Don Vega would not think less of him for leaving. Don Vega had
never asked him to be anything other than what he was — a hand, a
trusted one, but a hand. The relationship had never been presented as a
permanent arrangement. It had been six years of mutua benefit and
when the mutual benefit ended the arrangement ended. This was honest.
Thiswaswhat it actually was.

Staying meant watching a man he respected lose the land his family
had worked for sixty-six years. It meant being present for that loss close
enough to feel it and not close enough to change it. It meant being the
unnecessary witness to something that was already decided.

Leaving meant not watching. Leaving meant being somewhere else
when the eviction was enforced, which was not cowardice — cowardice
would be staying and doing nothing — it was simply the recognition
that his presence at the end of the thirty days would not help anyone.

He thought about Pratt.

He pushed the thought of Pratt aside. He did not know what Pratt
had done in the original ranch house. He did not know what was in
there. He had a memory and a suspicion and no framework. Suspicion
was not a plan and a memory was not evidence and he was eighteen
years old with cracked hands and a surveyor's coin and no legal standing
to challenge aterritorial court order.

He thought: leave in the morning.

He thought this and it felt right in the way that the wrong decision
sometimes felt right when you had thought it through carefully enough
to exhaust the alternatives.

He went to the bunkhouse.

He began to pack.

Scene Sx — He Begins Packing. Magdalena Finds Him.
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He packed methodically. He did not have much — the bedroll, a change
of clothes, the tools that were his rather than the ranch's, the small
amount of cash from the season’'s wages. He had packed this way before,
in other places, the specific non-accumulation of a person who had
learned young that the things you carried were the things you had to
cary.

He was rolling the bedroll when Magdalena came through the
bunkhouse door.

She stopped in the doorway and looked at the bedroll and looked at
him and did not say anything for a moment.

He said: | was going to come and find you before—

She said: | know what you were going to do.

She came in and sat on the bench along the wall, the way she sat
when she had something to say and was arranging the order of it.

She said: my grandmother has been talking tonight. After everyone
else went to their rooms.

He waited.

She said: she told me something she has not told anyone. She said
she has been keeping it for the right moment and tonight felt like the
moment even though it is probably too late.

He set down the bedroll.

She said: my great-great-grandfather built the original ranch house
in 1799. When he built it he put a vault under the foundation floor. A
sealed stone compartment. He built it to hold documents and valuables
against fire and flood because he had seen what fire and flood did in the
valley he came from.

She paused.

She said: she says the original land grant is in the vault. Has been
since 1799. Her father put it there and sealed it and told her and told no
one else because he believed a document kept sealed was a document
kept safe. She has never been inside that building in forty years. She has
never told anyone about the vault.
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She looked at him.

She said: | am not asking you to do anything. | do not know what it
means. | am telling you because | have no one else to tell who might
know what to do with it.

Cole stood in the bunkhouse with the half-rolled bedroll on the bunk
and the coin in his pocket.

He did not unpack. But he set the bedroll down. He sat on the bunk.
He thought about Pratt going into the original ranch house in 1861 with
a key he had brought with him and spending forty minutesinside.

He thought: he was looking for the vault.

He thought: either he found it or he did not.

He thought: if he found it the deed is gone. If he did not find it the
deed is still there.

He thought: the only way to know isto goin.

He looked at Magdalena.

He said: can your grandmother draw something for me.

She said: what.

He said: the mark her father used to seal the vault. Whatever mark
he cut into the stone so someone who knew would recognize it.

Magdalenalooked at him for a moment.

She said: yes.

He said: in the morning, then.

He did not say anything else. He did not tell her he was no longer
planning to leave, because he had not yet fully decided that. But he set
the bedroll on the bunk. He put his tools back on the shelf. He lay down
with his boots on and the coin in his hand and listened to the night
sounds of the valley — the cattle settling, the wind off the mountains,
the specific silence of a place that did not yet know it was about to
change.

He did not sleep for along time.

Twenty-nine days.

11
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Chapter Two— Thelnventory

Scene One — Morning After

He woke before dawn to the sound of the cattle and lay still for a
moment identifying what was different about the morning.

Nothing was different about the morning. That was what was
different.

The cattle moved to the south pasture the way they always moved.
The cook fire smoke came up from the kitchen chimney the way it
always came up. The mountains were east and the river was west and
the light was arriving the way October light arrived in this valley — flat
and clear and honest about what it was. If you did not know about the
document in Don Vega's vest pocket you would not be able to tell this
morning from any other morning in six years of mornings.

Cole knew about the document.

He got up and went to the water trough and washed his face in the
cold water and stood there looking at the ranch while the cold settled
into him.

Don Vega was aready up. Cole could see him through the main
house window, sitting at the table with coffee, looking at something
Cole could not see from this distance — the notice, probably, or the
ledger where he tracked the ranch's assets, aready beginning the
accounting of what thirty days allowed. He moved through his own
house with the specific careful movements of a man who had been told
the house was ho longer his and could not yet make his body understand
it. Everything he touched he touched with afractionally greater attention

12
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than usual, the attention of someone saying goodbye without saying
goadbye.

Cole watched him and felt the dread settle into a lower, steadier
register — not the sharp dread of the riders arriving yesterday but the
dread of waking up the second day and finding the thing was till true.

He went to find Magdalena.

Scene Two — Gideon Returns

He found Magdalena at the kitchen garden and told her he needed the
mark before anything else.

She took him to Dofia Carmen.

The old woman was aready awake, in her chair by the south
window, the light falling across her hands the way it did every morning.
She looked at Cole when he came in — not assessing him, she had
finished assessing him years ago — and reached for the scrap of paper
Magdal ena had brought.

She drew without hesitating. A specific notch pattern: two cuts
perpendicular to each other at the eastern edge of a flagstone, the cuts
not decorative but functional, the marks of a man making sure he could
find the right stone in the dark. Simple. Unmistakable if you were
looking for it. Invisible if you were not.

She handed Cole the paper.

He wasfolding it into his pocket when he heard the hooves.

Not three riders this time. Two. Gideon and one of his men, with a
ledger. They came through the gate at the same professional pace as
yesterday — not hurrying, not needing to hurry — and Gideon
dismounted and tied his horse at the post and knocked at the main house
door.

Cole stood in the yard and watched.

13
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Don Vega received Gideon on the porch. Gideon explained: the
court's order required an inventory of all assets on the property that
would transfer with the land under the ruling. Livestock, equipment,
improvements. Hargrove's men would be returning at intervals to update
the inventory. The family was welcome to observe the process.

Don Vegasaid: of course.

He said it with the same composure he had used for thirty days is
sufficient. The composure was going to cost him something eventually,
Cole thought. A man could hold that much weight only so long before
the holding itself became the damage.

Gideon opened his ledger.
He began with the barn.

Scene Three — Cole Watches Gideon's Men

While Gideon walked the inventory with Don Vega, his man worked the
outer buildings aone.

Cole stayed in the yard and watched the man work. Not obviously
watching — he was moving between the water trough and the tool shed
and the fence post he had not finished yesterday, the ordinary
movements of a hand doing ordinary work. But he was watching.

The man was thorough. He moved through the outbuildings in order
— the equipment shed, the tack room, the smokehouse — noting
everything in asmall ledger with the specific efficiency of someone who
had done this work before and knew what was worth counting. He
worked without expression, which was more disturbing than contempt
would have been. Contempt would have meant the work bothered him.
No expression meant the work was simply work.

He reached the original ranch house.

He tried the door. The iron Spanish lock held. He noted the building
in his ledger — Cole could not see what he wrote from this distance —

14
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and moved on to the south fence line.

Cole stood at the tool shed and thought about what the notation said.

Locked building, northeast corner. Contents unknown.

Contents unknown.

Pratt had a key in 1861. Pratt had gone in and spent forty minutes
and come out with nothing visible in his hands. The building had been
locked before Pratt and locked after. The notation said contents
unknown.

Which meant either Pratt had found the vault and the deed was
gone, or Pratt had found the vault and left the deed because he needed it
to remain in place for some other purpose, or Pratt had not found the
vault at all.

Cole thought: why would a lawyer with forty minutes alone in a
building leave a deed that proved his client's claim was fraudulent?

He thought: you would leave it if your plan required the deed to
appear to be lost rather than proven to be gone. If the deed simply
vanished, someone might ask who had access to the building. If the deed
remained in the vault, undiscovered, under a building on land you were
in the process of acquiring, then the deed would become your property
along with everything else.

He thought: Hargrove knows the deed is there.

He thought: Hargrove intends to own the deed along with the land.

He thought: which means the deed is till in the vault.

He stood at the tool shed with the mark drawn on paper in his pocket
and the coin in his other pocket and twenty-seven days on the clock that
had no face and kept running anyway.

Scene Four — The Conver sation With Dofia Carmen

He went back to Dofia Carmen after Gideon's man finished his walk of
the outer buildings.

15
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Magdalenawas with her. Cole sat on the small stool across from the
old woman's chair and asked her to tell him everything she knew about
the vault — not just the mark, everything. The location of the flagstone
within the northeast corner. The depth of the compartment. How the lid
was fitted. Whether anything else had been stored there or only the deed.

Doria Carmen told him.

The flagstone was the third from the north wall in the northeast
corner's center row. The compartment was eighteen inches deep and
fitted with a stone lid of the same dimensions as the flagstone, cut to sit
flush so that a person walking through the room would not know it was
there. The compartment had held only the deed since her father'stime —
he had put valuables in it once, silver, but removed them in 1831
because a sealed compartment under a floor was not where you kept
things you might need in an emergency.

The deed he left. The deed you did not need in an emergency. The
deed you needed to be there when someone asked whether it existed.

Cole asked: did anyone else know about the vault. Any family
member, any servant, anyone.

Doria Carmen said: her father told her. He told no one else that she
knew of. Her mother had died when Magdalena's grandmother was
young. Her brothers had Ieft the territory. She had kept the knowledge
because there was no reason not to keep it and no occasion had arisen
that required sharing it until now.

Cole asked: and the original deed — do you know what was in it.
The specific boundary descriptions. The language of the grant.

She looked at him with the specific expression of awoman who had
been asked whether she knew the contents of a document that had
defined her family'slife for sixty-six years.

She said, in Spanish: | know every word of it. My father read it to
me every year on the date it was granted. October seventh. He read it
every year until he died.

Cole said: will you tell it to me.

Shelooked at him for a moment.
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Then she began to speak, in Spanish, in the measured cadence of a
person reciting something memorized so long ago that the memorization
had become the thing itself — not recalling the document but being the
document, the way a person of faith was the prayer they had said every
morning for fifty years.

Cole listened.

He listened the way his father had taught him to listen to
measurements — with his full attention, letting the numbers and the
language go into him without trying to hold them, trusting that the
holding would happen on its own if the listening was complete enough.

When she finished he sat quietly for a moment.

Then he said: thank you.

He went to find Archuleta.

Scene Five —What It Means To Get |t

He saddled his horse and rode toward Santa Fe.

He got two miles down the road before he stopped and thought
about it properly.

He was eighteen years old with no legal standing, no money, and a
plan that consisted of entering a building on land the court had ruled
belonged to Hargrove and removing a document that was, under the
court's ruling, Hargrove's property. He was planning to commit trespass
and theft in the service of proving that the property he was trespassing
on and stealing from had been obtained through fraud.

The law would not distinguish between the fraud and the remedy for
the fraud. The law in this territory was Holloway's court and Holloway's
court was Hargrove's instrument and an instrument did not investigate
itself.

The chain of custody problem arrived before he had even
formulated the plan fully.

17
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If he recovered the deed, he had to explain where it came from.
Explaining where it came from meant explaining that he had entered a
building on property the court had ruled was Hargrove's and removed a
document from a sealed vault under the floor. Hargrove's lawyer would
move immediately to exclude the deed as illegally obtained evidence
and Holloway would grant the motion because Holloway had a legally
sound reason to grant it and granting it served Hargrove.

He sat on the horse on the Santa Fe road and thought about this.

He thought about the alternative.

The aternative was to not go in. To let the deed stay in the vault. To
watch Don Vegds family vacate the land in twenty-seven days. To ride
north after and find work somewhere and carry the knowledge that the
original deed was under the floor of a building on land that Hargrove
had taken with aforgery and that he had known this and had not acted.

The dternative held for approximately four seconds.
He rode toward Santa Fe.

He needed alawyer before he needed the deed. He needed someone
who understood the legal landscape better than he did, who could tell
him if there was away to get the deed into evidence that did not require
him to explain that he had committed trespass to get it.

He needed Archuleta.

Scene Sx — He Decides. He Does Not Tell Don Vega.

He was three miles from Santa Fe when he made the decision he had
been circling since the night before.

He was not going to tell Don Vega.

Not because he did not trust Don Vega. Because telling Don Vega
required explaining what he was planning, and explaining what he was
planning required Don Vega to make a decision about whether to
condone it. If Don Vega condoned it he shared the risk. If Don Vega
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refused to condone it Cole would have to decide whether to proceed
against Don Vega's explicit wishes, which was a different decision than
the one he was currently making.

The decision he was currently making was: act on what he knew,
absorb the consequences himself, and not put the weight of the decision
on the man who was already holding too much weight.

He thought: this is the clean version. The version where only | pay
for what | am doing.

He thought: Don Vega will know eventually. When it is done or
when it fails he will know. But the knowing then is different from the
deciding now.

He thought: | am eighteen years old and this is probably wrong
reasoning and | am doing it anyway.

He turned the coin over in his pocket.

Herode into Santa Fe.

He found Archuleta's office above the mercantile on Palace Avenue
and climbed the stairs and knocked on the door.

Twenty-seven days.

19



Buried Deed

TheBuried Deed

Chapter Three— The Original House

Scene One — After Dark

Archuleta had been practicing land grant law in Santa Fe for thirty
years.

He was a small man who wore his age in his face rather than his
body — still sharp through the shoulders, but the lines around his eyes
had the depth of someone who had seen the same injustice from
different angles for three decades and had not yet found the angle from
which it was tolerable. He listened to Cole without interrupting. He
asked three questions at the end. He said he needed a day to review the
court record and the territorial statutes.

Cole spent the day at the Exchange Hotel nursing coffee and
thinking about the flagstone.

Archuleta's assessment the next morning was precise: if the original
deed existed and could be recovered through legitimate means — with a
court order, with proper documentation of the recovery, with an
unbroken chain of custody — it would invalidate Hargrove's forgery
regardless of Holloway's current position. The evidence was simply too
direct. A legitimate Spanish land grant predating Hargrove's forged
document by sixty-three years, bearing the authentic colonia seal,
containing the specific boundary language that Dofia Carmen had
described — no court in the territory could uphold the forgery in the
face of the original .

The problem was the |egitimate means.
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The building was on property the court had transferred to Hargrove.
A court order to access it required Holloway. Holloway would not issue
one.

Cole said: then | go in without the court order.

Archuletalooked at him across the desk.

He said: if you go in without a court order the deed becomes
inadmissible the moment you explain how you obtained it.

Cole said: | will think about that after | know the deed is there.

Archuleta said, slowly: bring me the deed. | will think about the
chain of custody.

He rode back to the valley. He watched Gideon's pattern for two
days from the arroyo below the north pasture — the watch rotation, the
timing, the gap before dawn when the original house sat unobserved. He
ate the food Magdalena left at the arroyo's south bend without knowing
she had started leaving it until the second day, when he arrived and the
food was warm.

On the third night he went in.

Two hours before dawn. Cold enough for the breath to show. He
crossed onto Vega land in the dark at the arroyo's crossing point,
moving through the shadow of the fence line where the ground was
familiar enough that he did not need to watch his feet.

He reached the original ranch house.

The east window frame had been warped by forty years of New
Mexico sun. He had noticed it years ago when he was patching the
building's exterior and had meant to fix it and never gotten around to it.
The warp alowed the frame to be worked from outside with a specific
pressure and angle — he had discovered this when he was sixteen and
locked himself out of the equipment shed and had spent twenty minutes
figuring out what worked before he found it.

He worked the window.

The frame gave.

He went through.
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Scene Two — Inside The Original House

Inside: darkness and the smell of old adobe and something el se beneath
it, something specific, the smell of a space that had been entered
recently by someone who was not Cole.

He had expected the smell of a room that had been sedled for years
— the flat, dry, specific smell of undisturbed high desert air. This was
not that. This had the faint trace of tobacco and leather and the particular
smell of aman's coat that has been outside in October.

Someone had been in this room in the past week.

He stood still for amoment and let his eyes adjust.

The room was mostly empty — old furniture that had not been used
since before Cole came to the ranch, a heavy table with one leg
replaced, two chairs that matched the table, a wooden chest against the
south wall that he knew held old blankets and nothing else. The floor
was flagstone throughout, uneven, the specific unevenness of stoneslaid
by hand in 1799 by someone working with what the local terrain
provided.

Helit a match.

Northeast corner. The match lasted long enough for him to count the
flagstones in the center row from the north wall. Third from the north
wall.

He let the match die and moved to the corner in the dark, kneeling,
running his fingers along the eastern edge of the third flagstone.

He was feeling for Dofia Carmen's mark.

He found it on the second stone he checked — the cuts were exactly
as she had drawn them, not worn smooth but not fresh, the specific
depth of a mark that had been made deliberately and left undisturbed.
Hisfingers knew it immediately.

He was reaching for the drawknife to work the edge of the flagstone
when he heard the boots.
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Scene Three — Caught

Not outside. Inside.

A second door — the south door, the one that faced the main yard,
which he had not tried because the south door faced the main yard and
the main yard was where Gideon's camp was — opened, and the specific
sound of a man moving through a dark room he knew well came from
the south end.

Cole did not move.

A lantern opened. Y ellow light filled the room.

The man holding the lantern was one of Gideon's riders — Cole had
seen him twice in the yard during the inventory, the one they called
Cutter, somewhere between thirty and forty, with the specific physical
quality of someone who had learned economy of movement from years
of doing work that required it.

Cutter looked at Cole kneeling in the northeast corner.

He said: what are you doing.

Cole stood up. He said: | Ieft something in here last spring.

Cuitter looked at him for a moment. Then he looked at the northeast
corner. Then he looked at Cole again with the expression of a man who
had been told a lie that was not even close to being a good lie and was
deciding what to do about it professionally.

He said: come outside.

Cole said: | am not on your property.

Cutter hit him twice — once in the solar plexus, which Cole
managed to partially absorb, and once across the left ear, which he did
not manage at all. The specific professiona quality of the blows
communicated: not punishment, information. The information was: this
conversation is over and the next part of the evening has begun.

Cole went outside.

23



Buried Deed

He did not run because running was not useful here. Running would
confirm that he had found something. He had not found it yet.

Scene Four — Gideon

Gideon's camp was at the north side of the main barn — afire, a canvas
shelter, the efficient setup of men who had camped on other people's
property before and knew how to make it comfortable and impermanent.

Gideon was awake. He had the specific quality of a man who slept
lightly by professional necessity. He looked at Cole in the lantern light
and then at Cutter and then back at Cole with no change of expression.

Cutter said: found him in the original house. Northeast corner.

Gideon said: what were you doing.

Colesaid: | told your man. | left something there in the spring.

Gideon looked at him the way Cole had seen experienced stockmen
look at a young animal they were assessing — without judgment, with
the specific patience of a man who did not need to be in a hurry because
the situation was already resolved in hisfavor.

He said: you did not find what you were looking for.

It was not a question. Cole did not answer it.

Gideon said: | am going to give you a choice. Leave the property
tonight and do not come back. Or | send arider to Sheriff Bates in the
morning with a trespass complaint, which under the court's transfer
order gives Bates the authority to arrest you for theft from Mr.
Hargrove's property.

Colesaid: | did not take anything.

Gideon said: | know. That is why | am offering the first option
instead of the second.

Cole looked at him.

Gideon said: tell Don Vegathat Mr. Hargrove is a patient man. The
thirty daysis the thirty days. But Mr. Hargrove's patience has a specific
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end point and it does not extend to interference with his property.

Thereit was.

Not a threat to Cole. A threat delivered through Cole to Don Vega
The message was:. your hand's interference will cost you days.

Colesaid: | will leave.

He turned and walked out of the firelight. He walked to the arroyo
and sat down in it with two ribs that were either cracked or deeply
bruised — he would know which in the morning — and the coin in his
pocket and the Dofia Carmen's mark on a piece of paper that Cutter had
not found because he had put it with the coin and they had not searched
him.

They had not searched him because there was nothing to find.

He sat in the arroyo and felt the anger arrive.

Not at Cutter. Not at Gideon, particularly. At the shape of it — the
specific shape of a situation designed so that every door that opened
revealed another closed door, designed by someone who had thought
about it carefully and had the resources to make the design thorough.

The anger was useful. He had learned this from his father without
his father ever saying it directly. The anger that produced decisions was
different from the anger that produced mistakes. His father had been a
precise man. Precision did not preclude anger. It required the anger to be
used correctly.

He sat in the arroyo and used it.

Scene Five — The Arroyo

He thought about the position.

Gideon had put a man in the original house specifically. Not in the
barn, not in the main house — in the original house. The watch he had
observed for two days covered the barn and the property perimeter. The
watch on the original house was an addition, placed after Cole's first
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confrontation with Cultter.

Gideon had anticipated that Cole would come back for something
specific in that building. Gideon had placed a man inside rather than
outside, which meant Gideon understood that whatever Cole wanted
was in the northeast corner specifically — or Gideon had guessed the
northeast corner was the likely location and had put his man there as the
highest-probability position.

Either way, Gideon knew the original house mattered.

Which meant Hargrove knew the original house mattered.

Which meant the deed was there.

If the deed were not there, the original house would not matter.
Gideon would not have put a man specifically in the northeast corner of
a locked building in the middle of the night unless someone had told
him the northeast corner was where the problem lived.

The deed was there.

The problem was getting to it under a watch that had now been
tightened to account for Cole's first attempt. Going back in the same
way was not possible. Going back in any way that required him to be on
the property in the dark was not possible — Gideon had the trespass
complaint ready and the warrant ready and the sheriff ready and the
specific legal authority to accelerate the eviction the moment Cole gave
him grounds.

Cole sat in the arroyo with cracked ribs and thought about what
Archuleta had said.

Bring me the deed. | will think about the chain of custody.

He needed Archuleta now even more than he had before. Not just
for the chain of custody problem. For the motion — the legal instrument
that might get him into the building through legitimate means before the
thirty daysran out.

He was also thinking about the threat Gideon had delivered.

Mr. Hargrove's patience has a specific end point and it does not
extend to interference with his property.
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The threat was not about Cole. The threat was a message to Don
Vega your hand's continued involvement will cost you the patience
Hargrove has agreed to extend. The thirty days was conditional. If Cole
interfered, the thirty days shortened.

Which meant going back in — any way that Hargrove's men
detected — would cost Don Vegatime.

He sat with thisfor along time.

He thought about which was worse: the deed staying in the ground,
or Don Vegalosing days.

He thought: the deed staying in the ground permanently is worse
than Don Vega losing days. But the deed staying in the ground for now
— while he found a way to reach it that did not trigger Hargrove's
warning — was different from permanently.

He needed a different path to the building. A path that did not
involve Cole at all.

He went to Archuleta.

Scene Sx —He Goes To Archul eta.

He rode into Santa Fe at dawn with cracked ribs and the mark on paper
in his pocket and a clearer understanding of the problem than he had had
twenty-four hours ago.

Archuleta was in his office. He looked at Cole's state and did not
comment on it, which was one of the things Cole respected about him.

Cole told him what had happened. The watch on the origina house.
Cutter in the northeast corner. Gideon's message to Don Vega. The
confirmation — Cole's analysis of it — that the deed was there, because
the original house would not be watched at that specific point if there
were nothing in it worth protecting.

He told Archuleta: | cannot go back in. Gideon has grounds for a
trespass complaint and the authority to accelerate the eviction and |
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cannot give him either. | need alegal way into the building.

Archuleta said: a mation for a stay of eviction pending production
of newly discovered evidence. It would not be granted. But the filing
creates a record, and the record supports a request for discovery access
— the court ordering Hargrove to allow examination of the building as
part of the evidence review.

He said: Holloway will deny it. But the denial creates an appellate
record. And the filing buys time.

Cole said: how much time.

Archuleta said: the motion requires a response from Hargrove's
counsel within ten days. The hearing will be scheduled within five days
after the response. That is fifteen days, roughly, between now and the
hearing.

Cole said: | have twenty-five days left.

Archuleta said: then file the motion today.

Hefiled it at nine in the morning.

Cole sat in the courthouse gallery and watched the clerk receive it
and thought: twenty-five days, and the motion going directly to
Holloway, and Holloway going directly to Hargrove, and none of this
going the way it needed to go.

But the motion was filed.

And filing it was the first thing he had done that left a mark on the
official record.

He thought about records. His father had believed in records. A
measurement not recorded was a measurement that had not been made.
Y ou put the number on the paper and the paper survived the surveyor.

He thought: | am putting numbers on paper.
He thought: it is not enough yet.
He went back to the arroyo to wait.

28



Buried Deed

TheBuried Deed

Chapter Four — The Motion

Scene One — The Filing

The territorial courthouse smelled of woodsmoke and damp paper and
the particular staleness of a building that processed important things in
unimportant conditions.

Cole sat in the gallery while Archuleta filed the motion at the clerk's
window. He watched the clerk receive the document — a young man,
twenties, ink-stained fingers, the absorbed expression of someone whose
job required treating every document as equivalent regardless of what it
contained. The clerk stamped it, entered it in the docket, wrote the case
number in the corner. He gave Archuleta the filed copy.

Twenty-four days.

Archuleta came back to where Cole was sitting and said: it is filed.
He said it with the tone of a man marking a procedural milestone rather
than announcing progress. The motion had been filed. What happened to
it was someone else's decision.

Cole said: how long before Holloway seesiit.

Archuleta said: by this afternoon. Land grant matters go to his desk
same day.

Cole said: and then.

Archuleta said: and then we wait for his clerk to schedule a response
period for Hargrove's counsel. Ten days for the response. Then a
hearing.

Cole looked at the clerk's window.
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He said: Holloway's clerk — does he go directly to Hargrove's
office.

Archuletalooked at him with the expression of a man who had been
practicing law in Santa Fe for thirty years and had a specific relationship
with that question.

He said: | would not know about that.

Colesaid: | am going to stay in the building for awhile.

Archuleta said: | will be at my office. Come find me if anything
develops.

He went out.

Cole settled into the gallery bench and looked at the courtroom —
the judge's bench empty, the counsel tables empty, the specific quality
of a room designed to make power feel procedural and procedure feel
inevitable. He had never been inside a courtroom before. He had thought
it would feel different from this. He had thought it would feel like
something was happening.

It felt like aroom where things had already been decided.

Scene Two — Holloway's Clerk

At two in the afternoon Holloway's clerk left the courthouse.

Cole saw him go through the gallery window — a narrow man in his
forties, moving with the specific purposeful pace of someone running an
errand he had run before. He went down Palace Avenue toward the
plaza.

Cole went down the stairs and followed at a distance.

The clerk turned south on San Francisco Street.

Hargrove's land office was at the corner of San Francisco and Burro
Alley — a professional suite above a surveyor's office, the specific
location of a business that wanted to be accessible to the legal district
without being inside it. Cole had identified it two weeks ago when he
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was learning the shape of Santa Fe'sinstitutional geography.

The clerk went in.

Cole crossed to the opposite side of the street and stood in the shade
of the portales and watched the door.

The clerk came out after eight minutes. He turned back toward the
courthouse at the same purposeful pace.

Eight minutes. Long enough to deliver a message. Not long enough
for a substantive conversation.

The message was. the motion has been filed. Here is what it says.
Advise on response.

Cole stood in the shade of the portales and felt the terror arrivein its
specific form — not the terror of physical danger, which he knew how
to manage, but the terror of understanding the size of what he was up
against. A clerk walking eight minutes to deliver a message was
evidence of a system that was integrated at every level. The court and
the land baron were not two entities that cooperated. They were one
entity wearing two faces.

The motion had been filed at nine in the morning and by two in the
afternoon Hargrove's office knew exactly what it said.

He went back to Archuleta's office and told him what he had seen.

Archuleta listened without expression.

He said: yes.

He said it the way a man said a thing he had known for years and
had learned to carry without showing the weight.

Scene Three — The Denial

The denial came in writing the following morning.

This was unusual. Archuleta told Cole as they read it together that
most denias of this kind were delivered verbally — a clerk's note, a
brief order, the procedural equivalent of adoor closing. A written denial

31



Buried Deed

meant Holloway had taken time with the language. A written denial
meant the language was intended to be thorough.

The denial was four paragraphs.

The first paragraph stated that the motion for a stay of eviction was
denied on the grounds that the eviction order had been issued by a court
of competent jurisdiction following proper proceedings and that a
motion for stay required evidence of error or newly discovered evidence
sufficient to alter the court's findings.

The second paragraph stated that the alleged vault and its alleged
contents had not been established to exist through any admissible
evidence. The testimony of an elderly woman regarding her memory of
a building she had not entered in forty years did not constitute
admissible evidence sufficient to justify a stay of alawfully issued court
order.

The third paragraph stated that the motion for discovery access to
the structure in question was denied, as the court found no credible basis
for the claim that documentary evidence existed in the location
described, and that a discovery order based on unsubstantiated memory
testimony would constitute an improper intrusion upon Mr. Hargrove's
legally established property rights.

The fourth paragraph noted that further motions on this matter that
did not present new admissible evidence would be treated as harassment
of the court's process and subject to appropriate response.

Archuleta put the denia on his desk.

He said: he anticipated the argument.

Cole said: he anticipated it before the motion was filed. His clerk
was in Hargrove's office two hours after the filing.

Archuleta said: yes.

Cole said: the written denial — the specific language about the
elderly woman's memory — he knew about Dofia Carmen. He knew
exactly what our evidence was before he wrote the denial.

Archuletalooked at the denial again.
He said: it would appear so.
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The specific terror of aclosed system.

Not a system that responded to attempts to open it. A system that
saw the attempts before they arrived and had the language ready.

Cole looked at the denial.

He thought: he wrote this before | filed the motion.

He thought: or close enough to before that the difference does not
matter.

Scene Four — Archuleta's Assessment

Archuleta spent the afternoon reviewing the territorial statutes and the
federal land grant commission's records.

Cole sat in the office's spare chair and looked at the street through
the window and thought about what he knew and what it meant.

He knew the deed was in the vault. He knew Hargrove knew the
deed was in the vault. He knew Gideon was watching the building
because the deed was there and Hargrove intended to own it along with
the land. He knew Holloway had been briefed on their evidence before
the motion was filed.

He knew the legal path through Holloway's court was closed.

He knew — from Dofia Carmen's recitation — every word of the
original deed. He had listened the way his father had taught him to listen
to measurements and the deed was in him, complete, the specific
language of every article including the boundary descriptions in Article
7 and the seal attestation and the colonial administrator's hand.

What he did not know was what to do with what he knew.

Archuleta came back from the territory's law library at four o'clock
with a book and a piece of paper with three lines written on it.

He sat down and said: there is one path remaining within the legal
framework.
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He said: the federal land grant review commission examined and
confirmed the Vega grant in 1854. Their records are in the territorial
records office in Santa Fe — a federal archive, outside Holloway's
jurisdiction. If the commission's 1854 records survive and are
accessible, they constitute independent federal documentation of the
grant's validity. They do not require Holloway to be right about
anything. They do not require the original deed to be introduced as
evidence. They are a federa finding that predates Hargrove's forged
document and that a federal court — not Holloway's territorial court —
would have to actively override to sustain the forgery.

Cole said: whereisthe territorial records office.

Archuleta said: three blocks north on Washington Avenue.

Cole said: then let's go.

Archuletalooked at his piece of paper.

He said: there is a complication.

He said: the territorial records office archive has been closed for
inventory for the past three weeks. The inventory was ordered by the
territorial governor's office.

Cole said: the governor is Hargrove's aly.

Archuleta said: the governor has received significant contributions
from interests associated with Hargrove's land operations. Y es.

Colelooked at the ceiling.

He said: the inventory was ordered to create the opportunity to
remove the records.

Archuleta said: that is a serious allegation.

Colesaid: isit wrong.

Archuletawas quiet for a moment.

He said: | will go to the records office in the morning. | have
professional standing to request access to records relevant to an active
case even during an inventory closure. If the 1854 commission records
arethere | can access them.

Cole said: and if they are not there.
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Archuleta said: then we will know something important.

He said: go find somewhere to sleep. Come back in the morning.

Cole went to the Exchange Hotel. He lay on the bed with his boots
on and the coin in his hand and the denia's language in his mind — the
testimony of an elderly woman regarding her memory of a building she
has not entered in forty years — and felt the terror settle into the
specific register of a person who understood the size of the wall they
were trying to get over and did not yet see a door.

Scene Five — The Archive Or The Building

He was at Archuleta’s office before the lawyer arrived in the morning.

He stood on the stairs and thought about both options.

The archive: if the 1854 commission records were there, Archuleta
could access them through professional standing. The records would be
independent federal evidence, outside Holloway's jurisdiction, the
strongest possible corroboration of the Vega grant's validity. But the
inventory had been running for three weeks and the inventory had been
ordered by the governor's office and Col€'s assessment was that the
records were not there because they had been removed specifically to
prevent this use.

The building: the deed was there. He knew it was there. Getting to it
required solving the watch problem — Gideon's man in the northeast
corner, the trespass complaint waiting, the eviction acceleration threat.
And even if he solved the watch problem and recovered the deed, the
chain of custody problem remained. Holloway would exclude it.

Unless.
He was thinking about a third possibility when Archuleta arrived.

He said: what if the deed does not need to be introduced as a
recovered physical document. What if the deed is introduced as
testimony — my testimony about what | saw in the building when |
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went in the first time. My description of the document's contents from
memory.

Archuletalooked at him.

He said: you did not find the document. You found the flagstone
with the mark onit. Y ou did not open the vault.

Cole said: | know what is in the document. Dofla Carmen told me
every word. | have a surveyor's memory for measurements and
language. | can describe the deed in exact detail — the boundary
measurements, the language of Article 7, the seal attestation — in away
that no forger working from an approximation could fabricate, because
the forger did not have access to the specific details Dofia Carmen gave
me.

Archuletawas quiet for along time.
He said: it is not the document. It is testimony about the document.

Cole said: combined with the survey notes. Combined with Dofia
Carmen'’s testimony. Combined with whatever you find in the archive.

Archuletasaid: it is aweaker case than the document itself.
Cole said: | know.
Archuleta said: Holloway will still find grounds to excludeit.

Cole said: Holloway will find grounds to exclude anything. | am not
building a case for Holloway. | am building a record.

Archuleta looked at him with an expression that was not quite
approval but wasin the vicinity of it.

He said: go to the archive with me. If the commission records are
there we use them. If they are not there we know exactly what we are
dealing with.

Scene Sx — They Split The Work.

The commission records were not there.
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Archuleta was gone for two hours. He came back to his office with
the specific expression of a man who had expected bad news and
received it and was now in the process of deciding what the bad news
required.

He said: the index lists the 1854 Vega grant review records as filed.
The physical documents are not in the archive. The clerk told me they
were likely misfiled during the inventory and would surface when the
inventory was compl ete.

Cole said: they will not surface.

Archuletasaid: no. | do not believe they will.

He sat down.

He said: the inventory was ordered three weeks ago. The eviction
notice was served three weeks ago. The timing is not coincidental.

Cole said: they knew we would look for the commission records.
They moved them before we |ooked.

Archuleta said: yes.

He put his hands flat on the desk and looked at them.

He said: here is what we have. We have Dofia Carmen's testimony
about the vault and the deed's contents. We have your memory of what
she told you. We have whatever you observed in the building during
your first entry — the mark on the flagstone, the confirmation that the
vault exists. We have no physica document and no federa
corroboration.

He said: | can go back to the court with what we have. It will not be
granted. But going back creates arecord. And the record has a value that
the courtroom does not have — it exists after the hearing ends.

Cole said: and the building.

Archuleta said: the building is yours to think about. | cannot advise
you to enter it. | can tell you that if you find the deed and bring it to me
will find away to useit.

Cole said: how.
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Archuletasaid: | do not know yet. But the deed is the only thing that
ends this definitively. Everything else is erosion. The deed is the
foundation.

Cole stood up.

He said: | am going back to the valley tonight. | will figure out the
watch.

Archuleta said: come back with the deed. | will go to the court with
what we have in the meantime.

Cole said: twenty-two days.
Archuleta said: twenty-two days.

Cole rode out of Santa Fe into the late afternoon with cracked ribs
and a plan that was mostly a direction and the specific patience of a boy
raised by a surveyor who had taught him that the ground told you things
if you watched it long enough and you did not need to rush the
watching.

He rode toward the valley.

He would watch Gideon's pattern until he found the gap.
The gap was there.

It was always there.
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Chapter Five— The Watch

Scene One — Back At The Valley

He watched for two days from the arroyo.

The position gave him a sightline to the original ranch house and to
the main barn without putting him on Vega land. He lay in the cedar
scrub at the arroyo's north rim in the cold and watched Gideon's men
work their rotation, and between the watching he thought about what he
knew and what he did not know and what the knowing and not-knowing
required.

Gideon's rotation on the first night: one man at the original house
from dusk to midnight, positioned inside at the northeast corner. At
midnight the inside man went to the main barn for the barn watch. The
property perimeter got a walking check at two in the morning and again
at four. The original house sat unwatched between midnight and four —
a four-hour window, the coldest hours, the hours Gideon calculated
were least likely to be used by someone operating on cold-weather
logic.

Gideon was not wrong about the cold-weather logic. Cole was
wrong about not operating on it, which was why he had a four-hour
window instead of no window.

The second night he watched to confirm.

Same rotation. Same timing. The inside man at midnight, the barn
watch, the perimeter check at two and four. The origina house
unwatched between those checks.
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He thought about where Gideon would put the variation. A man as
careful as Gideon would know that a fixed rotation was a readable
rotation. He would vary it. Cole needed to know where the variation was
before he committed.

He watched the second night through.
No variation on the second night.
The variation would come on the third night.

He was in the arroyo at dusk of the third night when Magdalena
found him.

Scene Two — Magdalena

She came from the south end of the arroyo, which was not the direction
he had been watching, which was how she reached him before he heard
her. She had been leaving food at the south bend — he had found it the
second day, warm, which meant she had been there within the hour,
which meant she had been tracking his position with the same care he
had been tracking Gideon's.

She sat beside him in the cedar scrub and looked at the ranch below.
She said: my grandfather has been selling cattle.
He said: | know. | can see the south pasture from here.

She said: not to Hargrove. To the Archuleta family south of here.
Below market price. He is converting what he can into cash before the
inventory isfinal.

He said: that is smart.

She said: it iswhat a man does when he has accepted the outcome.
He said nothing.

She said: he does not know you are here. He assumed you left.

He said: | know.

She said: | have not told him.
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He said: | know that too.

They sat for amoment in the cedar scrub with the valley below them
and the origina ranch house visible in the northeast corner and the
smoke from Gideon's camp at the north side of the main barn.

She said: are you going to be ableto get in.

He said: tonight, probably. If the rotation holds.

She said: and if it does not hold.

He said: then | will find out what the variation is and adjust.
She said: and the deed.

Hesaid: if itistherel will find it.

She said: and then.

He said: then | take it to Archuleta and we figure out the chain of
custody problem.

She was quiet for amoment.

She said: my grandmother prays for you. She does not tell anyone
she does this. She does it in the morning before the others wake.

He did not say anything.

She said: | thought you should know.

She left him the food and went back the way she had come.
He waited for full dark.

Scene Three — Into The Building

Two hours before dawn. Cold enough that each breath was visible even
without a lantern.

He crossed onto Vega land at the arroyo's north crossing — the
point furthest from Gideon's camp, furthest from the east fence where
the perimeter walk went at two and four, closest to the original ranch
house. He moved through the shadow of the fence line with his feet
finding the ground the way feet found ground in a place they had known
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for years.

He reached the original ranch house.

He waited at the east wall for three minutes, listening. The perimeter
walk had passed an hour ago. The next one was two hours away if the
rotation held. He had the window.

He worked the east window frame.

The frame gave — the same warp, the same pressure and angle. He
went through.

Inside: the same smell as before, but different now. The trace of the
man who had been stationed here was stronger — tobacco, leather, the
specific accumulation of hours in a closed space. The northeast corner
had the quality of a position rather than aroom, the rearrangement of the
available furniture that a man makes when he is going to be in a place
for along time and wants his back against something solid.

Coledid not light a match until he was in the corner.

One match. He went directly to the third flagstone from the north
wall and ran his fingers along the eastern edge.

The mark.

Two cuts, perpendicular, exactly as Dofia Carmen had drawn them.
The stone was real and the mark was real and the vault was under it.

He let the match die.

In the dark he worked the drawknife along the flagstone's edge —
dowly, the specific patience of someone doing this correctly rather than
fast. The stone was fitted tight but not mortared. His father had taught
him that the old Spanish builders worked stone by hand and fit it to
specific tolerances and the tolerances were what held, not the mortar,
and if you understood the tolerance you could work the stone without
damage.

The stone came up.

He set it aside.

Beneath it: afitted stone lid, exactly as Dofia Carmen had described.
Helifted it.
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A compartment eighteen inches deep in the dark.

He reached in.

His hand found the oilskin package immediately — not searched
for, encountered, the specific presence of something that had been
placed rather than dropped. He picked it up. It had the weight of a
document — not heavy, the specific weight of paper and wrapping.

He unwrapped one corner.

A match.

The colonial sedl, exactly as Dofla Carmen had described it. The
specific seal of the Spanish Crown's land grant office, the double eagle,
the specific notation beneath it that indicated New Mexico Territory
administration. The paper had the color and texture of something that
had been in oilskin for sixty-six years and had been protected from the
air and the moisture by the seal of the wrapping and the depth of the
vault.

He wrapped it again.

He put it inside his shirt against his skin — the warmth of it, the
paper warm from his hand, the specific weight of it against his chest.

He replaced thelid.

He replaced the flagstone.

He went to the window.

Scene Four — Getting Out

The perimeter rider was between him and the arroyo.

Not where he should have been. The perimeter walk was scheduled
at two and four. Cole had entered at two hours before dawn. The second
walk should have been an hour away.

Gideon had changed the timing.

The rider was walking the east fence line from north to south, which
put him directly between the original house and the arroyo crossing. He
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was fifty yards away and moving south. In thirty seconds he would be at
the closest point of hisarc to Cole's position. In ninety seconds he would
be far enough south that the crossing would be clear.

Cole stood at the east window of the original ranch house with the
deed inside his shirt and the drawknife in his hand and the specific
arithmetic of seconds.

The window was his exit. The window faced east, toward the rider.
Going through the window before the rider completed his arc meant
being visible — a shape emerging from a building at three in the
morning was not a shape that required interpretation.

He calculated the alternative.

The south door. The one that faced the main yard. The yard was
between the south door and Gideon's camp. The camp fire was down to
coals at this hour but not out. A man moving from the south door toward
the main barn would be crossing the open yard with dim firelight behind
him.

No.

He waited.

He stood at the east window and watched the rider through the gap
between the window frame and the wall and counted seconds and
watched the rider's position.

Forty seconds. The rider was at his closest point. Walking south.
Not looking at the building.

Fifty seconds. Walking south. The arc beginning to curve away.
Sixty seconds. Far enough. Almost.
Seventy seconds. He went through the window.

He moved to the arroyo in the thirty-second window between the
rider's position at seventy seconds and his likely turn back north at the
south fence line. He did not run. Running was the sound that brought a
man's head around. He walked with the specific economy of a person
moving with purpose and no reason to conceal the purpose — the walk
of ahand going from one building to another at three in the morning, the
walk that had an explanation if someone challenged it.
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No one challenged it.

He reached the arroyo.

He sat in the cedar scrub and felt the deed against his chest and the
specific physical relief of a person who has done the dangerous thing
and come throughit.

The relief lasted approximately four minutes.

Then he thought about the ride to Santa Fe and what he was going to
tell Archuleta about where the deed had come from.

Scene Five —Wait Or Move

He could not wait.

The perimeter rotation had changed. Gideon had varied it — moved
the second walk earlier, which meant either he had anticipated Cole's
reading of the first rotation or he varied all rotations on a random
schedule. If Gideon was varying on a random schedule, Cole had been
lucky on the timing. If Gideon was anticipating, the variation would
continue and tighten.

Either way, going back in was now more dangerous than it had been
before he went in.

But he did not need to go back in. He had the deed.

The question was what to do withiit.

He could ride for Santa Fe immediately — reach Archuleta's office
by noon, put the deed on the desk, have the conversation about chain of
custody. The conversation Archuleta had been not-quite-avoiding since
the beginning.

Or he could wait. Take time to think. Let the adrenaine settle and
approach the chain of custody problem with a clear head.

He thought about waiting and dismissed it immediately. Waiting
with the deed inside his shirt was waiting with Hargrove's stolen
property inside his shirt. Every hour between recovery and delivery was
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an hour in which Gideon might notice the flagstone had been moved, the
vault opened. An hour in which Gideon might send Cutter to Col€e's last
known position, which was this arroyo.

He went to his horse.

He rode for Santa Fe.

He was an hour out when the chain of custody problem arrived in its
full form, and he worked through it on the road the way he worked
through any problem his father had taught him to work through — from
the known toward the unknown, the measurements before the map.

Known: the deed isthe original Spanish grant. It isauthentic. Itisin
his hands.

Known: he obtained it by entering a building on property the court
has ruled belongs to Hargrove.

Known: Holloway will exclude it on chain of custody grounds
because Holloway has a legally sound reason to do so and excluding it
serves Hargrove.

Unknown: whether there is a legal mechanism to introduce the
deed's contents — not the physical deed but the knowledge of what it
contains — in away that does not require explaining the trespass.

He thought about his father reading survey measurements onto
paper. He thought about Dofia Carmen reciting the deed from memory.
He thought about what it meant to carry language in your body so
completely that the language was indistinguishable from the person
carrying it.

He thought: | have the deed inside my shirt and | have the deed in
my memory and the one in my memory is not tainted by where | got it.

He thought: the one in my memory is testimony.

He thought: testimony from a witness who read the document by
matchlight in a building at three in the morning is not the same as a
document recovered by trespass.

Herode faster.
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Scene Sx —He Moves. He Makes It. He Rides.

He reached Archuleta's office at noon.

He put the oilskin package on the desk.

He unwrapped it.

Archuleta examined the deed for a long time without speaking. He
examined it the way a man examined something he had been waiting for
— not surprised by it, absorbing it, the confirmation of what he had
been working toward arriving with the specific weight of confirmation
rather than discovery.

He said: thisisthe original grant. The seal is authentic. The paper is
period-appropriate. The hand is consistent with colonial land grant
documentation from this region. The boundary descriptions in Article 7
are — he looked at them — specific. Very specific. The kind of
specificity that requires the surveyed measurements, not
approximations.

He said: the forged deed uses approximations. | examined the
forged deed's boundary descriptions when | reviewed the case record.
The language is genera where this language is precise. The
measurements in this document are to a different decimal than the
forged deed. They could not have been fabricated without access to the
original survey.

He put the deed down.

He said: we have a problem.

Cole said: the chain of custody.

Archuleta said: yes.

He said: Holloway will exclude it. He will have a legally sound
reason and excluding it will serve Hargrove.

Cole said: then we do not introduce the deed.
Archuletalooked at him.

Cole said: we introduce the deed's contents. Through testimony. My
testimony about what | read in this document, combined with Dofia
Carmen'’s testimony about what her father recited to her each year,
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combined with the survey notes — if the survey notes exist and can be
produced.

Archuleta said: the survey notes.

Cole said: Dofia Carmen mentioned them when she recited the deed.
The 1823 boundary survey. She said her father made the survey notes
himself. If those notes exist they are independent corroboration of the
deed's boundary measurements.

Archuleta said: if the survey notes exist and can be authenticated
they are legally obtained evidence. They are not the deed. But combined
with testimony that describes the deed's contents in specific detail —
detail that matches the survey notes — they establish that the boundary
measurements in the forged deed are inconsistent with the surveyed
boundaries of the actual Vega grant.

He paused.

He said: it is weaker than the deed.

Cole said: | know.

He said: | am building a record, not winning a case in Holloway's
court.

Archuleta looked at him for a moment.

He said: go find the survey notes.

Cole put the deed back in the oilskin and put it back inside his shirt.

He said: what do you do with the deed while | am finding the survey
notes.

Archuleta said: | put it in my safe. | have a professionaly
documented record of receiving it and examining it and assessing it as
authentic. That is arecord.

He said: go to Dofia Carmen. Find the survey notes.

Cole rode out of Santa Fe with the deed inside his shirt and a
direction and eighteen days.

He thought: the deed is real and the chain of custody is what it is
and the record is being built and eighteen days is enough if the survey
notes exist.
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He thought: the survey notes exist.
He did not know this. He needed it to be true.
He rode toward the valley to find out.
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TheBuried Deed

Chapter Six — The Lawyer

Scene One — Archuleta's Office

Dorfia Carmen had the survey notes.

She produced them from the cedar chest the way she had produced
everything — without drama, as though the document had been waiting
for the correct question rather than having been kept for sixty years. A
leather tube, cracked but intact, the leather the specific brown of
something that had aged in a dry climate without deteriorating, which
was what adry climate did to well-made |eather.

Inside: eight pages in her grandfather's hand. Spanish, the specific
formality of aman trained in colonial administrative notation, making a
careful record of something he understood to be important. The 1823
boundary survey. Every measurement. Every marker. The specific
mathematical relationship between each corner of the grant and the
mountain ridgeline to the east and the river course to the west.

Cole brought the notes to Archuleta.

Archuleta read them against the deed — the deed he had put in his
safe, which he now placed on the desk beside the survey notes — and
was quiet for along time.

Then he said: the survey notes corroborate the deed's boundary
measurements exactly. To the same decimal. The same marker
descriptions. The same relationship to the mountain ridgeline and the
river.

He put down the survey notes.
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He said: the forged deed's boundary measurements are not to this
decimal. They approximate the survey notes but do not match them. A
forger working from a description of the original grant could produce
approximate measurements. He could not produce these measurements
unless he had seen the original survey notes or the original deed. The
forged deed proves that Hargrove's man — Pratt, presumably — did not
have access to the survey notes and did not fully copy the deed. He
worked from memory or approximation.

Cole said: which means the forged deed can be proven to be a
forgery without introducing the original deed.

Archuleta said: if we can establish that the survey notes are
authentic — which the paper and the hand can be verified — and if we
can establish that your testimony about the deed's contents is accurate —
which the survey notes corroborate — then we have a case that does not
require the deed itself.

He paused.

He said: Holloway will still find grounds to exclude it.

Cole said: tell me what the grounds will be.

Archuleta said: the survey notes are not the deed. They corroborate
the deed's contents but they do not establish title. Y our testimony about
the deed's contents is testimony from a trespasser who entered the
building illegally. Holloway will say the testimony is tainted by the
illegal entry even though the testimony itself — what you saw and
remember — is not the same as the physical document.

He said: he will find grounds. He always finds grounds.

Cole said: | know. We are building a record, not winning in
Holloway's court.

Archuletasaid: yes. But | want you to understand that arecord is not
the land. The land will still be lost. The record might recover it in three
years if the political situation changes and if someone with standing
reviews the case and if the federal commission decides to act on what
the record shows. Those are significant ifs.

Cole said: | know what theifs are.
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He said: present the deed and the survey notes to Holloway. | know
what happens. Present them anyway.

Scene Two — The Chain Of Custody

Archuleta presented the deed and the survey notes to Holloway in an
emergency hearing the following morning.

Colewasinthe gallery.

Hargrove's lawyer Fitch was at the counsel table — he had been
notified of the hearing within hours of Archuleta's request, which told
Cole everything he needed to know about how quickly the
communication between the courthouse and Hargrove's land office ran.

Fitch was a careful man. He did not look at Cole. He arranged his
papers with the specific efficiency of a man who had already prepared
his objections and was simply waiting for the correct moment to deliver
them.

Archuleta laid the deed on the judge's bench. He laid the survey
notes beside it. He presented the chain of authentication — the oilskin's
condition, the paper's age, the seal's authenticity markers, the specific
boundary measurements that matched the survey notes to the same
decimal while differing from the forged deed's approximations.

He spoke for twenty minutes.

Holloway listened with the specific attentiveness of a man who had
decided before the hearing began and was giving the proceeding the
minimum courtesy required for the record.

When Archuleta finished, Fitch said: objection on chain of custody
grounds. The physical deed was recovered from a property under active
court-ordered transfer by a person without legal standing who entered
the property without authorization and removed the document without
authorization. The deed is Hargrove's property under the court's ruling.
Its introduction as evidence rewards the illegal conduct of the witness's
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trespass and theft.

Holloway sustained the objection.

He looked at the deed on his bench. His expression was the
expression of a man looking at a document he recognized as genuine. It
lasted one second. Then it was the expression of a judge who had
sustained a legally sound objection.

He said: the court rules the deed inadmissible. Chain of custody is
broken. The document was removed from Mr. Hargrove's property by
an unauthorized person in violation of the court's transfer order. Its
introduction as evidence is denied.

He handed it back to Archuleta.

Helooked at Colein the gallery.

He said: the court further notes that any person who has obtained
documents from Mr. Hargrove's property through unauthorized means
may face legal consequences for that conduct. The court advises all
parties involved in this matter to conduct themselves within the
boundaries of the law.

Then he looked at his desk.

Cole looked at the back of Holloway's head and thought about the
one second.

One second in which Holloway had looked at the deed and known it
was real.

One second that the record did not contain because it was not
spoken.

Scene Three — The Federal Archive

Archuleta had gone to the territorial records office the previous day. He
told Cole in the corridor outside the courtroom.

The 1854 commission records for the Vega grant were listed in the
archive index. The physical documents were not present. The clerk had
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offered the same explanation: misfiled during inventory, expected to
surface.

Cole said: they were removed before we looked.

Archuleta said: the inventory was ordered by the governor's office
three weeks ago. The eviction notice was served three weeks ago. Yes.

Cole said: so the federal path is closed.

Archuleta said: the federal path through the existing records is
closed.

Cole said: isthere another federal path.

Archuleta said: not within the timeframe we have. A federal case
requires standing and procedure and time. We have fifteen days.

Cole stood in the courthouse corridor with fifteen days and no deed
that could be introduced and no federa record that could be produced
and Holloway's one second in his memory.

He thought: the record is not in the courtroom. The record is what
Holt puts in his notebook.

He thought: Holt.

He said: there is a reporter at the Gazette who covers land grant
Cases.

Archuleta said: Holt. Yes. His editor is Hargrove's brother-in-law.
Cole said: does Holt have afile.
Archuleta said: what kind of file.

Cole said: a file of killed stories. Stories he wrote and his editor
refused to publish.

Archuletalooked at him.

He said: | believe he does. The specific journalists who stay in this
business tend to keep records of the things they could not print.

Cole said: take meto him.

Scene Four — Holloway's Ruling
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They went to Holt that afternoon.

But first Cole thought about Holloway's ruling.

He sat on the courthouse steps while Archuleta gathered his papers
and he thought about the ruling not as a legal outcome but as a piece of
information. What did the ruling tell him.

It told him that Holloway had a legally sound reason to exclude the
deed and had used it immediately without hesitation. It told him that
Holloway had |ooked at the deed for one second with the expression of a
man recognizing something real before he handed it back. It told him
that Holloway's court was one instrument of Hargrove's apparatus but
not the only one.

It also told him something about Holloway specifically.

Holloway had written the denial in advance. He had known the
argument before it was made. He had been briefed by his clerk who had
gone to Hargrove's office the day the motion was filed. He had excluded
the deed on the morning after Archuleta presented it, without appearing
to deliberate, the ruling ready.

A man who had decided before the hearing but still held the deed for
one second and let his expression do what it did in that second was a
man who was not entirely at peace with what he had decided.

Not peace that would change the outcome. But peace that told Cole
something about what Holloway was actually carrying.

He thought: Holloway knows the deed isreal.

He thought: Holloway will never say so in his courtroom.

He thought: there is a difference between what Holloway will say in
his courtroom and what Holloway knows.

He thought: the record | am building is not for Holloway's
courtroom. It isfor the time after Holloway.

He went to find Holt.

Scene Five —What |s Left
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Holt was at the Exchange Hotel when they found him — in the back
room he apparently used for conversations his editor was not meant to
know about. He was athin man in his thirties with the specific quality of
attention that journalists had, the quality of a person who was aways
receiving information and filing it for later use.

He listened to Cole and Archuletafor forty minutes.

He asked four questions.

He said: | cannot publish this. My editor will kill the story the
moment | file it. Edmund Hargrove is his brother-in-law and the
brother-in-law's land acquisitions are the foundation of the family's
economic position.

He said: but | keep afile.

Cole said: what isin thefile.

Holt said: everything | have written that has been killed. Six years of
killed stories. Documented, sourced, with my notes on each source and
why the story was credible. A complete record of what the Gazette has
not published about the territorial land grant situation.

He said: if you tell me what you know — everything, the vault, the
deed, the survey notes, the commission records being moved, al of it —
| will write it down and it will go in thefile. It will not be published. But
it will be recorded. And records have a way of becoming useful at the
right moment.

Cole said: what moment.

Holt said: | do not know. The governor's term ends in two years.
Political situations change. Federa investigators sometimes look at
territorial records offices and ask why certain documents are listed in the
index and not present in the archive. | cannot tell you when. | can tell
you that a documented record is more useful than an undocumented one.

Cole said: the land will be gone in fifteen days.

Holt said: yes. | know. | am sorry about that. | am telling you what |
can offer.

Helooked at Cole across the table.
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He said: what do you want to do.

Cole looked at the window.

He thought: a record no one reads today is a record someone reads
tomorrow.

He thought: Don Vega does not have tomorrow. Don Vega has
fifteen days.

He thought: the record and the land are two different problemsand |
am only making progress on one of them.

He said: tell me what you need from me.

Scene Sx — The Reporter.

He spent three hours with Holt.

He told him everything. The vault. Dofia Carmen's recitation of the
deed. The mark on the flagstone. Pratt's visit in 1861 with a key he had
brought with him. The chain of custody problem. The commission
records removed during the inventory that coincided with the eviction
notice. Holloway's clerk walking to Hargrove's land office two hours
after the motion was filed. The denia written in advance. The one
second.

Holt wrote in the small handwriting that was apparently how his
notes looked — tiny, dense, filling the page efficiently, the handwriting
of aman who had learned to record a great deal in the space available.

He asked specific questions about the deed's boundary
measurements — the numbers, the specifics that distinguished the
origina from the forgery. He asked about the seal. He asked about
Article 7 and what it said and how it differed from the language in the
forged deed.

Cole answered everything. The deed was in his memory with the
same clarity that survey measurements lived in memory once they had
been taken properly. He was his father's son. He had listened to Dofia
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Carmen recite the document and it had gone into him compl ete.

When they finished, Holt said: thiswill go in the file tonight.

Cole said: and the story.

Holt said: | will file the story. It will be killed by morning. But the
filing creates arecord at the paper — arecord that the story was written
and submitted and killed. That record exists separately from my file.

He said: there is one more thing | can do.

He said: the commission records. The ones missing from the
archive. | can write a different story — not about the Vega grant
specifically, not about Hargrove, but about the territoria records office
inventory and the pattern of records listed in the index but not present in
the archive. That is a factual story about a public institution. My editor
can kill it. He cannot un-fact it.

He said: | will file that story too.
Cole looked at him.
He said: you cannot publishiit.

Holt said: | cannot publish it today. The facts will still be the facts
tomorrow.

Cole stood up.

He said: fifteen days.

Holt said: | know.

Cole went to find his horse.

He thought about records on the road back to the valley. He thought
about his father recording measurements that no one would look at for
years, that would sit in a survey office in Santa Fe gathering dust until
someone needed to know exactly where a boundary ran and pulled the
folder out.

He thought: the measurement is there whether anyone looks at it
today or not.

He thought: the record is there.
He thought: it is not enough.
He rode toward the valley.
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Fifteen days.
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Chapter Seven — The Reporter

Scene One—Holt

Cole was at the Exchange Hotel at seven the following morning.

Holt was aready there — in the back room, at the table, with coffee
and his small handwriting on a fresh page. He had the quality of a man
who had worked through the night. Not the deteriorated quality, the
specific focused quality of someone for whom working through the
night on the right problem was not a cost but a clarification.

He said: | filed the story last night. On the Vega grant. Everything
you told me, organized into the form of a story — the vault, the deed,
the commission records, the clerk's walk to Hargrove's office, the denia
written before the motion was heard. My editor received it at eight in the
evening.

Cole said: and.

Holt said: he came to my room at nine. He was not pleased. He
killed the story. He told me it was not supportable by evidence that
would survive legal scrutiny — which is accurate, some of it — and that
publishing allegations of forgery against a prominent territorial citizen
without court-documented evidence was a liability the Gazette could not
accept. He said it with the specific firmness of a man who had been told
to say it firmly.

Cole said: Hargrove's office contacted him.

Holt said: | cannot prove that. Probably.
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He said: the story is in my file. The filing and killing is on the
paper's record.

He said: | also filed the second story. The one about the records
office inventory. The listing-and-absence pattern.

Cole said: and.

Holt said: my editor has not responded to that one yet. It is afactual
story about a public institution. He cannot kill it on the same grounds as
the Vega story. He will find other grounds. But it will take him longer.

Cole said: how much longer.

Holt said: | do not know. A day. Maybe two.

He said: | want to show you something.

He pushed his file across the table. A folder, severa inches thick,
pages of the same small handwriting, some of them with newspaper
proofs attached.

He said: six years of killed stories. Twenty-three of them. The Vega
grant story will be twenty-four.

Cole looked at the folder.

He said: all of them about land grants.

Holt said: eight of them directly. The others adjacent — water
rights, territorial court appointments, the governor's office
communications with specific land interests.

He said: twenty-three stories that document the same apparatus from
twenty-three different angles.

He said: what | am building is not a story. It is a case. A
documented case that exists outside the paper, outside the courtroom,
outside Holloway's jurisdiction. A case that a federal investigator or a
congressional committee or a new territorial governor could open and
find complete.

He said: your story is not the story that changes things. It is the
twenty-fourth story in a case that will eventually change things when the
political conditions are right.

Cole said: Don Vegadoes not have twenty-four stories.
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Holt said: no. He does not.

He said: | know that. | am telling you what | can offer because |
think you should understand it completely. The record matters. The
record will eventually matter for Don Vega's family because when the
case is made it will include his grant specifically. But it will not matter
in ten days.

Cole said nothing.

He picked up his coffee.

He looked at the window.

Scene Two — The Editor

At ten in the morning Holt sent a note to Col€e's room at the Exchange
Hotel.

The second story has been killed. Editor's grounds: the inventory is
a routine administrative procedure and the absence of specific
documents from a public archive is not a matter of public concern
absent evidence of criminal intent. He will not publish without evidence
that would survive a lawsuit. —H.

Cole read the note twice.

He went downstairs.

He sat in the hotel lobby and thought about what the killed story
meant beyond its immediate content.

Holt's editor had killed the commission records story on grounds
that were legally sustainable. He had done it quickly — within hours of
the story being filed, not within days. Quick response meant the
response had been prepared or the editor had been warned.

The apparatus was watching Holt.

Which meant the apparatus knew Holt was building a file. Which
meant the file itself might not be as safe as Holt believed.

62



Buried Deed

He thought: if the file is not safe, the record | have been building
through Holt is not safe.

He thought: what records exist that Hargrove's apparatus cannot
reach.

He thought: Archuletas notes. Archuletas professional
documentation of the case. But Archuleta's notes were subject to the
same pressures Archuleta himself was subject to — and Archuleta had
not yet been explicitly warned, but the warning was coming.

He thought: the deed in Archuletas safe. Still there, dtill
inadmissible, but physically present.

He thought: my memory.

He was sitting in the hotel lobby thinking about what existed in his
memory and what could be done with it when he heard the hooves
outside.

Scene Three — Gideon Finds Cole

Threeriders.

He recognized the pace before he looked up — the same pace as the
day the eviction notice had been served, the pace of men with authority
and a destination. He looked up and recognized Cuitter at the front.

They stopped at the hotel.

He was out the side door before Cutter dismounted.

He did not run. Running was information. He walked to the alley
behind the hotel and moved north along it, working his way toward
Archuleta's office two blocks away. He was halfway there when Cutter
came around the south end of the alley.

Cutter had moved fast. He had anticipated the side door.

Cole stopped.

Cutter said: Mr. Gideon would like the document you removed from
Mr. Hargrove's property.
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Cole said: | do not have any document.
Cutter said: yes you do.

He did not argue about it. He hit Cole three times — more thorough
than the first encounter, still professional, still the specific quality of a
man conveying information through physical means. The information
was: this conversation is settled.

Colewent down inthe dley.
Cutter found the deed inside his shirt.

The oilskin package. Sixty-six years of protection. In Cutter's hand
NOW.

Cutter said: Mr. Gideon saysto tell you that Mr. Hargrove is patient
but his patience is not without limit. He says to tell you that the family
on the ranch will appreciate it if you stay away from matters that do not
concern you.

He walked back toward the hotel.

Colelay in the aley with three ribs that were now definitely cracked
rather than possibly cracked and the specific empty feeling of a man
who has just lost the thing he went to significant trouble to obtain.

He did not move for afew minutes.
He thought: they were watching Archuleta's office.

He thought: they followed me from Archuleta's office this morning
or they have been watching my route between Archuletd's office and the
Exchange Hotel.

He thought: Archuleta's notes. If they were watching Archuleta's
office they would move on Archuleta next.

He got up.
He went to Archuleta

Scene Four —In The Arroyo

He was wrong about Archuleta being next.
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Archuleta was at his desk when Cole arrived. He had not been
visited. He was intact.

Coletold him about the alley.

Archuleta listened and then said: the deed is gone.

Cole said: yes.

Archuleta said: the survey notes.

Cole said: | left them with you.

Archuleta said: they are in my safe. Along with my documentation
of having examined the deed and assessed it as authentic. That
documentation is protected by professional privilege.

He said: are you hurt.

Cole said: nothing that will stop me.

He said: sit down.

Cole sat.

Archuleta said: here is what we have. The survey notes. My
professional documentation of the deed's authenticity. Y our memory of
the deed's contents. Dofla Carmen's recitation of the deed's contents.

He said: here is what we do not have. The physical deed. The
federal commission records. A press story. A lega path through
Holloway's court.

He said: here is what we can do. We go back to Holloway with the
survey notes and your testimony — the contents of the deed as you
remember them, corroborated by the survey notes — and we make the
argument that the forged deed's boundary measurements are inconsistent
with the surveyed boundaries established in 1823. Holloway will deny
it. We will have arecord of the denial.

Cole said: we have been building records for two weeks and the
records are not stopping the eviction.

Archuleta said: no. They are not.

He said: Cole. | have been practicing land grant law for thirty years.
| have lost seven cases in this court in five years. All of them to
Hargrove or interests associated with Hargrove. | have a file in my
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officethat isasthick as Holt'sfile. It has never helped anyone keep their
land. But twice in thirty years the territory's political situation has
shifted enough that old records became actionable. Twice in thirty years
the record mattered.

Cole said: Don Vega needs the record to matter now.
Archuleta said: yes.

He said: | know.

Cole sat with the weight of this.

He had the deed in his memory. He had the survey notes. He had
Dofla Carmen. He had Archuleta's documentation and Holt's file and
eleven days and every legitimate path either closed or closing.

He thought: the deed wasin my hands.

He thought: it is not in my hands anymore.

He thought: but | read it by matchlight in the origina ranch house
and it went into me the way measurements went into him and the
reading did not require Cutter's permission.

He thought: | am the deed.

He thought: not the paper. The contents.

He thought: what can the contents do without the paper.

Scene Five — Get Up Or Stay Down

He asked Archuleta to step out for ten minutes.
Archuleta stepped out.

Cole sat adone in the office and thought about both options with the
specific discipline his father had used for survey calculations — from
the known toward the unknown, measurement before conclusion.

Known: every legitimate path was closed or nearly closed. The deed
was gone. The federal records were gone. The press was controlled.
Archuleta was about to receive awarning of his own.
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Known: he had the survey notes and his memory and Dofia Carmen
and eleven days.

Known: anything he did that Hargrove's men could identify as
interference would trigger the eviction acceleration — Don Vegas
remaining days would shorten.

Unknown: whether there was anything left that Hargrove had not
anticipated.

He thought about what Hargrove had anticipated.

He had anticipated the motion for a stay. He had the denia written
in advance.

He had anticipated the commission records. He had moved them
before Cole looked.

He had anticipated the press. His brother-in-law edited the Gazette.

He had anticipated Cole going back to the building. He had put
Cuitter in the northeast corner.

He had anticipated Cole carrying the deed. He had followed Cole
from Archuleta's office.

Everything Cole had done had been anticipated.

Except one thing.

He had not anticipated Cole standing in his own court without the
deed, without alawyer, without legal standing, and saying the true thing
anyway. He had not anticipated this because no one in thirty years had
done it. Dofla Carmen's father had put the deed in the vault and told no
one because he believed the vault was safe. Chen had moved to Taipei.
Don Vega had folded the notice and put it in his pocket. The territory's
entire history of land grant fraud operated on the assumption that the
people being defrauded would eventually stop.

What Hargrove had not anticipated was a boy who was not going to
stop.

Cole thought: the only thing left is the thing he has not prepared for.

He called Archuleta back in.
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Scene Sx —He Gets Up. He Goes To Magdalena.

He did not tell Archuleta what he was going to do. He was not certain
enough yet.

He told him: go to the court tomorrow. Present the survey notes and
my testimony as planned. Get the denial. Get it in the record.

Archuleta said: and you.

Cole said: | am going back to the valley.

Herode.

He rode with cracked ribs and no deed and the coin in his pocket
and the deed's contents in his memory and the specific quality of a
person who has run out of tools and is about to find out what they are
when the tools are gone.

Magdalenawas at the arroyo's south bend.

He told her the deed was gone. He told her about the alley. He told
her what Archuleta was going to do and what it would and would not
produce.

She listened.

He said: there is one thing left. | can go to Santa Fe and stand in
Holloway's court without the deed and without Archuleta and without
legal standing and say what | know in public. | can describe the deed
from memory in specific enough detail that no one who was not in that
building by matchlight could describe it. | can put the survey notes on
the bench.

He said: Holloway will deny it. He will issue the contempt citation
he has been holding since the first motion.

He said: the contempt citation will go to the sheriff today. And
Hargrove will accelerate the eviction. Don Vega will not have eleven
days. He will have three.

Magdalenalooked at him.
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He said: | will make the record complete. And it will cost your
grandfather three days.

She said: and if you do not go.

He said: the record isincomplete. Hargrove has what he wantsin the
long run and your grandfather has the dignity of the eleven days.

She said: that is the choice.

He said: yes.

She looked at the valley below.

She said: | am not going to tell you what to do.
He said: | know.

She said: | will tell you what my grandmother told me this morning
when | went to her room. She said: the land is land. The record of who
owned it is adifferent thing from the land itself. She said: we will be on
the land or we will not be on the land. But the record of what was done
to usisoursto make.

She said: that iswhat she told me.

She went back to the ranch.

Cole sat in the arroyo with the coin and the survey notes and eleven
days.

He thought about what he was going to do.

He did not decide yet.

But he thought about it.
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Chapter Eight — Dofia Carmen

Scene One — Dofla Carmen's Room

He went to Dofia Carmen in the morning.

He came to the ranch at the specific hour when Gideon's men were
changing their watch rotation — the twenty-minute window when the
incoming watch was settling into position and the outgoing watch was
crossing the yard toward the cook fire. He had spent enough time
studying the ranch's rhythms to know the windows that existed for
people who were not supposed to be there.

He went in through the kitchen garden, the way Magdalena had
shown him on the second day of watching.

Doria Carmen was in her chair.

The south window's morning light was on her hands, which were
folded in her lap in the specific way of awoman who had been sitting in
this chair at this window for so many years that the light and the hands
had reached an arrangement. She looked at him when he came in
without surprise. She had the quality that very old people sometimes had
— of being beyond surprise because they had seen the full range of what
existence produced and had filed everything in its category.

He sat on the stool.

He said: the deed has been taken.

She said: Magdaenatold me.

He said: the survey notes are with Archuleta. He is presenting them
to the court today. It will produce adenial.

70



Buried Deed

She said: yes.
He said: | want to understand what | have left. What you have not
told me yet.

Shelooked at him.

He said: you told me about the vault and the mark. Y ou told me the
deed's contents. You told me about the survey notes after Magdalena
told you | was still here. Is there anything else you have been keeping
for the right moment.

Shewas quiet for along time.

Then she reached for the cedar chest.

She opened it and produced the leather tube with the survey notes
— but she did not give it to him. She set it on her lap and opened it and
took out the eight pages and held them carefully.

She said: my father made the survey in 1823 because the Americans
were coming and he knew the Americans would require documentation
in their own system. He was a man who thought ahead. He surveyed the
land and he made these notes and he put the original deed in the vault
because he believed that documented land could not be taken.

She said: he was wrong about that.

She said: but he was right about the documentation. Documentation
is not the land. But documentation is the memory of the land. When the
land is gone the memory remains and the memory can become the land
again if the conditions allow.

Cole said: | am going to go to the court in Santa Fe and say what |
know without the deed and without Archuleta and without legal
standing. | am going to put the survey notes on the judge's bench and
describe the deed from memory and the court will deny everything and
issue the contempt citation.

He said: the contempt citation will accelerate the eviction. Don
Vegawill lose days.

Shelooked at him.
He said: | want to know what you think | should do.
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She said: | think you should do what you are going to do. Y ou have
aready decided.

He said: | have not decided yet.

She looked at him with the expression of a woman who had been
watching people make decisions for seventy-eight years and knew the
difference between a man who had not decided and a man who had
decided and was still sitting with the deciding.

She handed him the survey notes.

She said: take these. They belong in the room where you are going.
He took them.

He stood up.

She said: my father built the original ranch house in 1799. He put
the deed in the vault because he believed safe meant sealed. He was a
man who understood land and buildings and he did not understand that
what threatens a thing changes over time.

She said: you are a different kind of person than my father.
He waited.

She said: my father sealed things. Y ou open them.

He went out.

Scene Two — What The Survey Notes Prove

Archuleta's note reached him at the arroyo at noon.

A brief note, in Archuletas precise hand: Presented survey notes
and verbal summary of deed's contents to Holloway's court this
morning. Holloway excluded survey notes as insufficient corroboration
of a document not in evidence. Verbal testimony excluded as testimony
from a trespasser obtained through illegal entry. Denial issued. —A.

Coleread it twice.

He had expected this. The expectation did not make it smaller.
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He thought about what the denial contained and what it did not
contain.

The denial excluded the survey notes. It did not destroy them. The
survey notes were still in Archuleta's possession, still authentic, still the
specific corroborating evidence that a court with different instructions
would find significant.

The denia excluded his verbal testimony. It did not erase what he
knew.

The denial added to the record — another denial, another legally
sound exclusion, another piece of the pattern that Holt was documenting
in hisfile. Each denial was Holloway providing evidence of himself.

He thought: | am building something Holloway is helping me build.

He thought: the problem is that what | am building does not help
Don Vega before eight days become zero.

He put the note away.

Herolled the coin.

Scene Three — The Contempt Warning

At two in the afternoon aterritorial court officer arrived at the arroyo.

Cole had not given the arroyo as his address. He had not given
anyone the arroyo. The court officer had found him, which meant the
court officer had been tracking his movements, which meant Holloway
had a man watching Cole's known routes the same way Gideon had a
man watching the original ranch house.

The officer was professional about it. He delivered the warning with
the specific courtesy of aman performing aformal duty he found neither
comfortable nor distressing.

The warning said: Cole Harte had continued to involve himself in
matters related to the Vega eviction case despite the court's ruling. Any
further interference with the court's order — including any further
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attempt to introduce excluded evidence, any further contact with
Hargrove's property, or any further action calculated to delay
enforcement of the eviction — would result in a contempt citation and
arrest. Furthermore, the court noted that such interference was affecting
the terms under which Mr. Hargrove had agreed to alow the thirty-day
eviction period to proceed, and that continued interference might
necessitate a review of those terms.

He said: do you understand the warning.

Cole said: yes.

The court officer nodded. He rode back toward Santa Fe.

Cole sat in the arroyo and read the warning again.

The last sentence was the important one. Not the contempt citation
— the contempt citation he had been expecting since the first motion.
The last sentence: the terms under which Mr. Hargrove had agreed to
allow the thirty-day eviction period to proceed.

The warning was not just awarning to Cole.

It was a warning delivered through Cole to Don Vega — the same
structure as Gideon's message on the night he was first caught in the
original house. The mechanism was identical. Hargrove communicated
with Don Vega through Cole. He used Cole as the medium for the
threat.

Which meant Hargrove was still worried about Cole.

A man who was not worried did not send warnings. A man who had
won completely did not bother to communicate through his opponent.
The warning was evidence that Hargrove was not certain the thirty days
would pass without further interference that he could not manage.

He thought: he is watching me.

He thought: he is still watching me because he does not know what |
will do next.

He thought: good.

74



Buried Deed

Scene Four — Archuleta Withdraws

Archuleta sent for him the following morning.

Cole came to the office and saw the expression on Archuleta's face
— not the expression he had seen before, which was the expression of a
man carrying difficulty with professional composure. This was a
different expression. This was the expression of a man who had made a
calculation and was about to deliver the result of it.

Archuleta said: | received a communication this morning from the
territorial bar association.

He said: aformal complaint has been filed against my professional
conduct in the Vega matter. The complaint aleges that | assisted in the
introduction of illegally obtained evidence — specificaly, that |
received and documented a deed that | knew had been obtained by
trespass and theft, and that my professiona documentation of its
authenticity constitutes participation in the illegal conduct.

Cole said: Hargrove filed the complaint.

Archuleta said: Hargrove's lawyer filed it on behaf of Hargrove.
Yes.

He said: the complaint will be dismissed eventualy. There is
nothing in my conduct that constitutes a violation of professional rules. |
documented what | was given. | did not advise or assist the trespass.

He said: but the complaint has to be answered. The answer requires
my time and attention. And while the complaint is pending, any further
action | take in the Vega matter will be characterized as continuation of
the professional misconduct alleged.

Hesaid: Cole.

He said: | have a wife and three children. | have practiced in this
territory for thirty years. The complaint will be dismissed but the
process of dismissal requires me to be intact on the other side of it.

He said: | cannot continue.

Cole looked at the surface of the desk between them.
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Archuleta said: | am giving you everything | have. The survey
notes, which are your property. My notes on the case, which are fully
documented. My professional assessment of the deed's authenticity,
which is in writing and signed and dated and will serve as evidence of
what | examined and what | concluded.

He said: | am sorry. | mean that.

Cole said: | know you do.

He said: eight days.

Archuleta said: eight days.

He dlid the file across the desk. Cole picked it up.
He went out.

Scene Five —THE ALL-ISLOST

He rode back to the valley.

He rode with cracked ribs and no deed and no lawyer and Holt's
story killed and the federal archive cleaned and the professiona
complaint filed and eight days.

He rode to the ranch because there was nowhere el se to go.

Don Vega was on the porch when he arrived. The late afternoon
light on the porch was the specific light of October closing toward
November — shorter days, the light arriving at a lower angle, the
shadows from the mountains reaching further across the valley floor
before the sun went down.

Don Vegalooked at Cole for amoment without speaking.
Then he said: come up here.

Coletied his horse and went up to the porch.

Don Vegasaid: sit down.

He sat.
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Don Vegadid not sit. He stood at the porch railing and looked at the
south pasture. The cattle were there. Most of them — the ones Rodrigo
had not yet sold to the Archuleta family south of here. They would be
gonein another three days, the Archuletafamily taking them at the price
they had agreed, which was not afair price but was the price available in
eight days.

Don Vegasaid: | know what you have been doing.

Cole said: yes.

Don Vegasaid: Gideon told me about the aley.

Cole said: | thought he would.

Don Vega said: | know about the motion. The denial. The lawyer's
difficulty.

He turned from the railing and looked at Cole directly.

He said: | am going to ask you something and | am going to ask you
toreceiveitaswhat itis.

He said: | am asking you to stop.

He said it without anger. He said it with the specific exhausted
dignity Cole had been watching him carry since the day the riders
arrived.

He said: you have done more than | would have asked anyone to do.
You have done it on your own without asking me, which | understand
and which | am not speaking against. You have put yourself at risk for
my family's land and | am grateful for the intention behind it even when
the risk frightened me.

He said: the court has ruled. Hargrove has the deed now. Archuleta
has withdrawn. The thirty days is almost finished. What remains to be
done in eight days cannot be done by one person without legal standing
and without tools.

He said: | am asking you to stop because | love you and because
watching you be hurt on behalf of what is already decided is harder than
the land.
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He said it quietly. He said it the way a man said the true thing about
what something cost him.

Cole sat on the porch and looked at the south pasture.
He said nothing for along time.
He thought: Don V ega asked me to stop.

He thought: Don Vega asking me to stop is the thing | cannot
surviveif | let it be the thing that stops me.

He thought: | cannot let it be the thing that stops me.
He said: | hear you.

Don Vega nodded.

Cole said: | will think about it.

Don Vega nodded again. He went inside.

Cole sat on the porch aone with eight days and the coin in his hand
and the specific despair of a person who has received the most painful
instruction they have ever received from the person whose opinion they
value most.

He sat there until dark.

Scene Sx — He Says He Will Think About It. He Does Not Seep.

He went to the arroyo.

He sat in the cedar scrub with the survey notes in his lap and the
coin rolling across his knuckles and the coin stopping and his hand
going still and the coin rolling again.

He thought about Don Vega's request for along time.

He thought about what it was and what it was not.

It was love. Don Vega had said so and Don Vega did not say things
he did not mean. The request came from love — from the specific
quality of love that watched someone take damage on your behalf and
could no longer bear to watch.
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It was not surrender. Don Vega had not surrendered. He had folded
the notice and put it in his pocket and made the practical arrangements
and sold the cattle below market price, but he had done all of this with
the composure of a man who had not given up the internal thing, only
the external one. He was asking Cole to stop because watching Cole was
harder than the land. Not because the fight was wrong.

The fight was not wrong. Don Vega's asking Cole to stop was not
evidence that the fight was wrong. It was evidence that Don Vega loved
him.

He thought: the difference between Don Vegas request and Don
Vegas belief.

He thought: accepting the request means accepting what it will cost
the record. What the incomplete record will cost everyone after Don
Vega who faces this same method from this same man or from the men
who learn from this man that the method works.

He thought: not accepting the request means accepting what it will
cost Don Vega The accelerated eviction. Three days instead of eight.
The cattle seized. The twenty families with no time.

He thought: both options cost something real and the person who
pays the cost of option two isnot me. It is Don Vega.

He sat with this.

He sat with it all night.

By morning he had not resolved it. But he was sitting with it
differently — not looking at the two options from outside, looking at
them from the specific place of a person who understood what each
option required and had not yet found a reason to choose one over the
other that was sufficient to move.

He thought: the sufficient reason will come from somewhere or it
will not.

He waited to seeif it came.
Eight days.
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Chapter Nine— Eight Days

Scene One — Morning

He was till in the arroyo at dawn.

He had not moved since the night before except to turn his position
when the cold made one side of him numb, and to roll the coin, and to
look at the valley below in the specific dark-to-light progression of a
high desert morning arriving.

The valey was the valley. The mountains east. The river west. The
October sky going from black to grey to the specific pale gold of early
morning at altitude. The Vega ranch below — the cook fire smoke
beginning, the cattle in the south pasture, the original ranch house in the
northeast corner with its locked door and its empty vault and the
flagstone that Cole had lifted and replaced and that now held nothing but
the mark Dofia Carmen's grandfather had cut into the stone's eastern
edgein 1799.

He had been looking at this valley for six years. He had looked at it
from horseback and on foot and from fence lines and from the saddle of
this particular arroyo more times than he could count. He had looked at
it in October light like this and in summer heat and in the specific
grey-white quality of the valley after a spring snow.

He was looking at it now the way he might look at something he
was deciding whether to leave.

Not because he was deciding to leave. Because the decision he was
sitting with had the shape of a departure — either he was about to leave
the valley behind in some fundamental way by going to Santa Fe and
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doing the thing Don Vega had asked him not to do, or he was about to
leave behind the specific version of himself that he had been building
toward without knowing it since the day the riders arrived.

Both felt like departures.

He sat with this.

The cook fire smoke rose straight in the still morning air.

Eight days.

Scene Two — He Under stands What Going Means

He worked through it the way his father had worked through difficult
survey calculations — not avoiding the arithmetic but doing it precisely,
from the known toward the unknown.

Known: going to Santa Fe meant appearing before Holloway's court
without the deed, without Archuleta, without legal standing. It meant
presenting the survey notes and his testimony about the deed's contents
from memory. It meant the contempt citation. It meant the citation going
to the sheriff today. It meant Hargrove being notified today that Cole
had continued to interfere. It meant the eviction acceleration —
Hargrove's men arriving with three days' notice instead of eight.

Known: what three days instead of eight meant for the family. The
cattle that had not yet been sold would be seized in the inventory.
Rodrigo had arranged sales for the remaining herd through the week —
below market, but sufficient to generate something. Three days canceled
most of those sales. The twenty families on the grant who had been
given the eight-day period to make arrangements — some of them had
made arrangements, some had not. Three days would catch some of
them unprepared.

Known: this was the cost. He was not imagining it or minimizing it.
He was looking at it directly. Going to Santa Fe would cost Don Vegas
family days they had been promised and had been using. It would cost
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real money and real preparation time from real people.

Unknown — but calculable: what the record would produce.

He thought about Halt's file. Twenty-three killed stories, six years
of documentation. The Vega story would be twenty-four. The
commission records story would be twenty-five when it eventually
killed. Archuleta's casefile. The denialsin the territorial court record.

He thought about what a record was for.

His father had told him: the measurement is for the person who
needs it. Not the person who makes it. The surveyor does not know who
will open the file. He knows that someone will and that when they do
the measurement needs to be there and it needs to be right.

He thought: who opensthisfile.

He thought: | do not know. | am eighteen. | do not know what the
territory looks like in three years or ten. | know what it looks like today
and today Hargrove is winning and the record is being built by people
who are losing.

He thought: the record is for the person who opensit in three years.

He thought: Don Vega and hisfamily are the people who pay for the
record being complete.

He thought: Don Vega does not know that. He asked me to stop
without knowing what stopping would cost the record.

He thought: does that change what | should do.

He did not have an answer.

He moved to the next part of the calculation.

Scene Three — He Under stands What Not Going Means

Known: not going to Santa Fe meant accepting Don Vegas request. It
meant the record was incomplete — Holt's file with the story killed,
Archuleta's notes, the denials, but no testimony from Cole himself about
the deed's contents, no physical corroboration through the survey notes
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presented in the court record.

Known: the record without Col€e's testimony was evidence of a
closed system but not evidence of what was inside it. It showed
Holloway denying and the commission records missing and the press
story killed. It did not show the deed itself described in the specific
detail that only someone who had read the original could provide.

Known: Don Vega's family would have eight days. The remaining
cattle would be sold. The twenty families would have the time they
needed. The transition would have the dignity Don Vega had been
trying to preserve.

Unknown: what the incomplete record produced in three years.

He thought about the cases in Holt's file that had never produced
anything. Twenty-three stories. Two of them, Archuleta had said, had
eventually led to reversals. Twenty-one had not.

He thought: the Vega case without Col€e's testimony is one of the
twenty-one or one of the two and | cannot know which.

He thought: the Vega case with Col€'s testimony is a stronger case.
It has the specific detail that makes the forgery provable rather than
merely suspicious. The boundary measurements described in exact
detail, corroborated by the survey notes, constitute a case that a
competent federal investigator can use to establish fraud.

He thought: | am deciding whether to spend Don Vega's three days
to make afederal case stronger.

He thought: Don Vega did not authorize me to make that decision
for him.

He sat with this.
He thought about it from the other direction.

He thought: if Don Vega knew what the complete record could do
— if he understood that the twenty families on this grant were not the
last twenty families Hargrove would dispossess, that the method worked
and would be used again and that the complete record was the only thing
that might stop it from working again — would he still ask me to stop?

He thought: | do not know.
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He thought: that is the question | cannot answer by sitting in this
arroyo.

Scene Four — Magdalena

She found him at the arroyo at midmorning.

She came from the south end, not quickly, the pace of someone who
had decided to come and was not hurrying the arrival. She sat beside
him in the cedar scrub and looked at the valley.

She said: my grandfather spoke to me this morning.

He said: what did he say.

She said: he told me what he asked you last night. He told me that
he had been awake until very late thinking about whether asking you
was the right thing.

He waited.

She said: he told me he asked you because he loves you. He told me
that is the only reason. Not because he believes the fight is wrong. Not
because he has accepted the outcome in the way that means he wants it.
Because watching you be damaged on his behalf is something he cannot
keep watching.

Shelooked at the valley.

She said: | watched him on the porch after you left. He sat there for
along time after dark. When he came inside he did not look like a man
who had resolved something. He looked like a man who had done the
only thing available to him and was not certain it was the right thing.

Cole said: he should not have to be certain. He is the one losing the
land. He has the right to ask me to stop.

She said: yes.

She said: and you have the right to decide whether to stop.

He said: those are not the same right.

She looked at him.
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He said: he has the right to ask. | have to decide what his asking
means against what not stopping means.

She said: what does not stopping mean.

He said: it means costing him three days. Days he has been using to
prepare. Days the families on the grant need.

He said: it also means the record is complete. The specific detail that
distinguishes the original deed from the forgery — the exact boundary
measurements, the seal, the language of Article 7 — in the court record,
corroborated by the survey notes. A case that a federal investigator can
use.

Shewas quiet.

He said: | am not asking you to decide. | am thinking out loud.

She said: | know.

She said: my grandmother told me something this morning when |
went to her room.

He waited.

She said: she told me that her father read the deed to her every year
because he believed the land belonged to the family as long as the
family remembered what the land was. Not the paper. The land. The
specific mountains and the specific river and the specific soil and the
specific work that sixty-six years of the family's hands had put into it.

She said: shetold me the reading was so that the family would know
what they held even if the paper was taken.

Shelooked at him.

She said: she told me that you are the only person outside the family
who has heard the reading.

Cole sat with this.

He thought: | am the only person outside the family who carries
what the land is.

He thought: the record | am building is not only for the federal
investigator. It is for Don Vegas family in three years when someone
opens the file and reads what was taken from them and understands
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specifically what was taken.
He thought: that is a different thing from the political calculation.

He thought: Dofia Carmen gave me the deed and the survey notes
because she wanted the specific truth of what the family held to bein a
room where people could hear it.

He thought: the room is the court.

He thought: the court is the worst room for the truth. And it is the
only room that creates arecord that survives.

Magdalena stood up.

She said: | am not telling you what to do.

Hesaid: | know.

She said: my grandfather's request came from love. What you do
with it isyours.

She went back toward the ranch.

Cole sat in the arroyo.

Scene Five — He Sts With Both Options

He sat with both options for along time.

Going: three days instead of eight. The contempt citation. The cattle
seized. The families unprepared. The complete record. The specific
detail in the court record. The case that could be made. Don Vegas
reguest rejected — not because the request was wrong but because the
thing the request would cost outweighed the thing the request would
protect.

Not going: eight days. The cattle sold. The families prepared. The
incomplete record. The case that might be made from what existed
without his testimony. Don Vegas request honored — because the
person asking had the right to ask and the person being asked loved the
person asking and accepting the request was an act of that love.

He sat with these.
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He turned the coin.

He thought about his father.

His father had been a surveyor who had put measurements on paper.
He had understood that the measurement was not the land. The
measurement was the record of the land — the specific truth of what
was there, recorded in aform that outlasted the surveyor. His father had
understood this well enough to teach it to a nine-year-old boy without
words.

He thought: Dofia Carmen's father read the deed to her every year so
the family would remember the specific truth of what they held.

He thought: 1 am the only person outside the family who heard the
reading.

He thought: | can put the reading in the court record.

He thought: it will cost Don Vega three days.

He thought: Don Vega is going to lose the land whether | go to
Santa Fe or not.

He thought: the three days will hurt and the hurt is real and the land
will be gone regardless.

He thought: the record is the only thing that survives after theland is
gone.

He thought: whose job is the record.

He sat with this.

He thought about the answer.

He thought: mine. Itis mine.

Not because he had been appointed. Because he was the person who
knew what was in the vault and he was the person who had heard the
recitation and he was the person who understood what the survey notes
proved and he was the person who had watched Holloway's expression
for one second.

He was the specific person who could put the specific truth in the
specific record.

Which did not mean he had the right to cost Don V ega three days.
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Which meant he had the responsibility to understand what those
three days were for and whether they were worth it.

He thought: the three days are for the record being complete.

He thought: the complete record is for everyone who comes after
Don Vega

He thought: Don Vega asked me to stop.

He thought: Don Vegas request and Don Vegas belief are two
different things.

Magdalena had said this. She had said it because she had watched
her grandfather sit on the porch until after dark with the expression of a
man who was not certain the asking was right.

He thought: | am going to Santa Fe.
He thought this and sat with it and it did not shift.

He thought: | am going to Santa Fe and it will cost Don Vega three
days and the record will be complete and the cost isreal and | am going

anyway.
He thought: thisiswhat it means to decide something.

Scene Sx — He Finishes Waiting

He went to Magdalena.

He found her in the kitchen garden in the late afternoon, the specific
light of the day going down behind the mountains to the west, the
garden in the shadow of the main house.

He said: | am going to Santa Fe. In the morning.

She stopped what she was doing and looked at him.

He said: it will cost your grandfather three days. | want you to
understand that | know what it will cost and that | have decided to go
anyway. Not because | think the request was wrong. Because the record
needs to be complete and | am the only person who can complete it.

He said: | am sorry for the three days.
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Shelooked at him for along time.
She said: | know.

He said: | wanted to say it to you before | went. Not to Don Vega.
Because if | said it to Don Vega he would ask me again to stop and he
would be right to ask and | would have to say no and | cannot say no to
him and then go.

She said: | know.

She said: | will tell him after you leave.

He said: yes.

She said: will you come back.

He said: after. Yes.

She said: then go.

He went to the arroyo and lay down with the survey notes and tried
to sleep.

He did not sleep much.

But he did not need to. He had decided.

In the morning he would ride to Santa Fe with the survey notes in
his saddlebag and the deed in his memory and the coin in his pocket and
six days.

He would do what he had come for.

He would pay what it cost.

Six days.
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Chapter Ten — Santa Fe

Scene One — The Road To Santa Fe

He rode through the night.

The road from the valley to Santa Fe ran south and east along the
base of the Sangre de Cristos — twenty miles of high desert in the dark,
the mountains a solid absence against the stars on his left, the valley
opening to the west below him. He had ridden this road four times in
thirty days. He knew where it was soft and where it was hard and where
it turned without warning at the arroyo crossing six miles south of the
valley.

He arrived in Santa Fe before dawn.

He went to Holt first.

The Exchange Hotel back room at five in the morning — Holt was
not there yet, Cole waited in the lobby. At five-thirty Holt came down
the stairs with the specific wariness of a man who had received an early
morning message and did not know what it contained.

He saw Cole and his expression settled into the expression of a
reporter who had been expecting something for along time and was now
receiving it.

Cole told him: | am going to appear before the court today. Without
alawyer. Without the deed. With the survey notes and my memory and
nothing else. He told him exactly what he was going to say and what the
court would do with it. He told him about the contempt citation. He told
him what the contempt citation would cost Don Vega's family.
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He said: | need you to be in the gallery.

Holt looked at him.

He said: you understand the story will be killed again.
Cole said: | understand the notes will go in your file.
Holt said: yes. They will.

He said: and the commission records story — | found away to fileit
that my editor cannot kill on the same grounds. It is afactual story about
public records in a public institution. He is still looking for grounds. But
it may run before he finds them.

Cole said: it does not matter if it runstoday. It mattersthat it exists.

Holt looked at him with the expression of a man recognizing
something he had been doing for six yearsin adifferent form.

He said: yes. That isright.
Hesaid: | will bein the galery.
Cole went to the courthouse.

Scene Two — The Courthouse

He arrived at the clerk's window at nine.

He explained what he wanted: to appear before the court as a citizen
witness in the matter of the Vega eviction case to present testimony
relevant to the accuracy of the court's record. He said it in the specific
language Archuleta had taught him — the one mechanism the territorial
court's rules allowed for a citizen without legal standing.

The clerk looked at him.

He said: that matter has been decided.

Cole said: | am requesting the opportunity to present testimony
relevant to the accuracy of the court's record in the decided case.

The clerk went to Holloway's chambers.
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Cole stood at the clerk's window and waited. He rolled the coin in
his pocket without taking it out. He thought about what Holloway's
calculation would be. Refusing to hear the testimony created a record of
refusal — a specific record that a federal investigator might find
interesting. Allowing the testimony created a controlled opportunity —
Holloway in his courtroom, on his terms, able to shape the record
through hisrulings.

Holloway would calculate that allowing was more controllable than
refusing.

The clerk came back.

He said: Judge Holloway will hear the testimony at ten o'clock.

Cole said: thank you.

He sat inthe gallery.

He took the survey notes from his saddlebag and looked at them —
eight pages in Dofla Carmen's grandfather's hand, the 1823 boundary
survey, the specific measurements that matched the deed and did not
match the forgery. He had memorized them the night before on the road,
the way he had memorized Dofia Carmen's recitation of the deed, the
way his father had trained him to memorize measurements. He did not
need to look at the notes. He looked at them anyway.

The gallery filled slowly. Court officers. A man from Hargrove's
|and office who had come to observe. And at ten minutes to ten, Holt —
who came in quietly and took a seat three rows back and opened his
notebook to afresh page.

At nine-fifty Fitch arrived.

He came through the main door with two associates and arranged
his papers at the counsel table with the efficiency of a man who had
been informed this morning and had prepared in the ninety minutes
available to him. He looked at Cole once. His expression was the
expression of a man who had already won and was here only to confirm
the winning.

Cole looked back.

He thought: he has won every round.
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He thought: thisis not around. Thisisthe record.

Scene Three — The Wait

Ten o'clock.
Holloway did not come at ten.

He came at ten-fifteen. Cole had been sitting at the rail for fifteen
minutes — the rail that separated the gallery from the court floor, the
specific position of a person without standing — with the survey notes
in his hands and the coin in his pocket and the deed in his memory and
six days that were becoming five as the morning wore on.

He sat with the waiting the way he sat with other kinds of waiting —
patiently, the patience of a person who had spent a great deal of time
watching things that moved on their own schedule.

He thought about Don Vega.

He thought: this morning Magdalena told him. He is at the ranch
now. He is receiving the news that | have not stopped. He is receiving it
with the composure he uses for al difficult things and beneath the
composure there is something — not anger at Cole, he does not think
anger, but something that has the weight of a man learning that the
person he asked to stop has not stopped.

He thought: | will go back to the valley after.

He thought: he will either receive me or he will not. Either way |
will go back.

Holloway came through the door behind the bench.
Hetook his seat.
Helooked at Cole at therail.

He said: the court will hear the testimony of Cole Harte, citizen,
regarding the matter of Vega v. Teritory, decided September
fourteenth, eighteen sixty-five. The court notes that this matter has been
decided and that no testimony presented today can ater the court's
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ruling. The court further notes that any testimony found to be
contemptuous of the court's authority will result in immediate citation.
Proceed.

Cole stood at the rail.

He thought: he wrote this introduction in advance al so.

He thought: it does not matter.

He began.

Scene Four — Holloway Calls The Session

He spoke for twenty minutes.

He described the vault. The mark on the flagstone — Dofia
Carmen'’s grandfather's mark, the two perpendicular cuts at the eastern
edge of the third flagstone from the north wall in the northeast corner of
the original ranch house. He described the compartment — eighteen
inches deep, stone-lidded, fitted to be invisible. He described the oilskin
package and its condition and the specific smell of paper that had been
in oilskin for sixty-six yearsin adry climate.

He described the deed.

Not approximately. Specifically. The colonial seal — the double
eagle, the specific notation beneath it indicating New Mexico Territory
administration, the date notation in the colonial administrator's hand.
Article 1, which established the grant's origin and the authority under
which it was issued. Article 7, which he recited word for word: the
boundary beginning at the eastern ridge marker established by survey in
seventeen ninety-nine, running west to the river's eastern bank at the
dry-season waterline, thence south along the bank to the marker stone
established — and here he gave the specific coordinates that Dofia
Carmen had given him, the coordinates that were to a different decimal
than the forged deed's approximations.

Fitch objected at every sentence.
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The deed had not been produced. Objection — sustained. The
witness had entered the property illegally. Objection — sustained. The
witness lacked standing. Objection — sustained. The witness's
characterization of a document not in evidence was speculative.
Objection — sustained.

Holloway sustained each objection in the specific tone of a man
performing a procedural function rather than engaging with content. The
tone said: | am not listening to what you are saying. | am noting that you
have said it and removing it from consideration.

Cole rephrased after each objection and continued.

He was describing the survey notes — the 1823 boundary survey,
the specific measurements, the relationship between the 1799 grant
boundaries and the 1823 confirmation — when Holloway stopped him.

He said: the court has heard sufficient testimony. The testimony is
noted in the record as the unsupported claims of a witness without legal
standing whose account has not been corroborated by any evidence
admissible before this court. The court is prepared to close this session.

Cole looked at Holloway.

Helooked at Fitch.

He looked at Holt in the gallery, whose pencil had not stopped.
He looked at the survey notesin his hand.

Holloway was looking at the bench surface. He was not looking at
Cole. The judge who had spent thirty days anticipating every move Cole
made was not looking at him.

Scene Five —THE FULL STORY CRISS

Cole stood at the rail with the survey notesin his hand.

Holloway was preparing to close the session. The bailiff was
already moving.
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He had two things left: the survey notes, which he had not yet
formally introduced, and the contempt citation that was waiting in
Holloway's drawer.

Two options.

Option A: stop. He had said what he came to say. The testimony
was in the record — Holloway's characterization of it was in the record,
but so was the testimony itself, and Holt had every word in his
notebook. The specific detail of the deed's contents. Article 7. The
boundary measurements. The seal. The survey notes referenced but not
formally introduced.

Stopping meant he avoided the contempt citation. Stopping meant
Don Vega had six days instead of three. The cattle sales Rodrigo had
arranged would proceed. The twenty families would have the time they
needed. The record existed — partial, Holloway's characterization
hanging over it, but present.

Option B: present the survey notes. Put the physical document on
the rail of the territorial court of New Mexico Territory. Say aloud what
the survey notes proved — that the boundary measurements described in
his testimony were corroborated by an independent historical document,
that the forged deed's measurements were inconsi stent with the surveyed
boundaries established in 1823 and described by a witness who had read
the original deed.

This was the full record. The testimony and the corroboration. The
specific detail and the physical evidence that the detail was accurate.
The case that a federal investigator could open and find complete
enough to act on.

Presenting the survey notes would trigger the contempt citation.

The citation would go to the sheriff today. Hargrove would be
notified. The eviction would accelerate. Don Vega had six days — by
tonight he would have three.

Cole stood at the rail.
He looked at the survey notesin his hand.
He thought: three days.
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He thought: Don Vega asked me to stop.
He thought: the record is the only thing that survives.

He thought: | am the only person in this room who can put these
survey notes on thisrail. | am the only person in this territory who heard
Doria Carmen recite the deed and who knows that the measurements in
the survey notes are the measurements in the deed and who can establish
that the measurementsin the forgery are different.

He thought: the record needs this.

He thought: Don Vegawill have three daysinstead of six.

He thought: three days will hurt.

He thought: Don Vegas request and Don Vegas belief are two
different things.

He thought: the land will be gone either way.

He thought: the record survives.

He thought: | am going to put the survey notes on the rail.

He thought this and it was the clearest thought he had had in thirty
days.

Helooked at Holt.

Holt's pencil was ready.

He put the survey notes on therail.

Scene Sx — He Presents The Survey Notes

He said: | have one additional item of testimony.

Holloway looked at him.

He said: asurvey record made in eighteen twenty-three by Francisco
Vega, grandfather of Esteban Vega, documenting the boundary
measurements of the Vega land grant as established by survey in
seventeen ninety-nine. The measurements in this survey record match
precisely the measurements in the original land grant deed as | have
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described it in my testimony today. The measurements in the deed filed
by Edmund Hargrove in eighteen sixty-two do not match this survey
record. The discrepancy is specific and significant — the deed filed by
Hargrove is consistent with a document produced from an
approximation of the original, not from the original itself.

He picked up the survey notes and placed them on the rail between
himself and the court floor.

He said: | offer this as corroboration of my testimony and as
physical evidence that the boundary measurements | have described
correspond to a documented historical survey of the Vegaland grant.

Fitch said: objection. The document has not been established as
authentic. The witness has no standing to introduce evidence. The
document is irrelevant to a matter that has been decided.

Holloway looked at the survey notes on therail.

He said: sustained.

He said: the document is excluded.

He said: the witnessiis cited for contempt of court for continuing to
present excluded evidence after the court's determination that such
evidence isinadmissible in this proceeding.

He said: bailiff.

The bailiff moved.

Coledid not resist.

He picked up the survey notes from the rail. They were till in his
hand when the bailiff took his arm. He held them the way he had held
everything in this proceeding — without drama, the specific grip of a
person who understood what he was holding and intended to keep
holding it.

He was walked to the main doors.

As he went he looked at Holt.

Holt's pencil was still moving.

The survey notes were in Col€e's hand and the contempt citation was
in Holloway's drawer and the testimony was in the record and the record
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was in Holt's notebook.

He thought: it isin the room.

He thought: that iswhat | came for.

The doors opened.

He was walked out into the October morning.

Six days for Don Vega had just become three.

Cole knew this and did not look away from it and did not stop
walking.
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Chapter Eleven — The Showdown

Scene One — The Courthouse Steps

The sheriff's deputy was waiting at the bottom of the courthouse steps.

The contempt citation had traveled fast — through Holloway's
drawer to the clerk's desk to the deputy's hand in the time it took the
bailiff to walk Cole from the rail to the door. The machinery ran
efficiently when it served the right people.

The deputy was professional about it. He was not unkind. He
explained that Cole was being held on a territorial contempt citation
pending processing at the jail. He explained Col€e's rights in the specific
abbreviated language of a man who recited them regularly. He produced
the cuffs.

Cole said: the survey notes.

The deputy said: | beg your pardon.

Cole said: the document in my hand. | would like to retain it.

The deputy looked at the survey notes. He looked at Cole.

He said: it is not evidence in an active case. | have no grounds to
confiscate it.

He processed Cole with the survey notesin his hand.

The walk to the territoria jail was three blocks through Santa Fe's
morning — the plaza, the Palace of the Governors, the specific quality
of aterritorial capital doing its business in the late October light. Cole
walked the three blocks with the deputy's hand on his arm and the coin
in his pocket and the survey notes in his hand and the specific feeling of
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a person who has done what they came to do and is now in the part of
the doing that comes after.

He thought about Don Vega.

He thought: by now the message has reached Hargrove. By now
Hargrove has sent arider. By now the acceleration isin motion.

He thought: three days instead of six.

He thought about the cattle Rodrigo had arranged to sell this week.
He thought about the families on the grant who had been using the last
of the eight days. He thought about what three days meant in specific
and practical terms for specific and practical people.

He did not tell himself it was worth it. He did not know if it was
worth it. He knew that worth it was not the right frame — worth it
implied a calculation, a balance sheet, a final accounting. The decision
was not a calculation. The decision was a decision.

He had made it.

He was paying for it.

He went into the jail.

Scene Two — The Cdll

The cell was small and adobe and smelled of the Territory — the
specific smell of old adobe and unwashed men and the peculiar
institutional quality of a space designed to hold people against their will,
which it did adequately.

He sat on the plank bed and looked at the survey notes and thought
about what they were.

Eight pages in a dead man's handwriting. 1823. The specific
measurements of a piece of land that a family had worked for sixty-six
years. Numbers that corresponded to the numbers in a deed that was
now in Hargrove's possession. Numbers that did not correspond to the
numbers in a forged deed that was in the territorial court record as
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established fact.

He had put these numbers in the court record.

Not as a physica document — Holloway had excluded them as a
physical document. But as testimony — he had described what the
numbers were and what they proved, and the testimony was in the
record under Holloway's exclusion, which was itself in the record, and
Holt's notebook had every word of it.

He thought: the measurement is there.

He thought: whether anyone opens the file is not mine to decide.

He took the coin from his pocket and rolled it across his knuckles.

He thought about the three days.

Not abstractly. He thought about the specific people on the Vega
grant and what three days meant for each of them. He did not look away
from this. He had made the decision knowing the cost and he was not
going to pretend the cost was smaller than it was by refusing to see it.

The cost was real.

He had paid it with other peopl€e's days.

He sat with this until it settled — not resolved, settled, the specific
way that a thing you cannot change settles into its position in you and
stops being active and starts being the thing you carry.

He carried it.

Herolled the coin.

He waited.

Scene Three—Holt's Sory Breaks

At noon a copy of the Santa Fe Gazette was pushed through the door's
iron bars.

He had not asked for it. He looked at it lying on the floor and then at
the guard outside, who was already walking back toward his desk. No
explanation. Someone had left it for him.

102



Buried Deed

He picked it up.

The lead story on the front page was about a council meeting. The
second story was about a cattle auction in Albuquerque. The third story
was small, below the fold, in the specific position the Gazette gave to
news it was publishing because it had to and hoping no one would
notice.

The headline read: Records Office Inventory Reveals Gaps in
Territorial Archive.

Heread it.

Holt had written it in the language of a factual news story —
careful, dry, the specific prose of a journalist who had been trained by
years of editors to write nothing that could be contested. The story
described the territorial records office's ongoing inventory. It described
the standard practice of indexing documents upon filing. It described a
pattern — not alleging cause, describing pattern — in which specific
land grant review records from the federal commission's 1854
territory-wide survey were listed in the index but not present in the
physical archive. The story named the Vega grant among seven others.
The story noted that the inventory had been ordered by the territoria
governor's office three weeks ago. The story included a comment from
the records office clerk that misfiled documents were a normal
occurrence during inventories and were typically located upon
completion.

The story did not name Hargrove.

It did not need to.

Every person in Santa Fe who read the Gazette and knew the
territory's land grant politics would read the seven grant names and the
three-week timing and draw the line from the inventory to the eviction
notices to the land office on San Francisco Street.

Holt had found the one story his editor could not kill with the Vega
story's grounds. Factual. Public institution. No alegation. No libel
exposure. Just the pattern, described in the flat language of a man who
trusted his readers to compl ete the geometry.
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Coleread the story twice.

He thought: Holt filed it last night after he left the courthouse.

He thought: Holt's editor killed twenty-three stories in six years. He
could not kill this one.

He thought: the record is moving.

He thought: it is still not enough for Don Vega.

He thought: it is the beginning of something.

He sat with the paper and the coin and three days in the valley and
the record in the Gazette that would be on every breakfast table in the
territorial capital this morning.

Scene Four — The Federal Marshal

The cell door opened at two in the afternoon.

The man who came through it was not the sheriff. Not Holloway's
clerk. Not any part of the apparatus Cole had been encountering for
thirty days.

He was a large man in his forties with the specific bearing of a
federal officer — not a territoria officer, federal, the distinction visible
in the way he filled the doorway and the way he looked at Cole, which
was the look of a man who operated in a different jurisdiction and knew
it.

He said: my name is Reeves. | am a federa marsha out of
Albuquergue.

He held up atelegraph message.

He said: | received this this morning from the federal land grant
review commission in Washington. The commission has been tracking
the systematic disappearance of their review records from territoria
archives across the territory. The story in this morning's Gazette is the
third instance brought to their attention in two months. The commission
has authorized a federal investigation.
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He said: you are released from territorial custody under federal
authority. The contempt citation arose from testimony related to a
federal matter now under investigation. Federal statute allows a marshal
to release a person held on territorial contempt under those conditions.

He handed Cole a document.

He said: come with me. There is a hearing | need your testimony
for.

Cole stood up.

He picked up the survey notes from the plank bed.

He picked up the coin.

He thought: the record | built attracted something | could not build.

He thought: my father put measurements on paper. The
measurements attracted the person who needed them.

He thought: the file opened.

He went with Marshal Reeves.

Scene Five — The Showdown

At four in the afternoon Cole was in Holloway's courtroom for the
second time that day.

This time he was not at the rail. He was at the witness table, the
table that parties with legal standing used, the table that said by its
position in the room that the person sitting at it had been recognized as
having something the court was required to receive.

Marshal Reeves had subpoenaed the survey notes as federal
evidence.

Holloway had received the subpoena at three o'clock. He could not
deny afedera subpoena. The survey notes, which he had excluded three
hours ago as inadmissible, were now federal evidence in a federal
investigation. The same document. Different jurisdiction.
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Holloway's expression was the expression of a man receiving
information he had not anticipated.

Fitch was at the counsel table opposite. He had reorganized his
papers in the hour since the first session — his associates were gone, he
was alone, the reorganization of a man who had come prepared for a
certain kind of battle and was now in a different one.

Reeves sat beside Cole.

He said: | need you to describe the contents of the original Vega
land grant deed from memory. Specifically the boundary descriptionsin
Article 7.

Cole described them.

Not the way he had described them in the morning session —
rephrasing after each objection, shortening, adjusting. Fully, the way
Dofla Carmen had recited the deed to him, with the specific
completeness of a memory that had received the thing intact and held it
intact. Every article. Every boundary measurement. The seal. The
administrative notation. The date. The colonia administrator's name.

Reeves set the survey notes on the table beside Col€e's testimony.

He compared them aloud — boundary measurement from the deed's
contents as described by Cole, corresponding measurement from the
1823 survey. Same number. Same decimal. Matching exactly, as
measurements that came from the same source matched, the way survey
notes and the deed they documented matched.

Then he read the corresponding measurement from the forged deed's
court record.

Different number. Same decima but different figure. The
systematic discrepancy of adocument produced from an approximation.

He said: the boundary measurements described by this witness are
consistent with the surveyed boundaries of the Vega land grant as
established in eighteen twenty-three. The boundary measurementsin the
deed filed by Edmund Hargrove in eighteen sixty-two are not consi stent
with those surveyed boundaries. The discrepancy is systematic, specific,
and consistent with a document produced from an imprecise source
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rather than from the original grant documentation.
He looked at Fitch.

He said: this constitutes probable cause for a federal fraud
investigation into the deed filed by Edmund Hargrove in the matter of
Vegav. Territory.

He looked at Holloway.

He said: the court is advised that this matter is now under federal
jurisdiction. The commission is requesting a stay of the eviction order
pending the federal investigation's findings. | am filing that request now.

He placed the request on the clerk’s desk.
Holloway looked at the request.

He looked at the survey notes.

Helooked at Cole.

Cole looked back.

For one second Holloway's expression was not the expression of a
judge performing a procedural function. It was the expression of a man
who had been carrying something heavy for a long time and had just
watched the thing shift into a different configuration.

Then it was the expression of a judge performing a procedural
function again.

He said: the court will review the federal request for stay and issue a
ruling within twenty-four hours.

He said: this session is adjourned.

He left the bench.

Scene Sx —Hargrove

Reevesfiled the stay request at five o'clock.

At five-thirty the territorial court clerk — the same clerk who had
walked to Hargrove's land office two hours after Cole's first motion was
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filed — walked to Hargrove's land office with the federal stay request.

The walk took fifteen minutes. The visit took longer than eight
minutes thistime. The clerk came out of the land office with the specific
expression of aman who had delivered news that was not received well.

Holt was watching from across the street.

Cole stood beside him.

At six o'clock the Gazette's evening edition came out. Holt had filed
the second story — the one from the afternoon session, the federa
investigation, the marshal's comparison of measurements, the stay
request — within an hour of the session ending. His editor had not killed
it. The editor had no groundsto kill a story about afedera investigation
filed by afederal marshal in apublic proceeding.

The story named Hargrove.

It named him because the federal subpoena named him and a
reporter could report on a public document.

At seven in the evening, according to the note Holt received from a
source he did not identify, three of Hargrove's political alies in the
territorial government had sent riders to Hargrove's office to
communicate that they were reconsidering the degree of their
association with his interests pending the outcome of the federa
investigation.

Cole read Holt's evening edition in front of the Exchange Hotel.

He thought: the record moved.

He thought: it moved because Holt kept a file for six years and
because Archuleta kept notes and because Dofia Carmen recited a deed
every year to agirl who remembered it.

He thought: it moved because | stood at the rail and said what |
knew.

He thought: Don Vega still has three days.

He thought: the stay request will be ruled on tomorrow. If Holloway
denies it — and Holloway might deny it, might find grounds even
against afederal request — Don Vega still has three days.
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He thought: the stay might hold.

He thought: it might not.

He thought: either way | have to go back to the valley.
He went to the livery and got his horse.

He rode north in the dark toward the valley and whatever Don Vega
was going to say to him when he arrived.

He had the coin in his pocket and the survey notes in his saddlebag
and the deed in his memory and the specific quality of a person who has
done the thing they decided to do and is riding toward the consequence
of it.

He thought: the record isin the room.
He thought: | am going back.
He rode.
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TheBuried Deed

Chapter Twelve— The Aftermath

Scene One — The Road Back

He arrived at the valley at dawn.

The same dawn position — the specific light of high desert morning
arriving at altitude, the mountains east, the river west, the cook fire
smoke from the V ega ranch beginning to rise straight in the still air.

He had ridden through the night with the stay request in process and
Holt's evening edition in his saddlebag and the specific quality of a
person returning to the thing they left in an uncertain state.

He did not know if Holloway had ruled on the stay request.

He did not know if Don Vega had received the news of the
acceleration before the news of the stay request — whether the three
days had arrived first, before the possibility that the three days might not
be three days.

He rode down into the valley.

The ranch below — the cattle in the south pasture, fewer than
before, the ones Rodrigo had sold over the past week, but still cattle, still
on the south pasture, which meant the acceleration had not yet been
enforced, which meant either Hargrove's men had not yet arrived or the
stay request had created uncertainty about whether the enforcement
would proceed.

He rode through the gate.

Don Vegawas on the porch.
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Scene Two — Don Vega

Don Vegawatched him ride in.

He did not say anything until Cole had tied his horse and come up to
the porch. Then he looked at Cole for a long moment with the specific
quality of attention that a man gave to something he had been thinking
about for along time and was now seeing directly.

He said: sit down.

Cole sat.

Don Vega said: Magdalena told me yesterday morning. Before you
left. She told me what you were going to do and what it would cost.

Cole said: yes.

Don Vega said: | received word at hoon yesterday that the eviction
had been moved up. Three daysinstead of six.

He said this without accusation. He said it the way he said all factual
things — plainly, with the specific discipline of a man who believed that
facts deserved to be stated without decoration.

Cole said: yes. | know.

Don Vega said: | also received word last evening that a federal
marshal had filed a stay request with the territorial court.

Cole said: yes.

Don Vega said: and this morning the stay was granted.

Cole looked at him.

Don Vega said: arider came at first light. The federal investigation
— the stay of eviction pending its findings — was granted by the
territorial court at midnight.

He said: by midnight Holloway had no choice about granting it.
Three of Hargrove's political allies had already distanced themselves.
The commission was in correspondence with the territorial governor.
Holloway calculated that denying a federal stay request in those
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conditions was more dangerous than granting it.
He said: the eviction is stayed.
Cole sat with this.
Don Vegalooked at him.

He said: you cost me three days. Days | had been given and was
using. Days the families on the grant needed.

Cole said: yes.

Don Vega said: and then a federal marshal filed a stay request and
Holloway granted it and | have more than three days now.

Cole said: yes.

Don Vega said: | want to understand something. Not about the stay
— the stay isits own thing, the politics of it, the investigation. | want to
understand what you understood when you went to Santa Fe yesterday.
Before the marshal. Before the story in the evening paper. What you
understood when you put the survey notes on therail.

Cole said: | understood it would cost you three days.
Don Vega said: and.

Cole said: and | understood that the record needed to be complete.
The specific detail that proves the forgery is a forgery rather than just
establishing that the original existed. The survey notes on the rail,
corroborated by testimony about the deed's contents, in the court record.
A case afederal investigator could open and find sufficient.

He said: | did not know a federal investigator would come the same
day. I went in without knowing that.

Don Vegasaid: | know.

He said: you went in knowing it would cost me three days and not
knowing it would produce anything beyond the record.

Cole said: yes.

Don Vegawas quiet for a moment.
He said: come inside. Eat something.
Hewent in.
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Cole sat on the porch for a moment with the coin in his hand. The
valley below — the cattle on the south pasture, the mountains east, the
October morning doing what October morning did.

He went inside.

Scene Three — Magdalena

After breakfast Magdalena found him at the water trough.
She sat on the edge of the trough and looked at him.
She said: heis not angry with you.

He said: | know.

She said: he was not angry when | told him yesterday. He was — he
sat with it for a long time. He went to the porch and | watched him
through the window and he sat there until after dark.

She said: when he came in he said to me: the boy is doing what his
father taught him. He said it like afact. Not ajudgment.

Cole said: what did he mean.

She said: | think he meant that you are a person who puts things in
the record. He said your father was a surveyor. He said surveyors put
things in the record whether anyone is watching or not. He said he
understood that about you and had always understood it and he was not
going to stop understanding it now because it had cost him three days.

Cole said nothing.

She said: the stay was granted.

He said: | know.

She said: the federal investigation.

He said: yes.

She said: do you think the land comes back.

He said: | do not know. The investigation takes time. The federal
commission makes findings. The findings may or may not reverse the
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eviction. | do not know.

She said: but the record is compl ete.

He said: yes.

She said: and if the land comes back it comes back because the
record is complete.

He said: if it comes back, yes. Because the record is complete and
the record attracted a federal investigator and the investigator found the
record sufficient.

She looked at him.
She said: my grandmother is asking for you.

Scene Four — The Federal Investigation

He went to Dofia Carmen.

The south window's morning light was the same. Her hands were in
her lap the same way. She looked at him when he came in and did not
say anything for amoment.

Then she said: sit.

He sat on the stool.

She said: | heard about the stay.

He said: yes.

She said: | heard Rodrigo and Esteban speaking this morning about
the investigation. What it means. Whether the land comes back.

He said: | do not know if the land comes back. | know the record is
complete. | know the federal commission has what it needs to make a
finding if they decide to act. Whether they decide to act | cannot predict.

She said: you put the survey notes in the room.

He said: yes.

She said: my father made those notes in eighteen twenty-three
because he believed documented land could not be taken. He was wrong
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about that. The land was taken.
She looked at her hands.

She said: but the documentation survived. The notes survived. The
deed's contents survived in a girl's memory and then in your memory.
The vault survived long enough.

She said: my father sealed things because he believed that what was
sealed was protected. He did not understand that protection requires
something other than sealing.

She looked at him.

She said: you are the something other than sealing.
She said it plainly, the way she said all true things.
He did not say anything.

She held out her hand.

Hetook it for a moment.

Shelet go and looked back at the window.

He went out.

Three months later the federal commission issued its preliminary
findings: the deed filed by Hargrove in 1862 was fraudulent. The
original Vega grant was valid. The commission recommended reversal
of the eviction order and restoration of the land to the Vega family. The
recommendation was not immediately enforceable — territorial politics
moved slowly — but it was the federal record, and the federal record
was outside Holloway's jurisdiction, and the federal record said what it
said.

In two years the land came back.

Scene Five —Holt

He found Holt in Santa Fe six months | ater.

The Exchange Hotel back room. The same table. Holt's file was
considerably thicker than it had been when Cole first sat across from it
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— the Vega story had been published in the end, three months after the
federal commission's preliminary findings, when the political situation
had shifted enough that the Gazette's editor had calculated the
publication risk as acceptable. The commission records story had been
published the week after the stay was granted.

Twenty-three stories in the file. Two published. Twenty-one till
waiting.

Cole said: the file keeps growing.

Holt said: the territory keeps providing material.

He said: the commission records story is what moved the
investigation faster than it would have moved otherwise. The
commission had been watching the pattern for two years. The story gave
them the specific instance — the Vega grant — in aform they could act
on.

Cole said: you wrote the story aweek before | appeared in court.

Holt said: | filed it two days before you appeared. My editor sat on it
for five days while he looked for grounds to kill it. By the time he ran
out of grounds the federal investigation had been opened and the story
was news rather than allegation.

He said: the timing was not planned.

Cole said: no.

Holt said: things that are true tend to arrive at the same time. Not
because they are coordinated. Because they are the same truth
approached from different directions.

Helooked at Cole across the table.

He said: you are eighteen years old.

Cole said: yes.

Holt said: the next time something like this happens in the territory
— and there will be a next time, this apparatus does not stop because it
failed once — you should consider studying law.

Colesaid: | read land.

Holt said: you read more than land.
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Cole said: my father was a surveyor. He read land and put it on
paper. | read land and put it in the record. It is the same thing.

Holt said: perhaps.

He said: Hargrove left the territory last month. Did you know.

Cole said: no.

Holt said: three of his remaining alies declined to support his
political interests after the commission findings. He sold two of the
grants he had acquired — the ones also under commission review —
and left for California.

He said: he will do the same thing there, probably. The apparatus
travels.

Cole said: then the file needs to be bigger.
Holt looked at him.
He said: yes. It does.

Scene Sx —He Rides Out

He left Santa Fe on a December morning.

North. The road from Santa Fe along the base of the mountains, the
same road he had ridden five times in thirty days and twice since. He
knew where it was soft and where it was hard and where it turned
without warning at the arroyo crossing six miles south of the valley.

He did not have a specific destination. He had a direction and the
skills of a man who could find work in aterritory that always had fence
lines that needed mending and cattle that needed working and land that
needed to be read.

He was eighteen.

He had — somewhere in the past thirty days, in the specific
accumulation of things that happened to a person over thirty days of
doing something that mattered — stopped being the boy who arrived at
Don Vegas ranch at nine years old and become something else that did
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not yet have a name. Not the thing he would be at thirty-five. The thing
that thirty-five would be built on.

He stopped his horse on the north ridge above the valley.

The December light on the mountains east. The valley below —
brown now, the high desert entering the season that preceded spring, the
specific dormancy of alandscape that was resting rather than dying. The
Vega ranch in the valley floor — the cook fire, the cattle on the south
pasture, the original ranch house in the northeast corner with the
flagstone replaced and the vault beneath it empty, the deed in the federa
commission's files in Washington where it had arrived via Archuleta's
professional documentation and Marshal Reeves's federal subpoena and
six weeks of processing.

The land was still the land.

Don Vegawas till onit.

In two years he would still be on it for a different reason — the
commission's finding, the territorial reversal, the legal restoration. But
today, this December morning, he was on it because the stay was in
effect and the investigation was ongoing and the record was complete
and nobody had come to enforce the eviction because enforcing the
eviction in the face of a federal investigation was not a calculation any
of Hargrove's remaining allies were willing to make.

Cole sat on his horse on the ridge and looked at the valley.

He took the coin from his pocket.

The Mexican silver peso. Worn smooth on the high points. The
eagle on the reverse still clear enough.

Herolled it across his knuckles.
Left hand. Right. The habit that arrived before the thinking.

He thought about his father. A surveyor who had put measurements
on paper. Who had taught his son to listen to measurements and | et them
go in without trying to hold them, trusting that the holding would
happen on its own if the listening was complete enough. Who had
ridden out on ajob in 1856 and not come back, leaving behind the coin
and the method and a nine-year-old boy who had carried both of them
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for nine years.

He thought: the measurement is for the person who needsit.

He thought: put it on the paper and the paper survives the surveyor.

Hethought: | put it in the record. The record isin the room.

He thought: Don Vegais on the land.

He thought: that is what the record isfor.

He put the coin in his pocket.

He turned his horse north.

He rode.

The valley fell behind him — the land exactly as it was before he
arrived, Don Vega dtill on it, the mountains east, the river west, the
December sky doing what December sky did in the territory: going from
pale gold to clear blue, honest about what it was.

He rode with the coin in his pocket and the deed in his memory —
Article 7, the boundary measurements, the seal, the colonia
administrator's hand on paper that had sat in oilskin under a flagstone
for sixty-six years — and the specific understanding of a person who has
paid for something and received something and is not certain the two
things are equal and is carrying both of them anyway.

He was eighteen.

He did not know yet what thirty-five would require.

He knew what eighteen had required.

He had paid it.

The road went north.

Herodeit.
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