Hi Author!
First off, I want to say fantastic job with Tony’s Trial. Your imagination is as sharp as ever, the setting is fantastic, and you do a great job of painting compelling characters in a short space. I loved Tony and Lou, and I’m very impressed with how you managed the complexity of the structure and the constraints of your space and still kept the tension moving.

Before I get into the nitty gritty of the edits, I want to go over how I see my role in this. Ultimately, you’re the publisher here. The final say-so on the book is yours. I see my job as being to point out issues in story and language and help you find solutions you’ll be happy with. I don’t want you to think I’m trying to dictate changes—my preferred working relationship is one in which either you can just take my thoughts and run with them wherever they lead you or we bat things around together until we find a solution that sticks.

So with that said, and with your goals for the book in mind, here are the big-picture things I think we still have to work on with Tony’s Trial.

PLOT
Structurally, I think the plot is in great shape. I like what you’ve done with the alternating segments and building a mystery around Tony’s actions and motivations and what’s going to happen to him. There are a few places where I think things could be trimmed and tightened, and I’ve noted those in the manuscript.

But most of all, I wanted a bit more of a sense that something big was happening to Tony over the course of the novella—a little more darkness and gravity from the presentation of the story itself. As grand a person as he becomes, Tony’s only twenty in this story, and there’s plenty of room for him to struggle and doubt himself—this seems like it could be the only moment of his career in which he ever does, and it certainly seems to be the first in which he ever has, and that would give us an instant reason for why it’s an important thing for us to read about.
I think the best way to do that will be to present more of a sustained internal threat to Tony, and a stronger reaction from him to it. Right now the story is about what he’s done and what he’s going to learn from it. We can kick things up a notch if we change that focus to be on what he’s done and what he’s going to do about it.

Feel free to let your imagination run wild on how to do that, but the easiest solution that occurred to me would be to add in a new subplot about Tony’s reaction to his failure. Right now, he’s waiting on the court to essentially decide his fate for him. He’ll have more agency and be more compelling, and there’ll be more tension as a result, if he’s not waiting around but trying to shape his fate with his own hands.
To accomplish that, I like the idea of altering the scenes in which he’s in the hotel bar to have him get there before Lou each time and write letters, which would give him a vehicle to move back and forth between various emotions. He could write to Andrea telling her that he’ll continue to search for her brothers, then tear that letter up and write to her telling her that he’s breaking off their affair. He could write to Thomas’s family taking full responsibility for his friend’s death, then tear that letter up and write another simply explaining how it had been an honor to work and travel with him. If you want to take it that far, he could even go back and forth about whether to give up his job or not. There would also be an opportunity there to build additional mystery into the story (and keep the changes minimal) if you don’t tell us what he’s brooding and writing about until the end, when he comes clean to Lou. And it might add an even deeper sense of closure (though there’s already a good sense of that) for him to finally send off the letters at the end.
That’s a lot more detail than I usually go into when making suggestions during an edit, but I’ve been racking my brain about how to inject a bit more tension into the story while only making smallish changes. That was the best I could come up with, and I wanted to share it with you rather than just give you the suggestion of adding a subplot and saying, “Good luck!”
CHARACTER
You do a fantastic job with characterization overall. Other than wanting to see more of a struggle from Tony, my only worry is over the initial characterization of Dr. Jones. He reminded me pretty strongly of the resident from Tony’s Trip when you first described him. I like him, just like I liked the resident in Tony’s Trip, but having the only two young doctors in your series both be prodigies uninterested in traditional advancement places them a little close together to me. What would you think of tweaking Jones to make him a bit different? i.e. maybe he does yearn to become a specialist, but he’s having trouble getting a placement, or he’s crossed some higher-up earlier in his career and now he’s blacklisted from everywhere he’d like to go, or something along those lines.

WORLD
The worldbuilding, as usual, is great. I have just a few small things I think ought to be tweaked, which I’ve noted in the manuscript.
STRUCTURE
Like I said before, I like the courtroom drama structure with the flashbacks in scene. I think it works well overall, but there are a couple of tweaks I think you could make to ratchet up the tension a bit.

First, in the flashbacks in particular, there would be greater tension if you stuck to a particular character’s point of view a little more in places. This novella has a lot of mystery elements—one of the great drivers of tension is not knowing whom to trust and feeling like Tony knows more than he’s letting on about the situation and is daring the reader (and Lou, our stand-in) to solve the puzzle. I think that’s one of its strengths, and limiting the information we get about Tony from time to time would accentuate that. I’ve made a couple of notes on places you might do that.
Another thing that might accentuate that mystery tension would be to give us a better red herring. Right now we see Tony with Andrea, and that gives us one potential reason for his pursuing the car. His interaction with the hotel owner could give us another, and if you play that up from the beginning (i.e. have the prosecutor ask, “And did you hear what Mr. James said to Mr. Cantaglio? And did he ever give you his reasons for pursuing the vehicle?” or something similar), or have Tony hint to Lou that maybe the shop owner could’ve given him a good reason to pursue the car, it would drive a deeper mystery. So would adding a third possible motivation for Tony, if we can find a place to sneak one in (Some sort of personal insult? Perhaps a grudge against the guy he saw getting into the car?).

Also, since we’re talking about breaking this up and serializing it, I think the cliffhangers could use a bit more punching up. Right now, your section endings do a great job of wrapping up each episode. As I conceptualize them, good cliffhangers go one step beyond that and give us a twist and a hint of the threat to come in the oncoming section. “‘It’s turning!’ Thomas shouted. ‘It’s coming back at us!’” on pg. 8 would make a great cliffhanger, because immediately after ending one narrative arc (the question of whether Tony will pursue the other car off the road), it changes the scenario and opens a new one (what’s going to happen now that the bandits are pursuing Tony?). Because the story, at its heart, is a quiet one about Tony’s internal journey, finding flash-bang cliffhangers is a little difficult, but I’ve gone through and made suggestions on how we might be able to punch some of them up.
Finally, I think the ending could use a stronger link to Tony’s Trip. As it is, I worry that readers will expect to find more of Lou in that book, and not be sure what to make of Harrison when they pick it up. If you stretch the final scene in Tony’s Trial just a little bit longer, to the point that Tony and Harrison make contact, it would make that connection much clearer. It might also help generate tension in Tony’s Trip as well for those readers, as they’ll be trying to figure out how Tony gets from Point A to where they know he eventually ends up. Ending on a line like “Harrison Cleaver, at your service. I could use some help.” would make a fantastic finish.
Really, that’s it! I’ll mention a few scene-specific notes below, and we’ve got some line work to do in places, but I think that overall the book is in very good shape, and we’re looking at ways to make it fly, rather than make it float. Feel free to bounce ideas off of me or ask me any questions as you’re working your way back through.
Section Notes
Section I

I love the first few paragraphs of this, but I wanted a better sense of where Tony was. Since this will be your reader’s introduction to your universe, they won’t know yet that he tends to stick to the American Southwest, and without a mention that Tony’s in the middle of a desert, they might envision him driving through a much different landscape.

Second, the description of how Tony has modified his car for off-road chases got a little technical for me, which sapped some of the forward momentum of the narrative. I’ve made suggestions for trimming and clarifying in the manuscript.
Section II
I think the first scene here works pretty well as is, but since we’ve talked about how Tony is the center of the story, I’m going to bring up that the distance from him there doesn’t work in favor of that. Opening with Tony entering the courtroom, or at least working in a description of him a bit earlier, would give us a chance to ground ourselves a bit more quickly.
My other comment is on the scene after the flashback. Given that the book is really about Tony learning from what he’s done, it would pay dividends to darken up the first scene with Lou a little bit, to make it clear that Tony is putting a brave face on a very real fear that he has done wrong.
