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The tall, thin man sucked the toothpick he had stuck in his mouth and stared out across open ground, his eyes taking in changes on the horizon. A cold front was drawing a heavy dark line on the outline of the distant Burro Mountains. That could mean rain, which was a good thing. 

They needed rain. They always needed rain. Any moisture that landed in the desert helped the water table, and the water table always needed a little help.

“That’s why they call it a desert,” he told himself, chuckling at his joke. It was an old joke, but any sort of delicious humor that circled back to the obvious delighted him, even if he had to tell the joke himself. 

It had been hot and sunny through midday. He could just barely see the dark reds and yellows of the cottonwood trees that lined the Gila River. They’d just started to turn color now. Tomorrow or the next day, it could be worth the walk over to see them closer. He could pack a lunch, grab his walking stick and, if he left early, have his lunch on the river. Assuming there was any water flowing, it could be nice. A change of pace.

Not something to do this afternoon, though. With the surface warm and a cold front over on the Burros, he expected the wind to kick up soon. And it was perfect conditions for dust devils. He liked to watch when they danced across the flat, open, high desert that surrounded his shack. It could be quite a show sometimes. 

One day he saw ten of them sprout from the desert floor. At one point, four of them held center stage. They didn’t usually last long, seldom more than a minute or so, but in that short time, they could dance and jump like the modern dance troupe he’d seen in San Francisco a few years back. He’d worked there and gone to lots of shows. Every show he could make it to.

He loved the shows, but came to realize he was spending a ton of money going to see every performance he could. It was an obsession, fueled by the need to take his mind off his work. The job he’d once loved was now the drudgery he repeated to make the money he needed to live in San Francisco and go to the dances. With that epiphany, the futility of the treadmill he had created and jumped on, to the amazement of bosses and coworkers alike, he quit. 

That was five years ago now. He’d sold his apartment for a song (in about thirty minutes), packed up what he needed, left the rest, and come here to isolate himself, buying ten acres of land and a shack in rural New Mexico. 

The Land of Enchantment, they called it. The land of peace, he called it, a place where even the big cities were tiny compared to those in other places, and where the dance performances were free and spontaneous.

“Smartest thing you ever did, kid,” he told himself, even though, at forty, he was hardly a kid and it was far from the first time he’d allowed himself that self-congratulatory observation. 

A lot had changed in those years, including his new penchant for talking to himself.

A gentle gust crossed the wide spaces, caressing his leathery cheek, abrading it slightly with a puff of the brown sand it had picked up on its travels. The dryness sucked the moisture from his pores, leaving a strange, clean tingle on his skin.

The gusts became more frequent, more intense, and he nodded. “Time for the show,” he said.

Walking to an unpainted concrete block storage shed, he opened the doors and took out his foldable recliner, carrying it over to his shaded back porch. 

The winds came predominantly from the west, and the shack sheltered his porch, which was situated on the eastern side, blocking it from the sand and sun. Much of it, at least.

Unfolding the chair, he positioned it to face to the southeast, where he’d been looking right at the bluff he had named “Prominent Promontory.” Rising oddly from the desert floor to an altitude of a few hundred feet, it ran behind the house, stretching about a mile in each direction. 

Watching the way the sand swirled against the rocks, piling up, bouncing off, was part of the show.

A few more gusts howled over the roof, signaling that the curtain would rise on the main event soon. He went in the shack and retrieved his last bottle of Jack Daniels and a water glass. 

As he broke the seal on the bottle, he made the resolution to go to town in the next day or two, all the way to Silver City. His supplies of almost everything were low. As much as he disliked the trek, or even being in the city, he was overdue for major shopping.

Need defined his social calendar these days. During the next two days, he’d walk to the Gila for lunch, and on the other he’d drive his pickup to town and do his shopping. Wrapping his head around those executive decisions gave him a warming sense of accomplishment. Life was good when you reduced it to its elements. He’d certainly done that.

Out on his patio, he settled into his chair and poured himself a glass of whiskey. Screwing the lid on, he set the bottle next to his chair, carefully placing it on the flagstones that the woman he’d bought the place from had thoughtfully laid out. They made for a nice, flat surface.

The frequency of gusts picked up with his first thoughtful sips. He watched the first tiny dust devils form and dance, teasing his mind with small challenges. 

How could he describe the delicate way the wind hit an updraft and began to swirl as it spiraled upward? What words would communicate the way it intensified, charged the atmosphere as it built up its strength before stepping out onto his stage?

He had no earthly idea what caused it, any more than he knew how to describe a rippling brook in some intimate, precise way that gave someone reading the passage a new way of seeing it.

And that was the problem. Before he could create a fresh description, he had to see the world, the bit he had chosen to focus on, in a new way himself.

And that was the joy of his afternoon show.

Adding to his pleasure were the tumbleweeds. Light, airy, driven by the growing breeze, they arrived, like some conquering horde, dashing across the uneven land. Some fell into arroyos and stuck there, while others bounced out on the far side. Some were lifted to cover the ground in mighty leaps, hitting the ground hard in between and then floating again. 

One and then another careened off of his shed to head off in various directions, depending on the gusts, the dust devils, and perhaps factors he didn’t yet understand. Some seemed to lose heart and remained where they landed, pressed against the wall; others pushed off to make a desperate run for the Prominent Promontory where once again they would collide with an immovable object, most rushing upward.

Today, the invasion included an unusually large number of their kind. He envisioned them elbowing each other (if they had elbows, which, of course, they did not) as they collided, bouncing off each other, and rocks, and cactus, and ultimately, the promontory.

Among them, one particular tumbleweed caught his eye. Your average tumbleweed looked like the root system of some larger creature. Ironically (he’d looked it up) it was actually the entire plant, without the root structure. His familiar tumbleweed entertainers were dry and light and easily carried by the air; this one, this individual was more solid and resisted moving, its inertia disturbed only by the high-speed winds (up to 45 mph, according to his book).

Where most floated, rolled, drifted carelessly, this one lumbered, moved heavily. He saw it as reluctant to scamper with its mates. But the inexorable and relentless wind was having its way, regardless, and this particular tumbleweed careened off of the storage unit, made its tumbling journey toward the promontory and stopped. 

The tumbleweed sat a few meters from the bluff, resting on a natural ramp, a shelf of rock. Suddenly, a larger dust devil careened around the shack, heading for it. The dust darkened the whirl of air, catching the tumbleweed, this heavy anomaly, and rolled it up the ramp. It gained speed and then was launched into the air, headed toward the promontory.

The man drained his glass, his eyes fixed on this unique member of the tumbleweed population in its awkward flight trajectory, aware that he was seeing something new, something different. His goal had been to see something ordinary in a different way, for the purpose of a glorious afternoon’s entertainment — this variation was brilliant.

The tumbleweed, his tumbleweed, spun as the gust lofted it toward the reddish rocks. It struck the sheer bluff at an elevation of about ten meters ASL (above shack level) with a curious thud. He stood for a better view, watching as it fell precipitously, accelerating before slapping hard-packed earth.

For no reason he understood, then or later, he stepped toward it, walking to where it lay and looking down at it curiously. It seemed important to see what was different about this one tumbleweed among the thousands bouncing through his universe.

“What is different about you?” he asked, poking it with a toe.

“Fuck!” the tumbleweed said.​
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The big, worn, brown leather office chair he’d gotten at The Antique Mall provided all the comfort a mild-mannered detective, private investigator, could ask for. When he rocked back, the chair squeaked out a small complaint, exactly as it should. The afternoon sun came in the window, warming the small office, and bathing the stucco walls in a soft, yellowish afternoon glow.

Matt Cramer couldn’t enjoy the moment as much as he should, as much as he would like. It was a slow day for Matt Cramer Investigations. That made it like far too many other days in Silver City. He wanted to be so busy that the squeaking chair annoyed him. He needed to be allocating his scarce resources over far too many cases, but his desk, his old wooden desk, was clean. The way things were, his filing cabinets afforded him far too much storage, given what he had to store. Even his old desktop computer could easily keep up with all that his work required of it, even if it would stumble over a game of spider solitaire.

Was this what failure smelled like?

Ever since he’d served some papers for the lawyer down the street, he’d been twiddling his thumbs, feeling invisible, and that work had been three days ago. Worse, it took less than a day.

At this rate, his cash burn would barely get him to the end of his lease on the office. Assuming he didn’t eat.

Matt Cramer liked to eat. Eating was very good.

“Hungry?” a cheerful voice asked as his door swung open.

“Perfect timing,” Matt said as Cliff came through carrying a paper bag in each hand. The Indian kicked the door shut and then turned to put them on Matt’s desk. “Burgers and fries from Little Toad.”

“What’s the occasion?”

“Tuesday?”

“For the free meal.”

Cliff pulled up a chair and sat down, avoiding looking into Matt’s eyes. Not a good sign. “Heck, I’m working and you aren’t. Ever since I did that radio announcement about the case we were working on, I’ve been swamped with wild and crazy work. You wouldn’t believe how many people think they are haunted. Some are even haunted by aliens.”

Matt knew Cliff had a higher hourly rate than he did, too, so that was salt poured into his wounds. Even though he’d been aware of his friend’s rise in popularity, and happy for him, it still stung. “This meal is charity, then? You feel sorry for me?”

“More of a bribe. I need your help.”

That sounded like the Cliff he knew. He’d gotten in over his head about something. “Why does a shaman need to bribe a private investigator? Do I really want to know?”

“It’s about funny doings,” Cliff said. “That’s what you do, right? Investigate funny doings.” 

Matt let the silence in the room demonstrate his enthusiasm before saying, “If I’m paid to.” Money was, as he had previously noted, getting scarce.

“I’ll let the client explain it to you,” Cliff said. “You’ll have a bunch of questions about things that I would never imagine mattered and won’t know the answers to. You can ask Mulch, since he is the client.”

“You have a client named Mulch?”

Cliff opened a bag and took out a burger. “We do.”

“What does Mulch do?”

Cliff looked up. “He’s a rancher.”

“Tell me this isn’t another disappearance?”

“Other way around. An intrusion. More than one, but we don’t know how many intruders we have to deal with. Could be a gang.”

“Stealing what?”

Cliff pushed the unopened bag toward Matt. “First you need to eat, then we can talk to Mulch.”

“Do you always take jobs without asking questions?”

“I ask what the problem is, but in most cases, if they are calling me, it means they don’t know what the hell is going on. My first job is to contact the spirits and find out who is upset and what has their spirit tail tied in a knot. Or maybe I find out that someone, say Kokopelli, is just jerking folks around. The clients don’t know that stuff or they wouldn’t need a shaman.”

“Mulch has a ranch.”

“Out by Redrock.”

“Where is that?”

Cliff put down his burger, took a long breath, then pointed. “That way.”

“Smart ass.”

“Okay, it is about twenty-five miles west-southwest of here. On the mostly dirt, State Road 464. Not much out that way.”

“And your spirits didn’t come up with any answers for you? Nothing that would tell your client what he needed to know?”

“Nope. But the client doesn’t really want to know what’s going on. He just wants it stopped.”

“And your spirits won’t help?”

“Food’s getting cold.” Cliff picked up the burger and took a big bite.

Matt’s stomach growled at him, echoing Cliff’s thoughts. He opened the bag and the odors of the food almost made his head reel, reminding him that one reason he was starving was that he skipped breakfast. He grabbed a loose, now soggy French fry and popped it in his mouth, savoring the flavor as he unwrapped the burger.

“I get a feeling you are avoiding telling me something, Cliff.”

“I might be,” he said around a mouthful of food. “Don’t want to spoil your appetite.”

“What aren’t you telling me?” 

Cliff sighed. “Okay, I contacted the spirits. I did the things I always do to get their attention, things I can’t mention specifically, as they are trade secrets, property of the Apache nation.”

“I don’t care what you do. What did you learn?”

Cliff sat back, took yet another long breath, and shuddered. “That they don’t know what’s going on and being clueless has them scared shitless.”

Cliff’s somber expression, the glint in his eyes, told Matt that he was dead serious.

“Wow!”

Cliff nodded. “That wasn’t the word I used, but yeah.” He waved at the table. “Now eat. Mulch will be here soon and it’s not polite to eat in front of a paying client.”

​
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Living out in the desert, you saw a lot of strange things. Once Lamron had found a bobcat stuck up in a cactus. Not only was finding a way to get it out, without being clawed, a challenge, but Lamron had to consider the unanswerable question of how it got there. Which led to why it got there at all. So, he had two unanswerable questions. 

Another time, he found a mine shaft that someone had abandoned, seemingly in a hurry. They left behind tools, lamps, and a pile of ore. He’d spent a little time going through it and came home with a little over three hundred dollars in gold.

But when it came to unusual events, encountering a talking tumbleweed was probably way up the pole, in a class by itself. And this when he’d only had the one drink.

The man got down on one knee in order to examine this talking tumbleweed, or whatever it was. Curiosity mixed with a certain amount of apprehension as he put his face close, looking for something that might be a face. He didn’t find one.

“Are you okay?” he asked. The words sounded lame, even to him.

“Fuck no,” the tumbleweed said. “I broke some of my external poddites on that rock. What the hell was that atmospheric anomaly?”

“Actually, dust devils and wind gusts are pretty normal for this time of year. You are the anomaly around here.”

“Oh.”

The winds stopped suddenly and an odd quiet descended, interrupted when he touched the tumbleweed and asked the properly empathetic question. “Can I do anything to help?”

“Please. I need hydration. With sufficient water, the poddites will restore themselves fairly quickly.”

He considered the situation, the apparent anatomy of the creature, and his resources. “How do I do that?”

“Can you put me in a lake or river? That would do nicely.”

“Unfortunately, the nearest water like that is some distance away over rather bumpy roads. Any second choices?”

“Hmmm,” the tumbleweed said. “Immersion is best.”

“I do have a washtub,” he said. “I’ll pick you up and take you into the shade.”

“Good start.”

“Then I’ll fill the washtub and put you in it.”

“Do you have any chlorine?”

“Afraid not.”

“That’s okay.”

He slipped his hands under the creature and stood up. It was reasonably heavy, probably around thirty pounds. “You are a big guy for a tumbleweed,” he said. “Hefty.” He shifted the creature’s weight in his arms and got his balance, then started toward the shack.

“For a what?” it asked. The voice was thready, weak.

“A tumbleweed.” He nodded toward the stacks of them clustered around. “Those things.”

“Skeletons. They are everywhere.”

“It’s the time of year.”

“Was there a genocide event here recently?”

“No, just the natural cycle. There are few kinds of plants that produce them. They are annuals. They grow, they die, they grow brittle and are swept away with the wind. While it isn’t exactly nice for them, it isn’t genocide either.”

“Swept away by the wind? What is that?”

“The atmospheric anomaly you were complaining about.”

“Ah. It seemed to be the direct result of unbalanced pressure systems.” 

“Exactamento. Heavy cold air slides down the mountainsides and drives the warm air across the open prairie.”

“You make it sound almost logical.”

“It is.”

“Why don’t you fix it?”

“I’m not sure they know how, and anyway, most of us like it. Wind is important.”

“It’s dreadful. I was knocked poddite over poddite. I felt helpless, rolling totally out of control across that hot and barren open ground.”

“Welcome to my world,” he said. “Feeling helpless, I mean.” He set the creature down on a flagstone. “I’ll fetch the tub and water.”

“Will the wind come back? That rock isn’t far away.”

“You’ll be safe here. Besides, I think it’s done for the day.”

“Thank you... what’s your name?”

“Lamron. Lamron Midroy. And you?”

“Cosmos Charlie.”

“Nice to meet you.”

“Listen, I hate to sound ignorant, but I’m new here.”

“I kinda guessed.”

“What is a Lamron?”

Lamron snorted. “I am. That’s me.”

“But what are you?”

He straightened up. “What am I? Well, I am proud to say that I am currently functioning as a metaphysical aberrations specialist. And that’s kinda handy, seeing as we appear to be confronting one right now. A metaphysical aberration, that is.”

“That’s a job?”

“Well, I say it is, but then I made it up.”

“It’s a rather vague description.”

“It’s different where you come from?”

“Sure. I’m a cosmos. A cosmos goes into the cosmos, explores. Similarly, a thinker is someone who thinks and plans... our mentors.”

“Well, humans are kinda vague to begin with, and metaphysics is particularly swampy ground. What I mean by it being my job is that I am interested in learning how we can adapt to the strange shit that happens around us. Recently, I’ve focused on the tenuous relationship between consciousness and the pesky stuff we call matter.”

“That’s what you do?”

“All day long.”

“But what is your design?”

“Human.”

The tumbleweed emitted a low hum. Thinking, of course. Perhaps humming was a universal signal for thinking. There was a line of inquiry worth pursuing.

“Then a Lamron means a human,” Charlie said, speaking slowly. “And you are the Midroy of humans?”

“No, Lamron is a human all right, but Lamron Midroy, well, that’s just a name. I used to run a hedge fund, which is an equally vague profession. Now I study metaphysical aberrations and write stories about them.”

“But your name doesn’t mean anything?”

“Not so you’d notice. It does tell you that I had quirky parents. Not as bad as Frank Zappa, but quirky. Seeing as you aren’t from around here, I take it your folks take the name thing a bit more seriously.”

“The name comes first. I was genetically designed to explore space — a cosmos. I was the third Cosmos, so my complete designation is Cosmos Charlie.”

“There are two others?”

“Some more since I was grown. And, despite my name, I am the senior one, due to the unfortunate accidents that eliminated Cosmos Alpha and Bravo.”

“Two of your cosmotic buddies bit the dust? Wow. I’m guessing space travel is hazardous.”

“It is.” Then the tumbleweed chuckled. “But so is hanging out in the wrong bars. That’s what got them.”

“That happens here too. It doesn’t require special genetic design, either.” Lamron noted that. It had the markings of a potential universal constant and deserved more thought. Lamron turned toward his shack. “I guess I better get you that water. Some of your... poddites are looking a little peaked — not that I’m sure what they should look like. Just guessing they should look more or less the same.”

“Thanks, Lamron.”

In the area of the shack that passed for a kitchen, Lamron took the week’s dirty dishes out of the aluminum washtub and stacked them on the counter. Then he carried the tub to the hand pump where he filled it about a third full. That looked like it would be enough water to immerse the little guy’s damaged whatevers and not drown him.

Dragging it back, he lifted Charlie up and put him in the water.

“Ahhh, that’s wonderful,” he sighed.

“Glad you like it.” Then he went to his chair, refilled his glass, and considered that he might be the first person to ever encounter a talking tumbleweed and the ramifications of what that meant. With luck, he’d be able to keep it quiet. If word got out, there would be reporters and Gen Z kids taking selfies all over his property. Life as he knew it would be over.

He glanced at where Charlie was spinning in the water, seemingly enjoying himself. “From the little you’ve told me, Charlie, I take it you are from a far, distant place.”

“You can say that again.” 

Hearing wistfulness in his round friend’s voice, Lamron thought of asking him to point out his planet or solar system, but the tumbleweed’s lack of arms made that a foolish request. 

As his glass was empty, he reached for the bottle. It was still more than half full.

“I’ve been a rotten host. Would you care for a snort?”

“What is it?”

“Brain rot. It makes a lot of things seem to matter less, at least until morning.” He held the bottle. “I’m not sure how to give it to you, though.”

“Pour some in the water. I can absorb it.”

Lamron poured a healthy shot and watch Charlie spin around, wetting his entire surface.

“Nice,” he said.

Lamron glanced up at the sky. With no clues at all, he made a wild guess that a blinking star that caught his eye was where Charlie came from. “Your planet have a name?”

“Earth.”

“That’s what we call this rock.”

“I know. It really makes filling in reports confusing. I have to put in that I traveled x million light years from Earth to Earth.”

“You’d think one of our species would have been more creative.”

“All I really know is that it took forever to get here.”

“You coming from another planet, I sorta figured that went without saying.”

“Another solar system. The name probably wouldn’t mean anything to you, but it’s a long trip.”

So much for the blinking star. It was probably a satellite, anyway. “I assume you traveled in cryogenic freeze?”

Charlie laughed. “I wish. That would’ve been sweet. A little scout ship doesn’t have the room or the power to run a system like that. They did give me a bunch of movies and video games, and assigned me a lot of busywork assignments to fill the time.”

“Did it work?”

“Not so you’d notice.”

The warmup was only leading to the big question. “What brings you to this planet? My planet.”

“I have a mission.”

“Okay. It’s good to have a purpose in life.”

“Essential.”

Lamron took a long sip. The tumbleweed wasn’t exactly a font of information. “You aren’t part of an invasion force, are you?”

“I’m a cosmos. I don’t know anything about invading.”

“Good, I guess. Although, there are days that I’m of a mind to consider a benign invasion a decent option.”

“A benign invasion?”

“One where a superior species comes in and sorts things out.”

“Oh, a charity operation. No, we don’t do that kind of thing. We have plenty of our own problems. You might not like some of our solutions to what our leaders decided were your problems. You might not even enjoy their definition of problems. I sure as hell don’t.”

“Care to share?”

Charlie rotated in the opposite direction. He looked a lot better now. 

“Share what?”

“Your mission. That’s where I was thinking of going with that. Unless it’s secret or something like that.”

“Heck no. It’s a matter of public record.” Then he laughed. “Not here, I suppose. What I’m doing is looking for someone.”

“Someone in particular?”

Charlie laughed. It was a rather melodic laugh, but it hovered in a minor key that gave it a tinge of sadness.

“His name is Walter — Cosmos Walter.”

“One of you?”

“Yes.” Charlie sighed. “He came from my world.”

“What did he do?”

“Cheated. Tried to enrich himself.”

“How?”

“His specialty is geology. He discovered a rather small mineral-rich planet. Instead of reporting it, he hired a hacker to delete all its records from the databases, then put together a consortium to mine it. Of course, someone sold him out. But he got warned. He stole a spaceship and fled. Now he is an escapee from justice.”

“They sent an astronaut to apprehend a criminal?”

“I’m a Cosmos who is also a trained detector.”

“You are a cop and a cosmos?”

“Those are different aspects of me. See, I was designed as a cosmos, which means I’m genetically equipped for space travel and equipped with an optimal mindset for it.”

“What? Like a low threshold of boredom?”

“And a tolerance for massive g-forces, being able to control the ship from liftoff through zero-g and having the right mental aptitude for calculating trajectories and stuff. Can’t have just anyone piloting an expensive ship around the galaxies.”

“Guess not.”

“And then I got specialist training. In this case, as a detector.”

“Is that like a detective?”

“I think so.” He paused. “You know, I don’t get that word. The diagnostics suggest that my linguistic assimilator is working perfectly, and that word still doesn’t fit in right. Logically, a person who detects things should be called a detector.”
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