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Chapter 1


 

Instantly, Risa knew--the man was going to jump.

The depth of his despair slammed against her consciousness, stole a heartbeat. Empathy eclipsed rational thought. She toed the brake, tugged the steering wheel right. Tires squealed and horns blared. Her hatchback lurched to rest on the shoulder as she dug for her cell phone. She wrenched it free of her handbag, punched 9-1-1.

"What is your emergency?" a woman from Seattle dispatch asked.

"A guy is going to jump off the overpass!" The rushed words jumbled. Did the dispatcher understand them?

"Where are you?"

"Heading north on I-5! Please hurry!"

"Which overpass, ma'am?"

"Umm..." Risa struggled to focus. "Forty-fifth, I think. I just crossed the bridge."

"Can you still see the man?"

"No." Concrete girders arched over her head. "I'm halfway under the overpass."

"What makes you think he's going to jump?"

"I just know." Why does she keep asking questions? Why doesn't she call for help?

"Is he over the side of the railing? Sitting on it?"

"No. No. Nothing like that. But I know." Should she say she'd felt his anguish? Probably not. Already she was beginning to doubt her perception.

"All right, ma'am. An officer is on the way. Are you safe, off the road?"

"Yes." Risa drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. What if she was wrong? What if the guy was just an ordinary pedestrian?

"Stay where you are then. We need to get your statement."
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Risa grimaced when she heard the mud room door slam. The incident on I-5 was still too fresh in her mind to wonder what had ticked off Scott at work today.

"Hey!" she called out from the kitchen. "Leave the door open. It's hot in here."

A rare early July heat wave gripped Seattle. It almost made air-conditioning seem cost-effective. Risa opened the fridge, relished the flood of cool air as she set out a plate of marinated steaks. Barbecue tonight--too hot to cook indoors. She rummaged in the produce bin for salad ingredients. Lettuce, green onions, a red pepper. Skip the broccoli. Scott wouldn't eat it.

She glanced over her shoulder as he entered the kitchen, tie loosened, suit jacket slung over one shoulder. He slapped his laptop bag down on the table. Another work-all-night deadline to meet? But his glare was aimed at her. "Way to go, Risa. Nothing like letting the whole world know I'm living with a nutcase."

She grabbed a bottle of Alaskan Amber from a lower shelf and turned to face him. "And just how did I do that?"

"Don't act stupid, Ms. 'Risa McKensie, local children's book author.' Dave just phoned. You were on KING 5, about that guy you thought was going to commit suicide."

Geez, she was on TV? How did that happen? She kneed shut the fridge and laid the produce on the counter. Still trying to reconstruct the scene in her mind, she offered Scott the beer. "He was acting strange."

He snatched the bottle out of her hand and leaned stiffly against the counter. "Wouldn't you, if you were just standing there, minding your own damn business, when you saw cops coming at you from all directions?"

"I'm sure they approached him cautiously. But it didn't help that he yelled at them to stay away."

"He was probably scared shitless, thinking they'd mistaken him for someone else. Never did intend to jump." Scott twisted open the bottle cap and took a long drink, hostile gaze upon her. "What made you think he wanted to?"

Risa shrugged. "Just a hunch. Lots of people have them." With the intensity of the one she'd experienced?

"If they do, they sure as hell don't call 9-1-1 and shut down a freeway." He gestured with the hand holding the beer, his forefinger pointing accusingly. "If you're going to make a fool of yourself, at least don't broadcast your name."

"I didn't broadcast it. I had to fill out a report and it was on there." Risa took a deep breath, reminded herself that nobody ever won an argument. "Next time, I'll have the presence of mind to ask for anonymity."

"There better not be a next time." He drank the rest of the beer, thumped the bottle down on the counter, and headed for the bedroom to change clothes.

Teeth clenched, Risa started tearing lettuce. Why did she put up with the jerk?
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When the evening news came on, Risa sat to watch it, cordless phone in her lap. If this broadcast mentioned her name as the earlier one obviously had, her mother would be sure to call. Following other local news, the station got around to the suspected-suicide story. After a glimpse of the backup on I-5 and a brief interview with the state patrol trooper about the decision to stop traffic, it segued to the reporter's statement that the man had been taken to Harborview Medical Center for mental evaluation.

Vindicated! Risa exhaled a long breath. Too bad Scott wasn't home, watching TV with her. Then, instead of the news segment ending, it flashed to a close-up photo of her talking to the trooper, captioned with her name and "local children's book author".

"If an observant driver hadn't acted upon her strong hunch," the reporter said, "this story might have had a tragic ending."

Damn telephoto lenses! And why couldn't she have been an anonymous "observant driver"? Risa muted the TV and waited for the phone to ring.

She visualized her mother. On a warm evening like this, she would have changed from her grocery store smock into one of the loose-fitting muumuus she'd brought back from Oahu. She would be eating her lonely meal, her attention alternating between the TV news and the mystery book propped in front of her.

When the phone rang, its caller ID indicating Shirley McKensie, Risa pressed the "talk" button. "Hi, Mom. Greetings from she of the strong hunch."

Before her words had quit echoing over the hundred miles that separated Seattle from Point Roberts, her mother was speaking. "Well, yes, that did surprise me. You've never had them before."

Risa sighed. She sure wouldn't have admitted to any, if she'd had them. "I don't know why I did today. I was on my way home when I glanced up and saw the guy and just felt sure he was going to jump. Freaked me out." Memories of his emotions crashed back into her consciousness and she shivered. In her mind's eye, she saw again the slender man silhouetted against a summer-blue sky, his hands on the railing as he looked down at the traffic streaming past. "I'm just glad I was in the outside lane and the car behind me wasn't following too close. Not real smart of me to make sudden moves at sixty miles an hour."

"Oh, right. I hadn't thought about that. Well, it turned out okay. You didn't get in an accident and that poor man will get help." A moment of silence, then her mother asked, "How did the reporter get your name, anyway?"

"He's a reporter, Mom. That's his job."

"Oh." Another pause before her mother spoke hesitantly. "Well, I hope you'll just let it go away. Not say anything else to him."

"I didn't say anything to him in the first place. Whatever he said on TV he must have got from the police report I had to fill out."

"I mean, you know. If there's a slow-news day or something and a reporter calls you, don't talk to him. People think anyone who admits to having any kind of paranormal experience must be a little nutty."

"Having a hunch is a paranormal experience?"

"Well, yes. Anything like that. Ghosts, UFOs, Bigfoot. You know how people are. They ridicule anything they can't explain."

Yeah, Risa knew people like that. The guy she was living with, for example.

She settled back in her chair, switched the phone to her other hand, and changed the subject. "We haven't talked in a while. How's everything in placid little Point Roberts?"

Her mother chuckled. "Placid. That's why I moved here and that's why I stay. I wish you'd been able to."

That oft-repeated comment led to questions about how many students Risa was tutoring, and her current manuscript. She was about halfway through it, the fifth in her middle grade historical fiction series.

Risa heard the doorbell ring at her mother's house. "That will be Nance," her mother said. "She probably saw the news and will want to talk about your TV debut."

They said their goodbyes and Risa got up to replace the phone in its base. Even though Nancy probably wouldn't give a rap, her mother would feel obligated to explain her daughter's "hunch" to her neighbor. Her mother was phobic about stuff like that. She used to turn off the TV if she caught Risa watching even a documentary about anything she considered paranormal.

But after Risa had graduated from Western Washington University and was living on her own, she had indulged her curiosity about the subject. Read books, gone to movies, watched TV programs. All with a mental eye cast guiltily over her shoulder because she knew her mother wouldn't approve.

Over the years, Risa's focus had narrowed to a target interest. Crop circles. Not really paranormal, just a bit on the extraordinary side. A phenomena. A modern-day mystery. A subject she could research and ponder. No guilt attached.

Well, perhaps a little guilt. She'd never told her mother she'd been chatting online for five years with a crop circle group based in England. And she certainly would never mention the "phenom-or-phony" game she played with them.

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Risa stared at the red numbers on the clock radio. 3:15 a.m. She hadn't been able to get back to sleep after Scott had awakened her when he got home. His eagerness to have sex was his apology for overreacting to the news story. Although he hadn't admitted it, he must have heard the man on the overpass was under mental evaluation.

If she couldn't sleep, she might as well get up and work. She left the room, easing the door shut behind her. In the spare bedroom she used as an office, she sank into her chair, turned on the monitor. A click of the mouse brought up her work-in-progress. As usual when she edited her manuscripts, she typed in the date and time--July 12, 2008, 3:20 a.m.

She scanned what she'd written earlier in the day. Her first four books had sold well--a good start for a woman barely into her thirties. Encouraged, she'd done what she shouldn't have done--quit her day job. But with tutoring fees and royalties combined, she managed.

Sometimes she wished she wrote something other than historical fiction. Fantasy, for example. But her mother had argued if she was going to expend all that time and effort, she might as well write to educate, as well as to amuse.

She'd been toying with the idea of writing a novel built around crop circles. For adults, instead of children, because she wanted to delve into the complexity of the formations. Although they had appeared on a limited and sporadic basis for centuries, they had proliferated since the 1980s. In 1991, about 700 designs had been recorded worldwide. The problem was, nobody knew for sure who made them--or why--so what could a novelist postulate for that all-important satisfactory ending?

Now that her thoughts had wandered to crop circles, Risa couldn't focus on her writing. She brought up her Favorites folder and clicked on an aerial view of the Julia Set. The design, a gorgeous spiral of various-sized circles, had appeared in 1996. Risa tilted her head and studied it.

"What are you doing up?"

Catching a quick breath, she clapped one hand over her heart. "Geez, Scott. You might as well shoot me as scare me to death."

He crossed the room, placed his hands on her shoulders. "You were mighty intent upon something." He leaned over her to look at the screen. His fingers tightened. "Is that what you sneaked out of bed to look at?"

"I didn't sneak. I couldn't sleep so I got up to work on my manuscript. But I couldn't concentrate, and--"

"And you just happened to run onto that paranormal crap?" He straightened, but didn't release his grip on her shoulders.

Risa pulled in a long, deep breath. "There was a time when you thought my interest in the paranormal was endearing."

"Yeah, well, it was endearing, but not enduring. It's time to let it go."

"I can't just turn off my interests like a light switch." Risa tried to remain composed. "Anyway, the crop circles are not paranormal. They're a phenomena."

"Oh yeah, a real phenomena, made by two old guys with a board and a rope."

"Oh, for heaven's sakes, Scott." Risa twisted out of his grasp, turned halfway around to face him. "Look at it." She gestured toward the monitor. "One hundred and fifty-one perfect circles of graduated sizes, in a precise spiral. It appeared in about fifteen minutes in broad daylight, within sight of a major highway. And nobody saw anyone in the field, let alone two old guys with a board and a rope."

"Well, then it's gotta be space aliens." He gave her a sardonic grin. "They've made an invisible stamp, and they just program in some numbers, aim it at Earth and zap!" He thumped his right fist onto his left palm. "Crop circle."

Risa turned back toward the computer, slapped her hands on the desk. "People like you make me so mad. Open eyes, closed minds. You won't let your brain even try to interpret what you see."

"I see a woman on her way to woo-woo land." He headed for the door. "Don't expect me to go along with you."

"Who's asking?" Risa muttered, but he had already left the room. She glanced at the computer clock. Almost four a.m. in Seattle, noon in England. Most of the members of the crop circle group she belonged to lived in England. Hoping they might be at lunch and in the chat room, she signed in as USAWA.

FLYNN, SPARKY and TIGER-EYES greeted her.

After the usual exchanges about the weather, and discussions of crop circles, new and old, the conversation turned to general topics.

Weird thing happened on the way home yesterday, Risa typed. I saw a man standing on an overpass (flyover to you guys) and thought sure he was going to jump. I pulled off the road and called 911. Which ultimately resulted in the police closing down I-5 (like your M-1). I'm sure I had a BUNCH of people mad at me. But as it turned out, he WAS suicidal.

FLYNN: Well, there you go, luv. You did the right thing.

SPARKY: True. BUGS hitting the windscreen are bad enough. LOL

TIGER-EYES: Eee-yew! How'd you know the bloke was suicidal, USAWA?

USAWA: Well, that's the strange part. It was like I could feel what he was feeling, and he was really depressed and lonely.

SPARKY: Ah, ha! I knew it. Another one of your famous hunches.

TIGER EYES: Bugger off, Sparky. This wasn't like making bets on the authenticity of a crop circle. It was a disturbing experience.

FLYNN: Well, it is kind of like a hunch. And lucky for the fellow that your hunches are almost always spot on.

SPARKY: What do you mean, "almost" always? When has USAWA ever not called a fake a fake? And she calls them after just looking at photos. I tell you, the woman is phenomenal.

USAWA: LOL. I'm just lucky. The formations are phenomenal. And I've made up my mind I'm going to write about them. Fiction, because I don't have the research creds to write nonfiction.

SPARKY: Novels are more fun, anyway. So, are the circle makers going to be space aliens?

USAWA: Maybe, since those "other-worldly" light balls have been seen around so many of the formations. But I guarantee my space aliens won't look like lizards or spiders, the way Hollywood portrays them.

SPARKY: Why not? I like spiders.

USAWA: Well, I don't. I wouldn't even be able to write about the ugly things.

TIGER-EYES: What will the circle makers look like, then?

USAWA: How about humanoids? If God created the universe and made man in His image, shouldn't beings from any other planet resemble us?

FLYNN: Makes sense. Ancient etchings and paintings do depict what looks like men in space gear.

SPARKY: You really are serious about writing a crop circle novel?

USAWA: I am. Of course I haven't put fingers to keyboard yet. LOL

SPARKY: Then there's still time to turn the grays into spiders.

TIGER-EYES: Go to work, Sparky.

USAWA: That's what I need to do. It's after 5 a.m. here. Coffee calls.

SPARKY: Forget coffee. You need a cuppa tea.

USAWA: No way, Sparky. I live in Seattle.

Risa added the grin sign, then logged off. She felt better after the lighthearted chat with her fellow croppies. In a minute, she'd go to the kitchen and start coffee brewing. For sure, she wouldn't go back to bed. She didn't want to be in the same room with Scott and his negativity.

Leaning forward again, she clicked back to the crop circle formation site, stopped at one that had appeared on August 12, 2001. Known as the Double Triple Julia Set or the Milk Hill Galaxy, it was a huge fractal formation--900 feet across--composed of 409 circles of graduated sizes.

It was the first one she had perceived to be a true phenom. Not that she had told anyone about it then. She had watched documentaries that declared them man-made, read the story about Doug and Dave, seen "believers" ridiculed on TV shows. But when she saw the aerial photo of the Milk Hill Galaxy, she knew it was a phenomenon.

Not until two years later had she dared venture a "guess" about the authenticity of a crop formation. Her chat group friends kidded her about it, but later field research proved her right--it had been made by hoaxers. And thus began the game they had dubbed "phenom or phony". Risa didn't know why her guesses were so often accurate. She didn't know why she got that instant impression when she looked at a photograph. She just did.

For example, the Milk Hill Galaxy. Impressive in its size, astonishing in its complexity, inspirational in its beauty.

A large photo of the formation rested in one corner of her closet, still in its mailing tube. Tomorrow, she'd buy a frame for the photo and hang it in her office, and Scott's snotty remarks be damned.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Jerry Hahn glanced at the computer clock. USAWA was right, it was after five a.m. He lost track of time when he got involved in his job as a Human Resources Analyst. That was how his employers listed him. Cyber Spy didn't look good on payroll forms.

He left his desk, and in the galley kitchen prepared a protein drink, prerequisite to the heavy workout he'd be doing in less than half an hour. He liked to get to the gym early to make happy talk with the hard-bodied young women who came in to exercise before going to work. He'd dated a few of them since his wife left him, but didn't even consider letting any of them into his life. Like her, they'd just get bitchy about his long hours at the computer.

After draining his glass, he returned to the alcove he called his office. Just barely big enough for the desk that held his computer--the best his employers could afford, and they could afford the best--and a chair. He picked up his landline phone and punched in his supervisor's number.

Incredibly, in spite of the early hour, the Peripheral Events Manager answered on the second ring. Even more than their wealth and power, Jerry admired the dedication of the Meridians. They had every right to control the economy of the world.

The PEM's voice personified the man--strong, steady, bright. "What do you have for me, Jerry?"

"The McKensie woman says she's going to write a book about crop circles." Nothing momentous, but he'd been told to report any change in her posts, however small.

"Did she specifically mention her ability to detect genuine from fake?"

Damn, did this guy have a great memory or what? Amongst all the projects Jerry monitored, the PEM knew exactly who "the McKensie woman" was and what she did that had drawn the Meridians' attention.

"No," Jerry replied, "although the chat group discussed it."

"All right. Just keep a close watch on her."

He didn't ask if any of Jerry's other subjects of surveillance had written or said anything unusual. He knew Jerry would have reported it if they had.

The telephone conversation concluded, Jerry peeked between the slats of the aluminum blinds. Going to be another hot day in LA. One good thing about the cramped apartment--didn't take much to keep it air-conditioned.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Robert Porter pushed back from the computer desk and considered the chat room posts he'd just read. He felt a little guilty about letting the others think he was English. Although he'd been born in England and lived there for his first eighteen years, the United States had provided him the opportunity to develop a successful import business, and his loyalties lay with his adopted country.

He'd known that USAWA lived in western Washington State, but until today he hadn't been sure she lived in the Seattle area. Her post on the crop circle site made it clear she was the woman who'd been in the news last night. Risa McKensie. Her hunch about a man's suicidal intentions had stopped traffic on I-5. Robert had seen that backup from his downtown office window.

Now he was at home in Kirkland, in his high-rise condo overlooking the eastern shore of Lake Washington. Sunshine pinked the tops of the office buildings across the water in Seattle, and a few lights still shone in the windows. Was Risa McKensie awake at this early hour because her experience had unsettled her?

His gaze wandered to a small cherry wood filing cabinet. Like his desk, it had been custom-built for his in-home office. Along with his personal files, the cabinet held several packets of information pertaining to the work of his father, Liam, who had been a dedicated crop circle researcher in the 1980s.

Liam had died in an auto accident. A suspicious auto accident, Robert had always thought, but he'd been too young then, too naive--too poor--to initiate an investigation. Besides, he hadn't wanted to upset his mother. Well, now she was gone, too. Perhaps if he sent Risa McKensie his father's research material, she would reference his death in her book, reignite old doubts about the hasty inquiry the government had conducted.

Yes, he'd sort through those old documents and put together a resource file too enticing for her to ignore. Then he'd contact a friend in the publishing business who might be interested in acquiring a crop circle novel, and ask him to give her an encouraging nudge.








 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Harry Cameron awoke slowly, dragged out of a deep sleep by Taffy's persistent barking. Not like her to do that. Someone must be prowling around the farm.

His body protesting that it hadn't yet recuperated from yesterday's combine overhaul, Harry rolled out of bed. He shuffled to the window, pulled aside the curtain.

From the second story of the old farmhouse, he had a good view of the front yard, most of it visible in the yard light's glow. Barking, the golden retriever charged toward the adjoining wheat field, retreated, looked back at the house, charged again.

Harry knuckled sleep from his eyes, followed the dog's line of sight. Three balls of light--maybe fifteen or twenty feet off the ground--darted over the field, flitted this way and that, like children at play.

His scalp prickled, setting off a shiver that chased up and down his spine. With one hand fisted upon his chest as if to calm his pounding heart, he pressed his forehead against the window pane and squinted.

The lights vanished.

Taffy barked twice, turned, and trotted back to her bed on the front porch. All was well. The threat was over.

Harry turned away from the window, let the curtain fall. Strange. He, too, no longer felt any fear. But curiosity consumed him. He fumbled for his clothes.

Emma stirred. Her words came thick with sleep. "What's botherin' Taffy?"

"Don't know, hon. I'll take a look." No use disturbing her with something that might be nothing. He pulled on jeans and a blue work shirt. "Almost time to get up, anyway. Might as well go down and make coffee."

In the kitchen, Harry started coffee brewing, went to the utility room and put on his socks and work shoes. For a while he stared out the window of the utility room door, scanning the early morning sky. Lack of clouds forewarned another hot day, typical for July on the dry side of Washington State. Finally, judging there to be enough daylight, he left the house, crossed to the barn. Just like any other morning, Taffy leapt to her feet and followed, tail swishing.

Moments later, Harry had climbed the ladder affixed to the barn's roof and sat astraddle the roof ridge. He looked out over the field where he had seen the shifting lights, wondered if he would see what he expected. The morning brightened. Shadows appeared on the field of ripening wheat.

Yep. There it was. A design, clean and sharp as that one up near the border, twenty years ago. But that had been only a bunch of circles. This one looked like...well, kind of like a stylized Teddy bear.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

Clovia lowered herself into lotus position on the thick beige carpet. Beside her, graceless as most teenage boys, Nolan did the same. "So, what fantastic design did you create this week?" she asked him.

He made a face. "I'm still working on a good decagram."

Oh, yeah. Like he didn't know she hadn't progressed beyond her Eights. Then again, he was two years older than she was. Of course he was on his Tens.

She slanted an appraising glance at him. He didn't look artsy. Even if the general public had known about the International Society of Altruistic Artists--which they most certainly did not--no one would ever guess he was a member. He looked like any other spoiled rich kid, living in an upscale development across Lake Washington from Seattle.

He had his good side, though. Every Saturday morning, he drove out of his way to pick her up in Kenmore and deliver her to their instructor's elegant Belle Uplands home in Bellevue. She appreciated that, yet at the same time she resented it. Partly because she didn't have enough money to buy a car, but mostly because she didn't like taking lessons with Nolan. He was just too damn good at drawing.

Well, that wasn't the only talent an Artist could have. One of these days, she'd show Miles and Nolan... No, she wouldn't. Not at seventeen. Maybe when she was twenty. She clamped her lips together. Maybe never.

Her back straight, wrists at rest on her knees, hands palms up, Clovia watched Miles. She reminded herself he was her instructor, nothing more. She doubted he saw her as the brown-eyed blonde whom family friends called "striking".

At the far end of the large third-story loft, he laid two sheets of specially manufactured sketch pads on the carpet. They were modified versions of the children's toys popularly known as magic slates--a chemical-based medium upon a firm backing, with an overlay of clear film. Using a stylus, an artist could draw a picture, "erase" it easily by lifting the film, and create something new. Clovia and Nolan did not use a stylus. They used the extensions of their Energy Orbs to draw their designs.

Miles straightened and smiled at her. "Clovia, you may go first."

She gathered Earth Energy, formed it, projected it. Over the sketch pads at the far end of the room, a splash of light appeared. Damn. Too bright and too formless. Teeth clenched, she applied herself, pulled the light into a perfect orb. But a perfectly formed and properly dimmed orb was only the beginning of the exercise.

In a crop field, the higher the Energy Orb hovered, the wider the beam it cast, and the wider the swath of crop it affected. Here, where she must draw fine lines, she held the orb at a consistent twenty-one inches above the sketch pad. Other Artists worked better at slightly greater or lesser heights, but Clovia had found her comfort zone early in her training and she maintained it.

She extended a beam, a Point of Energy, and began to draw. There, good. Nice and even. The pressure neither too light, nor too heavy. The beam slid smoothly, recreating the pattern she had drawn on paper and committed to memory.

Her design consisted of eight octagons, with a diamond at each angle within each octagon, creating an embellished honeycomb effect. A requisite circle surrounded the grouping, and she had planned small circles in the spaces between the outside edge of the octagons and the containing circle.

Double damn! She shouldn't have added those small circles. The straight lines had gone well, but getting the circles centered in their spaces was hellacious. Through her mental connection with the Energy Orb, she perceived her work and scowled. It was way far from perfect.

"Breathe." Nolan nudged her with one elbow.

Clovia gasped. Now she felt the carpet beneath her, heard her companions' small movements, smelled flower-scented air borne through the loft's open windows.

"Excellent concentration, Clovia." Miles walked to the sketch pad, hunkered beside it. "A few more lessons, and you'll be ready for Nines."

"Don't humor me," Clovia snapped. "It's crooked."

"He didn't say your work was excellent," Nolan said, grinning. "He said your concentration was excellent."

"Please do not interpret my words, Nolan." Miles's voice held a mild reprimand as he rose and joined his students. Addressing Clovia, he added, "The interior lines were neatly executed, and overall, I am well-pleased with your creativity."

So there, Nolan. But then again, Miles had to be supportive. It was his job.

Clovia yearned to probe his mind, to assess his emotions. Not possible, of course. At an early age, Artists learned to Shield themselves from the emotions of others and to Block their own emotions from being read. But most of them were not as disciplined as Miles. That was what made him an effective instructor.

A handsome, personable, unmarried instructor. How wonderful it would be if one day... Ridiculous, of course. He was more than twice her age.

"You should come over to my place a couple times a week, Clo," Nolan said. "We could practice designing together."

Translation: I can show you how to improve your work. "Thanks, but I've told you before, I don't feel comfortable in your manse."

"Oh, c'mon." When Nolan was irked, his gray eyes turned from smoke to slate. "Don't make excuses with that old blue collar, white collar thing."

"I feel the way I feel." Clovia was glad their lessons were held in the simple loft. The rest of Miles's home intimidated her.

"Arguing is a waste of energy," Miles interjected. "Nolan, are you ready?"

"I am." Nolan flexed his shoulders as if he were about to pitch a fast ball.

Or a geometrically perfect curve ball. If anyone could cut the pi, it would be Nolan. Wouldn't he be just the rage, though, at the next ISAA conference?

Clovia turned away, stared out the dormer windows at the cloudless sky. Three years had passed since she'd last been to a conference. Philosophers United, they called it. "Philosophers" because they couldn't call it what it was--a gathering of people with extra-special talents. "United" because the idea had originated in the United Kingdom. As far as the general public was concerned, attendees were a bunch of intellectuals who met to discuss where the universe ended, why some people were born smart, what your mind does while you sleep and all that other esoteric stuff.

Well, okay, there were a lot of workshops about high math, because that--not love--was what made the world go around. The Instructive Design competitions, conducted at night in secret, were an extension of math. Geometry, to be precise.

Now that hers was a one-income family, her father couldn't afford to pay for the trip. At least, not without tearing a major hole in the umbrella over their rainy-day fund. What was the use of her going, anyway? American teams had finaled a few times in the competition, but the Brits had won seven out of ten since it started thirty-plus years ago. Not surprising, since the UK was always the host country.

That old guy from Poland should have won year before last. He'd drawn a lovely pattern on thin ice, but his photo hadn't been authenticated by a member of ISAA, so it wasn't "acceptable". Nothing personal. Rules are rules. An organization couldn't exist without them.

This whole business--the lessons, the competition, even the ISAA--was such a farce. The ISAA called their work Instructive Designs--"instructive" as in "enlightening", as in "increasing spiritual awareness". Instead the public ridiculed them. Credited them to hoaxers or weirdos, or meteorological conditions, or--for God's sake--sex-crazed hedgehogs. So why should she expend so much time and energy to make them? Would Michelangelo or Rodin have created their masterpieces if they'd never received recognition? If their work had been scorned?

She scowled. Probably. They'd been dedicated. Like Miles and Nolan. Forget the grand scheme. The creation itself was the reward.

Nolan had finished his design, and he and Miles hunkered over the sketch pad, discussing techniques. Miles hadn't done that with her. Did she dare think it was because he didn't want to get that physically close to her? An unmarried man must have some desires. Yes, and most likely, no lack of women to satisfy them.

When Miles returned their sketch pads to the cabinet, he withdrew from it a single computer generated printout. "I wanted you to keep focused on your work, so I waited until after your lesson to show this to you." He handed the page to Nolan as they walked toward Clovia. "The Northwest Prefect sent it to me a couple of hours ago. It's an aerial view of a design that appeared this morning in an Eastern Washington wheat field."

"A pattern, here in Washington?" Clovia shook her head. "It has to be a hoax."

"That's a strong possibility," Miles said. "The Artist who took the photo didn't set down at the site. The Prefect is going to drive out to the"--he glanced at the printout--"Harry Cameron farm, interview the landowner, and evaluate the formation. It's only an hour or so out of Spokane."

Laughing, Nolan handed the sheet of paper to Clovia. "Sure doesn't look like anything one of us would draw."

Printed in color on good-quality paper, the image nearly filled the sheet. Clovia's first reaction was surprise, followed by disbelief, then anger.

She sprang to her feet. "That's my design!"

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

"Are you sure, Clovia?" Miles stepped to her side and eyed the printout.

"Yes, I'm sure." The sheet of paper shook in her fierce grasp. "I drew it three years ago, at the last conference I attended." She glared at Nolan. "And I don't appreciate your laughing at it."

"Sorry. But to be honest, it really isn't something anyone would submit to the Design Discussion Panel."

"You should have stopped at sorry," Clovia snapped. "And I never intended to submit it for discussion. It was a doodle. I drew it while Dr. Whoever was droning on and on about The Golden Mean and how numbers are reality."

"What did you do with the drawing when you finished it?" Miles asked.

Clovia frowned. "I don't know. Put it in my conference folder, I guess." She darted another angry glance at Nolan. "Like you said, it wasn't worth anything."

"Actually..." Miles tugged gently at the printout, turned it so that he could see it more clearly. "It's a creative piece of work. Based on Fives." He smiled. "That's why you added the belly button."

"I needed a fifth circle," Clovia muttered, her eyes on the drawing.

"Could someone sitting next to you have seen it?" Miles asked.

"Maybe, but I was kind of off by myself."

"As per usual," Nolan murmured.

She rounded on him. "I like my privacy, okay?" Seeing only good-humored teasing in his eyes, she tried to check her ire. He wasn't to blame for someone else's breach of Artist etiquette. "I just wonder why he waited three years to torment me."

"He?" Nolan asked. "You're thinking a girl wouldn't do this?"

"I'm thinking it's the kind of thing a juvenile male would do," Clovia retorted. Before Nolan could comment on stereotyping, she added, "Obviously, he knows who I am, and that I live in Washington State." She crumpled the printout and thrust it back at Miles. "I'll bet I could"--she began, bit off her words, and finished--"figure out who, if I just concentrated on kids I saw at the young-members' inn."

She stalked across the room, stood staring out the dormer windows, brought herself under control. All humans had emotional profiles as unique to them as their fingerprints. Many times, their emotions left an identifiable imprint even after the individuals were no longer physically present. But just as not all dogs were scent dogs, not all Artists had the skill to read imprints. She had almost admitted that she thought she could identify the Artist if only she could walk in the design. She had to find out. Had to go to Eastern Washington, as soon as possible, before the emanations faded.

Her dad couldn't take her. He'd just returned from vacation.

Nolan. He had a car and his parents had been nice to her, especially since she'd lost her mom. Much as he annoyed her at times, Nolan was her only hope. She drew a determined breath. When he took her home today, she would Persuade him. And he would not know he'd been persuaded.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

Risa finished Chapter Ten, and lifted her arms over her head in a long stretch. The computer clock read 12:40 p.m. Time for a lunch break.

With an avocado and tomato sandwich in one hand and a glass of Sprite in the other, she headed for the living room. She relaxed into the cushy softness of the sofa, bit into the sandwich, and let her gaze wander over the room.

Scott's living room. Scott's house. She'd given up her apartment to move in with him. What in this room was hers? The oil painting over the mantel, bought at a starving artists' sale. A glass-shaded lamp with a brass base. A pair of Hummel figures--Bookworm Boy and Bookworm Girl, a gift from her mother--on an end table. Other rooms of the house held other small treasures. But there really wasn't much of her here.

In the office, her computer and desk. A bookcase with reference books. In a closet, boxes of her published books, just in case someone she met wanted to buy one.

She sighed. She wouldn't have much to move, when the time came.
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Risa sank into her office chair and brought up the last few paragraphs she'd written. Darn. She shouldn't have stopped for lunch. As too often happened, the time away had broken the creative flow. She wasn't sure where she'd been going with the scene.

Well, all right, if her muse was taking an after-lunch nap, she might as well go to the crop circle site and see if anything new was going on. She clicked on the link to bring up the most recent formations. The first three did not resonate with her at all, but the fourth one immediately grabbed her attention. The odd design, composed of geometric figures that formed a Teddy bear, cried "phenomenon".

Her gaze shifted from the design to the date and place. July 12, Oakes Coulee, Washington State, USA.

A crop circle in Washington State? Fantastic! But where in the heck was Oakes Coulee? She snatched a dog-eared atlas from a desk drawer and flipped to Washington. No Oakes Coulee listed in the city/county index. The town must be too small. But "coulee" in the name suggested an Eastern Washington location.

Within minutes, she had accessed the home page websites of every city of any size in Eastern and Central Washington. None had anything about the crop circle. She tried cities in Western Washington, and found no mention at those sites either.

Frustrated, she contemplated her options. Her chat group? Would one of its members know? Although most of them lived in England, there were occasional posts from people in the US. She glanced at the clock--after nine thirty p.m. London time. Perhaps Flynn would be online. He was the most knowledgeable of the group.

As soon as she signed on, he greeted her.

FLYNN: Ah, glad to see you, USAWA. I've been waiting all day to wind you up about that design in Washington State. He added the grin sign.

USAWA: Yes, it isn't like anything I've seen on the crop circle sites. But my hunch-indicator says "phenom".

SONGBIRD: I can believe that. Look at all the fives.

USAWA: Fives? She clicked back to the photo. She should have noticed that. Five circles--two ears, head, body, belly button. Five kites--arms and legs and nose. Five ovals--four footpads and one eye. Five crescents--two ear markings, one eye and two more for the mouth. Oh, yeah. I see that now.

FLYNN: Rather clever, I'd say.

USAWA: The belly button is a stretch. Risa inserted a grin sign. I don't think you find that on most Teddy bears.

Other members joined the conversation, most of them teasing about the pathetic formation. Songbird stoutly defended it. Perhaps she lived in the States. But in spite of Risa's reputation for accuracy at calling phenomenon from phony, most still thought this one was a hoax.

USAWA: Even if it is, I still really want to go see it, but I don't know exactly where it is in Washington. Risa wrote about her attempts to find out.

FLYNN: Oh, early on, someone on another list posted that it was near a town called Wilbur.

Flynn had come through again. Actually, she shouldn't have been surprised. Crop circle enthusiasts had contacts all over the world. Risa grabbed the atlas.

USAWA: Found Wilbur! Oakes Coulee must be where I thought it was, across the mountains, in Eastern Washington. Only a few hours away. That does it, folks. It's been a pleasure talking to you, but I have to go pack.

SONGBIRD: Don't fail to give us your impressions.

FLYNN: Yes, luv. Do keep a log, won't you?

Promising to do so, she signed off.

A crop circle. In the middle of the Columbia Basin. Acres and acres of wheat grew on those rolling hills. The standard desktop photo on her PC might have been taken there. The green hill could very well be young wheat. Those clouds on the right, low over the distant peaked mountains, were the kind she called "popcorn clouds". Sometimes when she'd driven east on I-90, they'd kept rolling toward her, as if a giant corn popper stood just over the horizon, tumbling them into the sky.

Beautiful country. And somewhere in those fields lay a crop circle.

She felt sure it was real, but where had she acquired this odd ability to distinguish genuine from junk? Maybe Scott was right. Maybe she was a nutcase.

She leaned back, closed her eyes, knowing she had to go over there, no matter what the consequences of taking the trip. Most likely, the end of her relationship with Scott, but that was disintegrating anyway. And she wouldn't tell her mother about visiting the design--at least, not right away.

The computer clock indicated she had plenty of time to go to the bank, to fill the VW's gas tank, to gather a few items into an overnight bag. To mentally prepare herself for a confrontation with Scott.

She pushed herself away from the computer desk. All right. Get on with it.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

"A crop circle has appeared in Eastern Washington," Jerry Hahn said into the telephone. "McKensie says it's a phenom and she's going to see it."

"Scan me a photo of the design," his supervisor said, "along with a fix on the coordinates."

Just like that, and the Peripheral Events Manager disconnected the call. The Meridians didn't waste time with idle chatter. They were all business, all the time.

Why the PEM wanted the coordinates of that prank job, Jerry didn't know, but damn, it was a privilege and an honor to be associated with brilliant people like him.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

As soon as he had seen his two students on their way, Miles pulled out his cell phone. He had pacified Clovia with a promise to contact the ISAA's Northwest Prefect regarding the theft of her design. But he would have called his friend and mentor anyway, to advise him that proof existed the pattern had been put down by an Artist.

"Actually, three of them," the Prefect responded dryly. "I just got back from Oakes Coulee. The pattern is small and only moderately well executed." His voice took on an irritated edge. "Rogue Artists, and from what emanations I could perceive, I'd guess young ones." He paused before adding, "I wish I had the Gift of imprint recognition. I'd like to know who they were."

"I have information that might help," Miles said. "One of my students says it's her design and thinks it was stolen at a conference three years ago."

"Ah." The Prefect's tone rose in interest. "Did she retain her original?"

"Apparently not, but she recreated it for me. I can bring it over for you to look at. I want to visit the design site, anyway."

"I think you should." In his mind's eye, Miles saw the white-haired man nodding in agreement. "Plan to stay the night and go out there in the morning. You'll be here this evening in time to join Polly and me for dinner. We look forward to seeing you."

As Miles ended the call, his thoughts turned to Clovia. When she had first seen the design, she'd been truly angered, but a fierce determination had quickly superseded the outrage.

He felt sure she would find a way to visit the site. Perhaps talk Nolan into taking her to Eastern Washington. Miles could never quite fathom her mental processes. They appeared to be juvenile or undeveloped, yet he suspected Clovia was much more Gifted than she let be known.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

Rolling fields of wheat met the horizon in all directions. Very calm, very serene. But Clovia didn't feel calm or serene. The nearer the site of the crop formation, the more restless and agitated she became. Unless she had actually met the Artist, she would not recognize his profile and be able to put a name to it.

East of Coulee City, US Highway 2 stretched mostly straight, though undulating, through the wheat fields. Occasionally, an oncoming vehicle appeared as a dot shimmering in the heat, grew to recognizable proportions and swept past, westbound.

Nolan leaned back in the seat, right hand at rest on his knee, left hand on the steering wheel. His forefinger tapped in time to the drumbeat of a CD. "We'll be there in about ten minutes." He nodded toward the Lexus's navigation panel. "I hope you don't spend too much time messing around in the pattern, because we'll have to backtrack all the way to Ephrata to find a place to stay tonight."

"We'll stay with the farmer."

"And just what makes you think he'll extend an invitation?"

"Because we're researching material for a newspaper article. Everyone likes to see his name in print."

Nolan's eyes narrowed. "ISAWs don't lie, Clovia."

She had been mentally scanning the area in front of them, searching for the farm that held the formation. Now she turned to her companion. "ISAWs, Nolan?" She shook her head. "And it seems like only yesterday you were ridiculing members of ISAA who call themselves by that idiotic play on letters."

He made a face. "I still think it's idiotic. And quit trying to change the subject. We don't work for a newspaper."

"Harry Cameron will never know."

Her air of confidence was a façade. She had never tried Persuasion at a distance--didn't know if she could do it. But she could concentrate better if the car, already cool and comfortable, was quiet as well.

She turned off the music. "Let's just enjoy the silence for a while, okay?"

The car's outside temperature display read 98 degrees. The indicator had risen steadily since they'd crossed the Cascade Mountains. Heat should help retain the formation's emanations, although the low humidity might lessen the chance of that. Whatever, Clovia ached to walk in the design.

Moments later, she sensed its presence, as one becomes aware of rain in the air long before thunder rolls. She turned her head away from Nolan, closed her eyes, separated a particle of her mental awareness, lofted it toward the farm.

She located the pattern first, then farm buildings and a crowd of people--some curious, some skeptical, some believers. Vaguely aware that one of those present was different from the others, she skimmed over them, seeking the farm owner. She found a man who was pleased, mildly excited and somewhat amused, with a trace of satisfaction. Had to be Harry Cameron. She breathed a sigh of relief. He was an old guy with a pleasant disposition and an open mind. Concentrating, she insinuated a message into its center--a message he would not consciously remember when he invited them to spend the night.

She was about to end her application when she remembered the man who was not like the others at the Cameron farm. She diverted her sliver of awareness to assess him and caught a quick breath. The man was an ISAW and although he was Blocking his emotions, he wasn't Blocking himself from being detected. Either he was being careless or he was deliberately leaving himself open to see if other ISAWs drawn to the formation would reveal themselves to him. If so, she wouldn't be one of them.

Minutes later, Nolan eased the Lexus in amongst a dozen vehicles parked in the dirt yard of the Cameron property. Clovia glimpsed a number of sightseers in an adjacent field, in an area demarked by orange web fencing, the location of the design. None of them was the ISAW man.

A golden retriever came trotting to meet the car. Its low-pitched barks announced the vehicle's arrival, then, as if satisfied it had done its job, the dog returned to the shade of a large red barn at the edge of the yard.

As Clovia stepped out of the car, heat enveloped her and she breathed the scent of baked earth and vegetation. Muted voices drifted from the field. A small airplane, probably piloted by the same person who had photographed the design, droned lazily over the area.

And no doubt carried passengers paying for the aerial view. Clovia grimaced and darted a glance at Nolan. He shrugged and gestured for her to follow him toward the barn.

Just inside its doors, an old-fashioned wooden desk sat at an angle, facing the entrance to the fenced field. A man of about Miles's age, wearing a Hawaiian print shirt, tended the desk. Behind him, a middle-aged couple browsed through T-shirts in several colors and varying sizes hanging from a metal clothes rack.

Oh, my God! That was her Teddy-bear design on those T-shirts. The shirt makers must have started printing the minute they got the aerial photo. She thrust fisted hands into her shorts pockets.

"Easy, Clo," Nolan murmured.

"Easy, hell," she muttered. "They're making money off my artwork."

She dragged her attention away from the T-shirts, looked more closely at the man behind the desk. Now she recognized him as the ISAW she'd detected earlier. The Prefect was pretty sharp. Somehow he'd managed to get the guy--probably a member of the Spokane ISAA chapter--hired at the farm.

A homemade name tag safety-pinned to his shirt pocket identified him as Graham. He looked as ordinary as the people roaming the pattern site. He still was not attempting to completely Block himself. Or maybe he didn't know how.

Whatever. Her Block was firmly in place, and she made a quick mental check of Nolan to be sure his was. Needn't have bothered--Nolan was always in control.

She stepped closer to the desk. "This is awesome." She waved one hand toward the field. "A real live crop circle, right here in Washington. I'll bet that's never happened before."

"Well, not for a while, anyways." Graham gave her a friendly smile.

"We're from Seattle." Her head nod included Nolan. "We're freelance writers. We're going to do an article about the crop circle for the Times' Sunday supplement."

"And without recording device or notepad." Graham sighed. "Ah, the memory skills of youth."

Sarcastic jerk. She could give as well as take. "I should hope we can remember what we see long enough to make notes after we tour the crop circle." She pulled her camera phone out of her pocket as she walked past the desk. "And we do have these."

"Writers or not, it's five dollars apiece for students," he said.

Clovia left Nolan to pay the admission fee. Graham made her feel uneasy. He couldn't have recognized her and Nolan as fellow ISAWs. She scowled. Unless he was more skilled than she thought.

Resisting the urge to look over her shoulder at him, Clovia followed a narrow path of stomped grain through the standing crop. As she entered the flattened area that depicted the bear's right foot, she stopped to let Nolan catch up, and to look around. About twenty people roamed the design, most taking photos with digital cameras or cell phones. Some knelt, examining the lay of the downed wheat stalks.

Near the area of standing grain that represented the bear's
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