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"Am I going bald?"

With a gasp, I spun my stool around to find that a hunk of a guy had somehow walked into my tent and sat down across from me without making a sound.

I pressed my palm to my thudding heart. "You startled me."

"Sorry." A dash of amusement flavored his bass tones.

"No worries. Um...you didn't see the sign, did you?" I'd put up one of those ruler thingies that amusement parks used to keep little kids off big kids' rides.

"Actually, I did."

"Then you already know you're too tall to be in here." Being a reluctant fortune teller with no special gifts, I'd intended my ruler to do the opposite—keep adults out so that I didn't have to answer any question harder than Will I marry Prince Charming?

"Yeah, but since we're coworkers and no one's waiting..." He glanced toward the tent flaps that were tied back so customers could see inside. My open-flap policy and my exotic costume were probably to blame for the men who'd dropped by that night, all of them flirty, but none with such broad shoulders or infinite black eyes.

Wait...coworkers? A little late, I noted the familiar logo on his black t-shirt: World Security League. Interesting, even though running into fellow employees at tonight's charity carnival was to be expected. Participation was mandatory, as it had been every year we'd kicked off Jackson, Wyoming's Aspen Days.

But this man assuming I was one of the psychics who trained and worked nearby flattered me. I fully supported the honorable goals of my employers and work friends and had been awed by their successes. In fact, if I were being honest, I'd admit I envied them. The only mental anomaly I had was a feminine voice, not my own, speaking inside my head. I'd named that voice Caprice because she invariably challenged me to act impulsively and out of character. Unfortunately, on the save-the-world psychic gifts scale, Caprice wasn't even a quirk.

My visitor suddenly burst out laughing. "You should see your face."

"Excuse me?"

"The last thing I want to know is my future, okay? You just looked so stunning sitting in here with that hair, those cards, and the crystal ball. Plus, it's kind of ironic, isn't it, that an actual psychic is telling fortunes?"

"First of all, thanks. I've never been called 'stunning.' Second, if I were psychic, which I'm not, I wouldn't be working in this tent. Too much potential for lasting disappointment."

"And liability?" He abruptly stuck out his right hand. "Etan Trahan. That's Ethan without the h, and you are...?"

Darkness suddenly engulfed the tent except for a couple of prop lanterns I'd lit for effect. Outside was no better. I got to the flaps first. Etan promptly rear-ended me, causing a stumble. His one-armed save had to be reflexive. The carnival had all his attention. Seconds before it had bustled with bright lights, fun, and blaring music. Now it lay in darkness and silence, its booths, tents, and rides mere shadows.

Or not. The eerie quiet suddenly erupted into shouts, squeals, laughter, and an underlying buzz of calmer voices. As my eyes adjusted, I saw people rushing everywhere, most likely to find their children or help someone stranded on one of the rides.

"You should probably stay here." Etan stole the largest of my lanterns and abruptly left me.

Go.

Caprice. Doing her thing.

I didn't need to be told twice. Grabbing another lamp, I followed.

"Everyone remain calm." Etan's deep voice cut through the chaos as he strode toward the Bingo stage at the center of everything. His take-charge attitude made him important, but I still didn't know him. "It's just a power loss. Should have things up and running again in no time."

Staying a few steps back, I saw that other volunteer coworkers had abandoned their booths and attractions to congregate near the stage. Joining them, I spotted many that I knew. We all hung out on the weekends at the local pubs and parks. Now we waited for instructions.

"I don't think the problem is on our end." I easily recognized the East European accent of Agent Nikolai Zykov, the person who ran the Mind Studies Division of our organization.

"It's nine-thirty. Why don't you just close down and add an hour tomorrow?" That sounded like Etan, the man I'd just met. I couldn't see either very well, though. Too many humans standing between me and them. I began to edge forward.

The headmistress of the psychic school, Carlita Sanchez, PhD, broke from the crowd and joined them just as I landed where I could see. The three huddled up, their conversation now private. Finally, Zycov motioned for all of us to move in closer.

"What happened?" someone asked.

He answered. "Transformer beyond that ridge must've blown. I considered getting back-up generators, but Agent Trahan has an easier plan, so we're going with that. How many flashlights do we have?"

I saw a few raised hands, most of them holding one.

"Do phones count?" A girl showed him hers. Bright light beamed from it and several others around me, I now noticed.

Agent Zykov nodded. "Phones...yeah, sure. Didn't even think of that. Headmistress Sanchez is going to announce early closure tonight and early opening tomorrow. All of you please stand by to help people get to their cars in the dark."

At that point, Etan nodded to Zycov and abruptly left on foot. Workers began to walk back to their posts. Behind us, Dr. Sanchez climbed onto the stage. Her stature, as usual, commanded attention. Holding what appeared to be Etan's borrowed lantern, she apologized to everyone and shared the new plan. Carnival goers who hadn't already left began making their way to the parking lot, a bush-hogged field once bright with strings of light bulbs. Now headlights were the only source of illumination.

Using my lantern, I escorted an older couple who seemed to be struggling a little. With Mr. Earl on one arm and Mrs. Eugenia and her huge stuffed teddy bear on the other, we made our way to their classic Cadillac. I got them loaded up. A jaunty tip of Earl's plaid newsboy cap served as their thanks and a goodbye. In seconds, their car joined the orderly trail of taillights leaving the scene.

When I turned to head back, I noticed a bobbing flashlight beam across the field.

Follow it.

Caprice was clearly as curious as me about the beam, which kept bouncing from the ground to the overhead power lines.

Etan.

Really? Then he was probably looking for our electrical problem. At the far edge of the parking area, the ground began to rise and changed from mown hay to rocks, ranging in size from pebbles to small boulders. A few steps further, the ridge rose so sharply that the bobbing beam dropped out of sight behind it.

Doubling my speed to catch up, I quickly topped the knoll and once again spotted Etan and his flashlight. I realized he'd covered a lot more distance than I'd expected and now stood on lower ground under a power pole. Two men stood there, too. The air smelled of hot wires. They had bigger lights than Etan, who was checking out the pole and transformer with his.

Both guys were dressed in camo. One wore a cap and, the other, an Aussie outback hat. They appeared to be friendly enough, though I couldn't hear what they said to Etan or his answer. Were these guys electric company linemen? Not likely. It was way too soon for help to have arrived.

Suddenly raised voices and the altered body language of the three made me reevaluate what I saw. The guy in the cap looked tense and ready; the guy in the hat like he was high on something. Although unsure what was happening, I knew Etan was outnumbered. Should I, could I lighten the mood?

Do it.

Minding where I stepped on the downward slope, I got within five feet of Etan before some skittering pebbles gave me away. He jerked his head around, wincing when his flashlight beam found me just a couple of yards back. Hat guy jerked to life, reaching behind his waist to draw a six shooter Jesse James might've used. Dropping his flashlight, he steadied the pistol with both hands and aimed in our direction.

I froze with a yelp just a yard away from Etan.

"Whoa there, Cowboy." Both hands out, Etan spoke with authority. "Let's keep things friendly. No one's looking for bigger trouble than that transformer you shot out a while ago."

"Cowboy" laughed, a sound that grated on my last nerve. His shadow-sculpted features looked feral, but his gun hand remained rock steady. "Us Compatriots live for trouble, don't we, Carter? In fact, we sometimes cause it." He glanced up and chortled.

Inhaling sharply, "Carter," smacked the back of Cowboy's head with his palm. "Shut up, asshat!"

"Just having some fun. Hey, sexy lady..." He'd zoned in on me. "Any little kids get stuck on the Ferris wheel?"

"Could you be a bigger jerk?" My retort earned me Etan's look of disapproving disbelief. I shrugged in reply.

Right then, Carter grabbed a handful of Cowboy's shirt front and yanked him up close. "Stop. Talking." He shoved Cowboy. Cowboy shoved back.

"Gypsy Rose?"

I barely heard Etan's whisper above the cursing. "Yes?"

"Run."

As if I could on that steep, unstable ground. I turned to try, thinking Etan would follow. But when I glanced back, he was still watching those men, who'd now escalated to punches.

"Etan! Come on!" I tried to keep my voice low.

Cowboy heard anyway and spun around to aim his pistol right at me. Bam! Bam! I flinched but felt nothing. It was Etan whose body jerked, staggered back, and went down hard between the man with the gun and me.

My scream pierced the night. "Oh my god. Etan! Etan!"

He didn't stir.

How? Why? I got to him and dropped to my knees to feel for a pulse. Thump, thump, thump... Furious, I turned to yell at the men. Both were gone. I focused on Etan again just in time to see his lashes flutter. He opened his eyes, saw me, and, with a groan, tried to sit up. I guessed why.

"They've gone." I eased him back down. "Where are you hurt?"

With a ragged
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