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By the time I got to the office, I was jittery as a new bride. The day started out all wrong. I woke up weak and washed out. I was pathetic when I worked out with the weights—they felt as heavy as the Pyramids. And when I walked from the subway to the building where Mike Renner and I have our offices, an obvious telepath tailed me all the way.
I was ready for a scrap. St. Francis himself would have irritated the hell out of me, and I’d have gone speechless with rage at the mere sight of sweet Alice Ben Bolt. The guy sitting with Mike in our law library didn’t have a chance.
“What’s this?” I growled, seeing Mike seated silent and staring at our caller across the big table. There wasn’t a book or sheet of foolscap resting on the walnut. Work hadn’t started. They were lying in wait for me. Well, I was lying in wait for the first guy who opened his mouth.
“The Grievance Committee!” Mike said in a tone of stifled fury. “This is Horace Dunn.”
“Carpe Diem,” I snarled at Horace, a hammered-down heavyweight. “What’s Renner done now?”
“Me?” Renner demanded, letting his fat jowls quivver. He’s one of those burly types who looks like he should be playing pro ball and instead thrives on showing clients how to keep two sets of books while staying out of jail.
“Not Renner,” Horace said. “You, Maragon. The Bar Association gets upset when reputable attorneys successfully defend one of these Stigma cases.”
“Forgive me my hobbies,” I sneered, sitting down beside my partner. “But I try to win them all. You know I didn’t seek that business—Judge Passarelli appointed me Public Defender when that Psi, Crescas, bleated that he was destitute.”
Mike Renner apparently decided one of us had to be reasonable. “Coincidence, Dunn,” he said. “Pure coincidence. You can’t hold it against—”
“No coincidence,” I snapped. It wasn’t my day to agree with anybody. Renner’s fat little eyes opened wide.
“Judge Passarelli knew I’d be in his courtroom,” I said. “His Honor wanted to get my views on a point I’d made in that pleading the previous week.”
“Passarelli again!” Horace breathed. “Well, well. What do you know? And two weeks ago he found a Stigma case named Mary Hall ‘Not Guilty’ of bunco game against the 99th National Bank. You know the case?”
Renner was too upset for speech. He shook his head, looking over at me. I didn’t give him the satisfaction. Mike hasn’t any patience with my interest in keeping abreast of Psi developments anyway.
“This Mary Hall is a hallucinator,” Horace said. He leaned forward and gave it to us in not much more than a whisper. “This witch used her HC to pass five dollar bills off as hundreds, getting change. But they caught her at it.” He laughed harshly. “And tried her for it,” he added. “Get the picture on that ‘Not Guilty’ verdict?”
“No,” Renner admitted. I slouched down, scowling.
“She used HC on Judge Passarelli, too. Foozled his vision, whatever you want to call it. When the ‘cutor handed him the evidence, the five dollar bill she had tried to pass for a hundred, all sealed up in plastic, Passarelli saw a hundred, thanks to her Psi powers.”
“Get out of here,” I told Horace, getting to my feet.
“Pete! For heaven’s sake!” Mike protested. You didn’t talk like that to the Grievance Committee. Did you ever see a guy wring his hands? Renner was pathetic.
“Can’t you quit pussy-footing around, Renner?” I growled. “This comic isn’t from the Grievance Committee!”
Horace Dunn paled on that one. “How do you know that?” he said. He sounded a lot more dangerous.
“Too polite,” I sneered. “And it ill becomes you. What’s going on?”
“So I level,” Horace conceded. “So I’m not from the Grievance Committee, and I’m not all hot that Maragon defended Keys Crescas.”
“Much better,” I said, sitting down again.
“This guy Passarelli is coming up for re-election shortly,” our caller said. A light began to dawn. “We’re making sure he doesn’t make it—and that our man does.”
My laugh was more a bark. “He can’t find Mary Hall,” I told Renner.
Horace’s lower jaw shot out at me. “I don’t like guys who know what I’m thinking!” he snapped.
I had to laugh in his face. “Who needs TP? You want to tar Passarelli with the brush of Psi—and this hallucinator would be Exhibit ‘A’.”
He subsided. “So I can’t find her. What then?”
I shook my head. “You say it,” I suggested. “Too early to have to wash my mouth with soap.”
Dunn made his big pitch to Renner. “Maragon has a connection with these Psis—it’s all over town that he got Keys Crescas off. This Crescas can find Mary Hall—you know how Psis stick together.” Renner nodded rapt agreement. “And,” Dunn added, finally sticking it in us, “it would be good politics for Maragon to do it—would kind of sweeten up the stench of his getting Crescas off, eh?”
Renner thought he had to sell me: “Pete,” he insisted, “You’ve got to! Defending Crescas was sure to hurt our reputation. That girl has it coming for—”
I waved a hand in his face, shutting him up. “Why should I care what happens to the girl?” I said, getting up. “Just make sure Horace pays us a fat fee. After all, it’s tax exempt.”
“Tax exempt?” he asked, frowning.
“Sure,” I said, walking out. “Religious contribution. Thirty pieces of silver.”

Keys Crescas is the kind of odd-ball you can’t find till after dark. Good looking in a romantic, off-beat sort of way. No visible means of support—a typical Psi. Renner made one white-jowled attempt to read me the riot act for failing to plead him guilty when Passarelli had tapped me as Public Defender. I came close to throwing the meat-ball out of my private office.
What could I have done? Sure, Crescas has the Stigma—he doesn’t try to hide it. It’s only TK, though, and I don’t suppose much of that. Just enough, the cops will tell you, to make him a good man at picking locks and earn his nickname—Keys.
People like Crescas run to a pattern. I left my number in about ten of the spots he might turn up, and around six o’clock one of them hit pay dirt.
I pressed the “Accept” key when the phone rang, and Keys Crescas’ olive face and curly black hair filled the screen. His black eyes had that lively watchfulness you associate with Psis. He had the gain way down and the aperture wide, so that he wasn’t in focus any farther back than his ears. And that scope setting hid from where he was calling as effectively as a veil. Did you ever know a Psi who didn’t seem to be harboring a secret?
“Hi, Mouthpiece,” he grinned, showing even white teeth. “How’d you know where to find me?”
“Best place for worms is under a manure pile,” I said. “I used parallel logic.”
That took that smug, Stigma grin off his puss. “What do you want?” he asked, sullen now.
“A lead to a Psi who’s gone into hiding.”
You know what he told me to do. “Mary Hall,” I added. “She’s got Stigma Troubles.”
“Not even counting you, eh?” Crescas sneered. He made the same suggestion again. I let it ride. “Go on,” he dared me. “Make your pitch. I’ll laugh later.”
“That ‘Not Guilty’ verdict doesn’t mean a thing, Crescas,” I told him. “That was a National Bank she tried to rob. There’s a Federal rap still to be settled. She has big Stigma troubles and needs counsel—and not one of those shysters who hang around the Criminal Courts building sniffing for Psi business.”
“She’s in no trouble till they find her,” he said accurately, and I could see his hand come up to cut the image. “For my dough they’ve given up trying to find her and are using you for a stalking horse,” he added with fiendish accuracy.
“So don’t trust me,” I snarled. “You can send her saw blades baked in a cake.” I reached up, too.
“Hold it.”
I stopped, trying to keep my glower going.
“Passarelli would have to be in on it, too,” he decided. “And I can’t figure him for a louse. O.K., Maragon. I’ll pick you up at your office at about eight o’clock.”

With nearly two hours to kill, I went out to eat. I still felt glum and lousy. Part of it was the knifelike penetration of Crescas’ intuition—his knowing that I was just a stalking horse so that the big guns could zero in on Mary Hall. And there was that little tremor of fear that comes from knowing that a Psi may think you’ve doublecrossed him. They have some powerful abilities when it comes to exacting vengeance. Well, if everything about the deal was as much screwed up as the part I had heard so far, I decided, I might get out with a whole skin at that.
That was my attempt at consolation—that and an order of sweet-breads, Financiere, which is a ridiculous dish for a sawed-off shyster tending toward overweight.
I was back in the law library by ten minutes of eight, trying to occupy my mind with the latest Harvard Law Review, when the ‘phone rang. Keys’ face, a little tight-lipped and bright-eyed, peered at me from the screen, which it completely filled. He must have darned near swallowed the ‘scope.
“Ready?” he asked softly.
“Sure. You picking me up?”
His lip curled in half a smile. “What do I look like?” he sneered. “Grab a cab. You know a bar called the Moldy Fig?” I nodded. “That’s where.” He cut the image.
Well, this was more like it. You can’t deal with Psis without the whole affair acting like something out of E. Phillips Oppenheim. I closed up the office, turned out the ceiling, and rode the elevator down to the street.
The night howled and shrieked with air-borne traffic. A hot-rodding kid gunned his fans up the street a way and ripped what silence might have remained to the night into shreds as he streaked past me. The jerk wasn’t forty feet off the ground, and was pouring the coal to his turbine. The whine of his impellers sounded a strong down-Doppler as his ripped past me, nose dropped a good thirty degrees and dragging every knot he could get out of his ‘copter.
I waved to a cab standing at the rank up the block a way and watched the skim-copter rise a couple inches off the ground as the hacker skimmed on the ground-cushion toward me. City grit cut at my ankles from the air blast before I could hop into the bubble and give him my destination. He looked the question at me hopefully, over his shoulder, his hand on the arm of his meter.
“Oh, what the hell,” I said, still sore at the world, and a little worried about what I was trying to do. “Let’s ‘copter!” He grinned and swung the arm over to the “fly” position with its four-times-higher rate. His turbine screamed to a keener pitch with wide throttle, and he climbed full-bore into the down-town slow lane.

The swift ride down to the Village was long enough to induce that odd motion-hypnosis so common in night flight over a metropolitan area. The dizzy blur of red and green running lights from air-borne traffic at levels above and below us, the shapes of ‘copters silhouetted beneath us against the lambent glow of the city’s well-lit streets, all wove into a numbing pattern.
“Here’s the Fig, Mac,” the hacker said as we grounded. I stuck my credit card in the meter and hopped out, not fast enough to duck the fan-driven pin-pricks of sand as he pulled away.










Crescas appeared as if by magic—Psis act like that—and had me by the arm. “Quick!” he said, pushing me back into the spot he had appeared from. It was a doorway beside the Moldy Fig, opening on a flight of steps running to an apartment above the bar. As we climbed the clean and well-lit stairs, I reminded myself that I was probably entering a den of Psis—and clamped down tight on my thoughts. There was plenty they had better not peep.
Keys didn’t have to knock on the door—there’s always a telepath hanging around these Stigma hideouts who knows who’s coming. A husky young man, quite blond and pink of face, opened the door. A soft rustle of music spilled out around his big shoulders. He wore a T-shirt, and his powerful forearms were bare.
“Hey!” he said to Keys, spotting himself as a Southerner as surely as if he’d had the Stars and Bars tattooed on his forehead. We followed him down a short hall into a room furnished, with a couple of couches, an easy-chair, several small but delightful tables, and a piano. Here was the music. A blond bombshell was drumming box chords on the ivories, and grouped around her on side chairs were four young men, playing with her. It was jazz, if that’s what you call the quiet racket that comes out of a wooden recorder, a very large pottery ocharina that hooted like a gallon jug, a steel guitar and a pair of bongo drums played discreetly with the fingertips.
My appearance stopped them right in the middle of a chorus of “Muskrat Ramble.” I’d have liked to hear more—it was Dixieland times two—what the Psis call Psixieland. That’s jazz played by a gang of telepaths. Each one knows what the others are about to play. The result is extemporaneous counterpoint, but without the clinkers we associate with jazz. Almost too perfect, yet untrammeled.
My eyes ran around the room as the four men who had been playing with the girl got up and prepared to leave. The place was spotless. Oh, the furnishings weren’t costly, but they were chosen with that sense of fitness, of refinement of color and decor that is curiously Psi. I suppose that’s one of the little things that annoys Normals so much. Stigma powers seem to go beyond telepathy, clairvoyance and telekinesis—they extend in some hard to define way into the aesthetic. A chaste kind of cleanliness is only part of it. Taste, I guess that’s the word. Their attire, their homes, everything about Psis, seems tasteful.

In moments only Keys, the blond Southerner and the still blonder bomb on the piano bench were left to face me. Keys poked a finger at the plow-jockey in the T-shirt. “Elmer,” he explained.
“Take off yo’ hat, Yankee,” Elmer grinned. I felt it tipped from my head by his TK.
I glowered at him. “Kid stuff!” I snorted. “So you can lift four ounces from six feet away. But you don’t have any idea what incorporeal hereditaments are. Which is better?”
The pink of his face got red. He could have broken me in two.
“Just making a point,” I said. “I’m stupid about TK. You’re stupid about the law. I figure that makes us even.”
He clamped his mouth shut. I turned back to Keys and the girl I was sure was Mary Hall. “What I came here for—”
“What we got you here for,” Keys interrupted, “was to set you straight on something.” I guess I looked as surprised as I felt. The impossibly blond girl giggled. “Over the phone, Maragon,” Keys went on, sitting down on the bench beside the girl, “you said there was a Federal rap hanging over Mary’s head on this 99th National Bank fracas.”
I nodded.
“The theory being,” he went on, “that the law doesn’t let anybody with the Stigma get away with a thing, right?”
“Right.”
“Then relax. Mary hasn’t got the Stigma. Have you, Mary?”
“No,” she said. I looked her over more carefully. She was closer to twenty than thirty, round-faced, with blue eyes that were about as impossibly bright as her hair was impossibly white. It could have been a corneal tattoo, but somehow I doubted it. Impossibly red lips made up the patriotic triad of colors—but that was lipstick, pure and simple.
“No Stigma?” I demanded. “I know Psixieland when I hear it, Miss Hall. Don’t tell me that wasn’t telepathic jazz.”
She tossed her short hair-do around. “My side-men were TP’s,” she conceded. “Why do you think I was playing box chords? They knew what I was playing—I didn’t know what they’d play.”
Well, some of it was adding up. Still, I had to be sure. “I see. Tell me, Mary, where were your parents on the 19th of April in ‘75?”
She sat up straight beside Keys on the bench, and her fair face flushed pinkly. “Drop dead!” she told me.
I stood up. “See you in jail,” I said, and started for the door.

Elmer had played tackle for Ol’ Miss—he sure stopped me in my tracks. “I reckon we ain’t through with you yet, Yankee,” he grinned. He hurt me with his hands, big as country hams. My stiffened fingers jabbed his T-shirt where it covered his solar plexus, and he dropped back, gasping.
“You could learn a little about fighting, too, Psi,” I growled. “And you’re through with me if that bottle blonde won’t answer my questions.”
“Hey!” Keys protested. “Come on, relax. Everybody!” he snapped, as Elmer got his breath back and came in for another tackle. I signaled for a fair catch, and he eased up.
I peered over my shoulder at the girl at the piano. “Well?” I asked her. “Where were your parents on the 19th of April in ‘75?”
Her eyes sought out Keys’. He nodded, dropping his gaze to the floor. “About fifty miles from Logan, Iowa,” she said.
“And you don’t have the Stigma?” I scoffed.
“Not everybody inside the Logan Ring was affected,” she reminded me. “Which is my tough luck. But I am being crucified because Mother and Dad were in the Ring the day the N-bomb went off, whether I have the Stigma or not.”
I came back to stand in front of her. “I’m an attorney,” I said. “I have an idea what can happen to you if the Courts get hold of you. Right now they can’t find you—which must mean you’ve been hiding.” She confirmed that with a nod, biting her red, red lips. “They are after you, and a Federal rap is just the start,” I said. “You have only one chance, Mary, and I’m glad you claimed it. The only way you can keep them from putting you over a barrel is to prove you don’t have the Stigma. I think I know a way to do it. Are you ready to let me help you?”
“Not that fast,” she said, looking worried. “Oh, I trust Keys’ judgment about you. Yes, I do,” she said earnestly, turning to Crescas. “Yes, I know he got you off, Keys. But it doesn’t sound right. Why should he take a chance helping a Psi—even if I really don’t have the Stigma? What’s his angle?”
“Fair enough,” Keys said. “How about it, Maragon?”
“I knew it was a bum rap they were trying to pin on Mary as soon as I heard about it,” I explained. “This business about Mary having HC. There just isn’t any such Psi power as hallucination, and every one of you knows it—it’s an old wives’ tale. I wouldn’t touch this little lady with a ten-foot pole if I really thought she had the Stigma. I have a living to make around this town—and you can’t handle Stigma business and get any decent trade, too.”
I looked back at Mary. “How did you work your swindle at the bank?” I asked quietly.
She sighed. “Sleight of hand,” she said. “A damned fool stunt. I figured to put the money back in a day or so. If somebody else hadn’t been working the same racket, they’d never have caught me. But they had set a trap—”
“I thought it was some light-finger stuff,” I grinned. “Well, it will take me a while to set up a real test of your Psi Powers. Where can I reach you—or are you spending the night here?”
“Certainly not!” she said, casting an annoyed glance at Elmer. She looked at her watch. “Would it be much longer than an hour? I might still be here, if Elmer—”
“Jes’ fine,” T-shirt said. “Unless yo’ mine watching Keys and me practice.” He grinned at me. “Keys is he’ping me build up mah TK,” he explained.
“That’ll make you popular,” I sneered, as I wrote down Elmer’s phone number. They let me out. It had been a pretty room, and in a way I hated to leave it. Still, by the time a cruising ‘copter had taken me halfway back to my office up-town, I could relax the shield over my thoughts—and that was worth getting out of that Stigma hideaway.

It was a little after nine when I walked into the lobby and rang for the elevator. A man lounging against the wall over near the building directory raised a wrist-phone to his mouth and spoke quietly into it as I waited for the car to come. He didn’t seem to be interested in me—but then, he wouldn’t want to show it if he were. Fool around with the Stigma, would I?
The building was mostly dark—in our circle we make too much dough to be interested in overtime. I keyed myself into our waiting room, turned on the ceiling, and went into my private office. There was enough light leaking in from our foyer, so I added none.
I found Lindstrom at home—after all, he should have been by nine o’clock. “Maragon!” he said. “Kill your focus. I have guests!”
I reached up to twist the ‘scope so that my image would be a blur on his screen. Nice beginning. I was as welcome as a thriving case of leprosy.
“I want you to make a test for me, Professor,” I said. “Tonight.”
He shook his head. “I told you I had guests. We’re entertaining. No thanks, Maragon.”
“A Normal is being crucified,” I said quietly. “They’ve got her pegged as a Psi. I’ve got to get her off the hook.”
“How could this happen?” he demanded.
“She hangs with a bunch of Stigma cases, for one thing,” I said.
“Nobody forced her to associate with a gang of Psis,” he said. “Serves her right.”
“Nobody forced you to, either, Prof,” I snarled. “But you have a steady stream of Stigma cases going through your laboratory.”
“That’s different!” he protested.
“Nuts. Now name a time when I can see you there.”
“I don’t want any part of it. If you’re along, it will just mean trouble, Maragon. You got too much publicity on defending that TK locksmith. I’ve got a professional standing to maintain.”
“You’d sure look silly if all the Psis in town blackballed you,” I snarled at him. “Let me pass the word around—and you darned well know I’ve got the contacts to do it—and you’ve tested your last Stigma case. Then let’s see what kind of a professional standing you’ve got.”
He knew some pretty dirty words. “What time?” I pressed him, knowing the profanity was a confession of defeat.
“Not before eleven,” he said glumly. “I won’t forget this, Maragon.”
“What the hell,” I said. “I’m on every S-list in town already. You hardly count beside the other enemies I’m making.” I cut the image.
As if at a signal, there was a tapping on the door to the corridor. I got out of my swivel, walked into the waiting room and opened up. The man who stood there was faintly familiar—but it was the gun in his fist that got most of my attention.
“Maragon?” he asked softly.
I spread my feet a little. “I knew I was making enemies pretty fast,” I said to him. “But I didn’t know how strongly. Listen,” I snapped, “I’ll bet one thing never occurred to you.”
He was taken back. You’re not supposed to snarl at a guy who pokes a gun at you. In theory it gives him the edge of any conversation. “Huh?” he said.
“The only thing that lousy pop-gun of yours is good for is shooting people. I don’t think you came here to shoot me. Now what can you do?”
“Clown,” he growled. “Where’s Renner?”
“In bed, if he has any sense,” I decided. “Make up your mind. Whom do you want?”
“For Pete’s sake,” he said. “Grammar at a time like this!” He looked down at his gun, decided I was right, and stuck it in a shoulder holster. Then his wrist came up in front of his mouth and I recognized him. It was the man who had lounged near the building directory when I had come in. “Come ahead,” he said into the mike.

I turned my back on him and stomped into my office. Let them follow me.
But only one man came in, a minute or so later. “Does it have to be so dark?” he asked politely.
“Rheostat’s by your elbow,” I said. He reached for it and turned on the ceiling, closing the door that cut us off from the waiting room.
“Good evening, Counselor,” he said, taking the seat across my desk from me. He looked different without his judicial robes, not quite as much my senior as I had thought. He wasn’t any taller than I was, perhaps five feet nine, and thirty pounds lighter. Between us we had about an average forehead—his went up to the top of his head—my hairline starts about where my eyebrows leave off. Robes or no robes, there was something judicial about him, as though he’d been born with a gavel in his hand.
“Good evening, Your Honor,” I said to Judge Passarelli. “You have a pretty active pipeline into Stigma circles, don’t you?”
It didn’t bother him. “As long as judgeships are elective offices, Maragon,” he said. “Judges will play politics. Fill me in on this Mary Hall thing.”
“Without violating professional ethics?” I asked.
“You’ll try cases again, in front of judges,” he snapped not very judicial. “Don’t get me angry with you, Maragon.”
I countered: “The shoe is on the other foot—I’m darned sore at you.” He tried to find his receding hairline with his thin eyebrows. “Don’t look so amazed—do you think I haven’t figured out my defending that TK Crescas was no accident? You set me up for it.”
“Set you up for a resoundingly successful defense,” he observed.
“And a resoundingly bad press!” I said. “I have a living to make in this town—”
“Psis are still citizens,” he said. “I’m tired of seeing them thrown to the wolves by the jackals who practice law from a phone booth. Psis deserve a decent defense. Without you, Crescas would be in prison.”


“And without you,” I growled at him, “I might still have a law practice.”
“So you’re helping them find Mary Hall—to embarrass me?”
“I’ve already found her,” I said. “Feel embarrassed?”
“Not yet,” he conceded. “What are you planning to do?”
“We’ve accepted a fee to turn her over to a client,” I revealed. “I guess that’s not unethical to tell you.”
“And you’ll do that?”
“After one more step.”
“And that is?”
“Prove that she hasn’t got the Stigma.”
“Hasn’t got it!” He hopped out of his chair and pressed his knuckles on my desk.
“You’d better do a little more research, if you’re going to let your black heart bleed over these Stigma cases, Judge,” I grinned at him. “All this talk about Mary Hall using HC on your vision. That will never embarrass you. There isn’t such a thing as HC—hallucination is an old wives’ tale. It was sleight of hand, in the bank and in your courtroom. Don’t stand still for that noise about HC.”
“I’ll be switched,” he said. “You’re serious?”
“Sure.”
He frowned at me. “She’s still in trouble,” he reminded me. “The Federal Grand Jury—”
“Restitution ought to cure that,” I said. “Especially if we threaten a lawsuit for slander—I think it’s libelous to claim a Normal has the Stigma. Mutual release all around.”
“You’ll represent her?” he asked.
“Would you consider it ethical? I don’t see how my assignment to turn Mary Hall over to your political opponents will stop me from representing her in a lawsuit, do you?”
He shook his head, straightening up. “I don’t see how,” he agreed. “I hope you do defend her, Maragon. The Courts have had to be pretty tough on these pathetic people. If they had reputable representatives, I for one would be a lot more ready to suspend sentences and find other ways to help them out of the jams their weird powers get them into.”
“I’ll think about it,” I said. “In the meantime—stay away from me.”
“We’re both poison right now,” he agreed. “And thanks.”

Mary Hall was still at T-shirted Elmer’s when I dialed his phone, and she agreed to meet me on the street in front of the Moldy Fig. My ‘copter had barely settled to the pavement when she came running from the doorway to the stairs and hopped into the bubble with me.
“Columbia University,” I told the hacker. “Rhine Building.”
Professor Lindstrom was waiting for us in his laboratory, in carpet slippers and without his tie. “Laboratory” is a perfectly silly term. The “apparatus” in any Psi lab is no more complicated than a folding screen, some playing cards, perhaps a deck of Rhine ESP cards and a slide rule. This place went so far as to sport a laboratory bench and a number of lab stools, on which Lindstrom, Mary Hall and I perched. My egghead Psi expert was barely able to restrain himself—he had some bitter things to tell me.
I beat him to it. “Take that injured glower off your puss,” I snapped. “Your business is testing people for their Psi powers. Why shouldn’t I call on you for help? What are friends for?”
“For a friend I might,” Lindstrom said. “You don’t rate that well with me any more.”
“I’ll try to bear up under it,” I told him. “In the meantime, this is Mary Hall, a reputed Psi. Her power is HC.”
He was interested in spite of himself. “Hallucination?” he said. “We don’t see much of that, Miss Hall. And you claim you can demonstrate this power under controlled conditions?” These eggheads all talk alike.
Mary shook her head. “No, I certainly do not. I’m as Normal as you are, Professor.” He sagged slightly in disappointment.
“Well,” Lindstrom said. “This is going to be difficult to prove, Miss Hall. Merely by withholding your HC ability, you can act Normal—but what would that prove?”
She turned to me. “I thought you said you had a way to get me off the hook,” she protested. “How are we—?”
“Quiet,” I told her. “I didn’t come up here for a lecture in logic. Especially from a dumb blonde.” She started to bristle, but thought better of it.
“It goes like this, Prof,” I said. “This innocent looking piece of fluff was caught slipping a five-dollar bill to a teller at a bank down town, and asking for change for a hundred dollar bill. She says it was nothing more than sleight of hand. You are an experienced observer. I want you to watch her work her little trick. If she can fool us, and not use Psi, the legal position is that she didn’t need Psi to fool the teller.” I turned to her. “And the logical principle, Miss Aristotle,” I told her, “is equally simple: Occam’s Razor. Prefer the simpler explanation. Can you show us how you palmed the hundred and slipped the teller a five?”
“You’ll be watching for it,” Mary protested, letting those ripe lips pout.
“I suppose the teller wasn’t? It’s his business to watch the bills when he’s making change.” I took out my wallet and handed her a one and a five. “Hand me the one and make me think it’s the five,” I said.
Lindstrom leaned his elbows on the black composition top of the lab bench, watching her narrowly. Mary got down off her stool and came over closer to me, smoothing the two bills in her fingers. The five was on top.
“I’d like change for a five,” she said, handing it to me. She worked it three times while we watched.
“Utterly smooth,” Lindstrom said. “I didn’t see her make the switch.”
“Me, too,” I agreed. I could see the tension drain from Mary’s face. She was prettier when she wasn’t worried. She was pretty all the time, when you got right down to it. No wonder she could fool a teller. He probably hadn’t taken his eyes off that dazzling smile.
“Is that all?” Lindstrom asked.
“Would you certify that you saw her make these switches, and that Psi was not involved?” I asked him.
“Of course. I don’t want to, but, if you call me as a witness, I’ll testify to what I saw,” he said glumly.
“It may not be necessary,” I said. “I really ought to call you, just to teach you some manners, Prof. But then, we all have a right to be a little yellow.”
Mary would have preferred to remain in silence as we rode a cab back to the Moldy Fig, and huddled over in her corner of the bubble. There wasn’t enough light, that high over the city, to read her expression.
“Here’s the strategy,” I said, about midtown. “If we can get the Bank to agree to restitution, and to sign an admission that you did not use HC or any other Psi powers to work your theft, I think you’ll be off the hook. I doubt the Federal Jury will listen to an information.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“This is my business,” I growled. “Do you want me to represent you?”
She didn’t answer that until the ‘copter had grounded in front of the Fig. “All right,” she said. “I don’t know what you’re so mad at all the time, but it doesn’t seem to be me. I’d like you to represent me.”
I watched her scoot across the sidewalk and run up the stairs to Elmer’s place. For some screwy reason I hoped she had another place to hole up for the night. I was getting as bad as Renner—looking lecherously at the raffish display of shapely leg as the blond bombshell beat it.

I directed my hacker to my apartment, and grabbed the phone in the bubble. The Mobile Operator got me Vito Passarelli at his home. He sounded as if he had already retired.
“This is you know who,” I said. “It’s late, I know, but we’d better talk before morning. My apartment is the safest spot I can think of. I’m in the Directory.”
“Now?”
“Now.”
I beat His Honor to my apartment by long enough to hang up my jacket, turn the ceiling on to a dim but friendly glow and get out a bottle of Scotch. Judges don’t drink bourbon.
I let Passarelli in when the buzzer sounded. “I’m reasonably sure there are no microphones in this place,” I said. “This Mary Hall thing is getting hot—we’d better start taking precautions.”
“Always,” he said, running a hand over his balding head. His eyes saw the bottle and asked me a question. I threw some of the Pinch Bottle over ice and handed it to him, taking mine neat.
“Here’s to crime,” he said, sipping the liquor. “What happened?”
I poked a finger at my favorite easy-chair, which Passarelli took. I stood in front of him, still holding my drink. “I got myself in a jam.”
“You’re talking to the wrong man,” he said coldly. “Get yourself a lawyer—a good Lawyer.”
“You’re in it with me, Passarelli.”
“Never met you,” he said, getting up. “Thanks for the drink.” He started for the door.
“That witch has the Stigma after all,” I said to his back. That stopped him. He came back and poked his angry face into mine.
“You had her tested?”
“Professor Lindstrom, at Columbia,” I told him. “She is slick as a whistle. Lindstrom fell for her yarn that it was sleight of hand—but it was HC. I’d have sworn it didn’t exist.”
“Well,” he said. “Well, well. All right, Maragon. What’s the jam you’re in?”
“You suggested I should represent her, and I’m going to. But with the Stigma? That’s more than I bargained for. You know no reputable attorney can afford to represent a Psi. Not if he wants any Normal business. Too much feeling.”
“Going to duck out on her?”
“Damned if I’ll welch!” I said, more hotly than I had meant to. “You sure don’t seem very shaken up by the news.”
“It’s not any news to me,” Passarelli said tightly. “You forget that I’ve had first-hand experience with that little lady. She gave me the business right in my courtroom. I’m no credulous egghead like Lindstrom. I know the difference between sleight of hand and an hallucination. She made me see just what she wanted me to see.”
“Now you know why I think you’re in the same jam, Judge,” I said. “You’ll look great running for office, with your opposition telling the public how a Psi foozled your vision. They’ll stomp on the loud pedal about how you let her get away with it and wangle a ‘Not Guilty’ verdict when she was guilty as sin.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “It’s a hot potato, all right.”
“There’s just one out,” I insisted. “That girl would have made restitution long ago if the Bank would have permitted it. And I’ve been asking myself how come—why should the Bank get sniffy and not want its money back?” That was the right question. He went back to the easy-chair and sat down. His eyes came up to meet mine, and then he held out his glass. I splashed some more Pinch in it.
“Politics, politics,” he mourned. “The social workers are after me on this thing. They want that girl to be in a jam. They’ve asked me to work on the Bank, asked that I make sure restitution can’t be made. They want the threat of a Federal indictment to hang over her head.”
“Why?”
“So she’ll agree to my committing her to their care. You know what they try to do—it’s the doctrine of sterilization. Remove young Psis from the Psi society—cut them loose from their natural contacts, force them to quit using their powers. It’s the same technique they use on narcotic violators, if they aren’t too deeply committed to drugs.”
“And you are really resisting that?”
“Wouldn’t you? Of course I had to tell the Bank to refuse restitution. But do you think Psi is a sickness, like narcotic addiction? Nonsense. Telepathy is no more sickness than the ability to discriminate colors, or hear the tones of a scale. This is equivalent to the color-blind and tone-deaf asking that the rest of us stop perceiving color or hearing the pitch of sound. Ridiculous.”
“What is the cure?”
“We could argue all night,” he said wearily. Then my buzzer sounded. “Expecting anybody else?” he said, alarmed in an instant.
“I can’t think of anybody I’d like to find out that you were here,” I said. “Get out of sight.” He carried his drink into my bedroom.

Mike Renner was at the door. For a fat-faced bookkeeper with a law degree, he looked pretty grim and formidable.
“You rotten double-crosser,” he greeted me. I was the darling of practically everybody in New York that night.
“It happens every time. Now what do you want, Renner?”
“To break your neck,” he said. “You have found that Psi, Mary Hall, and you haven’t turned her over to Dunn. That’s a dirty double—”
“With good reason,” I cut in on him. “Do we both have to be idiots? I’ve just finished having the girl tested. She hasn’t got the Stigma, Mike. Dunn will look like a fool trying to pin anything on the Judge.”
“That’s not our business. Our fee depends on giving her to Dunn!” He shook a fist in my face when he said that. He just doesn’t look the part.
“And the reputation of our firm can very well depend on my successfully representing her, and proving that she hasn’t got the Stigma.”
“You don’t honestly mean you’re going to represent that Psi!”
“I just told you she hasn’t got the Stigma!”
“You are a rotten lair,” Renner said, getting dangerously red in the face. “What kind of games are you playing with Passarelli? What has he got to do with the reputation of our firm? Don’t try to lie,” he said sharply. “I know he’s here. He’s been tailed all night.”
That was enough for Passarelli. He came out of the bedroom and walked up to Renner. “Forgive me for saying this, Renner,” he said. “But I just hope you have a case in my court. I’ll find some way to pin one of your slippery tax frauds to you!”
Renner grew pale. He’s conditioned to toady to judges. He didn’t have the guts to answer Passarelli, and took it out on me, instead. “Our partnership is dissolved, as of right now,” he seethed. He dragged some money out of his pocket and threw it on the rug. “There’s your share of the rent. I’m throwing your stuff out in the hall in the morning. The auditors will be there at nine o’clock for an accounting. You won’t need that address any longer—only reputable people come to our building.” He stormed out.
Passarelli and I faced each other in silence. “Jerk!” I raged at him at last. “You couldn’t check to see if you were being followed!”
“I regret that,” he said. “But you invited me.”
“Don’t remind me,” I snarled. “What now?”
“I don’t know about you,” Passarelli said. “But I’m going to start looking out for myself. You’re too tricky, Maragon.”
“And I suppose you think it’s time I ditched Mary Hall, eh?”
“What for?” he said mildly. “You’re just one more Criminal Court shyster now—Renner gave you the heave-ho. You might as well defend her, even if I can’t work with you.”
I could feel my belly tighten with rage. “I thought you’d welcome a reputable attorney who would represent Psis,” I reminded him.
“Yes, I suppose I would. Very much.”
“All of a sudden I’m not reputable?”
“Reputable?” he sneered. “You’ve been on every side of this thing. Would you like to explain why you told Renner one thing and me another?”
“Same reason you’ve been going through some contortions yourself—trying to save my profession and occupation.”
“Too tricky for me,” Passarelli said.
I measured him with my eyes. “That’s not the reason you’re walking out of here. What’s bugging you?”
“Reading my mind?” he said coldly. It wasn’t the first time I’d been accused of it. “But you’re right. You lied to me.”
“To you? Not so.”
“Oh, yes. How do you know that Mary Hall used HC on you in Lindstrom’s laboratory? Nothing but Psi could detect that. You had a TK there with you. Admit it.”
“Never,” I said. “How did you spot it in your courtroom? If I needed a TK, so did you. What about that?”
“That was different,” he argued. “I had the—”
“Nuts,” I told him. “Just because I have made as much of a study of Psi as you have, don’t blackball me. You going to act the same way if I decide to specialize in Stigma cases?”
“Are you going to?”
“What else is left? I’ll never get Normal trade after Renner finishes with me. I come back to it: A reputable attorney representing Psis.”
Passarelli paused with his hand on the door. “It would have some interest, I guess,” he conceded, “if I thought for a moment you could guarantee the behavior of your clients. But no Normal can, Maragon. That’s the curse of the Logan Stigma. Normals are panicked by it. Look at the Bar Association and all the trouble that’s gone to just to make sure no one with the Stigma is ever admitted to the Bar. Look at those pathetic social workers—trying to control what they can’t even perceive. The color-blind man trying to make sure no one else sees red. No, only Psis will ever be able to make Psis behave. They will have to police themselves, and society is unwilling to give them any standing to do it. This I believe is called a dilemma.”
“It’s a mess, that’s for sure,” I said gloomily as he left.
Well, what do you do when the props have been pulled out from under your world? I like to believe that the reasonable man sits down and thinks. That’s what I did, anyway. I was a guy with very little left to lose. It was time I bet the limit—shot my wad. There was one possibility...
I looked at my watch. It was well after one in the morning. Still, I tried Elmer’s place again. He came sleepily to the phone.
“Mary there?”
“Of course not.”
“Keys?”
“What if he is?”
“Put him on.”
There was a delay, but Keys’ romantic good looks replaced Elmer’s left-tackle belligerence. “What now?” he asked.
“Do you know where Mary is?” I started.
“Maybe.”
“She tell you I’m her attorney?”
“Yes.”
“I just found out that she’s in twice the trouble I thought before. The kid’s a pawn in a fight for power between political oppositions. They’ll crucify her gladly, without respect to the merits of the case. Too much is riding on it for justice to wind up triumphant.”
“That’s what I thought,” he said. “She stays under cover.”
“Think it over,” I suggested. “I’m going to bed, but I’m leaving my door unlocked—at my apartment. Dig her up, if you start making any sense, and both of you beat it over here. Before dawn. Do you hear me?”
“Oh, I hear you,” he said sourly. “I just don’t know whether to trust you.”
“We all have the same trouble,” I said, cutting the image.
They showed up about three o’clock. I hadn’t been able to go back to sleep—feeling almost sure Keys would bring her there—and had spent the time with the weights. I was back to strength. The surprise was that Elmer came with them. Well, perhaps it was a help.
Nobody wanted a drink. Mary looked around the apartment a little—it is a nice place, restful and homey, if you can ever achieve that in an apartment fifty floors up.
“A Psi decorated this place,” she said. Well, she was right, and I admitted it to her with a nod. “What couldn’t wait until morning, Maragon?” she asked me.
“First, Mary, I want you to know that while you fooled Lindstrom, you didn’t fool me. You have the Stigma. Wait,” I said, raising my hand as she started to protest. “Lies won’t do any longer. The chips are down. You wouldn’t even be here if the Council of the Lodge hadn’t decided it was time to protect you.”
Keys took it away from her. “Lodge? What Lodge?”
“We’ll come to that,” I promised. “First, let’s cut away the underbrush. Yes or no. Does she have the Stigma?”
He sought out her eyes, and the way they dropped to my rug I knew that the subterfuge was over. “Yes,” he said in a strained, thin voice. “Mary has the Stigma.”
“And it is HC?”
All three of them nodded, and Mary’s head came up with an odd sort of pride. Well, she should have been proud—for all I could find out, she was unique.
“All right,” I said. “And now you can get out of my easy-chair, Elmer. I’d like to sit there.” He was obviously surprised by my bad manners. “Get out!” I growled. “It’s time you pups got used to taking orders. You’ll get your bellies full of it from now on.”
“From you?” Elmer scoffed. “Ah reckon not, suh!” But he got out of the chair, and I sat in it.
“Oh, yes you will,” I said. “The Lodge will see to that.”
“The Lodge again,” Keys protested.
“Never heard of it, did you?” I taunted him. “Proof positive that you’re small potatoes in Stigma circles. Well, get set for a shock: I represent an organization of Psis—an organization devoted to protecting Stigma cases from Normal society, an organization devoted to establishing discipline among Psis so that our conflicts with Normals are kept to a reasonable minimum.”
“And you call this a Lodge?” Mary Hall said. “What’s its full name?”
“No other,” I said. “It’s ... well, it’s a sort of benevolent and protective order. It’s as secret as Psis can make anything—a select group.”
“I’ll bet,” Keys sneered. “No TP’s in it,” he said, reminding me that telepaths can’t close their minds to the peeping of other TP’s.
“Unfortunately, none,” I agreed. “We are getting ready, however, to extend membership beyond the TK’s, CV’s and HC’s who are now enrolled.”
“I don’t believe it,” Mary said. “There aren’t any other hallucinators!”
“None foolish enough to reveal it,” I conceded. “You had to louse us up there—I wonder if any other Stigma power is as feared by Normals? Certainly they’re making a Roman circus over you.”
Elmer stood up. “Ah’ve had enough,” he said.
“One thing,” I said to him. “The Lodge has a rule that no Psi may use his powers to the detriment of a Normal, or reveal the existence of the Lodge. Our discipline is formidable, Elmer. Remember what I say.”

Keys was frowning in thought. “Wait a minute, Elmer,” he said. “Let me try this one on him for size.” He turned to me. “Are you trying to tell me that you are a part of this Lodge, Maragon?”
“I’m their counsel,” I said.
“A Normal?” he demanded. “It would make sense for Psis to get together—I’ve often wondered why it has never worked out more formally than it has. But to trust a Normal to represent them? Never!”
I grinned at him. “Know any attorneys with the Stigma?” I demanded. “I know darned well you don’t. The Bar Association screens every would-be lawyer from the moment he enters law school. No, sir. The Lodge had no choice. They picked on me as an attorney sympathetic with Stigma Troubles, and trustworthy.”
“You make it sound good,” Keys admitted. “But then I know you are a liar.” He looked over at Mary Hall. “Although you can prove different if you’re able.”
I raised an eyebrow at him.
“Tell me how you knew Mary hadn’t used sleight of hand in Lindstrom’s laboratory,” he demanded.
There was nothing I could say. I bit down on my teeth. Well, I had decided to shoot the wad if I had to. He’d called my bet.
“I’ll tell you, Maragon,” he said. “I hate to admit it of a skunk like you, but you’ve got the Stigma. You kept a TK grip on those bills she shuffled. Her hallucination is too good for you not to think it was sleight of hand.”
“No!” Mary shrieked.
“Not him!” Elmer said.
I stood up to face them. “Yes,” I said. “I do have the Stigma. The only lie was that I was the Lodge’s counsel. I’m not.”
“What then?” Keys demanded.
“I’m Grand Master of the Manhattan Chapter,” I told him. “And you, like every Psi who is made aware of the existence of the Lodge, are now subject to my orders.”
“Not me,” Elmer said. “You ain’t got the Stigma.”
I fired a lift at an ashtray on the table beside him, and it sailed in an arc toward the kitchen and crashed against the wall. My TK was certainly a lot better than it had been in the morning. Well, I’d spent an hour or so warming up before they had come in.
“Who hasn’t got the Stigma?” I said.
He looked at Keys. “You didn’t do that,” he said. “You couldn’t!”
Keys was openmouthed. “What a bruiser!” he marveled.
“So I’ve got the Stigma, Elmer,” I said quietly. “Now why won’t you do what I tell you?”
“Ah don’t do what anybody tells me!”
“What do you hate and fear the most?” I asked him.
“Snakes, ah reckon,” he decided.
“Show him a snake, Mary,” I said. Her face twisted in indecision. I rammed a lift in under her heart—I know it hurt her. “Show him!” I snapped.
Elmer didn’t jump more than three feet. Mary gave all of us the same hallucination. Her first try was a pretty sad kind of a snake, but it was bigger than the nine-by-twelve rug it squirmed on, and was making right for Elmer’s legs, hissing in a horrible fashion.
“Enough,” I said. “That’s how, Elmer. And if that doesn’t trouble you, how about this?” I gave him a sample of what TK means when it’s clamped on the mitral valve. A heart attack is no joking matter, and just before he hit the deck I eased off.
“Now,” I said, “will you do what I tell you, or do I have to kill you outright?”
He sank down to his knees, resting his palms on the carpet so recently vacant of illusory snake. “Yo’ got me convinced, suh,” he admitted. “No mo’, you hear?”
“Any more protests?” I said. I got none. “Here’s what we have to do,” I went on, and spelled it out for them. At last they were ready to go, three shaken young people. “I repeat—absolute secrecy—none of you is a telepath, so only your lips can give you away if you keep your thoughts screened around TP’s. Later that may change—the Lodge is preparing to come a little more into the open with Psis.”
My whole membership nodded and left me. I was shaking from head to foot.

We had things to do in the forenoon, and I didn’t try to see His Honor Judge Vito Passarelli until after lunch. But the docket was crowded, and there was no chance until after court had adjourned, which was well on toward four o’clock. His Honor was hanging his robes on a clothes-tree as I came into his Chambers, and he nodded me politely to a chair, just as if our last words hadn’t been pretty heated.
“Mary Hall?” he asked, fumbling around to find his in-Chambers glasses. He’s too vain to wear them on the bench.
I nodded an answer to his question as he came back to take a creaky horse-hair swivel, relic of more judges and years than I like to think about. “I’m here as her counsel,” I said.
“What else?” he asked mildly, taking the lid off a big humidor on his desk and starting to fill a pipe.
“We’d like you to know that Mary has joined an organization that should do for her all that the social workers would like to see done for her. She’s no longer a behavior problem for Normal society.”
“Quite some organization,” he said, showing interest. “What one?”
“It has no formal name,” I said. “Being a secret organization. In point of fact, it’s an organization of Psis that is revealing itself for the first time.”
“Odd that I never heard of it,” Passarelli said, looking at his fingernails. He puffed smoke around the stem of his pipe. His coolness bothered me. He should have been much more excited about what I was saying. I threw my high hard one.
“This organization exercises a formidable discipline over its members,” I went on. “One of its firm rules is that no Psi may use his powers to the detriment of a Normal.”
He chuckled softly. “You’re taking advantage of what I told you yesterday, Maragon,” he said calmly. “You know, and I know, that Psis have never done any such thing. And if they had, why would they pick you to run their errands? What Psi would ever trust a Normal?”
It was getting sticky. I was skating perilously close to the brink—once I revealed to a Normal that I had the Stigma, my days as an attorney were done. “This organization—I’ll call it the Lodge, if I may—has to have an attorney to represent it in Court. And you know as well as I do they can’t hire a Psi attorney—the Bar Association has taken care of that. They came to me because...”
“Yes, yes,” he interrupted, taking his eyes off his nails, and showing some real interest at last. “If you only knew how much I want to believe you, Maragon. But I will never believe that Psis would permit themselves to be represented by a Normal. Too bad, but the social workers, and not your mythical Lodge, will get Mary Hall. That or a Federal Grand Jury.”
Well, this was the fork in the road, I had been kidding myself, and now I knew it. Persist in my masquerade as a Normal, and I’d never get Mary off the hook. But reveal myself as a Psi, and I was through as an attorney. It really wasn’t much of a decision—I had made it when I revealed myself to Keys, Mary and Elmer.
I looked at the humidor of tobacco on his desk. Without changing expression, I aimed a lift at it. The container came up smoothly from the polished walnut and hovered in the air before us.
Passarelli looked at it blandly. I don’t think anything in my life has ever been a greater shock than his unconcern. He should have dropped his teeth. Slowly I let the lift break, and lowered the humidor to his desk.
“Fairly good TK, if that’s all you’re capable of,” Passarelli said. “Or can you do better, Maragon?”
“You slimy Normal!” I exploded. “You tricked me into exposing myself!”
“What am I, an idiot?” he snapped. “I had to know.”
I stood up. “Until now, I never really hated Normals,” I began.
“Oh, sit down, for Heaven’s sake,” he said testily. “Now don’t get emotional and lose all your perspective. Doesn’t it occur to you that there’s been just too much coincidence in this whole thing?”
I think the word for it is “collapsed.” I fell back into my chair. “You’ll have to spell it out,” I said.

Passarelli leaned forward, his face concentrated, almost angry. “You have the Stigma, you admit it?”
“Of course I admit it.”
“You think any other attorney is a Psi?”
“No. I certainly do not. It’s only a miracle that I ever got through the screening and made it.”
“And yet you, the only attorney with the Stigma, gets tapped to be Public Defender for a Stigma case—Keys Crescas. Doesn’t this strike you as more than coincidence can account for?”
“Now it does,” I admitted. “Are you trying to tell me...”
“I’m telling you I’ve been suspicious of you for a long time, Pete,” Passarelli said. “Perhaps you didn’t know it, but I was one of the young attorneys on the Committee from the Bar Association that checked your heredity. No, you were born in San Francisco. No, your parents didn’t live in the Logan Ring—their home was in Sausalito. But—the day that neutron bomb was accidentally fired and started the rash of Psi mutations in the ring outside the fatal area centering on Logan, your parents were in a jet airliner. I found that out—and kept my mouth shut. I never told the rest of the Committee that on the 19th of April in ‘75 that jet was over Iowa, en route to San Francisco, and possibly close enough to Logan for its passengers to have been affected by the neutron spray. Even then I knew the law was painting itself into a corner with its attitude toward Psi. I hoped. I hoped you did have the Stigma, and I’ve waited my time to force you into the open.”
“Stinking Normal!”
“Stop acting like a child. I said I hoped!”
“Hoped?”
“Yes. I meant what I said about wishing there were a responsible organization of Psis we could turn to. Are you serious about this organization, this Lodge?”
“I guess I am,” I said, shaken.
“How many members does it have?”
“It’s a secret organization,” I protested.
“How many members?”
“Four, including me.”
He shrugged. “You start somewhere. Mostly with a man you can trust, and I trust you, Maragon. You can keep this girl in line?”
“Our discipline is formidable,” I reminded him, trying a grin. It was pretty sick.
“I’ll bet,” he grinned back. “Well, it had better be, for I’m going to take a chance on you. Sooner or later the law will have to admit the existence of Psi. I know as well as you Stigma cases that this gene is dominant—that there’ll be more Psis every generation. We’ve got to find some common ground between the two societies—some way to get along. Give me your personal surety in this Mary Hall thing. As an attorney, you’re an officer of the Court, and I guess I have the right to make her your responsibility. I certainly don’t want it getting out that I’m playing footsie with an organization of Psis—this is an elective office, after all.”
“After all,” I agreed. “But I am glad to hear you sounding like a politician again.”
“We’ll have to keep our dealings off the record,” Passarelli insisted. “But if I thought I could call on you when we get one of these sticky Psi cases before the Courts...”
You’d recruit for the Lodge, I thought to myself. “You’ve got yourself a deal, Your Honor!” I said fervently.
“Call it a modus vivendi,” he smiled. “Now my big problem is to find a way to eat my words, and let the 99th National Bank accept restitution of what Mary Hall stole from them.”
“No sweat,” I grinned, beginning to feel better. “It’s already been done.”
“Done? How could it be? I told the bank not to...”
“You told them,” I conceded. “But they had no choice, Your Honor. Mary Hall went to the 99th National Bank this morning and asked for change of a five dollar bill.”
“What!”
“And passed to the teller a hundred dollar bill. After all HC works both ways. They’ve got their money back. By noon they had half a dozen IBM technicians in there trying to figure why they were out of balance!”
THE END
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If it “takes a thief to catch a thief” ... what does it take to catch a psi-gifted thief?



What do you hate and fear the most? I know a girl who gags and throws up at the mere sight of a bird. Poor kid, when she was a barefoot moppet she stepped on a fledgling robin in the grass. She hasn’t gotten over the squish of it yet.
Birds don’t trouble me. I can look at them all day. It takes snakes to give me the green shudders. I hate them.
She was getting better at them, I decided. This was the fourth one since breakfast and the roughest-looking of the lot. It was a diamondback rattler, and lay coiled on the rug at my feet. I turned my swivel chair slowly back to my desk and riveted my eyes to the blotter. Snakes are ghastly things. But there was no future in letting them shake me up.
I bent over in my swivel chair and swung my left arm like a flail just below this rattler’s raised head. He struck at me, but late, and missed. The swipe I took at him should have swept him over, but he got his coils around me. When I heaved back up straight before my desk, he was as neatly wrapped around my forearm as a Western Union splice.
Enough of his tail was free to make that buzz that means “Look out!” About a foot of his business end stood up off my arm. His forked tongue flicked out over his horny lip, pink and dainty.
“Now, vanish!” I said to the snake. It didn’t. Instead the door to my office opened, letting in a little more of the unmistakable smell of the hospital, as well as old Maragon, Grand Master of the Lodge. He was complaining and shaking a finger at me as he came toward my desk. He didn’t jump more than a foot when he got a look at my arm. His shaggy gray eyebrows climbed way, way up his forehead in a mutely shouted question.
I wouldn’t give the old goat the time of day. When I dead-panned him, he shrugged and lowered himself into the chair beside my desk.
“Thought you hated snakes, Lefty,” he said.
“A guy could get used to almost anything, Grand Master,” I said. “I found a cobra under my pillow when I rolled out of the sack this morning. A coral snake fell out of the folds of my towel when I went to take a shower. Somebody stashed a bushmaster here in my locker to meet me when I dressed for surgery. I’m getting almost fond of snakes.”
Maragon semaphored doubt by squeezing his eyebrows down in a scowl. “Even real snakes?” he protested.
“It’s the most artful hallucination I’ve ever experienced,” I granted. “This snake has weight, a cold feel and a scratchy scaliness. This new witch of yours really knows her stuff. I just would have thought...” I dribbled off, raising my shoulders.
“Thought what, Lefty?”
“Oh,” I said. “That it was somehow beneath the dignity of the Grand Master to drag himself down here to the hospital just to add a little conviction to the hallucination. I mean, working up a big entrance, and all this pretense of your seeing a snake.”
His smile was a little weary. “Try a lift, Lefty,” Maragon said.
He had finally overplayed his hand. Hallucinations don’t respond to telekinesis—there’s nothing there to lift. I fixed on the rattler’s crouching head and lifted. The TK jerked the S-shaped curve out of his neck. I could feel his coils fight my lift. At some moment there I must have gotten the point that this snake was real.
I guess I was screaming and shaking it from me for five minutes after Maragon had unwrapped the coils from my arm.
“All right. All right. All right,” I said to him, shaking my head. “So it had no fangs. You’ve still got me sold. I’ll go to Nevada for you.” I’d have gone clear to Hell to get away from that hallucinating witch he had working on me. I’d gotten used to hallucinations—but who can get used to the doubt that one of those dreadful visions is real? I’d had my lesson.

It served me right, of course. It had begun when Peno Rose had first visored me from Lake Tahoe. I had told him “No”. Too busy, much too busy, with TK surgery at Memorial Hospital. It didn’t mean a thing to me that some cross-roader with plenty of TK was stealing the Sky Hi Club’s casino blind. But Peno had known me from my days on the Crap Patrol, and wasn’t much impressed that I’d reached the thirty-third degree. He’d gotten the Senior United States senator from Nevada to put heat on the Lodge.
When Maragon first visored me on it, I simply refused to discuss it and switched off. That was the big mistake. I had an obligation to the Lodge for my TK training, and there was no honorable way I could turn my back on it. The Grand Master is a patient, if deadly, old goat, and he came after me in person.
I’d just walked out of surgery, and was still in mask and gown. The surgeon who had done the cutting while I had put TK clamps on the inaccessible arteries was at my side, breathing a sigh of relief that the patient hadn’t died on the table. He’d still die, I figured, but not on the table. I’d felt the fluttery rasp of his heart muscle as it had strained against my lift. He didn’t have too long.



“Thank God for a dry field,” the scalpel surgeon said, politely holding out his left hand to me. I shook it with my left. That’s why I hadn’t done the cutting, too. There aren’t any one-handed surgeons. My right arm looks fine. It just hasn’t any strength. Old Maragon had told me once that my TK powers were a pure case of compensation for a useless arm. The surgeon dropped my hand. “You’re the best, Wally Bupp,” he said. He’s too good a friend of mine to call me “Lefty” and remind me that I’m a cripple.
It was Maragon who did that. I hadn’t noticed him, but somebody gave me the grip, and I looked around. He was back against the wall, short, gray and square. I gave his ear lobe a TK tug in return, harder, perhaps, than was necessary, and nodded for him to follow both of us to my office.
“We’ll have to talk about it, Lefty,” he said, as he closed the door against the smell of iodoform.
“No, we don’t,” I said. “I don’t care who is losing how much money at Peno Rose’s Sky Hi Club. Right here in this hospital people are dying. Ask old Thousand Cuts,” I went on, nodding to the scalpel surgeon. “We just pulled one out of the fire. When does this come in second best to saving the skin of some tinhorn gambler?”
“Your Lodge obligations come first,” he said quietly. “We have a replacement for you here. Here’s your ticket for Lake Tahoe,” he added, holding out an envelope from a travel agency.
“I’m staying here, Maragon,” I said. “I’m a TK surgeon. I’m all through tipping dice.”
“You may not find it practical,” he said, getting up to leave.
Well, I hadn’t. Three snakes inside my head had made me a sucker for the real one on my arm. Maragon had made his point. I might have reached the thirty-third degree, but I wasn’t quite as big a shot as I thought I was. I could feel that rattler on my arm all the way to Lake Tahoe.

Like any gambling house, the Sky Hi Club was a trap. Peno had tried to kid the public with a classy decor. It was a darned good copy of a nineteenth century ranch house. At the gambling tables everything was free—the liquor, the hors d’oeuvres, the entertainment. Everything, that is, but the gambling and the women. The casino was taking its cut. And the women—or should I be so sure?
You paid for your drinks if you stood up to the long mahogany bar. I turned my back to the rattle of cocktail shakers and chink of glasses, one heel hooked over the replica brass rail, and took a long careful look at the crap tables. There was a job for me at one of them. I began to shut out the distractions of sight and sound. I wanted nothing to dull my PSI powers.
A blond bombshell slithered down the bar and ground herself against my leg. “Wanna buy me a drink, honey?” she gasped. I smuggled a lift and slipped all four of her garters off the tops of her hose. A funny, stricken look replaced the erotic face she had made at me. She headed for dry dock.
B-girls usually work in pairs, so I looked down toward the other end of the polished mahogany. Sure enough, there was the brunette, frowning as she tried to figure why the blond bomber had high-tailed it out of there. I shook my head at her and she let it lie.
That should have cut out the last distraction. But no, I could see one more bimbo working her way through the laughing, drink-flushed crowd toward me. She had hair-colored hair, which was sort of out of character for a barroom hustler. I put plenty of TK on the heel of her right slipper, and she stepped right out of it. It might as well have been nailed to the floor. Nothing was going to discourage this one, I saw. I let her pick it off the floor, squeeze it back on her skinny foot, and come toward me.
This new babe leaned over toward me and stuck her nose up against mine. It was long, thin, and not a little red.
“Billy Joe!” she said, and sniffled loudly. “My darlin’ Billy!”
How near-sighted can you get? I don’t think there’s such a thing as a case of mistaken identity around a guy like me. I didn’t know her darlin’ Billy from Adam’s ox. But I’d have bet a pretty we didn’t look alike.
“You’re wasting it,” I told her, looking out over the crap tables. “It’s new, and different. But I’m not anybody’s darling.” A jerk of my head told her to move on.
But she sniffled and stayed put. I gave up and started through the press of gamblers toward the Cashier’s cage.
“Billy Joe!” this hustler moaned behind me, clawing at my jacket. “I knew I’d find you here. And I came sich a fer piece, Billy Joe! Don’t make me go off again, darlin’ Billy!”
While I prefer to gamble for cash, I had reason while on a job for sticking to a known amount of chips. She stood there while I got a thousand dollars worth of ten-buck markers, looking at me with some kind of plea in her eyes. This again was not in the pattern. Most hustlers can’t keep their eyes off your chips.
She puppy-dogged behind me to the crap table I had decided needed my attention. It was crowded, but there’s always room for one more sucker. And still one more, for the sniffly girl with the hair-colored hair pressed in against my useless right arm when I elbowed my way in between the gamblers, directly across from the dealers.
“Billy Joe!” she said, just loud enough to hear over the chanting of the dealers and the excited chatter of the dice players. Billy Joe! What a corn-ball routine!

I took stock before beginning to lose my stack of chips. There were more than twenty gamblers of both sexes pressed up against the green baize of the crap layout. Three stick-men in black aprons that marked them for dealers were working on the other side or the table. We had at least one dealer too many for the crowd. That screamed out loud the table was having trouble. Big gambling layouts know within minutes if a table is not making its vigorish. A Nevada crap layout, with moderately heavy play, should make six per cent of the amount gambled on every roll. That’s its vigorish—its percentage. If the take falls below that, the suspicion is that the table is being taken to the cleaners by a crooked gambler, or “cross-roader.” The table I had picked was the only one in the Sky Hi Club’s casino with more than one stick-man working it.



The girl sniffled, and her long skinny arm reached around behind me to snag a couple sandwiches the size of postage stamps from a waiter’s tray. She wolfed them down, wiping at the end of her long nose with a wadded-up hunk of cambric. She’d done it before, and plenty, for her nose was red and sore. She made cow-eyes at me.
“Don’t say it,” I told her. “I’m not your darlin’ Billy.”
The dice were to my right—I’d get them after a couple more losers rolled. My unwanted hustler stood on that side of me, too. They never have any money of their own. I wasn’t about to give her any of mine.
I wanted to lose some dough in a hurry. I started playing field numbers, and TK’d the dice away from the field every time a gambler came out. Of course, I could have let the table’s six per cent vigorish take it away from me, but that would have taken longer.
Even with losing on every roll, the dice got around to me before I had lost the nine hundred I had set out to drop. I put four chips on the “Don’t Pass” side of the line, shook left-handed because of my weak right arm, and got ready to come out. Sniffles seized me. “Don’t Billy Joe!” she said suddenly. “You’ll lose!” She pushed my chips across the line to the “Pass” side. That burned me up.
“Get your hands off my chips,” I said, annoyed by bad gambling manners. Her face was all resignation and sadness. Well, not quite all. A lot of it was thin, red nose and buck teeth.
“You’ll lose, darlin’ Billy,” she said.
“Pull those chips back!” I said. Her eyebrows shrugged, but she did as I told her. I came out, and tipped the dice to eleven. I kept the dice, but lost my chips, which is what I wanted. Throwing six more down on the “Don’t Pass” side, I rattled the ivories in my left hand. Tears began to roll down her unhealthy cheeks.
“Lose!” she cried nasally, and sniffled. “Billy Joe! Listen to me, darlin’ Billy! You’ll lose!” Her eyes rolled up toward the top of her head as I ignored her and came out. Sniffles gasped, “Hit’s a seven!”
Well, that’s the number I’d tipped them to, but she called it before the dice stopped rolling. That left me thirteen chips. Half absent-mindedly, I put three of them on the “Pass” side of the line and tipped the dice to twelve. Mostly I was looking at this scarecrow beside me.
“Box cars!” one of the dealers called. “My future home.” But he wasn’t as quick as Sniffles. She had called the turn before the galloping dominoes had bounced from the backrail.
The box cars cost me the dice. The next gambler blew on them, cursed, and rolled. I didn’t bet, and spent the next couple rolls looking at her.

The girl was a mess. Some women have no style because they don’t even know what it means. Courturiers have taught them all to be lean and hungry-looking. This chicken was underfed in a way that wasn’t stylish. They call it malnutrition. Her strapless gown didn’t fit her, nor anybody within twenty pounds of her weight. She was all shoulder blades and collarbones. I suppose that a decent walk would have given her some charm—most of these hustlers have a regular Swiss Movement. But this thing had a gait that tied in with the slack way her skirt hung across her pelvic bones and hollered “White Trash!” at you.
I wasn’t much flattered that she had tried to pick me up. People have a pretty accurate way of measuring their social station. And she thought she was what I’d go for. Well, I guess I don’t look like so much, either. I’d missed my share of meals when they might have put some height on me. My long, freckled face ends in a chin as sharp and pointed as her nose. And there’s always something about a cripple, even if my powerless right arm doesn’t exactly show.
My days on the Crap Patrol came back to me. That’s where the Lodge had found me, down on my knees in an alley, making the spots come up my way without even knowing I could do it. And when they’d convinced me I was really a TK, and started me on the training that finally led to the Thirty-third degree, they’d put me right back in those alleys, and cheap hotel rooms, watching for some other unknowing TK tipping the dice his way.
Did Sniffles have it? She wasn’t tipping dice, exactly, but she sure was calling the turn. She was tall, as well as skinny, and our eyes weren’t far apart. “Billy Joe,” she whispered above the racket of the gambler in the casino, putting her mouth close to my ear. “I told you, sugar. And now you lost. You lost!” Her perfume was cheap, but generous, and pretty well covered up her need for a bath.
“There’s some left,” I told her. “Show me how.” She hugged my arm to her skinniness. That’s all any of the hustlers ever want—to get their hands on your chips. They figure some of them will stick to their fingers.
The gambler next to me had won a dollar bet without my help. He acted mighty glad for a win—maybe it was a while since he’d hit it. I decided to give him a run of luck.
Now in charge of my chips, Sniffles called the turn on every roll. She was hot. It wasn’t just that she followed where the gambler next to me put his dough—she was ahead of him on pushing out the chips on half the rolls.
He quickly saw that my chips had stayed on the same side of the line each roll as his. He cursed me for a good luck mascot. “Stick with me, Lefty,” he said. “We’ll break the table!” I rammed a hard lift under his heart, and then, ashamed of myself, quit it. He turned pale before I took it off him.
“What’s the matter?” I asked him, supporting his sagging elbow, still mad at myself for acting so childish.
“Nothing, nothing,” he gasped, starting to recover. He’d only been dying, that’s all. But it came in second-best compared to holding the dice.
No point calling too much attention to him. I decided four passes were enough while he held the dice. What do you know, as he came out for the fifth time, Sniffles pulled my stack of chips to the “Don’t Pass” side of the line, while scraping at the chapped end of her skinny nose with the back of her free hand.
Like every compulsive gambler I’ve ever seen, the roller next to me was sure he was on a rampage. Four passes and he thought he had the dice licked. “Ride with me!” he yelled at Sniffles, who plainly had the management of my chips.
“No moah,” she said. “You’ll lose.”
Of course he did. I TK’d the one-two up. “Little Joe from Kokomo,” one of the stick-men called. They raked losing bets and paid winners with the speed of prestidigitators. “Roller keeps the dice,” the stick-man told my neighbor.
The gambler cursed and threw the dice to the roller on his left. He spat blame at Sniffles for not riding with him. He was one big clot of crushed misery. After all, hadn’t he wanted to lose? They all do. I couldn’t get very upset over his curses. So far he had lost one buck, net. And he’d had some action. So much for gamblers.
I kept control of the dice while each new gambler handled them. I was having a good night. Of course, by that time I had handled the dice, which always improves my TK grip. Every point I had TK’d came up. For all the perception I kept on the ivories, I could sense no other TK force at work, which after all was the whole reason for my gambling.
The interesting note was the way Sniffles handled my chips. Sometimes more sure than others, she occasionally let a winning stack ride. On other rolls, she keened and chanted oddly to herself, eyes closed, and pinched down most of the stock. But she was never on the wrong side of the “Pass” line. I kept track, not wanting my stack to build up past the thousand with which I had started. Most of all, I watched the skinny gal dope the dice, sniffle and wipe the end of her nose. She was one homely sharecropper, that was a fact, but she had a nice feel for Lady Luck. Or for what I planned next.

Wanting to come out with an even thousand, I adjusted the size of her last bet. When I won it, I pulled my chips off the table, which Sniffles didn’t resist. She used the lull to grab a handful of sandwiches from another waiter’s tray. A gambler at the far end of the table came out, calling loudly to the dice. The cubes made the length of the table, bounced off the rail and came to a stop dead center, between me and the three stick-men in the black aprons. That’s the instant when every eye is on the dice, trying to read the spots. And that’s when the dice jumped straight up off the baize, a good six-inch hop into the air, and came down Snake Eyes, the old signal. Wow! I’d had it!
“TK!” somebody yelled. He might as well have screamed, “Fire!” the way that mob of gamblers scuttled away from the table.
“No dice,” one of the dealers said automatically. He raked the hopping cubes sadly to him with his hoe-shaped dice-stick.
I made a break for it with the rest of the crowd, trying to keep my eye on Sniffles. But she had the sure-loser’s touch of slipping away from any authority. She vanished into the milling mob. My last glimpse had been of a skinny arm reaching up to pluck some more free hors d’oeuvres from a tray as she fled.
I should have saved myself the trouble. They had a bouncer on each of my elbows before I had moved five feet. They carried more than dragged me into a private dining room behind the bar. It went along with the ersatz rustic decor of the rest of the Sky Hi Club. There was sawdust on the genuine wood floor, big brass spittoons and a life-sized oil-color of a reclining nude, done with meaty attention to detail, behind a small mahogany topped bar. Stacks of clean glasses vied for space with labeled bottles on the back-bar.
One of the stick-men followed us into the room, taking his apron off as he closed the door behind him, shutting out the roaring clatter of the casino. “Cross-roader!” he hissed at me. I should have known what was coming, but I missed it. He slapped me hard across the face, saving his knuckles, but not doing my jaw a whole lot of good. I would have fallen clean over, but the bouncers were still tight on my elbows.
“Wait!” I tried to say, but he cuffed me with the other hand, harder, if that were possible. This is the moment when you have to stop and think. A Blackout is quite effective—it’s hard to hit what you can’t see. And there’s something mighty unnerving about being stricken suddenly blind.
Oh, face it, I suppose the real reason I felt for the arteries supplying blood to his retinas was that so few TK’s can do it. I clamped down tight, and his lights went out. He cried out in fright, and both hands came groping up in front of him, his fingers trembling.
“I’m blind!” he said, not able to believe it. He began to lose his balance.
I felt one of the bouncers go for his sap. “Try it, you gorilla,” I told him, wrenching around, now that I was free on his side. “Try it and I’ll rip the retinas off your eyeballs the way you’d skin a peach!” He recoiled as though I were a Puff Adder. The other bouncer let go of me, too. I skidded in the slippery sawdust, scared half to death, but got my back against a wall just as the stick-man who had slugged me lost his orientation completely and fell to his knees in the sawdust. It would be some minutes before his vision started dribbling back.

The click of the door latch broke the silence. One of the other stick-men eased himself in, holding the door only wide enough to squeeze past the jamb. Don’t give the suckers a peek at the seamy side. They might just take their money to the next clip joint down the street.
He didn’t look like the others, somehow. He was older, for one thing. Perhaps it was his nearly bald scalp, perhaps the thick, bookish glasses in heavy brown frames. “What’s that?” he asked mildly, poking a finger at the dealer kneeling in the sawdust on the floor. My Blackout victim was reaching out, trying to find something he could use to raise himself to his feet. His face was frozen in a fierce, unseeing stare as he mentally screamed at his eyes to see, see, see!
“Blackout!” one of the bouncers told the second stick-man in a muffled voice.
Sharp eyes fired a quick, surprised look at me. “Well,” said the bald dealer. “Good evening, Brother.” I had a surge of relief. The strong-arm stuff was over. This was the casino’s TK.
“What kept you, Brother?” I said, sounding a little sore. “These characters were going to kick my teeth out.”
His grin had a taste of viciousness. “I did give them a little time,” he agreed. “How was I to know?” He looked calmly at them over the tops of his glasses. “You can go now,” he said, like a schoolmarm dismissing class.
The gorillas helped the blindly staring dealer to his feet, brushing at the sawdust that clung to his clothing, and had him presentable by the time they led him through the door. They seemed glad to get away.
“The Blackout,” the TK said musingly to me. “You hear about it, and the Psiless cringe when they think it might happen to them. But you don’t see it every day. You’re in the Lodge, of course?” he added.
“Of course,” I said coldly.
“Please,” he said, waving a hand at me. “Don’t take it so big. So am I.” From five feet apart we exchanged the grip, the tactile password impossible for the Psiless to duplicate—just a light tug at each other’s ear lobes, but perfect identification as TK’s. “I’m Fowler Smythe,” he said. “Twenty-fifth degree,” he added, flexing his TK muscles. “What is it, buster? You on Crap Patrol?”
I paused before I answered. Twenty-fifth degree? Since when could a gambling casino afford a full-time Twenty-fifth? TK’s in the upper degrees come high. I had already figured my fee at a hundred thousand a day, if I straightened out the casino’s losses to the cross-roader.
“Wally Bupp,” I said at last, deciding there was no point to trying some cover identity. My gimpy right wing was a dead giveaway. “Thirty-third degree,” I added.
He had a crooked grin, out of place beneath his scholarly glasses. “I’ve heard of Wally Bupp,” he admitted. Well, he should have. There aren’t so many Thirty-thirds hanging around. “And you are young, smug and snotty enough to play the part,” he concluded without heat. “Still, that’s all it might be, just play-acting, with Barney going through the motions of being blind. You could be outside the Lodge, sonny. Any cross-roader who can tip dice the way you were working them can twitch an ear. Let’s see some credentials.”
He scuffed through the sawdust to the bar and took a stack of silver dollars from his apron. He held them, dealerwise, in the palm of his hand, with his fingertips down, so that they were a column surrounded by a fence of fingers.
“How many?” he asked.
I shrugged. “The whole stack, Smythe,” I told him. His eyebrows went halfway up his tall, tall forehead. But he put them all down on the bar top, about twenty-five silver dollars. “Show me,” I said.
He ran his fingertips down the side of the stack of silver. Another tactile. Well, he certainly wasn’t much of a perceptive, or he would have been able to handle the Blackout himself. He closed his eyes for the hard lift. Some do that. The coins came up off the mahogany an inch or so, and made a solid smack when the lift broke and he dropped them back. Not very impressive work for a Twenty-fifth degree. The coins spilled over.

I used the excuse of straightening up the stack to get a touch, myself. I could have done it visually, of course, or I could have straightened them up with TK, but touch helps my grip. I took a good look at the door to the main casino, a heavy job of varnished native cedar. Just to show him, I turned my back on the bar, leaning against it with one foot on the brass rail. The lift was as clean as I’ve ever managed. Anger, fear, any strong emotion, is a big help. They came up all together, staying in a stack, and I could perceive that they hung in the air behind me, a good foot clear of the bar, and about twenty feet from the door to the casino. In a smug show of control, I dealt the cartwheels off the top of the stack, one at a time, and fired them hard. Each one snapped away from the hovering stack, like a thrown discus. My perception was of the best. Each coin knifed into the soft cedar of the door, burying itself about halfway. My best sustained lift, I suppose is about two hundred times the weight of a silver dollar. But with the lift split by the need to keep the stack together, about twenty gees was all the shove I gave the cartwheels. Still, you might figure out how fast those cartwheels were traveling after moving twenty feet across the bar at an acceleration of twenty gees.
Smythe gasped. I doubted he had ever seen better, even in the controlled conditions of Lodge Meeting. “A little something to remember me by,” I said, as I opened the silver-studded door. “Now let’s see the boss.”
“You’re a TK bruiser,” he said, impressed. “If you hit Barney’s eyes like that, he’s a Blind Tom for fair.”
“Hardly,” I sniffed. “You ought to know that no respectable TK would lay a lift on a retina. I just squeezed off a couple of small arteries. He’s back in business already, I’d say.”
Had I mentioned the rustic decor of the Sky Hi Club? When Las Vegas had deteriorated to the point where it would turn most stomachs, the better clubs migrated up among the tall pines, along the shores of Lake Tahoe. And in place of the dated chromium glitter of Vegas, they had reached way back to the “Good old days” for styling. The Sky Hi Club was typical. The outside was all hand-hewn logs. The inside had a low, rough-beamed ceiling, and a sure-enough genuine wood floor. The planks were random-width, tree nailed to the joists. Even the help was dressed up like a lot of cow-pokes, whatever cow-pokes were.
This ersatz ranch-house was owned by two completely unlovelies. Peno Rose, who had used his political leverage to get me on the job, I had known since he’d been a policy number runner on the lower East Side. His partner, Simonetti, was something else, but somehow I wasn’t looking forward to meeting him any more than I was to seeing Rose again.
I guess it’s the filth within these croupier types that makes them surround themselves with the aseptic immaculacy of iridium and glass. Their office was in a penthouse perched on the slanting roof shakes of the casino. It was big as a squash court, and as high and as square. Every wall was glass. It couldn’t have been in greater contrast to the contrived hominess of the casino if they’d thought about it for a year. Then, for the last twist, the furnishings were straight out of the old Southwest—Navajo rugs, heavy, Spanish oak desks, and a pair of matching couches or divans of whole steer leather stretched over oak frames.

Peno Rose came quickly toward me the moment Fowler Smythe showed me into the office, spurs jingling. “Hey! There he is! The boy they had to rule off the track! How’s a boy, Lefty? Long time no see.” He had his hand stuck way out ahead of him. His sharp, dried-out features repelled me twice as much as they had ten years before. That hatchet face of his was gashed with what he thought was a smile. I’ve seen sharks with a pleasanter gape. Naturally, I didn’t take his hand.
  
“Hi, Peno,” I said. He jerked his hand back and straightened up. He snapped the hole in his face shut.
“My partner,” he said, waving his hand at the dark-skinned gent standing over against one of the fumed oak desks. “Sime, meet Lefty Bupp, the hottest TK artist with dice in the whole damned country!”
Simonetti leaned against the desk. He drew a zipper open in his fancy blouse, dragged out the Bull Durham and started to roll his own. They watch too much TV. It makes terrible hams of them all. He spat on the floor.
“A living doll,” I said. I took a better look at this honey. Face it, he was an oily snake, cleaned up as much as possible, but not enough. No amount of dude ranch duds, gold spurs or Indian jewelry could hide his stiletto mentality. He was just a Tenderloin hoodlum with some of the scum scraped off. Well, I should know. So was I.
Simonetti finished licking the seam of his roach. He came forward as he lit it and blew too much smoke in my face. “What you doing here?” he said in a husky voice. “I told Rose no dice. We need another TK like we need a hole in the head.”
“You think I want to be in this trap?” I snapped at him. “Say the word, Tex, and I’m gone.”
“You’re fired,” he said huskily. “Scram!”
I started for the door, glad to be rid of the lot of them. Peno Rose beat me to it. He showed me several rows of teeth, the way sharks will. “Half of this joint is mine,” he snarled, holding a hand lightly against my chest. He knew me better than to push. “My half is hiring you.”
The whiff of garlic over my shoulder told me that Simonetti had followed me, too. He didn’t have any reservations about grabbing me and twisting me around and giving me a real face-full.
“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get out of here.”
“Freak?” I said, laying it on his mitral valve. After his heart had missed about eight beats, he started to sink, and I quit the lift. “Be polite, Simonetti,” I said to the panic in his yellowish face. “Next time I’ll pinch down tight. The coroner will call it heart failure. Tough.”
He wanted his stiletto. He needed it. He was sorry he had ever quit carrying it. A couple seconds of reflection told him I was too tough for him. He went for his partner, his face darkening with rage now that his heart could get some blood to it. He had his hands out, for Rose’s throat, I guess. For my dough it took guts to put fingers that close to all those teeth. But he never got a chance to try it. An ashtray, one of those things with a shot-loaded cloth bag under it, flew off a desk, smacked him in the back of the head, and dropped to the floor with a thump.
It wasn’t a hard blow, but an upsetting one. Fowler Smythe grinned at him from where he was sitting in one of the leather divans. “Sit down and shut up, Sime,” he suggested coolly.
Simonetti sagged with defeat. “Look, Rose,” he gasped. “I want out. Bad enough that our losses can’t be stopped by this creep Smythe. Now you drag in another TK. Buy me out!”
“What’s a business worth that’s losing its shirt?” Rose sneered. “We were in clover, you fool, till this cross-roader got to us. This is our only chance to get even.”
That finished Simonetti. He went back to his desk and slumped against it, scowling at the points of his handtooled boots.

Rose looked over at me. “Let’s make sense,” he said quietly. “We watched you on the TV monitor from the time you came in.”
“Sure,” I said.
“What about it?” he demanded.
I shrugged. “I had my way with the dice, Peno. I dropped nine yards as fast as I could, then won it back. The spots came up for me every single roll but two, when I had my eye on something else.”
He snickered. “We saw her,” he said.
“How about it, Fowler?” I asked my Lodge Brother. “Was a worker tipping the dice tonight?”
“I never felt it,” he said. “But the table had dropped nearly forty grand during the shift, which was about over when you started to play. He’s too good for me, Wally.”
“But you felt my lifts,” I protested. “You called ‘TK’ on the table.”
Smythe shrugged and took off his glasses. “I thought I felt you tipping when you first came to the layout,” he said, waving them around. I nodded confirmation. “But it was smooth work, and I could hardly be sure. Most of these maverick TK’s strong-arm the dice, and they skid across the layout with their spots up. You’re way ahead of that—you don’t touch them till the final few tumbles. And then, you were losing, and I couldn’t see that the table was being hit.”
“I thought it was the smart move.” I explained. “I was still controlling the dice, and if there’d been a cross-roader working, I should have felt him skidding them.”
Smythe nodded. “Of course,” he added. “I could feel you more clearly after you got the dice, and later, while that scarecrow with you was handling your chips. You were building a stack. So I fingered you.”
“Careful,” I said sourly. “You’re talking about the woman I love.”
There was a strained moment of silence, and then they all laughed. She’d been a sight, all right.
Simonetti came back alive with that one. His husky voice cut in on the laughter. “Where does that bag fit?” he demanded.
“No idea,” I said truthfully. “A random factor. I don’t think she fits.”
“Something has to fit!” he yelled in his oversized whisper. “How about the way our losses follow Curley Smythe around from table to table?”
This was something. “The table you watch is the one that gets hit?” I asked Smythe.
He blushed, clear to the top of his bald head. “A subtle, nasty operator,” he said gruffly. “And he’s had the gall to stick it in me pretty badly, Wally. What Sime says is true.”
Well, this we wouldn’t stand for. I didn’t give a care if every gambling house in Nevada went broke. But Smythe was in the Lodge. And it finally made sense that the Lodge had sent me to bail him out. I gave old Maragon my mental apology. The Grand Master wouldn’t stand still for anybody’s making a fool out of the Lodge. Still: “Nobody that good is out of captivity,” I snapped. “I don’t believe it. It’s not TK that’s robbing you.”
“Oh, ridiculous,” Rose said, showing his teeth. “Gambling is our business, Lefty. Don’t you think we could spot any of the ordinary kinds of cross-roading? This is TK, and it has real voltage. We can’t spot it. We’ve got to have Psi power do it for us.”
“Maybe,” I agreed. “But no TK can do it if Smythe can’t. Have you tried a PC?”
Simonetti grabbed a piece of the heavens in rage. “No!” he yelled in his loud whisper. “None of your crystal-ball witches in here!”
I knew how he felt. PC’s give me the colly-wobbles, too.
“What’s the matter with precognition?” I asked him. “If this crook has got you stuck, Rose is right. Only Psi force will get you out of this jam. If you know in advance where this operator is going to hit you, you can nail him. There’s a dozen techniques.”
Peno Rose looked at me from under lowered brows. “Are you a PC, Lefty?” he asked me.
“No,” I said shortly. The Lodge had proved that several times, in spite of my strong feelings that I had flashes of precognition. Why should I resent not having PC? How many Psi personalities have more than one power? Not many. And as for precognition, as Simonetti said, more than their fair share is possessed by wild-looking women. Like Sniffles, I thought suddenly.
“Well,” Rose said, turning back to his partner. “Let Sime and me talk it over. Maybe we should get a PC.”
“Nuts,” Simonetti told him.
“I’ll think it over, too,” I said. “See you tomorrow.” I turned to go. Simonetti and Smythe followed me out, each for his own reasons, I guess, leaving Rose behind in the cube of glass on the roof, looking like he was going to turn belly-up and take a bite out of the PBX on his desk.

I wasn’t exactly shadowed, but I knew somebody had his eye on me as I wandered about the crowded casino, looking for Sniffles. As far as I could make out, she had vamoosed without trying to hustle another sucker. Her percentage of my winnings had certainly been a disappointment to her.
At last I went down the ersatz wooden steps into the neon-gashed night and started across the nearly deserted main drag toward the motel where I had registered. A powerful turbine howled as a car pulled away from the curb, perhaps a hundred yards up the way. His lights came on and snapped up to bright. I had a perfect flash of PC—I do have moments of it, no matter what the Lodge thinks. The car was going to take a dive into the fountain pool in front of my motel. But it sure didn’t act like it. I froze in the middle of the road, hearing rubber scream as the driver floored the throttle and hurled the automobile right at me. He might as well have been on tracks. There was no place to go—I was in the middle of a six-lane boulevard, and could never make either curb before he ran me down.
This is when it pays to be a perceptive. I’ve talked to many TK’s about how they visualize their lifts. We all conceive of it differently. With me a real strain is like shining a bright beam of light on the spot you’re lifting.
Be glad, Wally Bupp, I had time to tell myself. Be glad for a mechanical mind. Where do you lift four thousand pounds of car aimed right at you? Well, there is a small valve, can’t weigh half an ounce, lightly spring-loaded, that is in the power-steering mechanism. I seared a lift at it. You know what happened.
The feedback of the power-steering wrenched the wheel from the driver’s hand—it was ten times as strong as he was, dragging its power as it did from a four-hundred horsepower shaft turning 30,000 rpm. The car careened and skidded across the curb. It took out a small marble rail around the fountain pool and dived in, still screaming rubber. The fountain went over with a crash and then the racket dwindled off in the shriek of twisted buckets. The turbine had gotten what for in the collision.
I didn’t hang around to see what had happened to the driver. He was just some heavy who had the job of rubbing me out. But I did seek another haven. If they knew me that well, I’d never be safe where I had stashed my suitcase.
There was a ‘copter squatting at the Sky Hi’s ramp. I jumped for it and had him drop me toward the outskirts of the town of Lake Tahoe, and then walked a few blocks, mostly in circles to see if I were being followed, before darting into a fairly seedy motel a couple blocks off the main drag.
My room was on the third floor of the flea-bag. Part of the place was only two stories high. The door at the end of my corridor opened out onto the roof. When I had calmed down, I stepped through the door into the cool of the desert night.

The gravel on the built-up roof crunched in the darkness under my feet as I walked cautiously to the parapet and looked over its edge to the hunk of desert that stretched away toward Reno, out behind the motel. The third story, behind me, cut off the neon glare from the Strip and left the place in inky darkness. There was silence and invisibility out behind the motel.
Feeling a little creaky about falling a couple stories to the ground, I lay down on my back on the narrow parapet, with my hands behind my head to soften the concrete a little, and looked straight up into the night sky. A dawdling August Perseid scratched a thin mark of light across the blackness. I heard a coyote howl. This was desert. This was peace. The dice and chuck-a-luck seemed ten thousand miles away.
I heard a sound. Gravel crunched dimly under another foot. Somebody had stepped invisibly onto the roof. It scared the daylights out of me, more so because I was flat on my back. Cautiously I turned my head toward the door I had come through. I could see the fuzzy redness of a cigarette in the dark. It brightened as the smoker took a drag. Then I heard the sniffle, and knew who it was.
She stood there, apparently leaning against the wall behind her, silently, invisible but for the glow of her cigarette, and not moving her feet. “Hello,” I said at last.
“Wasn’t sure you wanted to talk,” she said out of the dark. It shook me up. She certainly couldn’t see me.
“How’d you know I was here?” I asked her.
“I don’t know how. But I knew you would be.” That wasn’t what I had asked, exactly. She sniffled, and I could almost see the back of her hand swipe at the bead of moisture that kept forming at the tip of her skinny nose. Made me think. Psi powers crop up more often than they should in folks who are marked with a debility. It’s the old compensation story. Look at my weak right arm. What she had said about expecting to find me on the roof sounded like precognition. And she sniffled and sniffled. Maybe it was one more of those tied-in hysterical Psi weaknesses.
“What are you doing out here?” I asked her.
“Resting,” she said wearily. “I just hit town today.”
“And tired already?”
“I was broke,” she said. “Worked in a hotel laundry till dinner time to get eatin’ money. Hot work. But I swiped a nice dress to wear when I went looking for you, Billy Joe.”
“Yeah,” I said, hiding my snicker over the dress. “Say, I wanted to thank you for handling my chips. I’d have lost my shirt if I hadn’t let you show me how. I wanted to slip you a cut, but you bugged out of there.”
“I figured you should handle our money, Billy Joe,” she said. “Anyway, can’t take money for my gift.”
She had me shaking with excitement. “You have a gift?” I said, trying to keep my voice calm.
“Just some nights. Since I broke my vow, I’ve lost most of my prophecy. My real gift is healing. Lost all of that,” she concluded, not bitterly. “God is punishing me.”
Gravel crunched as she came slowly across the roof toward me. The fag end of her cigarette made a spinning arc in the night as she snapped it over the side of the roof. Now there was no way to see her at all. Perception is nice in the dark. I tracked her automatically.
“What was the vow you broke?” I said.
She sighed, near me. “I divorced my husband, my own darlin’ Billy,” she said. “There’s no divorce in Heaven.”
“Tough,” I said. I thought I was her darlin’ Billy. Talk about Double-think! “Will you miss never having a man again? I mean, once you’ve been a wife—” I added, letting it drift off.
“God has been good to me,” she said out of the dark. “He let me see my own future, that he would give me a husband again.”
That was a curve. “Isn’t that an even worse breaking of vows?” I said. “I mean, if in God’s sight you’re still married to Billy Joe?”
“Would be,” she conceded from the black, now right next to me. “But He told me that the man I should seek would be Billy Joe—hit’s a miracle worked for me.” Her voice lowered. “A miracle that come to pass tonight, my darlin’ Billy.” A shiver ran its fingers up my spine. She meant every word of it. I was her darlin’ Billy.

I wasn’t in any mood to get married, and least of all to a seeress. Precognition is the least understood of the Psi powers, and the most erratic. But of all people, I could least afford to sneer at the power of Psi.
For the first time, I guess, I realized the awful helplessness that comes over the Psiless when a TK invokes his telekinetic power. I wanted no part of the future this corn-fed oracle had conjured up. But it might be the only future I’d ever have.
I tried to recall her looks. Thinking about them, they really added up to no more than hysterical sniffles, not enough to eat, and the pathetic evidence that there hadn’t been any money for orthodonture. Fatten her up, straighten her teeth and—Talk about religious rationalization!
I snapped out of it. Maybe she could call the turn of dice. But I’d be damned if she could call the turn of people. Let her try me.
I sat up on the parapet, swinging to put my feet on the gravel of the root. “So tonight you found the husband God’s been going to give you?” I asked.
“Yes,” she said softly.
“And I’m the one?”
“Yes!”
“Not that again!” I growled, grabbing her thin shoulders and shaking her. Her glasses bobbled on her nose. “I’m not your darlin’ Billy, and you well know it. Admit it!”
She closed her lips over her buck teeth and sniffled. “I reckon not,” she said, raising her head and looking at me without flinching. “I lied to you.”
“Why?”
“Kind of made me feel more decent about bein’ divorced.”
I gave her a last shake for the lie. “Let’s have it,” I went after her. “How much of what you’ve been feeding me is just window dressing?”
She shrugged, but stayed silent.
“Have you been married?” I insisted.
“Yes, Billy Joe.”
“And divorced?”
“Oh, darlin’ Billy,” she sighed. “I jest shouldn’t never a done that. But I did,” she added.
“Talk English,” I snapped. “This chitterlin’s and corn pone are just more window dressing, right?”
Her face was solemn behind the glasses. “When you are a smart girl, and you know the future, too, they hate you and try to hurt you,” she said. “They don’t seem to mind it so much if it comes from a piece of white trash that never could be ‘no account’. By the time I was twelve or so I had learned to act just a little stupid and corn-fed.”

This, her longest speech, she delivered in quiet, Neutral American, the speech that covers the great prairie states and is as near accentless and pure as American English ever is. It branded her Ozark twang as a lie, and a great many other things about her. But it added something very solid to her claims of prophecy.
“All this,” I said. “Because you see the future?”
“Yes, Billy Joe.”
“And this talk about losing your prophecy because of divorce was just that, talk?” I insisted.
Her mouth worked silently. “I talk like trash, and sometimes I start to think like it,” she confessed. “I even act like it. I’ve tried not to see things acomin’. But,” she added, drifting back into her Ozark lingo. “Always I knowed I was to find you. I knowed I was to go and search in spots of sin, for there you would be. And it kept getting stronger on me where to seek. This night I knew it was the time. I never got a dress and all before.”
The chilly fingers touched me again. Still, what she was saying made some weird kind of sense. “What about the healing?” I tried, feeling a trap slowly descending over me.
She smiled at that. “I guess I put that punishment on myself for what I done,” she said.
“Then you can still heal the sick?” I asked. She shrugged. “I want you to try,” I added.
“Not till I get a sign,” she said, moving uneasily. “I’m to get a sign.”
I waved my hands in disgust and turned away from her. “There had to be some fakery in it somewhere,” I said. “You couldn’t heal a hang-nail!”
“Not a fake!” she said hotly. “I have healed the sick!”
“Don’t get uppity,” I said. “So have I. You see,” I told her. “I’m a doctor. Not much of a one,” I admitted, pointing to my weak right arm. “I can’t heal myself.”
“Oh, yore pore arm,” she said.
“Show me,” I said, turning on her. “Heal me!”
“I’m to have a sign!” she wailed.
Well, she got one. I took her to my room, pointed at the dresser. One of the glasses on the tray beside a pitcher rose, floated into the bath and, after we had both heard the water run, came back through the air and tilted to trickle a few drops of water onto her head.
Her words gave her away—she was no mystic. She swung her eyes back to me: “TK!” she gasped. She recoiled from me. She’d had a viper to her bosom.
“Heal me!” I snapped at her. “You’ve had your sign, and I’m your darlin’ Billy.”
“I got to find it,” she said desperately. “The weak place.”


I flopped on the bed, stretched my arm out against the counterpane. She ran her fingers over it—the old “laying on of hands.” If she were the real thing, I knew what it was—perception at a level a TK can’t match. The real healers feel the nerves themselves. I’d been worked on before. The more hysterical healers, some really creepy witches, had given me some signs of relief, but none could ever find the real “weak place,” as she called it.
She was mumbling to herself. I guess you could call it an incantation. I got a picture of a nubile waif, too freakish to fit where she’d been raised. What had her Hegira been like? In what frightful places had she found herself welcome? From her talk, it could have been an Ozark backwater. I didn’t want to know what backwoods crone had taught her some mnemonic rendition of the Devil’s Litany.
Her hands passed up beyond my shoulder, to my neck. “It’s in yore haid,” she said. “In yore darlin’ haid!” Fingers worked over my scalp. “Oh, there!” she gasped. “Hit’s ahurtin’ me! Hurtin’, hurtin’, and I’m a draggin’ it off’n yuh!” Her backwoods twang sharpened as she aped some contemporary witch.
Hurt? She didn’t know what it meant. She fired a charge of thermite in my head, and it seared its way down my arm to my fingers. My right arm came off the bed and thrashed like a wounded snake. She wrestled it, climbed onto the bed, and held it down with her boney knees. Her fingers kneaded it, working some imaginary devil out through the fingertips, till the hurt was gone.

We sat close together on the edge of the bed at last, as I worked and moved my arm, one of us more in awe of what had happened than the other. It was weak—with those flabby, unused muscles, it had to be. But I could move it, to any normal position.
“I never done like that before,” she breathed. “Jest small ailin’.”
“You’re a healer, all right,” I said. “And a prophetess, too, from what I saw at the dice table. You know what a Psi personality is?” I asked her. “Say, what is your name, anyway?”
“Pheola,” she said. “Yes, I’ve heard of them,” she said.
“You’re one,” I told her. “You can heal many people.”
She shook her head. “Only could do it because I love you, Billy Joe,” she said.
“We’ll teach you,” I promised her. “Would you like to learn? You’ve heard of the Lodge, haven’t you?”
“Lordy!” she gasped.
“You’re as good as in it,” I told her. “Now tell me, what am I going to do tomorrow morning?”
She got up and started to pace the room, sniffling. “Why would you do that?” she said at length. “You are going to the bank, first thing. You’ve got all that money. It’s thousand dollar bills! And you’re writing on them.” She frowned at me, sniffling again. “Do I really see it?” she asked. “Is that right?”
“I’ll make it right,” I said. “Come on,” I told her. “If we’re going to stay up all night, we need fuel. How long since you’ve tackled a twenty-ounce sirloin?”

The Lodge has unmentioned influence. No, Psi powers aren’t a secret government. But what high official can afford to be at odds with us? They know where the Lodge stands. A little while on the visor as the east pinked up got me what I wanted. Because of the three-hour time difference, the Washington brass got me carte blanche before banking hours at the Tahoe bank that supplied the Sky Hi Club with its cash.
Working with the cashier, who hadn’t even taken time to shave after getting his orders from the Federal Reserve Bank, I went over their stock of thousand dollar bills, as Pheola had PC’d I would, and marked down the edges of the stacks with grease pencil. Mostly I did it to make my grip firmer. When the time came, I could make that money jump.
Pheola let me get her a cocktail dress in one of the women’s shops. The right dress helped, but more steaks would have helped even more. I’ll bet I put five pounds on her that day. She was one hungry ‘cropper. Hungry and sniffly.
We idled away the afternoon and waited until nearly midnight to go back to the Sky Hi Club. Action is about at its peak then, and if the cross-roader had been tipping dice again, as they suspected, they would have had time to notice which table wasn’t making its vigorish.
Plain enough where they were having trouble. Fowler Smythe was scowling through his glasses behind a table with Barney, the dealer I’d hit with the Blackout. Their faces were sweating in the dry desert air. The table was being taken.
“Now watch it, Pheola,” I said, as we squeezed into the crowd, opposite the dealers. “Almost anything can happen. I want to know the instant you get a feeling. You understand?” She nodded and wiped at her drippy nose with a clean handkerchief. I’d gotten her a dozen.
There was the same old racket. The burnt out voice of a chanteuse, coming over the PA system from the dining room, tried to remember the sultry insouciance with which it had sung “Eadie was a Lady” in its youth. Waiters in dude-ranch getups swivel-hipped from table to table like wraithes through the mob of gamblers, trays of free drinks in their hands. This time Pheola didn’t have the same greedy grab for the hors d’oeuvres. She’d wrapped herself around a couple pounds of high-quality protein before we had come to the casino.
The gamblers were urging the dice with the same old calls, and the stick-men were chanting: “Coming out!” “Five’s the point!” “And seven! The dice pass!” and all the rest. The ivories had a way to go before they reached us. I gave Pheola a stack of ten-buck chips and let her bet, without making any effort to tip the dice. She still had it. She moved the chips back and forth from “Pass” to “Don’t Pass” and won at every roll. I could see Fowler Smythe begin to scowl as she let her winnings ride, building up a real stack.

Without warning she dragged down her winnings and leaned close to me, sniffling. “You’ll get all wet!”
I looked around, seeing a waiter near me. He had just served drinks to the rear, half of the table, to the gamblers nearest the dealers. His tray was still half-full. This was the moment. It was a generalized sort of lift, the kind of thing that qualifies a TK for the Thirty-third degree. I heaved at the thousand-dollar bills I had had marked in the morning, without the faintest idea of where they were. The tray lurched in the waiter’s hand, throwing glasses to the floor. Most of them shattered when they struck the real wood planks, splashing whisky and mix on our legs.
I looked across the table and grinned at Fowler Smythe. His scowl had an awful lot of forehead to work on. “What the devil!” I could read his lips say over the racket. But Barney, the stick-man who’d felt my Blackout, caught on a lot quicker.
I was about to freeze him with a clamp on his thyroid. It’s just as effective as wrapping your fingers around the throat. But Pheola upset the apple cart.
She grabbed my right arm, so newly powerful. “No, Billy Joe!” she cried. “I don’t want to die!”
“Who’s dying?” I snapped.
“He’s shooting me!” she gasped.
Shoot? With what? I had one terrified moment—what to lift? What was aimed at her? At the last possible moment I saw it. His crap-stick was a hollow tube, and he was raising it toward me, not toward Pheola. I’d heard of things like that—a gas-powered dart gun. Silent, and shooting a tiny needle with a nerve poison in grooves cut in its tip.
I lifted, but half in panic. Fowler Smythe squeezed his trigger and the tiny dart leaped unseen across the crap layout. My lift had been way off—it should have thrown the stick toward the ceiling, where no one would have been hurt. Instead it merely twitched the crap-stick, and the dart struck Pheola in the left hand. She screeched a little and grabbed at the needle-prick with her fingernails.
You never know how much power there is in Psi until you use it without restraint. I threw the crowd back away from us with a lift that nearly blacked me out, and had Pheola on the wet boards of the floor before she could blink. She had only seconds to live unless I blocked all circulation to and from her arm. I found the spots in her armpit and lifted the veins and arteries into a complete block.
A whiff of garlic told me that Simonetti had reached the table. He’d been watching on the TV monitor, of course. He knelt down beside us.
“A doctor, quick,” I said. “She’s been pinked with nerve poison.”
“She’s gone, then,” he said huskily. “Who done it?”
“Fowler Smythe,” I said bitterly. “A snake within the Lodge. You might try to stop him. But your partner, Rose, is the real crook. Get the doc, then tie up Rose.”
“She’s gone,” he insisted. “Nerve poison kills right now.”
“He’s right, Billy Joe,” Pheola said softly. “I’m going numb all over.”
“What did I tell you?” Simonetti husked at me. I had enough left to hit him sharply over the temples with a lift. “A doctor. With antidote,” I snapped. He trotted away.
“Darlin’ Billy!” she said, and her heart stopped. She was dead. I picked her up in my arms and carried her to the same sawdust-strewn private dining room where I’d given Barney the Blackout.
I had to split the lift. The tourniquet was an absolute necessity, or more of the nerve poison would enter her system. But her heart couldn’t stop. The brain can only stand a few seconds of that. I hadn’t let it miss three beats. Even as I carried her from the casino, I lifted the main coronary muscle and started a ragged pumping, maybe forty beats a minute. Once in the smaller room I began artificial respiration with my mouth.
The sawbones was there in three minutes. I guided the tip of his hypodermic into a vein in her right arm, the one that still had blood coursing through it. He depressed the piston, pumping the antidote into her bloodstream. Little by little I let up on the clamp on her wounded left arm, dribbling the poisoned blood into her system, so that the antidote could react with it gradually. She stayed unconscious.
Then I felt it. Her heart muscle tugged back at my lift. It was struggling to beat on its own. I matched my lifts to its ragged impulses, feeling it steady to a normal seventy-two as the antidote took effect.
Her eyes opened at last, and we stopped respiration. “Billy Joe!” she smiled. She was back from the dead.

In an hour we had returned to the motel. She was as good as new, but badly shaken.
“I still don’t know what happened,” she said.
I shrugged. “Smoke screen, Pheola. Every time there’s a run of luck on a crap table, somebody yells ‘TK!’ And I suppose there’s a number of TK’s who aren’t in the Lodge, and who figure to make a killing here and a killing there by tipping the dice. But any decent TK, even a Fowler Smythe, can spot them.
“There was TK in this, but not tipping dice. Smythe is a skunk. He’s no Twenty-fifth, or he wouldn’t have any need to go crooked. He saw a chance to make a killing. He suggested it to Rose, who fell for it and went along. Rose decided to steal Simonetti’s half of the business from his partner with Smythe’s help. It was no more complicated than smuggling thousand dollar bills off the table in false bottoms of trays that drinks were being served on. Smythe was using TK to lift the bills into those false bottoms, well screened by the trays from the TV monitors. Barney was in on it, of course. And after the joint had lost enough dough that way, Rose and Simonetti would have had to sell out. Only the buyer would have been a dummy for Rose and Smythe, using money Smythe had lifted off the tables.
“The whole TK business was just a smoke screen to keep matters confused,” I concluded.
“How come they dared send for a TK like you? Why weren’t they scared you’d catch them, just like you did?”
“It took a little more than TK,” I reminded her. “TK is just a power, one more ability in life. It doesn’t make you God. Once in a while it gives you a little more vigorish than the other guy has, that’s all. And sometimes it’s not enough.”
“But you had enough vigorish to catch them,” she pointed out.
“In a way,” I said. “I told them TK wasn’t enough—that it would take precognition. And I don’t have PC. I had to bring a PC with me. You, Pheola. That’s why I’m alive. Smythe would have killed me with that dart gun of his. You were my vigorish!”
We rode the ‘copter together to the airport. Old Grand Master Maragon would sneer out of the other side of his face when I brought Pheola to him. He couldn’t keep her from PC training. She had it.
“Tell me,” I asked her. “Can you always tell what I’m going to do next?”
“I reckon,” she said. “If I think hard about it.”
“But you can’t control what I’m going to do next, can you?” I grinned.
“I wonder,” she said. “Never tried, yet.”
“Oh, no!” I groaned.
She showed me her buck teeth in a smile. “I figger first you’ll have them straighten my teeth,” she said. “You’d like a pretty wife.”
“If it’s got to be,” I said weakly. “That would help. I just wish there was some way to handle that hysterical sniffle of yours, that’s all. But I guess that’s the price you have to pay for that awful load of Psi power you have.”
“Oh, that,” she said. “I ought to be over that by tomorrow. I hardly ever get a cold, darlin’ Billy, and when I do, I throw it off in a few days.”
Well, I guess it’s a cinch I’m no PC.
THE END
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“Don’t let the old goat rattle you, Pheola,” I said as we rode the elevator to the penthouse. “He’ll try. Just remember, he is the one who has to say O.K. if we are to give you some training.”
Her eyes rolled and she moaned softly, clinging to my arm. “Oh, Billy Joe!” she whispered. “I don’t want to fail you!”
Maragon has some pretty creepy types in his office and the receptionist that day was no exception. She was one of those twitchy hyper-thyroid clairvoyants that he likes to test.
“Don’t tell me,” the receptionist twitched proudly as we came in. “I know!” She got up from behind her desk and led us to the Grand Master’s private office.
I intended to make her guess whom I had with me, but that didn’t bother her. “Dr. Walter Bupp and Pheola Rountree,” she announced smugly. Clairvoyants live in a condition of perpetual thrill with their powers.
Maragon’s penthouse office has glass walls on two sides. He was prowling back and forth in front of his desk, sharply lit by the bright sunlight that streamed in. His gray shock of hair glistened, and his bushy eyebrows shaded his face. He radiated impatience, from the grinding of his square jaw to the fists he had rammed into his hips.
“Lefty,” he greeted me, “do they all have to look alike? Where did you get this scarecrow?”
I could feel Pheola stiffen. I guess no woman, no matter how plain, likes to be reminded of it.
“Same place you dig up those twitchy CV types you have spooking up your outer office,” I snapped. “There’s nothing the matter with Pheola that three square meals won’t cure in a month!”
Maragon grunted. “And just what wonderful power do you have, young woman, that makes it worth while for the Lodge to fatten you up?” he demanded.
She had plenty of spunk, I’ll say that for her. “I have the power of prophecy, and the gift of healin’,” Pheola said, squinting at him.
He barked a laugh at her and went across the thick carpet to sit in his swivel chair. It was a beauty of dark green morocco that matched his Bank of England chairs and leather sofa that was against one of the walls. “What’s your favorite prophecy, young woman?” he wanted to know.
Pheola smiled over at me. “Oh, no!” I groaned, but she nodded.
“Billy Joe and I are gettin’ married,” she told Maragon.
“Billy Joe?” he asked, scowling at me across his desk.
“That’s me,” I said. “Don’t ask me where the name comes from.”
“I couldn’t care less,” Maragon grumped. “Is it true? Are you going to marry this bag of bones?”
I could feel my face getting red. “Not that I know of,” I said.
He swung around in his chair to face her. “Young woman, someone has told you how much the Lodge is interested in precognition. You wouldn’t walk in here claiming the power if you didn’t know we want to find it, and rarely can. But you certainly came ill-prepared. Going to marry Lefty, eh? Why, you can’t predict the right time!” He banged his fist on the big slab of walnut. “You’re a fake!” he said.
“I ain’t a fake!” Pheola protested. “We will get married!”
“Drag her out, Lefty,” Maragon said wearily, with a limp wave of his hand.
“Come on, Pheola,” I said, taking her arm with my right hand. I saw no point talking with him any further.
“Lefty!” Maragon exclaimed.
“Yes?”
“You used your right arm! You can’t move it!”
“I can now,” I told the old goat with relish. “Pheola told you she was a healer. Well, she healed me a ... a couple days ago!”
He went for the jugular: “Have you ever done anything like that before, Pheola?” he demanded.
  
“Mostly small ailin’,” she said, squinting and backing away from his desk defensively. “Never nothin’ as big as findin’ the weak spot in Billy Joe’s haid. But I told you I had the power of prophecy and the gift of healin’.”
I suppose her degree of humility decided him. “She can stay,” Maragon said. “Look into this healing thing, Lefty. But, for the love of Mike, don’t waste time with her precognition.”
Pheola moaned, then keened, and waved her hands in front of her face, as if to ward off a swarm of bees. “My healin’ won’t do you much good, you nasty old man!” she said in a shrill voice. “You’ll git a pain, sich a pain,” she insisted, pressing her hand to her heart. “It will like to kill you, and it nearly will!”
Maragon laughed at her again. “A young witch!” he proclaimed. “I’ll bet you scared half of Posthole County into fits with dark remarks like that. Take her away, Lefty!”

Pheola didn’t break her silence until I showed her into the apartment adjoining mine in the Chapter House. The Lodge Building is a hundred stories high, and most of it is devoted to offices that we rent out to doctors, lawyers and the like. We only use a part of the place—there just aren’t that many Psis around—and save a few floors for apartments for members permanently assigned, as I am, to Lodge duties.
Pheola stood stiff and unseeing in the apartment, her fists clenched at her sides, plainly in no shape to appreciate her rooms. They were in the usual good taste I always associate with a Psi decorator.
“How could I let you down, Billy Joe!” she said to me, as soon as the door to the corridor had closed behind us.
“Oh, stop it!” I snapped, giving her a shake. “Weren’t you ever wrong in a prophecy before?”
She squinted to see me better. “Does it make you hate me?” she asked. “Yes, I’ve been wrong lots of times,” she admitted. “But not about marryin’ you. How does he know I’m wrong?”
“He doesn’t,” I growled. “He just doesn’t believe in precognition. What little we see of it in the Lodge is so erratic that you can’t count it as a proven Psi power.”
“Then maybe I am right,” she pressed me.
“Not if I can help it,” I said sourly. “I’m in no mood to get married. Mostly I want to give you some advice. O.K.?”
She made cow eyes at me. “You know you can, Billy Joe,” she said.
“Well,” I snarled, “my first suggestion is that you cut out this ‘Billy Joe’ stuff. My name is Wally Bupp. You can call me Lefty if you want to. I’m not your darlin’ Billy.”
“I tole the truth and you hate me for it!” she said hotly. “I was afeered of that.”
“ ‘Afeered!’” I sneered. “All that corn pone and chitterlin’s dialect! You can cut that out, too, can’t you? Wasn’t that just part of your local color?”
“Sort of,” she admitted, switching to the neutral American dialect. “Yes, I can cut that out, too, Lefty.”
“Good. I’m willing to take a couple of chances with that old goat, because I believe in you. I saw you in action in Nevada, and you sold me that you have some Psi powers. We’ll work on your healing, as Maragon suggested. But I want to have your precognition tested. Just keep your mouth shut about it here in the Lodge, do you hear?”
She nodded.
“All right,” I said. “I’ll have to make some arrangements, or Maragon will have my scalp. In the meantime, why don’t you fix up so we can go out to dinner?”
She gave me a look of adoration that would have curdled fresh milk. “Oh, Lefty, I’d love that.” And then her face fell. “But I don’t have a thing to wear!”
I don’t think she was exactly a moocher. She didn’t have anything to wear, when I thought of it. “Sure,” I said more mildly. “Well, that’s the good part of getting some training here. The Lodge will take care of your needs. Just call the girl on the desk and say you need some clothes. She’ll send somebody over from one of the department stores.”
Pheola’s eyes grew round. Ordinarily she squinted when she wanted to see anything. “What should I get?”
“Start from the skin and work out,” I told her. “Tell the department store you’ll be working in an office, and that you’ll need a couple of cocktail dresses and wraps for evening, too. Get lots of shoes. O.K.?”
Was it ever!
I had an idea that clothes would be quite a change for Pheola. I had met her only three days before, in a Nevada gambling house. She’d made for me like a lode-star, called me her Billy Joe and announced that I would be her next husband. I’ll tell you, that was a shocker. I’m not about to marry anybody. She was as tall as I was, which isn’t so very much for a man, skinny to the point of emaciation, wearing a “borrowed” dress that didn’t fit, and had that unmistakable slatternly look that you associate with white trash. On top of that, she was vain enough about her bucktoothed and pointed-nose features to keep her glasses in her purse, and as a result she went around peering at you from a distance of eight inches to make sure you were the right guy.
But she had Psi powers. She had been hot as a firecracker predicting the roll of dice on the gambling tables, the very dice that I was tipping with telekinesis. Much more important to me personally, she had announced that she was a healer, and on my dare had “laid hands” on me, and brought my dead right arm to life.
My obligation as a Lodge official was to bring her to the Manhattan Chapter for measurement and training, no matter what the Grand Master felt about the reality of her powers of precognition. Maragon had been about as obstreperous as I had figured. We have a lot of trouble working together, probably because he resents my TK powers. He’s good at it, but I’m a good deal better. That’s why I’m a Thirty-third Degree member of the Lodge.

Leaving Pheola’s new home, I went next door to my own apartment and checked in by phone with Memorial Hospital. Fortunately, I was not on call, and could take a few steps to find out how much PC Pheola really had. I went down to the forty-third floor, where we have our laboratories, and let myself into the data-processing center.
They don’t like me to do that. That place is under full temperature and humidity control, and every time an outsider barges in the whole system does nip-ups.
Norty Baskins came scurrying away from a card sorter. “What’s this!” he exclaimed. “Oh, it’s you, Lefty.” His face went solemn with his effort, and I felt a twinge in my ear lobe. I returned the grip, tweaking his ear the same way. He began to smile, realizing that I had felt his lift and was returning it.
“You shouldn’t be in here, Lefty,” he said. “You know the rules.”
“And I know this is the time to break them, Norty,” I said. “I’ve got something really rare for you.”
“Rare?”
“This time I’ve really got one,” I insisted. “A precog who can call things with pin-point accuracy.”
“Not again, Lefty,” he said, disgusted. “Aren’t you getting a little tired of striking out on that prediction? You’ve brought half a dozen flops in here in the last year.”
“Not Pheola,” I said. “Listen, Norty, I want this girl measured.”
“I thought you said she was pin-point accurate,” he sneered. “And what does Maragon say?”
I waved a hand at him and walked over to sit on one of the lab stools. He went to the sorter and pulled cards from the bins, joggling them up into one solid stack that he put back in the hopper. But he did not press the “start” button.
“You know, Maragon,” I told him. “This girl is hot, and then she’s cold. But there is so much accuracy when she’s right that I think there’s some future to training her. What I want out of you is a measurement of how great her accuracy is.”
Norty snorted. “When Maragon doesn’t believe it?” he said. “No thanks.” He started the card sorter, filling the room with its clatter.
I drew a pair of dice from my pocket. I’m never without the ivories. They are the original instruments of my TK skill. That’s how Maragon found me, unconsciously tipping dice in an alley crap game. I threw them out on the table next to the sorter, when the cards had gone through and it fell silent. They came up with a four-three natural.
“Maragon!” I snapped. “You know he doesn’t think enough of your TK to have your training extended. Well, you and I both know we have done wonders for your grip. Just because he’s Grand Master doesn’t make him right all the time. I want you to test this girl, and I think she has as much right to the facts as you have to the training I’ve been giving you under the table all these months!”
“Blackmail,” he said sadly. “Extortion!”
“So I’m extorting some work out of you,” I agreed. “The only question is whether you will pay.”
“What do you want?” Baskins asked glumly.
“I want you to make this woman predict a series, a number of series, and I want you to use your computers here to tell me on what basis her accuracy varies. You can do that, can’t you?”
He nodded, staring at the dice on the table. “If I wasn’t so sure you can help me develop my TK, Lefty,” he said, “I’d never do this. All right, sneak her down here and I’ll get her to PC some weather information for a month or so.”
“Weather?” I said. “Why the weather?”
“You’ll see when I show the results,” he said. “Roll those dice again. I swear I felt your lift that last time.”

I made a few other calls around the building to catch up on what had been going on while I was in Nevada. Our formal organization is lousy, because Maragon is a one-man show. You just have to rely on gossip, what the CV’s pick up and what leaks by telepathy, to know all the internal politics of the Lodge. I wouldn’t want you to think that Psi’s are more devious or Machiavellian than normals, but sometimes they act it.
By the time I reached up to tap on Pheola’s door, it opened in front of me, and a stylishly dressed young lady came out, smiling, with Pheola standing in the doorway behind her.
“Lefty!” Pheola said happily.
“Is this your fiancé?” the girl said to Pheola.
“No!” I said. “I’m her chiropractor, and I’m about to straighten out some vertebrae in her neck!”
Something about the way I said it made the girl from the department store scuttle down the corridor. I glared at her back, went into Pheola’s apartment and shut the door.
“What were you telling her?” I started, and then I knew there was no point to it. I waved an irritated hand and kept on talking.
“When will your clothes be here?”
“Some things for tonight in about an hour,” she said meekly. “I got quite a lot. Was that all right?”
“If you keep shooting off your puss about our getting married, you won’t last long enough to wear them all,” I threatened. “Can you find Room 4307, or will I have to take you down?”
“I can find it if you want me to, Lefty,” she said.
I was sick of being her darlin’ Billy. “Then find it,” I said. “Ask for Norty. Tell him you are my PC. Do what he tells you. I’ll pick you up around seven o’clock back here. All right?”
“All right.”
“And stop telling people we’re going to get married!”
She didn’t answer that, so I let myself out and went to my own apartment, sizzling.

The phone was ringing as I came in, and I walked over to press the “Accept”button. The screen lit up to show me a lined and wrinkled face framed in scraggling hair streaked with gray.
“Hello, Evaleen,” I said to her.
“This is dynamite,” she said in a graveyard tone. “In the gym, in about ten minutes?”
I could feel my eyebrows rise. “Sure,” I said, and before I could foolishly ask her what it was all about, she cut the image.
It isn’t that our phones are tapped. Maragon doesn’t need that. But in a building full of telepaths, any conversation is going to be peeped if you carry it on long enough. And who can keep his mind closed while he’s talking? It’s hard enough when you’re silent.
I rode directly down to twenty and let myself into the locker room. By the time I had changed into my gym suit, Evaleen Riley’s ten minutes had elapsed, and I went into the gym.
If she wanted to be careful about our conversation there was no point going directly to wherever she was working out, so I wandered.
There was the usual dozen or so TK’s there practicing with the weights, as well as twice as many who thought they were TK’s trying to get the milligram weights to wiggle. About half of them were clustered around one table where a member from one of the other chapters was showing off by heaving at a two hundred and fifty gram weight. He was seated in the classic position, his elbows on the table, his fingers supporting his temples, and was concentrating fiercely on the weight.
He wasn’t really up to it. I could see sweat starting from his brow as I watched him over the heads of the others at the table. Suddenly he dropped back, exhausted.
“Not tonight, Josephine!” he gasped. The man at his right, another stranger, chuckled, reached over to touch the weight with his finger tips and then TK’d it cleanly off the Formica. It was nice work, for a middleweight.
I looked in at a couple other workouts before wandering over to where Evaleen sat by herself in a corner. She was concentrating on a series of pith balls the size of peas that weighed from a tenth of a gram up. She was either so absorbed in what she was doing, or pretended to be, that she gave no sign of hearing me come up behind her. One of the balls before her struggled off the table top, and I could hear her breath hiss with the effort. Cheating a little, I felt for her lifts and gave her some help. One after another the balls floated up and sank back. She was utterly charmed—or pretended to be.
“Great going, Evaleen,” I said, but she swore at me in Gaelic, an affectation, because she comes from Minnesota.
“You’d slip up behind me and help, eh?” she said hollowly.
“Get a touch, Evaleen,” I suggested. “Have you tried it?”
“No,” she said sullenly. She’s good at that. Her dark hair is streaked with gray. She lets it hang down straight and whacks it off with hedge shears or something when it bothers her. Her face is lined and wrinkled far ahead of its time, and I swear, from the color of her teeth, that she chews betel nut. Somehow or other these PC witches have to act the part.
“Go ahead,” I insisted. “Touch the first ball with the tip of your finger, Evaleen.” I showed her what I meant by leaning over her shoulder. “That’s right. Now lift!”
The pith ball rose smoothly several inches, and she held the lift for ten seconds or so.
“You were helping,” she accused me in her best graveyard tones.
“Never,” I said, truthfully. “Don’t feel that it’s cheating to get tactile help. I just saw a two hundred fifty gram middleweight over there at the other table run his fingers down a weight before he lifted. We all do it. It helps the grip.”


“You never do,” she accused me.
“On the big ones, Evaleen, sure I do. I’m a little sneaky about it, but I usually get a touch. Try a bigger ball.”
I looked around the gym while my encouragement helped her. No one was paying us any special attention, and I saw none of the better known telepaths in the room. That didn’t mean too much, for any number of the TP’s in the Manhattan Chapter had good range.
Evaleen was getting good lifts on the one-gram ball when I slipped her the question: “You said it was dynamite,” I said, and closed my mind to the thought.
Her lift broke. “I’m worried about the old goat in the penthouse, Lefty,” she said in a low tone. It didn’t make any difference. She might as well have shouted if a TP were peeping her. I took up for her with the pith balls and had them hopping up and down discreetly, just as though she were still working at her lifts with my coaching.
“You been life-lining again?” I hazarded, largely because of what Pheola had said about Maragon’s having a heart attack.
“Yes, and he’s going to be sick—I feel it very strongly.”
“Die?”
“He’ll outlive me,” she said, more glumly than ever. I knew she could not predict past the span of her own life.
“And how long is that?” I needled.
“You can count my time in years, but not enough of them,” she said, irritated that I had asked her about her own span. I knew I shouldn’t have said it. She had read her own future and found it wanting. “But death hovers close in it,” she went on. “You know I don’t get clear pictures, Lefty, just a feeling. Death is very, very close. And you are in it.”
“And who else?” I pressed her.
“No one I ever met,” she said, telling me another limitation of her powers.
“Perhaps I can cure that, Evaleen,” I said, letting the last ball drop. More loudly I added: “You get better every day. You could qualify for the second degree if you can do as well under standardized conditions.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “We’ve talked enough. You will act on it?”
“Oddly,” I said, “I already have. You confirm what another PC says. I’ll have you meet her.”
“You will not,” she said. “I can’t stand PC’s!”
“Now try that big one,” I said, pointing to a small brass weight of two grams on the table.
She touched it and it lifted. She cried out in pleasure. “That’s my best!”
“You were never that mad when you were lifting, I guess,” I said. “Big emotions make big lifts. Fall in love—you’ll do better still.”
“First decent argument for getting tangled with one of you men I’ve heard yet,” she lied. Wild as her looks were, she’d been a favorite around the Chapter for years.
I patted her on the shoulder and went back to the table where the big weights were being lifted and showed off for a couple minutes. The inevitable hour of shop talk and demonstrations followed as soon as the out-of-towners found out who I was. They don’t meet a Thirty-third every day, and face it, I’m a TK bruiser.

After enjoying some slaps on the back, I took my shower, changed back into my clothes and went to find Pheola.
She had just finished her shower and had gotten dressed as far as her slip when she let me in.
“What an awful man!” she greeted me.
“Norty?”
“Yes! He doesn’t believe in me a bit!”
“I don’t either,” I grinned. “Remember, you’re the fake who says we’re getting married.”
“We are, too!” she said, sulking. “He made me tell him a thousand things,” she added, going over to her couch where three dresses were draped. “What should I wear?”
“The blue one,” I said. “Blue-eyed blondes should wear blue.” I was stretching a point. “What did he make you PC?”
“All about the weather,” she said, somewhat muffled as she slipped the dress over her head. I helped her with a zipper and a catch. “About thirty cities, Lefty. He made me tell him the temperature and the barometric pressure every hour for about a month! I never did anything like that before.”
“Um-m-m,” I said, as she fooled around getting her hair in some sort of shape with a clip. It was straight hair, and not much could be done with it. “Were you right, though?”
“Yes,” she said, convinced. “I was very sure. Lefty, I want to do it, for you!”
“Sure,” I said. “Let’s go.”
The Lodge has good food, but you get tired of hanging around with a bunch of Psi’s, so we went on the town and found a good spot for dinner. What with rubber-necking at the big city, it was some after ten o’clock before we got back to the Chapter House and rode up to her apartment.
Pheola was bubbling happily about our evening. As she keyed open her door, I pushed her into her place and came in with her.
“For a couple who are going to get married,” I said, grinning at her, “it’s time we made a little love, Pheola.”
She squinted myopically at me, not sure if I were serious. “I thought you weren’t going...” she started.
“I’m not,” I assured her. “I’m talking about our special kind of love. Know what I mean?”
She shook her head doubtfully as I took her wrap and hung it in the closet.
“Let’s face a couple facts,” I said, as I led her to the sofa and we sat down. She squeezed up close to me, so that our knees were touching. “I believe in you. I’ve told you that I have seen you predict the future. More than that, I have felt you cure me. But precognition is hard to prove, and if we are going to get you into the Lodge, I think we had better stick to Maragon’s advice and work on your healing powers. It’s Maragon you’ll have to convince. He’s the last word.”
“I know,” she said, wriggling her skinny knees against me. “And it scares me.”

“Maybe it should,” I said, trying to draw away a bit. “Your life won’t be your own once your have been admitted to one of the degrees. But life in a Psi society has its compensations.
“Now, look at it this way,” I went on. “Whether you meant to or not, you have staked your reputation as a PC on a prediction that our Grand Master will suffer a heart attack.”
“He will!” she cut in.
“Sure. I even know a PC who agrees with you, in a misty sort of way. Now, think. You’re a healer. If you can heal what you predict, it would make a big hit. Can you?”
Pheola’s pointed features focused in a frown. “I’m sorry, Lefty,” she admitted, “I don’t even know what a heart attack is.”
“That’s what I thought,” I said, getting up to switch on the hi-fi. It gave out soft music—lover’s music, I guess it was meant to be. “But I’m a surgeon, you know that, don’t you? And I can teach you something about hearts. The question in my mind is whether you can learn to handle what you know.”
“I don’t understand, Lefty,” she said, holding out a hand to draw me back to her side on the sofa. I let her have me back.
“That’s what I meant by our kind of love,” I grinned at her. “Remember when you cured my arm the other night? You said you found a weak place in my head.”
“That’s what I did, darlin’.”
“Can you find that place again, now that it’s not weak?”
“Maybe,” she decided.
“Try to,” I suggested. I swung my feet around on the sofa and lay with my head in her lap. Pheola bent down over me and stroked my forehead with her fingers.
“Darlin’ Billy!” she whispered. “Yes! Yes! I can feel it!”
I’ll say she could. My thrashing right arm pretty near knocked her buck teeth out, and she retreated from my nervous system.
“You know what you did?” I asked, when the pain inside my head subsided.
“Not really, Lefty,” she admitted.
“You have a kind of telekinesis. It’s the lightest touch of all, but you applied it directly to my nerves. Perhaps you have some unconscious way of stimulating my synapses, making my nerve centers fire. I can’t figure it out exactly. But my question is this, can you feel your way all around inside my body?”
She recoiled a little. “That sounds awful,” she said.
“I thought you were in love with me,” I insisted, looking up at her down-bent features. “Do you really have reservations about me?”
“No, Lefty. I love all of you.”
“All right,” I said, reaching up to stroke her cheek in time with the music. “See if you can feel your way—lightly, now—down the same path in my left arm.”
She could, but not quite as lightly as I would have liked. We played with it until nearly midnight, by which time she had used what I can only call her sense of perception to feel her way through a good part of my nerves and viscera. Some of it was exquisitely painful, but from observing my flinching when she hurt me, Pheola pretty quickly found out how to ignore the synapses that fired pain through my brain.
At last I raised my head from her lap. “You’re doing great,” I said. “Do you feel tired?”
She shook her head. “Just excited,” she breathed. “What a funny way to get to know you!”
“Then we’ll try one more thing, baby,” I said. “Come on next door to my place. There’s some stuff over there I want you to work with.”

I thought Pheola might boggle about going into my apartment, but she came readily enough. I guess a PC has some pretty strong notions about what is going to happen next.
Just to keep the mood the same, I turned on my hi-fi and drew the loveseat up in front of the desk in my study. Pheola found a way to sit closer to me than I would have imagined possible while I fished a set of weights out of a drawer and laid them on the polished teak.
“Here’s how it goes,” I said to her, and TK’d the weights off the wood one at a time. Anybody else would have gotten bug-eyed, but Pheola just squinted to see better. Finally I made the big weight cross the room, go behind us, and then come back to its place on the desk. She had never seen a demonstration of trained ability, and to her it was so much magic.
“You’ve been doing the same thing, Pheola,” I told her as I put an arm around her shoulder. “Only you’ve been doing it first to my nerves and later to my insides. Now let me see you do it to this little ball.”
She looked at the little sphere of pith, similar to the ones that Evaleen Riley had used for practice, but nothing happened.
“I can’t feel it,” she protested, “It ... It isn’t you, Lefty. I’ll never feel anything that isn’t you!”
“Don’t get mystical,” I snapped. “You did some healing before you met me, and I don’t suppose you were in love with every one you helped, were you?”
“Of course not.”
“Try again.”
“Nothing,” she said, and the pith ball did not budge.
“Now watch this,” I said, and popped the little ball into my mouth. “Feel for it,” I insisted, pushing it into one cheek where it did not interfere with my speech.
She closed her eyes. “Where is it?” she demanded. “Did you swallow it, Lefty?”
“I either swallowed it or I kept it in my mouth,” I said. “Feel for it!”
“There!” she gasped. “It’s in your mouth!”
I rolled the piece of pith on to the top surface of my tongue and opened my mouth so that she could see it. “Agh!” I said, pointing at my tongue. I gestured again, and her face paled as the little ball left my tongue and floated in the air before my face. Suddenly her lift broke and it fell wetly onto my hand, in my lap.
I leaned over, put an arm around behind her neck and kissed her. It was a most sedate embrace. “There,” I said, “that performance alone will get you into the Lodge. Now do you believe you’re a TK?”
She gave a little shriek. A ladylike “Eek!”
“It’s not that awful,” I said. “A lot of Psi’s can do it.”
“You kissed me!” she said, paying no attention to my question.
“Sure,” I agreed. “And you managed your first lift.” I picked the pith ball up in my fingers, showed it to her, and laid it on my palm.
“Feel my hand first,” I suggested. “Then lift it over onto the desk.”
She looked, wild-eyed, at the pith, shaking her head.
“I’ll kiss you again,” I suggested.
The little ball came away from my palm, floated erratically around, crossed over to my desk and dropped with a soft smack to the teak. She came to me like a tigress. I don’t know why I expected a repetition of our first innocent kiss—I knew she had been married once.
I claim good marks for getting her back to her own apartment immediately.

For the balance of the week I saw very little of Pheola during the day. The hospital kept me busy with TK surgery, and I was practicing scalpel work with my newly-strong right arm, now that I had two hands to use. I’d be something more than a TK surgeon yet.
Pheola had a couple more sneaky sessions with Norty Baskins in the data-processing center, but for most of the time, she told me, she wandered around the part of the building the Lodge had retained for its own uses, meeting Psi’s of various powers and more or less soaking up the flavor of life in the Manhattan Chapter. In the evenings we found a new place for dinner each night, and then came back to her place or mine to practice with the weights. Pheola would never be the bruiser that I was—so very few are—but she worked her grip up to several grams, which is quite respectable.
By that time I felt she was ready for a course of sprouts in the human heart. I used my drag at the hospital to bring her over with me for a cram course. We had a plastic model of a heart there, about four times life size, that was built in demountable layers for lecture and demonstration purposes. By the end of the second week, Pheola was able to work her sense of perception around inside my heart, based on what she had learned from the model, in surprisingly good shape.
“I guess you are in good health, Lefty,” she told me late one night in her apartment. “Your valves feel just like the model, and your arteries are clear and good. I’m so glad for you.”
“Clean living,” I assured her. “And careful choice of grandparents. Now, my fat and sassy friend,” I said. “I want some of your witchcraft.” That fat part was something of a joke, for she would always be lean and rangy. But Pheola had put on a good ten pounds since we had first met. The weight was going to some rather pleasant spots to observe, and outside of her mess of buck teeth, she wasn’t turning out to be such a bad-looking chicken. For one thing, she had race-horse legs, and that’s never bad.
“Witchcraft, Lefty?” she said, getting up to go into her kitchen to pour some more coffee.
“You said Maragon was going to have a heart attack,” I reminded her as I followed her in to where the cooking was done. “O.K., my skinny PC. How soon? Exactly when?”

She stopped pouring, set the percolator down and looked at me solemnly. “In two weeks, about.”
“Hm-m-m,” I said. “But it won’t kill him?”
She picked up her cup and led me back to the sofa, sitting down before she answered me. “Not exactly,” she said. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
That’s what all the witches say when you try to get them to do any life-lining. “Have you told me all that you know?” I demanded.
Then she did a funny thing. She got up, went to the chest against the wall where her purse lay, and got out her glasses, racking them up on her long thin nose. She looked at me closely. “No, not all I know. And I don’t aim to,” she said. She made no move to come back to sit with me.
“I’m sorry,” I said, “but this is Lodge business. I know that you’re not a member yet, but you soon will be, and you might as well learn right now that you are subject to Lodge discipline. Tell me what you know.”
“No!”
They all have to learn it sooner or later. I rammed a good stiff lift in under her heart, and saw her knees buckle. She gasped, and then the lights went out.
Pheola was beside me on the loveseat when my consciousness started to straggle back. Her hands were soothing my brow. That isn’t where it had hurt. She had struck back, only twice as hard as I had managed. Fool around with somebody who had a good grip on my nervous system, would I? I was lucky to be alive.
“Oh, darlin’!” she gasped, as my eyes opened. “You hurt me so, and before I knew it I had done it to you! Forgive me, Billy Joe! I’ll never do that again!”
“Better not,” I groaned, trying to get my breath. “They’ll carry me out in a pine box next time.”
“I am so sorry,” she said, beginning to cry.
“Then tell me,” I said. “What else do you know?”
That only made her cry harder, but between sobs she got it out. “He won’t die the first time,” she said sniffling. “But the next attack will kill him.”
“Soon after the first?”
She nodded. “A couple days,” she said. “I wish you hadn’t made me tell it.”
“Good thing I did,” I growled. “You’re as nutty as a fruitcake. Maragon won’t die. I’ve got it on good authority.”
“I’m right!” she insisted.

I took it to Maragon the next morning. The city was shrouded in a low layer of cloud, and his glassed-in penthouse office was gloomy with the morning. He motioned me to sit down. I dragged one of his Bank of England chairs through the ankle-deep pile of his rug and set it down next to his big desk.
“I have a progress report on Pheola, Pete,” I told him.
“That skinny one you brought back from Nevada, Lefty?”
I nodded. “She’s not quite so skinny, thanks to my expense account,” I said. “And she’s ready to qualify.”
“Not on PC,” he said, hot at once.
“That remains to be seen, Pete. The lab has been tracking her predictions for better than two weeks now, and in a couple more weeks Norty will give us some stix on her scope, range and accuracy.”
He glowered at me, his bushy brows down about his eyes. “I thought I told you to concentrate on her healing,” he said.
“I have,” I told him. “But I saw no harm in seeing what she is like with precognition,” I said.
“Flat on her face, that’s what she’s like,” he said testily. “One of these days I’ll have to convince you that what I say around here goes, do you hear?”
“One of these days,” I said. “But not when you’re being a sour old goat. You’re just sore at her because she said you’d have a heart attack.”
“Nonsense!” he bristled.
“I’ve had Evaleen Riley doing a little PC work on you, too,” I confessed, and saw his face get dark with anger. “Now hold your tongue, you old goat. I’m trying to help you,” I cut in, to keep him from bellowing at me. “Evaleen is worried, too. But she’s a little more cheerful than Pheola. She doesn’t think you’ll die.”
“Well,” he growled. “That’s nice. I won’t write my will.”
“Stop acting like an old goat, you old goat,” I snapped at him. “I’ll give you a prediction of my own: You’ll be sick enough to die, but we’ll find a way to do something about it.”
“Well, now you’re a PC!” he huffed. I like to think I have a little, now and then. It’s ever so short in range, and highly erratic, but I have had my flashes.
“Just one thing,” I said to him. “As a surgeon who has done a lot of heart work, I want you in the heart clinic on the day these witches say you’re going to be sick. It will certainly make a lot of us feel better, and the worst that can happen is that you can tell both those witches they don’t know the right time.”
I didn’t get to first base. “Now I’ll tell you something, Wally Bupp!” he said loudly. “I was fool enough to pay attention to what that witch of yours said, and I’ve had a complete checkup. The heart people can’t find a thing the matter with my heart. The devil you say! I won’t go near your hospital. Now get out of here and don’t give me another word about the PC powers of that fraud.”

I let a week go by after that, not quite able to figure out what I should do. One night, after a dinner that Pheola had cooked for me as part of her transparent scheme to convince me she was God’s own gift to Lefty Bupp, I raised a question with her.
“You are still sure,” I said, loading the dishwasher, “about Pete Maragon?”
“Yes,” she said. “He’ll have a heart attack.”
“All right. Exactly when?”
“The nineteenth. Thursday,” she said.
“We’ve got to pin point this thing,” I said as we went back to her living room. “Do you think you are ready to do some serious diagnosis?”
“Of the Grand Master?” she asked me.
“Sure. I can get you into his office without too much trouble. What I want you to do is feel around inside his heart. The sawbones from the clinic can’t find anything out of line, and I think you can. Can you PC that?”
She smiled at me. “Of course,” she said. “You’ll take me there in the morning.”
I did, of course.
Maragon gave us an appointment when I assured him that I wanted to show him some aspects of Pheola’s healing powers and that PC wasn’t going to enter into the discussion. His spooky clairvoyant let us in with a knowing smile and we found the old goat pouring over some papers in front of him on the big slab of walnut.
He was really quite nice to Pheola. “Well, well, young woman,” he said, “Lefty tells me that you are coming along.”
“I hope so, Mr. Maragon,” she said.
“Well, Lefty,” he said, after he had shown us both into the handsome chairs he had drawn up in front of his desk, “you were going to have Pheola give me some kind of a demonstration.”
“Sure,” I said. “First off I want you to know that she can qualify as a TK. Her healing powers are a subtle form of that. But as proof, she’ll give a demonstration with weights.”
I drew the carrying case from my pocket and laid four pith balls on his desk, as well as a ten-gram standard TK weight.
“Ten grams?” he said, interested.
“Maybe,” I grinned. “We haven’t tried this outside our own company. Pretty big emotional quotient here, you know.”
He shook his head. “It has to be reproducible, Lefty,” he said, but in a kindly tone. “Let me see it, Pheola.”
She was really pretty good, and the pith balls behaved quite well. The first time around, the ten-gram weight stopped her cold, but by laying it on my palm, she got a good grip and thereafter was able to make it perform.
“Very nicely done,” the old goat grumbled. He hadn’t expected anything of the kind. But I was only half through with him.
“Now,” I said. “The more important part of the demonstration. Do you object to a little minor pain?”
“I certainly do,” he growled, bringing his bushy brows down.
“Well, the only way you can tell that Pheola is able to employ her TK within you is to give you a little sensation. It will only be some twinges,” I said.
He wanted to argue about it, and I dragged the conversation out until I felt a little tug on my ear. Pheola had completed her scan of Maragon’s heart.
“Oof!” he said as she hit him lightly in the diaphragm. Then she made his hands jump, first one and then the other. None of it felt real good, I could see, from the flinching and lip biting that was going on across the desk.
“That’s enough!” he exclaimed as she went to work on his throat. His hand flew up to massage his larynx. “Quite convincing, young woman. But what is it good for?”
I laughed at him. “What are most Psi powers good for?” I asked him. “All that we require for membership is that a person be able to display them under standardized conditions.”
“Yes,” he agreed. “Yes, I guess that’s so. Well, I gather you’ll be ready to go into your act at the next Chapter Meeting, then?”
Pheola nodded. “I hope so,” she said.
“I do, too,” the old goat agreed, getting in the last word. “It would be nice if you could figure out what to do with your ability to snap my nerve-strings!”

We were silent in the ride down the elevator to our apartments. I took the chance that Pete wasn’t having us peeped, and spoke as soon as we were in my study.
“What did you find out, Pheola?” I asked her.
“I could feel something, Lefty,” she said. “When you had the heart model over at the hospital, you showed me the coronary artery, you remember?”
“Yes.”
“There are two little bumps in his artery, one about three times as large as the other.”
“Bumps?” I said, frowning. “I’m not sure I know what that means, Pheola.”
“Well, remember how I told you that your own arteries were nice and clear?”
I nodded.
“His coronary artery isn’t like that. It’s sort of caked and crusty. And I think some of that coating has broken away in a couple spots, and they are like scabs on the sores, only they aren’t hard.”
This was as close to a classic description of coronary clotting as I figured I would get in nontechnical terms. What her words mean to me was that Maragon’s coronary artery, as in many men his age, was somewhat choked with deposits of cholesterol. In a couple places the deposit had broken away, exposing the raw surface of the artery. But instead of scar tissue forming to heal the open spot, clotting had taken place. And if either of those clots broke loose, and plugged one of the minor arteries in the heart, we’d see a coronary attack as that part of the muscle was starved for blood and died.
The information was useless, in a medical sense. There is no surgery for the condition. There was, however, something untried that could possibly be done.
“Where is it going to happen?” I asked her. “The heart attack?”
“In the hospital,” she said.
“And what will I have you do?”
She frowned for a moment. “You want me to cure it,” she said. “I’m not sure I understand how.”
“I do,” I said. “That’s enough. From here on I just want to work a two-horse parlay. The old goat can’t help but be convinced by the demonstration you are going to give him. The thing that I want is for him to agree that your PC powers exist at the same time. We’ll whipsaw him good.”

In the morning, after the first surgery was over, I went downstairs to the heart clinic. Doc Swartz was in his office. He’s the best heart man at Memorial, and I figured that Maragon would have gone to him.
“What’s up, Lefty?” he asked as I came in to his office and shut the door against some of the smells of the hospital. “How is your scalpel work coming?”
“I’ll be doing my own cutting any day now,” I said. “I came on another errand.”
“So?”
“Did you give Maragon’s heart a checkup in the last couple of weeks?” I asked.
“None of your business,” he smiled. “You know I can’t talk about my patients.”
“This is Lodge business, Doc,” I protested. “I know you aren’t a Psi, and thus aren’t subject to our discipline, but I think it’s time we exchanged some information.”
“Exchanged?”
I nodded. “You know—or do you know—that I’ve been working with a girl, giving her some training.”
“No,” he said. “I don’t hear much about the Lodge. You folks are pretty tight-mouthed around Normals.”
“Sure,” I said, not wanting to appear uncomfortable about it. Doc was all right—he never showed any resentment that he didn’t have Psi powers. Quite sensibly, he was satisfied with his own normal skills. “Well, this girl is a very delicate telekinetic,” I told him. “She is the one who brought my right arm back to life. She’s good.”
“She must be,” he agreed. “I know that stumped every neurologist over here.”
“Right,” I said, “She has been exploring the insides of Maragon’s heart.”
“What!”
“Sense of perception—light TK touch—anything you want to call it. I can get her to demonstrate, if you insist. But you can take my word for it. She can feel her way around inside your body the way you can feel your way around the outside.”
“And what is her diagnosis?” he said, irritated now. He was the heart expert.
I told him about the clots, and he nodded as he got the picture. “A classic description,” he agreed. “But what can we do about it? Clots like that are next to impossible to break down. If they flake away in too big a chunk, they can kill.”
“I know,” I agreed. “But there is more to the story. Pheola is a precog as well. She says that one of the clots will break loose on the nineteenth, and that Maragon will have an attack. I want to make sure he is over here, in a hospital bed, with you on hand, when it happens.”
“You Psi’s!” he said. “Do I have to take this seriously, that this woman can tell the future?”
“Yes, you do,” I said. “One of our other PC’s confirms it.”
“That just doubles the creepiness,” he said. “How can I manage it, even if it’s true?”
“Tell the old goat that more detailed examination of his EKG makes you want him in for observation. Even Maragon listens to doctors. Tell him whatever it takes to get him to bed that morning. You might even bring him in the night before.”
Doc Swartz shrugged. “I guess I’ll have to play your game,” he decided. “But this had better be good!”

I never did learn what Doc Swartz told the Grand Master, or how much the old goat suspected. But I learned from my hospital sources that Maragon was scheduled to enter the heart clinic the night of the eighteenth for “tests.”
I let Pheola set the timing for us, and we showed up at his room around ten on the morning of the nineteenth, shortly before Pheola predicted his heart attack would occur.
The old goat was sitting up in bed as he was being examined by Doc Swartz and another sawbones. Leads from the EKG led from his chest and wrists. He fired one scorching glance at the two of us.
“What is this?” he demanded. “Get out of here!”
I shook my head. “Not me,” I said. “I’m an accredited surgeon at this hospital.”
“What about her?” he growled, pushing Swartz away from him. “Get that witch out of here!”
“A diagnosis is about to be made,” I said, bringing Pheola to his side. “And it would help if you shut up for a couple minutes.”
He turned angrily to Swartz, but I had him pretty well cowed, and he shook his head. “We could use some help, Mr. Maragon,” he said. “There are some anomalies in your EKG that this lady’s Psi powers may help us resolve. I should think that you, of all people, would want...”
“Oh, shut up!” he grumped. “You are ganging up on me. Go ahead,” he snapped at Pheola. “And get it over with!”
His gown had been pushed down from his shoulders for Doc Swartz’s stethoscope work, and the mat of graying hair on his chest was exposed. Pheola laid a hand on his chest—she seemed to have a better feel after a touch, just as I do with the weights. There was a dead silence in the room as she stood there, eyes closed, and slowly ran her fingers over his rib cage. After some minutes her eyes opened, and she came back to my side.
“Still the same,” she said. I nodded and looked over at Swartz.
“Well,” Maragon growled, “have you ill-assorted characters agreed on a diagnosis?”
“In a sense,” I told him. “It’s nothing that every doctor in this room couldn’t have guessed at without bothering to examine you. You’re sixty years old, and you’ve got sixty-year-old arteries. That’s all.”
  
“Great,” he said, reaching for the thin blanket that covered his chunky legs. “Then I can...”
He stopped, and a spasm crossed his face.
It went away, and he slowly turned to face Pheola, a sort of angry consternation coloring his features. “You witch!” he whispered. Then the pain hit him much harder. “My arm!” he said.
There were doctors around him in a flash. He was still wired to the EKG machine. “That’s it!” the technician said. “The T-waves have gone inverted!”
That meant damage—typical coronary damage. They chased us out, and we sat in a kind of death watch in a waiting room, while Pheola cried softly.
“Stop it,” I said after a while. “Simply because you could foretell it doesn’t mean you caused it!” But it was no use.
In the afternoon Doc Swartz came out to tell us that the attack had been mild. “Do you suppose Pheola could make another diagnosis?” he asked. “We’d like to know exactly what is going on in there.”
I looked over at her. Her eyes were red, and her pointed nose showed too frequent use of her handkerchief, but she nodded, and followed us back to Maragon’s room.
Maragon was resting quietly, and didn’t have a word to say as Pheola ran her hands carefully over his chest. It was the only time I could remember when the old goat hadn’t had some sharp word for me.
Pheola opened her eyes and led us out into the corridor. “The smaller bump is gone,” she said. “The other one feels very soft. It sort of sways every time his heart beats.”
“Absolute quiet,” was Doc Swartz’s answer. “There’s a chance that clot will dwindle, erode, and harden up. But obviously we want to keep him as quiet as possible to make that take place.”
“You had better know,” I said quietly. “Pheola predicts it will break loose in a couple days and kill him.”
“How accurate is she?” he said, looking sideways at where my witch stood crying.
“We’ll get some ideas on that yet today,” I told him. “Evaleen Riley, another one of our PC’s, doesn’t agree on the death part, and she’s pretty good.”
I turned to Pheola. “We had better go over to see Norty Baskins,” I told her. “We have to know if you’re right or not.”
“I’m right,” she said, wiping her eyes.

Norty was ready for us. “Well,” he said, as we came in, “Lefty was right about you, Pheola. He said you were a rare one, and so you are.”
“I was right, wasn’t I?” she said, beginning to feel good and bad at the same time.
“Some of the time,” Norty agreed. “When you are right, you are the sharpest PC this lab has ever tested. But that’s only a rather small part of the time. When you’re wrong, you’re really wrong.”
“So he may not die!” I said. “What did I tell you?”
“Show me!” she demanded.
“All right,” Norty said. “Take a look at this. You remember giving me all those predictions about temperature and barometric pressures?”
“Yes,” she said.
“We’ve drawn a couple moving weather maps,” Norty explained. “Just the pressures on these. They cover the thirty-day period for which you PC’d. One of the maps shows the actual isobars as they were recorded by the Weather Bureau. The other moving map is the same isobars as predicted by you, Pheola. We’ll run the two maps simultaneously on a screen. The black lines are the actual readings. The red lines are your predictions.”
It was sort of like watching an animated cartoon. The map started with an overlap of red and black and then you could see each high and low pressure area work its way across the country and out to sea. But there was a difference. After a couple hours, on their time scale, Pheola’s map differed from the actual, and the difference grew greater for a while, and then narrowed. Suddenly the red and black lines were identical.
The cycle repeated several times in the thirty-day period.
“What you see,” said Norty, “is that she is right for a few hours and then wanders off, sometimes for several days, but wanders back and gets right again. The timing of when she is right is rather random—there’s no regular periodicity to it, and as a result, we can’t see how to predict when she is going to be right and when she is not.”
“I have a thought for you,” I said, when Norty had shut off the projection. “It’s sort of like two sine waves that intersect now and then. One of them has bigger amplitude than the other, or their periodicity is different. Can’t you feed this dope to your computers and find out what kinds of curves would represent the coincidences?”
He gave me a suffering look. “Don’t you suppose I tried that? I get indeterminate solutions—the machine can’t find any curves that answer the data.”
Pheola got her own answers out of that. “Then you don’t know whether I am right about Maragon or not.”
“We know that you may not be right, that’s something,” I reminded her. “Come on up to the apartment. This calls for some thinking.”
Pheola protested that. “Please, Lefty,” she said, “this has got me all shaken up. I’d like to be alone for a while. Will you come and get me for dinner?”
“Sure,” I said.

Pheola was in better spirits by dinner time, and didn’t exactly pick at her food. At any rate, she was ready to talk when we finally got back to my apartment.
“Did you understand what I said to Norty about the sine waves, Pheola?” I asked her.
She shook her head. Her education had not proceeded to calculus, and her trig was too far behind her for quick recollection of what sine waves were.
I drew some sketches of overlapping sine waves for her to explain what I thought was going on. “You are making predictions on this one path, and actual events are on another path, do you see?” I said. “When the two paths cross, the events that you predict and actual events are the same, and at those times you’re right.”
“I know,” she said. “I thought about it all afternoon. I didn’t want to say it to Norty, but when I was giving him all those numbers, there came times when it was a little fuzzy, and I wasn’t so sure.”
“And what did you do?”
“I guessed—because it would clear up right after that, and I’d be sure again.”
“Can you explain the fuzziness?” I prodded.
She shrugged. “It’s like a fork in the road,” she said, holding her two index fingers next to each other. “And there are two pictures for a while.”
You may not have noticed it, but your index finger is not straight. It curves in toward your middle finger so that you can hold all the tips together if you want to. And when Pheola laid her two index fingers together, they curved away from each other at their tips. I got a flash and went immediately to my phone.
“Hello,” I said to the O-operator cartoon. “Get Norty Baskins. If he’s asleep, wake him.”
Norty was quite upset about being awakened.
“I have a suggestion for your machine,” I said to him. “Try it in three dimensions. Instead of sine waves, visualize it as two coil springs that are all snarled up in each other. Each has a different pitch, perhaps different diameter. But at certain points the coils touch each other, and at those times she is right.”
“In the morning?” he said weakly, rubbing his eyes.
“Nonsense,” I said. “We’ll meet you down there.”
The trick in getting decent answers out of computers is to ask them sensible questions. It took us nearly until dawn to get the question right. And then we got a very sweet answer. There were two helices all right, as an explanation of how Pheola could be right and then wrong. I had my own idea about what the helices signified, but that was unimportant beside the fact that we were now able to predict at what times in the future the helices would coincide. It was at the time of their intersection that Pheola would be right in her predictions.
We did a little extrapolation. “Well,” I said to her, “it’s nice to know that you’re going to be wrong tomorrow and the next day. Maragon isn’t going to die.”
“I’m sorry ... oh, I don’t mean that!” she apologized. “But I did so want to be right, and now I know I’m just what he said, a fake!”
“Not all of the time,” I reminded her. “But this gives me confidence in what I want you to do at the hospital today.”

We grabbed a little shut-eye. Fatigue cuts into TK powers as much as it cuts into any other human ability, and I wanted Pheola to be at her best. But around lunch-time we dropped over to see Doc Swartz, and I explained to him what I thought Pheola could do for Maragon.
“I doubt that clot has had time to get any better,” he said. “If Pheola examines him now and finds it as big as ever, and still soft and flexible, I think we should entertain your idea.”
Pheola made a trip up to Maragon’s room, and returned. “Just the same,” she said. “He looks so tired.”
“He’s not so bad, better than he looks,” Swartz said stoutly. “And you can still feel the clot?”
“Yes.”
He turned to me. “Pheola,” I said. “Now the question is whether you can help break it up. Maragon’s blood stream is not eroding the clot. Perhaps it has a sort of envelope of firmer fibrin around it, something that keeps it from breaking down. The question is whether you are sensitive enough, and have enough control, to get a good grip on the clot, and start breaking it up by tearing away at its surface. It certainly has very little mechanical strength, and you have several grams of TK in the lab. What do you think?”
The whole idea scared the devil out of her, but we went back to Maragon’s room together, where she felt for the clot with a new outlook on the problem. After some minutes she nodded, and we went out in the corridor to put our heads together.
“I think I can do it, Lefty,” she said. “But what if something goes wrong?”
“It won’t,” I said. “Evaleen Riley says that he isn’t going to die, and I believe her.”
“O.K.,” said Doc Swartz. “I’ll put it up to him.”
“I’d put it this way,” he said to Maragon, when we had gone back into his room. “We can keep you here in bed for a while, but sooner or later you are going to feel well enough to leave, and we won’t be able to make you stay. The first time you do anything that gets your heart going a little faster than it does lying here, that clot will break loose and kill you.”
“The big thing,” I reminded him, “is that Evaleen can’t find that you are going to die. That argues that we are going to succeed.”
“And this witch?” Maragon asked, moving his head slightly to indicate Pheola.
“No reading at all for the next couple days,” I said. “She’s a periodic PC.”
“I’ll bet!” he said. He was beginning to feel better. “Well, go ahead.”
Pheola went over to his side, carefully pulled the blanket down, and with help from the nurse, drew his gown down from over his hairy chest. She laid hands on him and stood there for many minutes with her eyes closed.
“I’m doing it,” she said at last. “I have sort of peeled off the top, and I can shred it away, a little at a time.”
“How long will this take?” Maragon grumbled, already beginning to sound more like his old self.
“A couple hours,” she said. “And hush!”
At Doc Swartz’s suggestion I stayed there with Pheola. “She depends on you, Lefty,” he whispered.
Toward the end of the two hours they were giving Pete anti-coagulant injections. “No sense letting another clot form just as soon as Pheola breaks up this one,” Swartz said. “This way we have a good chance that the open wound will form some scar tissue. Sure, the artery will have lost some flexibility, but the danger of another coronary will be past.”
They consider the first six days the danger time. At the end of that period Pheola confirmed that the open sore was gone and that both areas of clotting had been repaired by Maragon’s body’s own restorative processes. They let him out of the hospital at the end of another week.

I went to see him with Pheola the first day that he spent back at his desk. He didn’t seem in any way changed by his ordeal. I suppose, when you live as close to all the manifestations of Psi as Pete does, that very little can surprise you.
“Well, young woman,” he said to her, getting up to bring her one of his Bank of England chairs. “The sawbones tell me I have you to thank for my life. And better than that, they feel there are a number of delicate TK’s around who can be trained in your diagnostic techniques. This ought to be quite a thing in preventing coronaries.”
“Thank you,” she said. “I was so frightened that I would let Lefty down a second time.”
“A second time?” he said.
“I was wrong about your dying,” she reminded him. “I’m wrong so much in my predictions. I guess I’ll just have to forget about that.”

He looked over at me. “What about it, Lefty? Can we consider Pheola a PC, or is she merely a TK?”
I grinned at him. “She is probably the most accurate PC in the Lodge,” I said to him. His eyebrows went up, and Pheola shook her head.
“Accurate,” I repeated, “if you’ll let me define accuracy.”
“Define it.”
“According with some definite series of future events,” I said. “That’s my definition.”
“But I thought you said she’s only right now and then,” Maragon protested.
“I said a ‘definite series of events.’ Unfortunately, the series of events that Pheola predicts are in a different space-time continuum,” I explained. “You have to consider that we are passing through time in a helix. The events that Pheola predicts are in a different helix. The two helices are all snarled together, and at certain times our coil of time intersects her coil. Then she’s right, because events in the two continua are the same. We can predict when she’s going to be right for our helix, which is a small part of the time, but that part we can use.”
He gave me an owlish look. “Philadelphia lawyer,” he said. “No other PC is geared in to the same space-time continuum that Pheola predicts, I suppose, so that means there is no way to test whether she was right or wrong about events in that other time.”
“None,” I agreed. “But my theory is the only one that holds any water, so far. It works. It permits us to predict when Pheola can predict. I claim she qualifies for the Tenth Degree.”
“Maybe so,” he said. “Well, young woman, welcome to Membership in the Lodge.” He held out his hand, which she took. “Tell me,” he went on, “what’s the next big thing you predict?”
Pheola smiled over at me. “Lefty is going to take me to the orthodontist this afternoon,” she said. “He wants me to have my teeth straightened before we get married.”
I’ll say one thing for her, right or wrong, she never got off the loud pedal on that prediction.








	The Psi Lodge had their ways and means of applying pressure, when pressure was needed. But the peculiar talent this fellow showed was one that even they’d never heard of...!
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The game was stud. There were seven at the table, which makes for good poker. Outside of Nick, who banked the game, nobody looked familiar. They all had the beat look of compulsive gamblers, fogged over by their individual attempts at a poker face. They were a cagey-looking lot. Only one of them was within ten years of my age.
“Just in case, gamblers,” the young one said. I looked up from stacking the chips I had just bought from Nick. The speaker was a skinny little guy with a sharp chin and more freckles than I’d like to have.
“If any one of you guys has any psi powers,” the sharp-chinned gambler said sourly, “you better beat it. All gamblers here will recoup double their losses from any snake we catch using psi powers to beat the odds.”
He shot a hard eyed look around a room not yet dimmed by cigar smoke. I got the most baleful glare, I thought. He didn’t need to worry. I’d been certified Normal by an expert that very evening.
The expert was Dr. Shari King, whom I had taken to dinner before joining the game at Nick’s. It had gotten to be a sort of weekly date—although this night had given signs of being the last one. For a while that spring, desoxyribonucleic acid had begun to take second place in my heart. This is a pitiful admission for a biochemist to make—DNA should be the cornerstone of his life. But Shari was something rare—a gorgeous woman, if somewhat distant, who was thoroughly intelligent. She had already earned her doctorate, while I was still struggling with the tag ends of my thesis.
“Poker, Tex?” Shari had asked, when the waitress was bringing dessert. “Is this becoming a problem? You’ve played every night this week.”
“No problem, Shari,” I said. “I’m winning, and I see no point in not pocketing all that found money.”
“Compulsive gambling is a sickness,” she said, looking at me thoughtfully. She was wearing a shirtwaist and skirt that had the bright colors and fullness you associate with peasant dress.
“The only sick thing about me is my bank account,” I grinned, relishing her dark, romantic quality. “I need the dough, Shari. I’ve got a thesis to finish if I ever want to get a job teaching.”
Her thick eyebrows fluttered upward, a danger signal I had learned to look for. “That’s a childish rationalization, Tex,” she said with a lot more sharpness than I had expected. “There are certainly other ways to get money!”
“So I’m not as smart as you,” I told her.
“Smart?” She didn’t think I was tracking.
“I wasn’t as shrewd as you were in picking my parents,” I said. “Mine never had much, and left me less than that when they died.”
She threw her spoon to the table. “I’ll remind you of how silly these remarks sound, after you’ve hit a losing streak,” she told me.
I laughed at that one. “I don’t lose, Shari,” I said. “And I don’t intend to.”
Her lashes veiled her violet eyes as she smiled and said more quietly, “Then you are in even worse trouble than I thought. I hear a lot about what happens to these strange people who never lose at cards or at dice or at roulette. Aren’t you afraid of winding up in the gutter with your throat slit? Isn’t that what happens to people with psi powers who gamble?” she insisted. “What’s your trick, Tex? Do you stack the deck with telekinesis, or does precognition tell you what’s about to be dealt?”
“That crack isn’t considered very funny in Texas,” I growled.
“Is it any more silly for me to think you might be a psi personality than for you to think you never lose at cards?” she nailed me.
I could feel my face getting red. “Damn it!” I started. “Nobody talks to a friend like that!”
“Pretty convincing proof!” Shari said tartly.
“Of what?”
“Of the fact that you aren’t making any sense about this gambling kick you’re on, Tex. You should have laughed my teasing off. Who would seriously suggest that you were a psi personality?” she demanded. “And most of all, with my background in psi, do you think I could be misled about it?”
I shrugged, trying to cool down. Shari’s doctorate had been earned with a startling thesis on psi phenomena and psi personalities, and she had stayed on at Columbia as a research fellow in the field. In egghead circles, she rated as a psi expert, all right.
“Guess not,” I said, trying to kill the subject.
She wasn’t going to let it die. “I don’t think you’re a psi, Tex. You’re a Normal!” The way she said it, it didn’t sound like a compliment. “Worse than that,” she insisted. “You’re beginning to act like a compulsive gambler.” She took a deep breath, and let me have the clincher: “I could never marry a gambler, Tex!”
“You’ve never been asked,” I reminded her.
She had the last word. “Let’s go!” she snapped.

Angry as I was about her acting as though I were a snake, I wished I could have thrown her certification that I was a Normal in the freckled face of the sharp-chinned gambler at Nick’s later that night. After Shari’s needling, I didn’t take very kindly to his popping off with the Law of the Pack. It’s understood wherever people gamble that psis aren’t welcome.
Nick didn’t like it any better than I did. “All right, Lefty,” he said to the sharp-chinned gambler. “Calm down, huh, kid? What kinda game you think I run, huh?”
I didn’t let the sour start spoil my game. I was lucky right from the start and hit big in several hands.
Lefty, the gambler who had yelped about psi powers at the game, dealt the tenth hand. He gave me the eight of spades in the hole. By the fourth card I had three other spades showing, which gave me four-fifths of a rare flush in stud poker. But by the fourth card Lefty had given himself a pair of jacks. That drove all the other gamblers to cover.
Lefty raised, of course, and it cost me five hundred bucks to see my fifth card. It was a classic kind of stand-off in stud, and the waiter stopped with his tray of drinks to press in among the other kibitzers and watch the pay-off.
Lefty shucked out the last two cards carelessly, as if they didn’t really matter. His own fifth card made no difference—his jacks already had a busted flush beaten. His smile was just a little too sharp as he tossed me my last card face up and reached for the pot with the same left-handed gesture.
I took the poker panetella out of my teeth. “All blue,” I said, turning up my hole card with the other hand.
Lefty threw the unused part of the deck to the center of the table. “That does it, you snake!” he swore at me.
It took a second for his accusation to sink in. I started across the table after him. If they hadn’t stopped me, I would have torn his lying throat out. Funny, but there were kibitzers on my shoulders before I could rise an inch out of my chair.
“Down in Texas you could get shot for a crack like that, Lefty!” I said. I guess I really yelled it.
“And in New York you can, and probably will, get your rotten throat slit for a trick like the one you just pulled,” he replied. He turned to the other gamblers, most of whom had their hands on the edge of the table, ready to jump to their feet if it got any rougher.
“I stacked the deck this last deal,” he said coolly. He held a palm up at their surprised mutter. “Tex’s fifth card was stacked to be a heart, gamblers. You saw him get a spade and take the pot. I won’t sit at the same table with a guy that can do that. Telekinesis has no place in poker.”
“Pretty near as bad as stacked decks,” one of the gamblers rasped. But the others weren’t with him. I only had to take one look at Nick’s face.
I stood up slowly, and the hands on my shoulders didn’t hold me down any longer. “Lefty says he stacked the deck,” I told them. “I say he lies. You know there’s nothing to choose between our statements. Lefty is a cheap grandstander, and I’ll settle with him myself. Nick, I won’t embarrass you tonight. This isn’t your fault. But I’ll be here tomorrow night, and you had better be glad to see me!”
“Sure, Tex,” he said uncomfortably, rising with me. “Take my seat, Shorty,” he directed one of the kibitzers. He walked around to grab me by the elbow and steer me as far away from Lefty’s truculent face as he could. At least the sharp-chinned little rat had quit the game, too. Both of us had left our chips on the table.
Nick wanted me to leave. “Pay me off,” I insisted. He said yes a lot quicker than I thought he would. The other gamblers could have squawked that my chips should go into the next pot, but apparently none of them did.
Lefty sidled out as Nick was paying me off. “Wait outside for me,” I said to him.
“Why not?” he said, sticking his chin out at me and walking out.
Nick grabbed me again. “Don’t get hot, Tex,” he warned me. “I don’t want a killing on my own sidewalk. Take it some place else, huh, kid?”
“Sure,” I said.
There wasn’t any danger Lefty would hang around. I was big enough to break him in two, which is exactly what I planned if I caught up with him.

It had been dark for some hours by the time I hit the street and waved for a skim-copter. Nick’s games start late.
“You asked me to wait,” somebody said. I spun around and saw Lefty standing in the alleyway beside the building. I went for him, charging hard. He scuttled back into the alley, out of what little light there was that far downtown. Just as I reached for him, somebody slugged me in the gut. I went down on a knee, gasping. I hadn’t seen his sidekick—the alley was pretty dark. I heard Lefty’s breath suck in sharply as I came up out of my crouch, diving for him. After all, it was only pain, something inside my head. It wasn’t as though I had been really crippled. My fingers clawed at his jacket, and would have held him. But the other guy grabbed at my ankle and threw me down on the slippery cobbles again.
I came up slower that time. I’d bunged up my kneecap more than I wanted to think about. Lefty was still out of reach. I called him a name that was always good for a fight in Texas, and started after him, but slower than before. I wasn’t fast enough to avoid the hard thing that rammed against my spine. Even down in Texas, a gun in the back freezes you up.
Lefty was all guts now that I was hung up on the gun barrel. It might as well have been a meat hook.
“I warned you not to use psi in the game!” he snapped. “Now you’ll have to talk to Pete.”
“One of us isn’t going to live through this,” I promised him, starting to reach for his throat. The gun jabbed a reminder to watch my manners.
“Do you come quietly?” Lefty asked shrilly. “Or do we—?”
The sudden shrillness of his voice scared me more than anything else. He was worked up worse than I was. “Quietly,” I conceded, trying to get some saliva to flow again. The pressure against my spine eased off.
Lefty stepped out of the alley to the curb and flagged down a cruising ‘copter. He made me get in first, which gave me a chance to turn, when I sat down, and see who had been holding the gun on me from behind. The gunman had sure drifted in one awful hurry. There wasn’t a soul except Lefty around.
He hopped in after me. The turbine howled as the driver gunned us up on the air cushion and sent us skimming away. The trip lasted only four or five minutes through the thinning traffic of late evening. We pulled up in front of a brownstone house in the upper Eighties that reared up four stories among a string of three-story neighbors.
I limped to the top of the steps after Lefty. He let us in with a key. We were in a dimly-lit hall that had a staircase against its left wall and an open door at its right, leading into a darkened room.
A tall skinny girl was sitting about a third of the way up the carpeted flight of steps. Her face was drawn out to a point by a long, thin nose. “Here they are,” she called up the stairway, showing braces on her teeth. She stood up and came down the hall. She was clad in a shortie wrapper that showed off her race-horse legs.
“Billy Joe,” she said to Lefty. “I told them you were coming.”
“Hi, Pheola,” he said. “Good for you.” He sounded pleased.
There were steps above, and two others joined us. First came a short square man with gray hair and bushy gray eyebrows. He was wrapped up in a flannel robe that had once been maroon and was now rusty with age and wear. It only served to confirm that he had just been yanked out of bed. He hadn’t bothered to put anything on his bare feet or to comb his hair. A pretty wild looking old man.
Behind him stumped a chunky woman, crowding fifty. She was in a worse state of dishabille. She hadn’t quite made it to bed and was still in her slip. Her stockings had been unhitched from her garters and hung in slack transparency around her fat calves, like the sloughed-off skin of a snake.
“I told you,” Pheola said to the gray-haired man.
“It’s nice that you’re right once in a while,” he said in a scratchy, sleepy voice, walking past her to switch on the ceiling of the room on the right side of the hall.
She didn’t like that. Lefty stopped her reply. “Will it be PC?” he asked her.
“No,” she said.
“You missed that one,” Lefty said.
“Didn’t neither!”
“Well, sit in with us and see,” he suggested.
“What for?” she asked. “I know what’s going to happen in there. You’ll be along to bed right soon, darlin’ Billy!”
He looked over at me. “Go on in, Tex,” he said.
“Darlin’ Billy!” I sneered.
“Don’t pay any attention to her,” he said. “She’s in another space-time continuum.” I pointedly ogled the girl’s pretty legs going up the stairs and whistled softly. “My wife,” he said, blushing. “A powerful PC, or one day will be.”
“You’re kidding,” I said. His arm on my elbow pushed me into the lighted room.

It had been the front parlor of the old brownstone in its prime, and was now fixed up as an office. The place held an executive desk with several buttons and enough other controls to put it in orbit. There were a number of cushioned straight-backed chairs and a comfortable leather couch under the window. Only the fact that it was getting on toward midnight made me willing to believe that the couple who had walked down the stairs expected to be taken seriously.
“This is George Robertson, the poker whiz,” Lefty said briefly to the two sleepy heads. “They call him Tex. Tex, this is Peter Maragon, Grand Master of the Lodge.”
The gray-haired man gave me a tired nod. “I imagine you’re a pretty angry young man, Mr. Robertson,” he said in his scratchy voice. I started to tell him quite a little about how I felt, but he held up his hand. “I’ve had a hard day,” he complained. “And I got out of bed solely to adjudicate your case. Now, this will go a lot more quickly if you listen.” He smacked his lips a couple times as if he wondered where he had left his partial plate. I hoped he had swallowed it. “Sit down, sit down,” he said irritably, pointing at the chair across the desk from him.
I debated it, but took the chair, grinding my teeth.
“You aren’t stupid, or you wouldn’t be a scientist,” he said, revealing that he knew a lot more about me than I did about him. “Let’s start out with a couple facts.”
He pointed a gnarled finger at Lefty. “Wally Bupp stacked a deck of cards on you tonight,” he said gruffly. “What you don’t know is that he stacked them with telekinesis. He’s a TK.”
“A snake!” I gasped.
“Watch your lip!” Maragon croaked. “Everybody in this room is a psi. ‘Snake’ is a dirty word around here, Mr. Robertson. Mr. Bupp has a special aversion to it.”
“What’s the purpose...?” I began hotly.
“Hah!” Maragon barked. “A good word!” He cackled a laugh at me. “Purpose. Exactly, Mr. Robertson. Well, the Lodge has a purpose, and you’ll act a lot more sensibly if you know it.”
“You,” he said to me. “Are a TK.”
“You,” I yelled right back. “Are a liar!”
He ignored me completely. “We can’t afford to have you gambling and cheating Normals,” he went on. “One of the Lodge’s fundamental rules is that no psi may use his powers to the detriment of Normals. Lefty’s big scene at Nick’s fixed it so you won’t be welcome in a big-time poker game anywhere in town. We did that deliberately. And we’re telling you to quit gambling, as of this minute.”
“You say you are a TK,” I interrupted.
“Somewhat,” he said. “I have psi powers, but I’m not mainly a TK.”
“Whatever your powers are,” I said. “They don’t make you supermen immune from the laws of libel. If you or anybody I can catch breathes one false word about my being a snake, you’ll be on the receiving end of the roughest lawsuit you ever heard of!”
“The silliness of that statement will occur to you in a while,” he said dryly. “And truth is a defense against a claim of libel. But to get back to purpose. Our second purpose tonight is to get it through your thick head, Mr. Robertson, that the Lodge insists on its right to control your actions insofar as they involve the use of your psi powers. We mean business, Mr. Robertson, and before you are through with our heartless Mr. Bupp tonight, you’ll know it. That’s all that’s behind our little charade.”
He came to a stop and took a deep breath.
“I’m going to make one statement and rest on it,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm and level.
He shrugged. “Your turn,” he said.
“I’m a Normal,” I said. “I flatly deny that I have the slightest shred of psi power. I accuse that freckled snake over there of lying deliberately. I’ll make him pay for it, and he’ll be lucky if it isn’t with his blood.”
“That’s all?”
“Isn’t it enough?”
He laughed harshly and grinned over at Lefty. “Some of you maverick psis scream like a gelded porker,” he said. “I figgered you’d tell me we’d cost you a fortune in prospective poker winnings, to say the least.”
My stomach dropped. I hadn’t thought of that, not as much as I should have. It was my only income! “Something a darn sight more important than money is involved,” I said.
“Maybe you aren’t such a bad guy,” he decided. He looked over at the woman standing silently in her slip beside his desk, her bare arms folded over her ample bosom.
“How about it, Milly?” he asked her.
She shrugged. “He believes what he says,” she told him. “He honestly doesn’t think he has any psi powers.”
“That mitigates the affair,” Maragon said. “Still, our purpose demands an object lesson. I have to fine you, Mr. Robertson. You’ve broken one of our rules by using TK to stack a poker deck. Because you weren’t aware of it, though, half of your fine will be remitted if you join the Lodge within a week. Accordingly I assess you ... uh, how much, Milly?” he asked.
“He’s got eight thousand and some in his breast pocket,” she said with fiendish accuracy. “Every penny he has in the world.”
“Assess you eight thousand dollars,” Maragon concluded. He got wearily to his feet, and started to pad past me toward the door. “Mr. Bupp will collect,” he said. The woman followed him, her hose hanging down around her ankles, and climbed the stairs stolidly behind him.

Lefty, whom Maragon had called Wally Bupp, walked around behind the desk and took the swivel chair that the older man had just vacated. “I’ll take the eight thousand now, Tex,” he said, poking his chin at me belligerently.
“You’ll take four,” I said, getting my feet under me.
He frowned. “Four?” he repeated.
“Four knuckles,” I gritted and started for him. The gun barrel rammed me in the kidney, harder than it had in the alley. They’d smuggled in some protection. I really slammed on the brakes, halfway across the desk. Lefty hadn’t bothered to flinch, but sat there with his legs crossed, looking idly at his fingernails.
“Look behind you,” he said.
I did. The gun eased off my kidney as I turned. There wasn’t anybody there.
“TK,” Lefty said. “I also used it to trip you up when you went for me in the alley, after I’d TK’d a left right in your gut. You’re a hard guy to stop, Tex. But don’t overdo it.”
“Mere pain never stopped a guy who really meant it!” I went for him again.
Then it hit me. A deep and sickening pain throbbed from my breastbone down my left arm. The lights started to dim, and I sagged down on the desk.
“How’d that feel?” Lefty asked, apparently not expecting an answer. “I clamped your coronary artery shut for a few seconds. A post-mortem would never be able to tell it from the real thing if I held down tight.”
  
His grin had a viciousness in it I hadn’t seen before. He held out his hand. I struggled erect and handed my wallet to him. He only took out the big bills, and tossed it back across the desk to me. “Thanks,” he said. “You’ll get half of this back if you decide to join the Lodge within a week.”
“What’s all this about a Lodge?” I tried weakly. “What Lodge?”
“Why, this Lodge,” Lefty said, waving a hand around loosely. “It’s an organization of folks with psi powers. Guys like you and me, Tex.”
“I’m no TK!” I growled. “I didn’t manipulate those cards in any way.”
“Funny you say that,” he said, looking interested and leaning his elbows on the desk. “You’re right. I hadn’t actually bothered to stack the deck, Tex. Just kept a light TK touch on it to see if you were moving cards. You weren’t, but you were hitting them right all the time. I haven’t had time to tell Maragon the boys on the Crap Patrol were wrong. It wasn’t telekinesis, Tex. It was precognition. You’re a PC, Tex.” He stood up and pointed toward the door. I was shaking so badly from the heart attack the snake had induced that I got up helplessly and allowed him to steer me out by the elbow.
“Remember,” he said at the head of the steps that led down to the street. “You’ve got a week to make up your mind about joining the Lodge. In the meantime, don’t gamble.”
“Great,” I said bitterly. “You sapped me down and rolled me for my poke, or the next thing to it. And now you tell me not to get in a game and try to get whole again. Why should you care?”
“You don’t listen,” he said sourly. “Look, psis are supermen, in spite of your sneers. And whether you like it or not, Tex, you’ve got some psi powers. Normals resent, fear and hate us. We can’t afford to have you make a killing at a poker table and then get exposed as a ‘snake’. We psis are a tiny minority. We all get blamed for things any one of us does.”
“I’m a Normal,” I said, a little hollowly.
“You’re more fortunate than that,” he assured me. “Just so you understand the origin and purpose of the Lodge. We find strength in union, strength to resist the pressure of the majority. And membership in the Lodge gives us control—control over psis like you who might bring the wrath of the Normal majority down on us by their shortsightedness.”
I shook my head. “You don’t have to dress it up like this,” I protested. “This is blackmail or extortion, I’m not sure which. I’m not joining anything you bunch of creeps are a part of.”
“You won’t find that practical,” he said, turning to go back inside. “And remember: stay away from cards.”

You’re supposed to have nightmares at night. I had mine the whole next day. No, I wasn’t a TK, Lefty had said. I was a PC. You don’t have anemia, Tex. It’s leukemia!
I made a farce of trying to get some work done in the lab. After letting the third test tube slip through my fingers and shatter on the lab bench, I gave it up. How would you have acted if you had gotten that kind of news? That first gut-twisting admission that you really may be a snake! Then sharp awareness of what it means. A guillotine couldn’t cut you off more sharply from Normal humanity. But the spirit struggles and refuses to accept it. You can’t be a snake!
“Take action!” I said aloud, getting a worried look from my lab assistant, busy mopping up my last shattered culture. “Don’t spin around like this. Do something!”
I did the only thing I could think of, and dialed Shari at her laboratory. She refused to accept the call at first. Finally she tore herself away from a “delicate experiment” long enough to look at me angrily in the screen.
“We don’t have anything to say to each other,” she said coldly. “There are delicate experiments—”
“Can you test me for psi powers?” I interrupted.
“Whatever for?”
“To settle whether I have any,” I snapped. “It’s important to me.”
“Not necessary,” she said. “Do you think I’d be successful in the psi field if I weren’t sensitive to this sort of thing? Don’t worry, Tex. You’re a Normal.”
“Thanks,” I said. “So you’ve told me. Now prove it to my satisfaction.”
“We shut up shop at five o’clock,” she said. “I’ll be here for about an hour after that. My dinner date isn’t until seven.”
“Bet he doesn’t gamble,” I said, trying to win a little sympathy.
“You bet he doesn’t” she sniffed.
Shari’s laboratory was nothing more than a large windowless office that could be cut into two sound-proof parts with a movable partition. She had a whopper desk with full controls and other evidences of academic pelf. On a table against the short wall was her apparatus—if that’s what you call decks of cards, a roulette wheel, a set of Rhine ESP cards, several dice and, so help me, a crystal ball.

Shari stood up behind her desk when I came in. It was something of a shock to find that her colorful peasant getup was antiseptically sheathed in a white laboratory coat. She was sure dressed for dirtier work than she would ever have to do in that lab.
Her first look at me was one of surprise, but it softened to one of concern, which might have been cheering on some other occasion. “What has happened, Tex?” she asked.
“Nothing,” I said, keeping calm. “Not a thing.”
“Outside of seeing a ghost, eh?” she said. “Stop grinding your teeth like that. You’ll give me the creeps. Sit down. Sit down! Do you hear me? Relax!”
I guess I found the chair across from her at the desk. “Do I have psi powers?” I asked her. “Either TK or PC? Test me, Shari.”
“What happened?” she insisted.
I shook my head. “I’d rather not talk about it—not until I know the result of your test,” I said.
Shari thought about it for a while, tapping her desk with an irritated finger, and finally got a set of cards from the lab table against the wall. She shuffled them slowly on her desk blotter. “Cards are your strong point,” she observed. “If you have any psi powers, they’re most likely to show up with cards. I take it you will do your utmost to be right?”
“Who would double-cross himself?” I said tightly.
“Most people,” Shari said. “When it comes to psi. But we’ll assume, for a starter, that you are on the level.” She stacked the cards in her hand. “We’ll keep it simple,” Shari suggested. “I’ll deal the cards one at a time. All you have to do is tell me whether the next card will be red or black. Fair?”
“Sure,” I said. “Deal!”
She was a lousy dealer. Or maybe it was because it was a one-handed operation. She was scoring my hits and misses with the little counter in her other hand.
She ran the deck ten times for me. I got thirty-eight right on my best attempt and thirty-seven wrong on my worst. In total, of five hundred and twenty chances, I was right on two hundred and seventy-three, or fifty-two point two per cent of the time, according to Shari’s slide rule.
“Oh, no,” I said dismally. “I do have a little edge on the cards!”
“As a statistician, you’ll make a great biochemist,” Shari said, putting the deck away. “That would only be true if I hadn’t let you see your hits and misses as each deal proceeded. You made succeeding guesses in the knowledge of what had already been dealt. Actually, your score was below average for trained observers without psi powers.” She heaved a sigh, which somehow seemed to be of relief. “And now, you crazy cowpoke,” she said, “tell me what this is all about.”
“I’m not a psi?” I demanded.
“Not if you were really trying,” she said. “Were you?”
“You think I want to be a psi?” I demanded. I told her all that had happened the night before from the time Lefty had accused me of being a snake until he had let me out of the brownstone house and warned me against gambling.
Guess how Shari reacted. A big nothing!

“Well?” I asked, as she sat silent with her elbows on the edge of her desk and her chin propped up on her knuckles.
“You’re really quite naive, aren’t you, Tex?” she asked me. “Let me give you an objective statement of what happened to you last night.”
She counted these things off on her fingers: “You won some money at poker. A gambler said you used TK to win. He took your winnings, and then some, away from you as the price of silence. He warned you not to gamble any more. He claimed he was part of an organization of psi personalities. Is that a fair statement?”
“Except for one thing,” I said. “He used his psi powers on me in a pretty dramatic fashion.”
“Try Occam’s razor,” she suggested.
She was getting insulting. “All right,” I growled, feeling my face get red. “Prefer the simpler explanation, if you can find one. I was prodded in the back, both in the alley and in the office at the brownstone house. Something hit me in the gut and tripped me up. I had a heart seizure. What’s simpler than TK in accounting for the fact this was done without a soul around?”
“I suppose I shouldn’t be critical of you,” she said. “It’s not your field and you haven’t been exposed to the lengths to which charlatans go, just to prove they are supermen. The simpler explanation is that there was someone else in the alley, carefully dressed in dull black to stay invisible in the darkness. The second prodding of a gun in your spine was pure suggestion—you’d been so well-sold by that time you were ready to believe anything.”
“And my heart attack?”
“I can think of ten poisons that would give you the symptoms,” Shari said. “And don’t tell me you let nothing pass your lips!” she burst out hotly as I started to speak. “I suppose you’ve never had a spray hypodermic? You’d never have felt it. Don’t you see why they went to all this trouble?”
“Honestly,” I said. “I can’t. I’m simply not that important to anyone in the world.”
“You’re not,” she said dryly. “But your eight thousand dollars was. I’d say if people can steal that much money and convince the victim he shouldn’t go to the police, it was worth their while. You’re not very likely to advertise the claim that you’re a psi, are you?”
“No,” I admitted.
“And,” she said wearily, standing up. “There’s always the angle that they’ll con you by letting you into their imaginary ‘Lodge’ and extract some kind of dues out of you in return for keeping quiet about your so-called psi powers when you gamble. That would serve you right,” she concluded.

“For what?” I demanded, beginning to feel pretty icy.
“Being such an easy mark, for one thing,” Shari said. “And for seriously thinking that you might be a PC! That, I must confess, I find the most comical of all. You, Tex, a PC!”
“Why is that funnier than being a TK?” I demanded, getting up.
She waved her hand impatiently. “We see a little TK here in the lab right along,” she said. “At least, there are those who seem to have a small genuine edge on the cards that we can explain no other way. It’s small, but apparently exists. But precognition? That’s not simply mechanical or kinetic, like TK. PC is something terrifyingly different.” Her voice hushed as she said it. “It’s a kind of sensitivity that has nothing to do with mere kinetics. It defies time!” She looked back at me. “I simply find it comical that you thought of yourself as sensitive to that degree.”
“So I’ve been a fool,” I mused.
“In a word, yes. You’re a Normal. They suckered you, if you want the jargon.”
“Wait till tonight!” I seethed, beginning to feel my anger grow as my fear dwindled. “Let them try to pin the psi label on me! I’ll call their bluff!”
The TV-phone on Shari’s desk rang, and she pressed the Accept key.
“Let me speak with Tex,” a familiar aggressive voice said. It didn’t sound as if it would stand for much nonsense.
Shari still had another look of surprise in her. “For you,” she said, arching her romantic eyebrows, and turning the instrument around so I was facing the ‘scope and screen.
Sure enough, it was Wally Bupp. “Don’t do it, Tex,” he warned me.
“Don’t do what?”
“Don’t play tonight. It won’t be practical. We mean business.”
“So do the laws of libel,” I said. “One crack about my having psi powers—”
“Yeah, yeah,” he interrupted. “You told us about the lawsuit,” he said. “You’ve got six more days.” I could see his hand come up to cut the image.
“Hey!” I said. “How’d you know where to reach me?”
His sharp face split in that vicious grin. “I forgot to tell you,” he said. “Maragon is a clairvoyant, too.” The image faded.
“See what I mean?” I said shakily to Shari. “They sure talk a good game. I didn’t tell a soul I was coming here. How’d they catch me?”
“Occam’s razor,” she said. “How many wrong numbers did they try first? Come back to earth!”
“That snake Lefty still worries me,” I admitted, going to the door. “Shari, I know I’ve acted nuts, but they nearly got me to flip! Thanks for helping me. I couldn’t have stood it to know I was a snake. You got my mind back on the track again.”
“Not enough to keep from going right back to the poker table,” she observed.
There didn’t seem any point to telling her how badly I needed the dough. Anyway, I had to prove a point. I was a Normal. I left.

There were already seven at the table when I got to Nick’s after dinner. He didn’t want to deal me in.
“Seven’s a full table, huh, Tex?” he said.
“Not for stud, it isn’t,” I told him. “You can deal to ten gamblers.”
“Dealer’s choice tonight,” he protested, while some of the gamblers eyed me curiously. “Can’t deal to more than seven for three-card draw.”
“I told you where I stood on this thing last night,” I snapped.
“All right,” Nick said warmly. “So maybe I’d like the whole stink to cool down a little, huh?”
“Not with my dough in it, Nick!” I told him, being pretty free with something I didn’t have much of any more. “You’ll deal me in tonight or I’ll find another banker!”
A gink with a long, scrawny neck put down his highball and rose from the table. “Gosh, fellows,” he said. “I’m sort of a fifth wheel around here, I guess. Here, neighbor,” he insisted. “Take my place.” He was all grins and teeth and bobbed his head around with a rural awkwardness.
“You don’t have to do that, Snead,” Nick started to say.
“Just as soon kibitz,” he insisted, drawing up a chair behind me as I took his seat. “You don’t mind, neighbor?” he asked anxiously. I shook my head and yanked out my much-depleted wallet to pay for chips. It took all that the Lodge hadn’t.
Four hands were enough. On the first, at stud, I had aces back to back and picked up a pair of sevens on the next two cards. Two pair, aces high, will win about ninety-nine out of a hundred stud hands. I chewed down on the panetella in my teeth and bet them like I had them. The tilt of my cigar showed just a little too much confidence as a way to convince some of the gamblers that I was bluffing. It must have been a good act, for three of them stayed with me all the way. None of them had much showing, and regardless of what their hole cards were, by the time we had our fifth cards, I had them all beaten.
It was raise against raise, but somebody finally called, and I turned over my ace in the hole. “Aces and sevens, gamblers,” I grinned, reaching for the pot.
“I see the sevens,” a fat-faced man across the table said around his cigar. “But what’s this jazz about aces?”
So help me Hannah, my hole card was a two! I tried to cover it up. “You’ll have to admit I bet them like aces,” I said.
Somebody laughed, but not very hard.
I paid mighty close attention to what I was dealt the next hand, and turned down a drink to make sure I was cold sober. Unfortunately, I got all screwed up over what one of the other gamblers had. It had been a bunch of spinach when I’d been betting my pair against it, but it was one good-looking straight when he flipped the card in the hole.
The third hand I dropped out before the fourth card. After a gambler raked in that pot, my kibitzer asked me: “How much do you have to have on the first three cards to stay in the pot?”
“Any pair would convince me,” I said. “Why?”
“What was the matter with the kings you had showing?” he asked. They were still on the table in front of me, king of hearts and king of clubs.
I scarcely dared bet the fourth hand. We had switched to three-card draw. I discarded two small diamonds, keeping a pair of nines and an ace for a kicker. On the draw I got one card that claimed to be the fourteen of eagles and one on which there was a message reading: “These hallucinations are sent to you with the courtesy of the Manhattan Chapter of the Lodge. Are you finding it practical?”
I threw the hand in and stood up, shaking. “Since when don’t you bet a full house?” my kibitzer demanded, after the hand was won. He picked up what I had thrown in. The fourteen of eagles turned out to be a nine, and the card with the hallucination message the other ace.
“Got to confuse the other bettors,” I said. “One of the fundamentals of poker.”
There really weren’t enough chips left in front of me to bother cashing in. I just left them lying there and wandered down to the street, flat broke.

Wally Bupp was right. I hadn’t found it practical. All of a sudden I saw that it really didn’t matter whether I were a psi or not. The important question had always been whether Lefty and the others were psis. If so, they might be on the level about my psi powers—which meant I was right back being a snake again. And if they weren’t, it was a simple case of blackmail, which at least let me rejoin the human race. On that basis, I was in tough shape. Occam’s razor has no answer for hallucinations. Either you’ve had them or you hadn’t. I had. Nobody would change my mind on that score. That made Snead, and presumably Lefty, a psi. And me, too.
But—what if they were mistaken? Shari’s tests looked conclusive to me. I saw that as the only way out. I had to insist on a test in their presence. And that meant I had to get in touch with Wally Bupp.
My kibitzer came stalking out of the building, gangling and gawky. “Didn’t mean to spoil your luck, neighbor,” he said.
“Don’t give it a second thought, Snead,” I said.
“Call me Mortimer,” he said. “You mind a word of advice, neighbor?” he asked, bobbing his head around and grinning in a self-conscious way. “Next time, bet that fourteen. Highest card in the deck. Beats all the others!”
“You lousy snake!” I gasped. I’d learned better than to take a poke at him. Lefty had taught me my lesson on that one. Snead might turn out to be a TK as well as a hallucinator, and I wanted no more heart attacks.
He handed me a card. “There’ll be somebody at this number all night, neighbor. Gamblers Anonymous.”
He faded off down the dark street. The card merely said:
“Manhattan Chapter NO 5-5600”

Shari must have had a swell time at dinner with some guy who didn’t gamble, because she didn’t come home until nearly midnight. I know because I dialed her apartment every ten minutes until I got her face on the screen.
She was still dressed for dinner and had a sort of tiara over her thick tresses. “What is it?” she said.
“I’m not a psi?” I demanded.
“No!” she said. “Hasn’t this gone—?”
“Well, then, am I crazy?” I cut in on her.
Her lips compressed. “It’s a lot more likely,” she decided. “Why?”
“Either I’m nuts,” I told her. “Or those characters really are psis.” She was reaching up to cut the image when I caught her interest. “Is there such a thing as a psi who can induce hallucinations?” I demanded.
“No.” Flatly.
“They’ve got me sold that they can do it,” I said. “What does Occam’s razor say about that?”
“You idiot!” she exploded. “They don’t believe you are a PC any more than I do!” She was sure sensitive about my having any precognition!
“O.K.,” I said. “Then you make them eat it. Aren’t you the one who knows all about exposing charlatans?”
That was the right button. “Certainly,” Shari said.
“I’ll pick you up in ten minutes,” I said.
“Now? Midnight?”
“This is the pay-off,” I said, and cut the image. I dialed the number Snead had given me.
“Manhattan Chapter,” the Operator cartoon said.
“This is George Robertson,” I said. “Mortimer Snead told me there’d be somebody there to talk to me. Maybe Lefty.”
“Snead?” the cartoon said, frowning. “No one here by that—Oh! Wait a moment. Dr. Walter Bupp will talk to you,” the cartoon said, and Wally’s face appeared on the screen.
“It wasn’t practical,” I admitted.
“Six days early,” he observed.
“Nuts,” I said. “Look, you’ve got me convinced you are a psi. That Snead puts on a terrific show.”
“Snead?” he frowned. “Oh!” He laughed. “Yeah,” he agreed condescendingly. “He’s red hot, every now and then.”
“But you haven’t sold me that I’m a PC,” I growled. “I’ve been tested. I’m not. Now I want you to get off my back. You and the rest of them! Lay off!”
He shook his head. “The Lodge acts unilaterally on this,” he said soberly. “You’ve got psi powers. You’ll accept our direction in their use. Or else, Tex.”
“All I ask is a fair test,” I said desperately. “Under laboratory conditions.”
He gave me an address. “Come any time,” he said.
“That’s me walking in,” I told him.

Shari had to pay off the ‘copter when we got there. It wasn’t the brownstone I had seen the night before. This place was a medium-sized office building, say a hundred stories or so, quite new. There was no identification on its front other than the street number. The Directory in the silent and unpopulated lobby was names, all names. But Dr. Walter Bupp was one of them, in 7704. Shari and I rode the elevator to seventy-seven in chilly silence.
The corridor was dim, with its lights on night-time setting. Stronger light came from an open door quite a way down the hall. It had to be Bupp’s office, and it was.
Wally certainly wasn’t surprised to see Shari. He shook hands with her briefly, pushing his sharp chin out at her in his gamecock fashion. “Your mate?” he asked me.
“Certainly not,” she told him. “We’re ... uh ... colleagues at the University.”
“That’s not what Pheola says,” he told her sourly, pointing to chairs we could take.
“Pheola?” Shari questioned.
“A powerful PC,” Wally said. “She predicted you would accompany Tex tonight.”
“Oh, really,” Shari said scathingly.
“I was there,” I told her. “She really did.”
“Let’s not be diverted by sideshows,” Shari said. “We’re here to measure the psi powers of Tex Robertson, not to talk over the reputed clairvoyance of some dim and misty character.”
“Precognition,” Wally corrected her. “Stick around, Dr. King. Pheola will be down a little later. She thinks Tex is something special.”
That was not going to make a good interchange, so I cut in. “Dr. King is a professional in this field—” I started.
Wally waved a disgusted hand. “We know all about Dr. King and her field,” he said. “Proving that psi powers don’t exist, right, Dr. King?”
Shari bristled. It was hard to stay friendly in any talk with Bupp. “You know my field,” she said, about twenty degrees below zero. “I accept any and all evidence, regardless what it proves! There’s a lot of talk about psi powers, but precious little that can ever be detected under laboratory conditions!”
“Oh, well,” Wally Bupp grinned. “That’s not so strange. All members of the Lodge are cautioned to stay away from laboratories. You’ve been testing Normals. What do you expect for results?”
“Then you show me!” she stormed.
“Go on with you,” he grinned. “I thought it was Tex’s powers you wanted tested. Mine are irrelevant.”
“I thought so,” she said triumphantly. “Charlatan!”
For a moment the grin flickered off his face and I tensed to catch Shari if she should start to drop. But I guess he thought better of it.
“Some other time,” he said. “Let’s get this over with. Make it simple. You may have some statistical objections to my technique tonight, but I’m not looking for fringe effects. If this hot-eyed swain of yours is any good at all, he’ll bat a thousand.” He got a deck of cards out of his desk drawer and fanned it out face up so that he could pluck the two of spades and the two of hearts from the deck. The rest he put back in his desk.
He put his hands under the desk, with the two cards in them, produced the cards again, face down, and laid them in a thin stack on the desk before all of us.
“What’s on top?” he said. “Red or black?”
“How will you score?” Shari insisted. He scowled at her and tossed a squeeze counter across the desk.
“You score,” he said. “It really isn’t necessary. Tex will either be right all the time or it won’t matter.”
But before I could call the top card, the office door opened behind us. I looked around, expecting Pheola. Instead it was Milly with the down, down hose. Only this time she was decently dressed in a dark two-piece suit and wore make-up. She certainly was no more talkative than before, nor did Wally introduce her. Shari was perfectly equal to the occasion and looked through Milly with composure. This takes about three generations of overbreeding.
“Try it,” Wally insisted. “What’s on top?”
I hit it. Then I missed it. Then I hit three in a row. It wasn’t fast work, because Wally hid the cards under his desk after each guess, shuffled the two cards around and then laid them before me again. This went on for about twenty minutes. At that point Shari spoke.
“That makes exactly three hundred tries,” she said, looking at the counter in her hand. “Have you been keeping score, Mr. Bupp?”
“I thought you were.”
“So I was,” she snapped, throwing up her tiaraed head. He sure brought out the worst in people. “Tex has been right exactly one hundred and fifty times. He’s never been more than five tries to the good in the whole series.”
“Interesting,” Wally said.
I took my first decent breath in the day. “This ought to let me off the hook,” I said to him. “Are you convinced?”
He shrugged. “How about it, Milly?” he asked.
“A random sample,” she said. “He doesn’t want to score. He didn’t try.”
Shari was ready for that one. She turned and spoke to Milly: “You have ways of knowing what Tex was thinking?” she asked sweetly.
“Yes.”
“Name any three!” Shari lashed at her furiously. The solid woman wasn’t the least bit bowled over.
“Read his mind,” she said matter-of-factly. “Just like I can tell that you’re getting ready to screech ‘Charlatan!’ at me, and like you think I got a cast-iron girdle and homely shoes. Well, they’re comfortable, dearie, which is more than you can say for those high-heeled slippers of yours. That left little toe of yours is killing you, dearie!”
Shari’s lips moved, but her mouth was as empty of sound as her face was of blood. Milly had hit the bull’s-eye.
“Everybody relax a moment,” Wally said. “Tell me, Dr. King, what’s your attitude toward PC?”
“I don’t have any!” she snapped. “It’s a phenomenon. I have as much attitude toward it as I do toward osmosis or toward peristalsis. None.”
“Would you consider a person fortunate to possess the power of precognition?” Wally asked her.
Shari’s head came up. “If there were such a thing,” she said, much more quietly. “Yes. I should imagine that precognition would be a powerful talent.”
“If you have no emotional bias against psi as such,” he went on smoothly, “you’d be happy for Tex if he were a PC.”
Her eyebrows drew together. She looked at me, veiling her violet eyes as if to hide her thoughts from us. “I would consider Tex quite fortunate. But only if you could show that such a thing really existed,” she said more loudly.
“How about you, Tex?” Wally asked me.
“Nuts,” I said. “You can’t make me like the idea of being a snake, no matter how you dress it up.” I shook my head. “Psi powers are the mark of a diseased mind, for my dough. They’re pure poison. What have they ever done for you?” I insisted rudely.
“Made me a surgeon,” he said.
“Never!” Shari said hotly.
“Ask Tex,” Wally suggested. “He felt me put a lift on his coronary artery. I’m a TK surgeon—I’ve got enough TK to put clamps on inaccessible arteries and feel out mechanical disorders of the body. Check it. I’m on the staff at Universal Hospital.”
“And what are you doing here?” she argued.
“Meeting my obligation to the Lodge,” he said. “This is where I got my training, right in this building.”
“I thought that brownstone house was the Lodge,” I said.
“No,” he said. “That’s just the Grand Master’s residence. The Lodge provides quarters for its brass. This building is the real chapter house.”
He heaved a long sigh and dug into his drawer again. “You can beat it, Milly,” he said. “Thanks.”
“I know,” she told him from the door. She had started out long before he spoke. Impressive stuff, but it got a sniff from Shari.
What Wally got out of his desk had a refreshing shape and color. It was oblong. It was green. It was money. It was, for a fact, a stack of one thousand dollar bills.
Wally shuffled the two cards under his desk again and piled them two-deep in front of Shari and me.
“You heard what Dr. King said,” Wally reminded me. “She’ll love you no less for being a PC. Now we’ll play the game a little more realistically. Every time you guess the top card right, Tex, I’m going to give you a thousand dollars. No strings attached. When you miss, you give one back. But if you have none to give, you don’t have to pay. You can’t lose. Maybe you can win. All set?”
“One minute,” I demanded. “Shari, is this a fair test?”
She shrugged. “Why not?”
“Is it gambling?”
She smiled faintly, her first sign of relaxation. “Hardly,” she said.
“Then you don’t mind if I win?”
She found a laugh this time. “You can try,” she corrected me.
“This could be our nest egg,” I said.
She blushed. “If that’s a proposal,” she said tartly. “The answer is ‘no.’”










“I’ll talk to you later,” I growled. “When I’m richer!”
I looked at the back of the card on the desk. Wally was leaning back in his swivel chair and wasn’t within four feet of the pasteboards. If there was any hanky-panky, I couldn’t see how he planned to work it.
“Heart,” I said.
“Why don’t you turn it over, Dr. King?” Wally suggested. “Remove any possible chance of manipulation.” It was the two of hearts that Shari turned over. I was a thousand dollars richer.
I won the next. And the next. My stomach tightened up. Every thousand dollars drove another nail into my coffin—went that much farther to prove I was a snake. Well, I wasn’t!
I missed the fourth one.
“Cut that out!” Wally snapped at me. I jumped a foot. I had tried to miss it.

With a sickening realization of doom, I called the next four right.
“Stop it!” Shari screeched, grabbing at the cards. “I’ll shuffle!” she announced. She hid the pasteboards from me with her body, and took care, in putting them before me on the desk, that I didn’t see the face of the bottom card.
Her eyes were violet pools of hate and rage and she spoke to me: “Now try it!”
“Spade!” That made eight straight.
Even Shari succumbed to the ghastly fascination of it. There had been fifty thousand dollars in the stack of bills Wally had taken from his desk. Soon all fifty of the bills were stacked in front of me. Except for the one time I had tried to, I had never missed.
Lefty stuck his sharp chin at Shari. “I’d call that a fairly convincing string,” he said. “Will you concede, Dr. King?”
She gave him an awful mouthful of silence. A pitiless blackness descended over my spirit. I looked at the money in front of me. It had been like selling my soul to the Devil. There it was, all that money. All I’d had to give up was any claim to being a human—I wasn’t a Normal any more. I was a psi!
Then Shari was talking, in short gasping bursts, half choking, half sobbing. “No wonder Tex is in a whirl,” she said. “I’ve seen some good illusions, worked by the best light-fingered operators in the country, but nothing to compare with this! Just let me see you match this charade in my laboratory! With my apparatus!” She meant her playing cards.
Wally was sweet and reasonable. “You dealt and shuffled most of the hands yourself,” he reminded her. “I never touched the cards. How could I control them?” He grinned a little more sharply. “And you can’t call it TK,” he went on. “Did you feel the cards move or twitch or resist you as you shuffled them? It has to be PC.”
She blew her top on that one. It’s sickening to see someone you love goaded past all endurance and break down into screams and wild gestures.
“Aah!” she cried, shaking her head blindly. “Before I believe that Tex Robertson can feel things that I can’t feel, I’ll accept any other explanation. What are those cards of yours? Small TV screens? Is this more electronic hokum?”
Wally quietly tore one of the cards in two. “Now I understand,” he said. “That’s the real reason.”
I looked my surprise at him, and Shari quieted down just a little. “Relax, Dr. King,” he advised her. “The possession of psi powers isn’t a mark of moral superiority. Part of the problem in the Lodge is that psi powers are possessed as often by evil and stupid people as by the good and intelligent. Yes, I know that you think you deserve precognition, Dr. King. But that ain’t the way the ball bounces. You’re a Normal, Dr. King, and that’s all you’ll ever be.”
He got a face full of fingers for his trouble. Shari leaped to her feet and really slapped him in the kisser. She stormed out of there. I started to follow, but a tug at my earlobe signaled me to stop.

“Hold on a minute, Tex,” Wally said sympathetically. “You’re one of us now.”
I had to go after her. “I love her,” I said hopelessly. “I can’t see her hurt and upset like that. I’ve got to—”
But he was shaking his head. “You haven’t got a chance,” Wally said. “She’ll never forgive you for having precognition. That’s why she made the study of psi her life-work. She’s wanted PC for herself, and was sure she was pure enough of heart to deserve to have the power. Well, she doesn’t have it, and she’ll hate you for having what she thinks she deserves. Forget her.”
Talk about your cup brimming over! Well, if I had to get used to being cut off from the human race, perhaps Shari was the place to start. That’s what happens to superhumans!
There was one desperate hope. “This wasn’t hallucination?” I tried.
“No, Tex,” he said calmly. “This was on the level. Just for fun,” he went on. “Can you do it when there isn’t any money riding on it?”
Reluctantly I came back to his desk and looked down at the back of the top card. “Heart,” I said dully. I hit ten in a row for him. The spade was on top four times, the heart six times.
“And was that on the level?” I asked.
He scowled at me and chewed his thin lips. “Yeah,” he said.
“That settles it,” I said, sagging back into my seat. “I’m a snake. A rotten PC!”
“Don’t you believe it!” Wally growled, lunging out of his chair. He started to pace back and forth across the office, his chin stuck way out ahead of him as he prowled. “I don’t know what you are, Tex,” he declared. “But you’re no PC!”
“I’m a Normal after all!” I gasped, feeling a surge of blessed relief.
He swiped at the air with a hand. “Don’t be silly!” he snapped. “You’ve got a psi power so incredible that—” He whirled on me while I died for good.
“You explain it,” he insisted. “After your lovely Dr. King flew out of here, I shuffled the cards ten times under the desk, and you hit ten in a row, right?”
“Right.” Dismally.
“I cheated on the shuffle,” he told me. “I used TK to make sure that I put the two of spades on top all ten times.”
“No,” I insisted. “Six times the heart was on top. You turned them over yourself.”
“That’s just it,” he whispered, leaning toward me. “I put that spade on top every time! I did! But when I turned it over, more than half the time it was a heart. What did you do?”
“You mean I’m a hallucinator?” I asked. “Look, this is getting ridiculous! I was kidding myself, too?”
“Nonsense. It was real.” His face jerked in surprise. “You couldn’t!” he gasped, as the idea hit him. “But you did!” he reminded himself. “Wait till Maragon hears this!”
And then he told me. It couldn’t be, I knew. But it was. He proved it to me—or I proved it to us.
At some stage you have to get excited about it, if it’s no more than a grisly fascination. At that, it was dawn before we could stop our intoxicated talk. Maragon had been yanked out of bed again, and when he heard the news, woke up a darned sight faster than the night before. Pheola of the race-horse legs joined us, and several other psis as well. Before it was over the Grand Master had put on a ridiculous piece of regalia and mumbled me into probationary membership in the Lodge. There was nothing creepy about the ritual—only about the way I felt.
I guess, if we hadn’t gotten hungry, we’d be there yet. Wally had one last little wrinkle for me as I started down the corridor for the elevator.
“Pheola,” he called.
“Yes, darlin’ Billy,” she said, coming to his side.
“How’s Tex going to make out with that overeducated iceberg he’s hot after?” he asked her. I flinched at the thought of Shari—I was getting used to considering her a memory.
Pheola looked into the corner for a moment. “Oh, yum!” she said, smiling and showing the braces on her teeth. She kissed me. I think I was about as startled as Wally was. “Just so you let her be the only Cassandra,” she said. “And you call that an iceberg?” She looked at me curiously. “You’d better start eating red meat, Tex,” she told me, and would say no more.

I had a heck of a time getting Shari on the ‘phone. An hour before lunch she caved in and accepted my call.
She looked pale and shaken, even in the black and white of the screen. “Please,” she said. “I’ve had all I can stand. You stayed there all night, didn’t you?”
“I’m not a PC, Shari,” I said.
Nothing else would have caught her ear.
“Not?”
“Proved it before I left,” I said. “I can prove it to you, too.”
“Ridiculous. You can’t prove a negative.”
“Well, in a manner of speaking. What I can do is show you how the card trick was worked.”
I had her hooked. “You mean it? It really was a trick after all?” she said, slumping.
“It sure wasn’t PC,” I said. “Let me show you.”
“At the lab,” Shari said. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”
A couple graduate students were there, fooling around with Rhine cards when we arrived, and Shari chased them out without ceremony. She locked the door behind them. We were to have privacy. She didn’t bother with her lab coat this time.
“Show me,” she insisted.
“The apparatus, Shari,” I grinned. She gave me a deck of cards, and pulled out the two of hearts and two of spades.
“We’ll do it face-up,” I said. “So you can see how it’s done!”
I laid the two cards side by side on her blotter, face up. “Now put a finger on each one.” I directed. “And watch them like a hawk. What card is under your right forefinger?”
“Heart,” Shari said.
“Wrong,” I told her. “Spade.”
They could have heard that shriek clear to Keokuk. Good thing we were in a sound-proof laboratory.
I got her calmed down after a while. “It didn’t happen!” she insisted, clutching at her temples.
“If you won’t holler,” I said. “I’ll do it again. Remember, it’s just a phenomenon, like osmosis.”
“It is not!” she gasped.
But I did it for her. Ten times in a row. The cards changed under her fingers without moving.
“So it’s not PC,” I said.
“Oh, Tex, but what is it?”
“You agree it’s real?”
Shari nodded. “It’s real. You can do it, whatever it is. What is it?”
“TK,” I told her. “Telekinesis.”
“Nonsense,” she said. “Are you trying to make me believe I wouldn’t have felt the cards move if you’d snapped them out from under my fingers? I was pressing hard on them every time.”
“I didn’t move the cards,” I explained.
“But you said it was telekinesis!”
“Sure. I just moved the molecules of pigment in the printing ink and reassembled them in the opposite cards. You didn’t expect to feel molecular movement, did you?”
“No. Then it really happened?” I nodded. “What an incredible power!” she said. A glow of satisfaction spread over me. “Can you really test this molecular hypothesis?” she asked.

I told her of the hours of demonstrations I had made during the night. “The perception on scanning part of it goes on at some subconscious level, Shari,” I said. “But we had evidence that it can be made completely conscious.”
She shuddered and hugged her arms to herself. “I hate to say this to you,” she said. “But you’re a freak.”
I took a deep breath and smiled. “Unique is the way the Grand Master puts it,” I said, pleased with myself. “He says it has terrific possibilities.” And then it hit me, that delicious thought that I was among the elect, that I always had been.
“What possibilities?” Shari demanded, recoiling from me. “Doing card tricks?”
“To name a few,” I said. “They feel sure I can operate directly on the molecular chain in genes. This means we can alter heredity to suit ourselves. Next, why not rearrange the DNA molecule in a cancer? If you can change the genes in one cell, you can change them in another. Knock out the ability of cancerous cells to reproduce their own kind and the cancer disappears. A silly one: Maragon says I can be a one-man catalytic cracking station. Pipe a liquid through a tube within my TK range and I can make an equilibrium reaction run uphill as the stuff flows past me. How about a one-step operation to produce those rare drugs that now take forty-nine separate reactions?”
“This does have a significance for science,” she admitted. “The genetic part is right down your alley. And it’s not PC, is it?”
“Strictly TK,” I told her. “You’re the only PC in the family.”
“Family?” She turned pink as I went around the desk after her. “I told you the answer was ‘no’.”
“I have inside information,” I said, pulling her to me. “One of the PC’s up at the chapter house said this was what would happen.”
She didn’t fight my kiss more than a couple seconds. Then it was a pure case of self-preservation for me. This girl was a tiger. Looks can be awfully deceiving. But she broke away from me.
“Tex!” she gasped. “Stop, honey! Suppose somebody walks in.”
“A PC like you never gets that kind of surprise,” I lied valiantly.
“Am I?” she whispered. “Am I really a PC?”
“That’s why you locked the door,” I said. “Remember?”
THE END








Table of Contents
MODUS VIVENDI
VIGORISH
THE RIGHT TIME
CARD ... TRICK




images/00009.jpg





images/00008.jpg
W






images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg





images/00013.jpg





images/00012.jpg





cover.jpeg
The Walter Bupp Stories

John Berryman






images/00015.jpg
MODUS
VIVENDI

By WALTER
BUPP

Ifs undoubtedy diffcult o Ive ith
Someane who is Different. Ho mus,
becauso he is Diferen, live by other
ways Butwhat makes it so dificulis that
for some reason he thinks you are
Difarent!

Iustrated by
Schoenherr





images/00014.jpg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg





images/00005.jpg





