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	His world began in agony.

	Squealing brakes. An impact. He floated for a moment and crashed onto a hard surface. Bones splintered, and he screamed. Cramps folded him over.

	He was lying on his back on a cold, hard surface in bright sunlight. For a moment, he saw a baby lying beside him in a pool of blood, kicking its legs and screaming in impotent baby rage.

	Lights flashed, red and blue, and the baby disappeared. A man in uniform rushed toward him, leaned over him, did things to him, mouthed words meant to comfort. The agony of being torn out from inside himself intensified.

	Blows thudded against him. There was a man with a red face, shouting, throwing punches.

	He stumbled backwards and tripped over a chair and fell, turning, landing hard on his stomach on a carpeted floor. He floated in pain. He examined memories that meant nothing to him. He stored them away and tried to scream as cramps doubled him up again, but his mouth was filled with liquid. He was being torn in two, expelled from himself. He couldn’t escape. It wouldn’t end.

	Exhaustion.

	He had no strength left, no will, no life. Everything was fading away. Darkness waited.

	He pushed the pain, the fear, the dying away from him, put them behind a thick, hard wall, and became himself. Alone. The wall protected him.

	No man remembers his birth. The pain and confusion remained buried behind that wall for forty years. And then Max Iverson went to a movie and was torn open again.
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	The phone rang as Max was moving drowsily around his tiny kitchen, preparing his morning coffee.

	It was Anton. “I need you on graveyard for a couple of days. I’m switching Suzy to days. I’ll shift things around when I can, and then I’ll put you back on days.”

	Made incautious by sleepiness, Max said, “She’s willing to fuck you just to get moved to the day shift? I bet it’s not worth it.”

	Anton said, “You’re fired, dickhead. I’ll mail you what I owe you.” He hung up.

	Max was now fully awake without needing any coffee.

	“Shit,” he said aloud. “Now what?”

	Now you have to find yourself another job, he told himself. Again.

	Fortunately, there was no lack of the right kind of job available in Piketon at the moment—meaning work where the pay and status were both low, where little experience was required, and where he would not have to deal with other people on more than the most superficial level.

	I’ll give myself a few days’ vacation before I look for another job, he decided. I’ll take a couple of days, and I’ll...do something.

	Mechanically, he continued with coffee, breakfast, shaving, and showering as though he were getting ready for work. Then, all dressed up with nowhere to go, he went downstairs and down the block to a vending stand and bought the morning edition of the Chronicle. He took it back up to his apartment and read it as slowly as he could, killing as much time as possible.

	Any day now, the Chronicle would discontinue its print edition and be available only online. That was happening everywhere. The Chronicle was one of the last holdouts. Max understood why newspapers were going digital and discontinuing print editions, and he knew he would adjust to the change when he had to, but he was glad it hadn’t happened yet in Piketon. Right now, he needed the distraction of handling a physical newspaper.

	He read the national news and all the trivial items from surrounding states. He read about the machinations of state legislators and city politicians. He looked at every word in the summaries of the night’s burglaries and bar brawls.

	He studied the unsolved murder of a young woman at a gas station.

	The murder was a week old, and the newspaper implied that the police had no leads at all, despite their vague hints that they were hot on the trail of the killer. The victim was an eighteen–year–old girl working alone in the cashier’s booth at an all–night self–service gas station. As far as anyone could tell, she had been held up, had handed over all the cash she had available, and had been shot and killed anyway.

	Only eighteen, Max thought. Just like Suzy. Maybe Anton wants to shift her from nights to days because of that murder. Maybe he’s just trying to protect her, and there are no sexual favors involved.

	The article included a request from the police department that anyone with information about the crime call the police tip line. Anonymity was guaranteed.

	It better be, Max thought. Who would be willing to risk exposing themselves to a brutal killer?

	He wondered if such tip lines ever worked. He knew he wouldn’t be able to call that number even if did have useful information. It wasn’t in his nature.

	The article tangentially mentioned Deputy District Attorney Grady Jacobs, who had some connection with the investigation.

	Grady Jacobs, Max thought, turning the name over in his mind. The name appealed to him. Grady Jacobs. He repeated the name to himself. He felt confidence in the man, although he could not have said why.

	This isn’t paying my bills, he thought. Maybe if I call Anton and apologize, I can get my job back. I could grovel. That would earn me points with him.

	Then he remembered that, unlike the young cashier who had been murdered in the gas station, Suzy had not been working graveyard by herself. There were always at least two clerks on duty in the store, even in the middle of the night, and often three. So it was about sex, after all.

	Sex with Anton, he thought. Jesus, Suzy. No job is worth that.

	That any woman, especially a young and pretty one, would ever consider sleeping with Anton was beyond Max’s understanding, but the workings of other people’s minds generally were.

	When Max finished the newspaper, the morning was still only half over. The day before at work, he had borrowed a copy of a Dick Francis novel from the racks, intending to return it as soon as he was done. Now it belonged to him.

	He spent the rest of the morning and the first part of the afternoon lost in horse racing and murder in the misty English countryside. He could not have traveled farther from the climate and terrain of Piketon without buying a plane ticket—and now that was even more out of the question than usual.

	Engrossing as the novel was, Max emerged from it suddenly.

	Exercise. Something physical. He had been sitting in one place for too long, and he was feeling jumpy and nervous.

	I should work out, he thought. Use that gym membership while I still have it.

	He wouldn’t be renewing it unless he found another job soon.

	No, not the gym. He wanted the outside world—traffic, movement, people, the city with all its life. It was a life he was always cut off from, never able to connect to, but he loved its presence, the feel of it.

	He put on a light jacket and went out.

	Instead of English mist, old buildings, green meadows, and a quiet broken only by hoofbeats, the world outside the apartment building was filled with noise and sunshine. The autumn air was chilly and dry. Traffic moved steadily along the street. Horns blared. People walked past him, all carefully avoiding eye contact. This was the anonymity of the city, and he welcomed it. Don’t talk to me, and I won’t talk to you. Don’t look at me, and I won’t look at you.

	He strode along the sidewalk, stretching his legs, trying to imagine that he had a purpose and a destination even though he had neither.

	A block ahead of him was one of Piketon’s two remaining old–style neighborhood movie theaters. This one, The Baron, had been renovated a couple of years earlier and was being used to show an eclectic combination of foreign films and restored Hollywood classics. Big red letters on the marquee spelled out SPARTACUS.

	Max headed for The Baron to check the times when the revival of Spartacus would be showing. The first showing of the day was due to begin in less than five minutes.

	He hesitated when he noticed a sign that read FOR THIS SPECIAL EVENT THERE WILL BE NO REDUCED MATINEE PRICES. Since his morning telephone conversation with his then–boss, finances had assumed a larger role in his calculations.

	Why not? he asked himself. Spartacus had had a purpose in life, a great, grand, noble purpose. He had also had the ability to connect with large numbers of his fellow humans.

	To hell with the bustling life of the city. Maybe watching the movie would do him some good.

	He bought his ticket and went inside. The smell of fresh popcorn awoke his hunger and reminded him that he’d had no lunch. He bought the smallest size bag of popcorn—small but nonetheless absurdly overpriced—and went into the auditorium.

	To Max’s surprise, despite the movie’s fame, there was only a handful of people inside. He chose a seat in the middle of a row about in the middle of the theater and settled down with his popcorn just as the lights dimmed, the classical music on the speakers stopped, and the screen lit up.

	Max found himself as engrossed in the restored print of the movie as he had earlier been in the Dick Francis novel. Despite that, he was aware of someone coming in late, making a fair amount of noise as he stumbled in the dark. The latecomer finally sat behind him. Max twisted around. In the glow from the screen, he made out a young man in the row behind him.

	“What are you looking at?” the man said.

	Jerk, Max thought, but he said nothing and faced forward again.

	He turned his full attention back to the action on the screen and tried to suppress his annoyance.

	He managed to become absorbed in the storyline again.

	Every now and then, during particularly violent moments on the screen, Max sensed excitement from the man behind him. It wasn’t that the man was moving around or making noises of some kind. The Baron wasn’t that kind of movie house. Rather, Max was aware of something indefinable, something intangible, something radiating somehow from the other man.

	Max shifted uneasily.

	It’s your imagination, he told himself. Watch the movie.

	He realized that he had been holding popcorn in his mouth without chewing it. He chewed and swallowed and tried hard to imagine himself in ancient Rome.

	On the screen, a huge black man, a gladiator, stood over the fallen Spartacus, whom he had just defeated in the arena. The black gladiator stood ready to plunge his trident into Spartacus. The Roman aristocrats in the stands yelled at him, urging him to kill.

	The black gladiator changed his mind, turned, threw his trident at the stands. Then he ran across the arena, leaped partway up the wall and began to climb, trying to get his hands on the bloodthirsty aristocrats. Just as he reached the top of the wall, within very reach of his quarry, one of the aristocrats leaned forward and slid a dagger into the black man’s neck. For a long moment, the dying gladiator glared up at his killer, at the camera, at the movie audience, defeated but still defiant. Then his grip loosened, and he slid back down the wall to the arena floor.

	As the gladiator hung on the wall, mortally wounded but refusing to give up, staring his hatred into the camera, his face suddenly vanished, replaced by that of a young girl. The hatred in the gladiator’s face became fear in the girl’s.

	“Don’t,” she begged. “I gave you everything. Please, don’t.”

	Max was staring at her over a gun. There was glass between them. He could see his own face reflected in the glass. But it wasn’t his face. It was the face of the man seated in the row behind him. He knew that the man’s name was Al Thompson, and he knew where Al Thompson lived.

	The gun fired.

	Max’s hand jerked, shaking popcorn onto his lap.

	Glass exploded in front of him. The girl’s face disappeared in a shower of blood. She was flung backwards.

	Max watched his own hand move forward carefully, through the hole in the glass. His point of view moved forward, tilted downward. Now he could see the girl lying on the floor of the small booth, moving slightly.

	The gun pointed down, fired again. The girl became the gladiator again, sliding down the wall with Laurence Olivier’s dagger in his neck and the glaze of death in his eyes.

	Behind him, Thompson chuckled and whispered, “Yeah, bitch, yeah!”

	Max sat unmoving, scarcely breathing, trying not to think. His bag of popcorn slid from his hand, spilling the remainder onto his lap.

	Thompson chuckled again. The young woman’s murder replayed itself in Max’s mind, this time without any prompting from the action in the movie.

	Max closed his eyes. He shivered. He felt close to throwing up. He tried to close his mind to Thompson’s thoughts, but he couldn’t keep the murder out of his mind. It ran through yet again, from beginning to end, a horror movie that would not stop repeating.

	Max was faintly aware of Thompson getting up and leaving. Thompson’s memory of the murder of the young woman left with him.

	Max sat perfectly still, breathing shallowly, doing what he had done as a young boy when he had lain in bed, unmoving and scarcely breathing, afraid of invisible monsters.

	This time, the monster had a name: Al Thompson.

	Max waited until the movie ended and then pulled himself to his feet. For a moment, he thought his knees would buckle. He felt dizzy and even more nauseated than before.

	He could not give in to weakness. For the sake of Thompson’s victim, he must find the strength to move.

	How did he know that any of what he had seen in his mind was real? Al Thompson, the gun, the girl, Thompson’s address—it might all have come from his own unconscious, some sick thing lurking inside him, triggered by the violence on the screen.

	But what sickness in him had added those terrible details, not mentioned in the newspaper story—the girl’s face exploding, the killer leaning in over the counter and shooting her while she lay on the floor still alive? What insanity was this?

	He knew better. He didn’t know how he knew, but he was as sure that he had been experiencing Al Thompson’s thoughts and memories, that it had all been real and solid and from outside his own mind, as he was that his feet were touching a real, solid floor and that his hand was resting on the back of a real, solid theater seat.

	He walked back to his apartment, shuffling, bent over, exhausted. He felt ill and old and used up. Climbing the two flights of stairs to his apartment door was almost impossible. He had to rest frequently, panting for breath, before he could continue.

	Inside his apartment, with the door firmly locked behind him, Max collapsed into the chair in front of the small desk holding his laptop.

	I should call the police tip line, he thought. They said it’s anonymous. I can’t do it. I don’t remember the number. But it must be on their website. But I can’t—

	His hands were shaking. He fumbled at his laptop and finally managed to turn it on.

	Not the police. Grady Jacobs. That was the office he needed, not the police. He didn’t know why, but he knew it was so.

	He found the number of the district attorney’s office on the city’s website. He was about to call the number on his cell phone when he realized that would be unwise.

	He recorded the number on his phone and then left the apartment. His fatigue and shakiness were lifting.

	Down the street was a drugstore with one of the few payphones still in existence. He entered, closed the door behind him, and placed the call.

	When a receptionist answered, Max asked to speak to Grady Jacobs.

	“I think he’s probably left already,” the receptionist said. “Is this important? Can it wait till tomorrow?”

	“It has to do with a murder,” Max said. His voice sounded thin and weak to him. “The girl who was killed at that gas station a week ago.”

	“I see. Let me get you the number for the police tip line.”

	“I don’t want the police. I want to talk to Jacobs.”

	“Sir, the police are in charge of the investigation. You need to give them any information you have.”

	“No. I need your office, not the police.”

	“Sir, I have the tip line number right here. Do you have something to write it down with?”

	“I’m going to hang up, and no one will get my information. The murderer will go free.”

	“Sir— Just a moment, please.”

	Max could hear a muffled conversation but could make out none of the words. Then a man’s voice came on the line.

	“This is Grady Jacobs. Who is this, please?” It was a smooth voice, well modulated, a pleasant baritone.

	“My name’s Max.” He hesitated. Damn it, he thought. I should have made up a name. It’s okay. He probably thinks I did. “Just Max. You’re investigating the murder of that girl in the gas station, aren’t you? The cashier who was shot?”

	“Yes, that’s right.” Jacobs’ sudden tension and alertness transmitted themselves across the wire. “What connection do you have with the case?”

	“None. I mean, I’m not connected with the case in any way, but I do have some information you can probably use.”

	“That’s great. I’m ready to hear it.” The tone was neutral, conveying neither belief nor skepticism.

	Maybe he gets crank calls about murder cases all the time, Max thought. Maybe he’ll just ignore what I tell him. But what else can I do?

	“The guy’s name is Al Thompson.” Max spoke quickly, before he could panic and change his mind and hang up. Now it was said, and he was committed.

	Despite his attempt at self–control, the images he had picked up in the movie theater reemerged, brilliant and detailed. He began to shiver and to feel sick again.

	He gave Jacobs Thompson’s address and added a description of Thompson’s face, watching it again reflected in the glass of the cashier’s booth as he did so. He managed to keep the image in his mind frozen at that point, kept it from moving on to the next instant, when the glass had been shattered by Thompson’s bullet and the cashier’s face had exploded.

	“That’s very interesting,” Jacobs said, still sounding neutral. “Would there be anything incriminating at that address?”

	“I think—” Max thought again. “Yes, I’m pretty sure that some of the money is still there, at his apartment, and the gun he used to kill the girl.”

	“Mm hm. Now, you know, Max, the police have gotten a few other calls implicating other people. They can’t get a search warrant each time. How do I know you’re not just trying to cause trouble for someone you don’t like?”

	“Christ, he killed that girl, and now he’s gloating about it! She handed him the money, and then he shot her. That wasn’t good enough for him. She was still alive, so he stuck his hand through the hole in the window and shot her again while she was lying on the floor. You can’t leave a man like that roaming around!”

	“Tell me that part again, Max—about his sticking his hand through the window and shooting her a second time.” Jacobs’ voice was alive with interest now, all neutrality gone. “She was standing up against the far wall, you said?”

	Max was shaking violently and crying. He heard someone walking by behind him. He turned his face to the telephone and huddled inside the booth, sheltering himself from view. He waited until the footsteps had faded away and he could talk without choking on his tears.

	“No, no, I didn’t say that! The poor girl! Jesus! She was lying on the floor of the booth, moving a bit, and the bastard put his hand through the hole and leaned forward so that he could see her and pointed his gun down and shot her again. She stopped moving. Oh, God, I can’t stop seeing it!”

	“You were there, Max?”

	Max wiped his eyes and drew a deep breath, seeking control. “No,” he said. “I wasn’t there. I—I heard all about what happened and who did it. Isn’t that enough?”

	“Yeah, it’s enough. This is a good lead, Max. Listen, do you have a number where I can reach you, just in case I end up needing more information?”

	“No, I don’t,” Max said. “Anyway, I’ve told you all I know about it. I don’t have any more information.” 

	He hung up before Jacobs could say anything else.

	Two days later, the local media carried news of the arrest of Alfred Thompson in connection with the murder of the young gas station cashier. Thanks to evidence police had found at his apartment, the case against him was said to be airtight. The Chronicle gave all the credit to the police, but on TV, the chief of police credited Deputy District Attorney Grady Jacobs, whose office had provided the crucial lead. Henry Fredericks, the district attorney, was quoted as speaking approvingly of Jacobs.

	Max was happy to let Jacobs take all the credit. He felt well out of it. He hoped he could sleep again, dreamlessly, without the images from Thompson’s mind intruding.

	He had done what he could for the dead girl and for society. Now it was time to get on with his own life again. In particular, it was time to look for another job.

	Within a week, Max was working again. Once again, he was the lone employee on the day shift at a convenience store. He interacted with strangers as a stranger. There were no other employees with whom he would have to pretend friendship. He was earning enough to cover his small expenses. He still had his gym membership and was working out regularly and hard.

	The nightmarish memory of the intercepted thoughts faded. Most nights, he slept till morning, undisturbed by terrible dreams. It began to feel as if the awful incident with Thompson and the murder had never happened. How he had picked up someone else’s thoughts, let alone the awful nature of those thoughts—all of that would remain a mystery. He was alone and safe, secure within the fortress of his own mind, looking out at the world and protected from it.
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	Contentment lasted for a month.

	Max was riding home from work on the bus, more asleep than awake. Lulled by the swaying of the vehicle, the overheated interior, and the hum of traffic coming through the closed windows, he dozed. He was vaguely aware of the woman beside him getting up and leaving and of the man who took her place.

	Minutes later, the images began.

	The knife, the blood, the fading struggle to live. The body, with the knife still in it, disappearing under shovelfuls of earth. The feeling of satisfaction at a necessary task done well—and, even stronger, the pleasure. Then two or three faces, vaguely glimpsed, mentally tagged as the next to be eliminated. And then anticipation, something akin to sexual arousal.

	Max sat rigid, staring ahead of him, concentrating on the coat collar of the man in the seat in front of him. Lights passed by through the window to his right, alternating with darkness—streetlights, bus stops, residential streets, store fronts. Max kept his eyes aimed ahead, afraid to move. He must not look at the man beside him, must not move and draw the attention of this killer whose hands were strong enough to drive a knife so far into a human body, whose mind could take pleasure in committing such horror.

	In the images from the killer’s mind, Max saw a cheap restaurant, now closed, then the bar next door to it, still open, the words GLENNS HIDEAWAY painted on its window, then the next door down, opening to a stairway leading up to the killer’s apartment.

	But he didn’t see the names of the people, neither the killer’s name nor the victim’s. Nor could he see anything to identify where the killing had taken place or where the victim was buried. Before any of those details appeared, the killer stood up and left the bus, moving swiftly out of Max’s mental range.

	Max sat frozen in his seat, afraid even to turn to watch the man walk away along the sidewalk.

	He rode the bus home, went to the same drugstore payphone, and called Grady Jacobs.

	Jacobs said, “It’s not enough.”

	“Why not? It’s like the stuff I gave you last time.”

	“Because last time you also told me enough for us to get a warrant to search for real evidence. Silverman’s a sympathetic judge in these matters, but even so, the police were only willing to go to him for a warrant because I convinced them that there was something there to find. I went out on a limb doing that, but you knew details about the crime that weren’t available to the public, and that’s what swayed me.

	“This time, all I have is a guy on the phone insisting that a crime has been committed, but this is a crime we aren’t even aware of. It’s a murder I hadn’t heard a thing about before your call. It’s all vague and incomplete, and you’re even telling me that there’s nothing incriminating in this guy’s apartment. And you don’t know where his apartment is. How can we go to a judge with that?”

	“You didn’t believe me at first before, either,” Max pointed out. “I had to prove myself. I had to give you those details. Then you believed me.”

	“Uh huh. That’s true. So I’m inclined to believe you this time, too. But it’s not a matter of you convincing me. It’s a matter of me convincing the police and of them convincing a judge. I need to know where the weapon is, where the body is—something, anyway. Hell, at least I need an address where this guy lives! Call me back when you can give me the kind of information I need, okay?”

	“Yeah. Okay.”

	Max was frustrated and angry—angry at himself for not having picked up the sort of details Jacobs needed, but even angrier at Jacobs for involving him in this way. He wanted Jacobs to take over and finish the work, the way he had the first time. Max was being drawn into someone else’s tragedy, and he hated it.

	You have to do it, he told himself. You can’t let this slide. It’s not just that the killer has to be caught and punished. He has a mental list of future victims. You saw that in his mind. You’ve got to give Jacobs what he needs so that he can stop the guy before he kills those other people.

	He walked home, grateful that the dark sidewalks were almost empty. He had started to fear that the more people he was around, the more likely it was that one of them was a murderer, and he would pick up the murderer’s terrible thoughts.

	He wondered how he could get Jacobs the information he needed. This mindreading ability of his wasn’t something he could control. If he could, he’d make it go away forever. It had happened twice, and it had been a complete surprise to him both times.

	Then he realized that there was one important factor the two incidents had had in common. He had been physically close to both Al Thompson and the new killer, the man whose name he had failed to pick up. Whatever this strange new ability of his was, it seemed to depend on proximity.

	If that was the case, then to have any hope of getting more information for Jacobs, Max would have to get close to the new killer. He would have to risk exposing himself to a murderer who took pleasure in killing. He knew what Thompson and this new killer were capable of. He could imagine what they would do if they found out about him and his role in their capture.

	I can’t let fear stand in the way, he told himself.

	No, he thought, be honest. Don’t call it fear. Call it cowardice. I can’t let my cowardice keep me from doing what I have to do.

	Okay, he thought. Okay. Maybe it won’t be so bad. There’s that bar the guy was thinking about. It’s next door to where he lives. I’ll go there and see if that gets me close enough to pick up the additional details Jacobs needs.

	Incongruously, Max looked tough. He was taller than average, solidly built, well–muscled from regularly working out, with a strong face that struck most people as dangerous. The truth was the opposite of the appearance, but his appearance had stood Max in good stead more than once. It had kept him safe and out of fights. He would have to count on it doing so again in the bar.

	Or should he forget about the bar?

	He had caught a mental picture of the outside of the killer’s apartment building, gleaned during the quick flash of terrible, bloody images on the bus. He had seen the stairway inside it, leading to the killer’s apartment. What he ought to do was go up that stairway and wait quietly in the hallway outside the killer’s apartment. Sooner or later, he was bound to catch a glimpse of what he needed to know—the killer’s name, the victim’s name, the body’s location, something that would satisfy Grady.

	Max imagined himself standing quietly in the shadows of a hallway, listening with his mind, separated only by a thin wooden door from a murderer.

	He shivered. The idea terrified him.

	No, it would be the bar. That was his limit.

	Max changed into blue jeans, running shoes, and a dark T–shirt with the logo of a rock band on the front. He put on a windbreaker and left his apartment, making for the bus stop two blocks away.

	The bus was headed downtown and was half empty when he got on, but it filled up quickly. A few stops along, a young man took the empty seat next to Max. Preoccupied, Max was only subliminally aware of him.

	Then an image came into Max’s mind of the pocket in the side of his own windbreaker.

	Money in the guy’s pocket, the young man was thinking. Grab and run at the next stop.

	Max turned and stared at the young man.

	For a moment, he saw himself through the young man’s eyes: big, powerful, angry, violent.

	The young man quickly drew back the hand that had been near Max’s pocket. He got up and moved to another seat. Max returned to his own thoughts, to the privacy and safety of his own head.

	Max got off at the same stop where the killer had exited the bus earlier in the evening. He had a clear picture of the outside of the bar, but it was mostly an image of a window on which GLENNS HIDEAWAY was painted. He had no picture of the name of the street Glenn’s Hideaway was on or the route to it.

	He took out his phone and entered “glenns hideaway piketon” into the Google search bar. There were no results.

	Must be the type of place that depends on alcoholic word of mouth advertising, he thought. I should ask one of the locals.

	He shrank from that idea. What he had seen that afternoon on the bus had left him with terror at the idea of any human contact, especially here in the killer’s own neighborhood, where someone might remember Max and tell the killer about him.

	He put his hands in the pockets of his windbreaker and leaned against the sign marking the bus stop. He stood in a pool of light cast by a nearby streetlight—one of the few that still functioned in this part of town.

	Pedestrians passed by, working class and never–working class, all of them white, but united more by their poverty and near–poverty than by their race. They looked at him incuriously for a moment and passed on.

	Max ignored them. He stared into space, concentrating on the killer, on the idea of the man, the mental smell of violence and bloodlust. But it was no good. He caught not the slightest hint of his presence.

	He had already learned that his talent was intermittent and unpredictable, and even when it came upon him, it required proximity. Either it wasn’t working now, or the murderer was not within the required few feet. Or possibly both.

	How many feet? Max wondered. How close do I have to be?

	Even if he were to find the killer’s apartment building and climb the stairs and stand outside his apartment, he still might not pick anything up. His talent might choose to remain absent. It might leave him standing outside the murderer’s door, not one whit the wiser and naked before the man’s need to kill.

	GLENNS HIDEAWAY

	The image of the sign floated briefly through his mind. Max snapped back to the here and now and looked around wildly.

	The killer! He’s here!

	No, he would remember that man’s mental presence forever, even if he didn’t know what the man looked like. There was no one around who fit, who felt right.

	There were people on the sidewalk, and cars still crowded the street. There was no way of knowing who had been thinking of the bar or where that person was now. It could have been anyone.

	Max became aware of the noise of the crowd, the traffic, and the smell of vehicle exhaust. He also became aware of a small, stooped man standing in front of him, looking at him hopefully.

	“What?” Max said. “Did you say something to me?”

	“I said, I need eighteen cents more so I can take the bus to the north side to see my sick sister, who’s laid up with arthritis.”

	Max stared at him, nonplused. “Eighteen cents?”

	Sensing a possible mark, the panhandler added quickly, “And take my two little nieces to the circus, too.”

	Max laughed. “All that for eighteen cents?”

	“Eighteen cents more,” the panhandler corrected him.

	That kind of creativity deserves a reward, Max thought.

	He reached into his pocket and saw GLENNS HIDEAWAY again.

	He stared at the small man before him. “Eighteen cents more, huh?”

	The image of the window of Glenn’s Hideaway appeared again, clearer and brighter—brighter and more inviting than it had been in the mind of the murderer on the bus. Max jingled the loose change in his pocket, and the image of the bar’s window grew still brighter and yet more inviting.

	Max brought out all the coins he had in his pocket and dropped them in the outstretched hand. “Have a real good time.”

	“Hey, thanks! Uh, God bless you, sir.”

	“That’s okay.”

	Max looked away, concentrating on the image of the front of the bar. It had grown brilliant, glowing and beckoning like the gateway to Paradise.

	The panhandler looked at Max for a moment. Then, satisfied that Max wasn’t watching him, he walked away rapidly down the sidewalk.

	Max followed.

	Glenn’s Hideaway was only three blocks away, but it was around a corner. Max knew he would never have found it by himself.

	He watched from across the street as the bum entered.

	The front of the bar was far drabber than the image in the bum’s mind, drabber even than the picture in the mind of the murderer.

	Despite himself, Max’s eyes drifted along the storefront to the doorway beside the bar. He froze, staring at that doorway.

	He shook himself.

	Fixing his eyes on the door of the bar, he crossed the street and entered.

	Inside, Glenn’s Hideaway was a long, narrow, poorly lit room with a bar down one side and tables along the opposing wall. There was barely enough space between the tables and the barstools for a man to walk. Most of the tables were occupied, and there were few spaces available at the bar. The air was filled with the low hum of conversation. There was just enough light for Max to be able to tell that the floor was unpolished—or that any polish had long ago worn off. The place stank of stale beer, vomit, and urine.

	Mental images flooded in suddenly, vague and ill formed, confused, tenuous. Max wondered if his talent had suddenly grown stronger. Or maybe it was some sort of critical mass, something to do with so many alcohol–dulled minds crammed into a small space.

	Maybe it’s my fear, he thought. Tension, terror, adrenaline. Something like that.

	He took one of the few empty seats at the bar and ordered a beer. He sipped it slowly and concentrated, reaching for
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